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Summary: 
                Rebecca of Caroline, known to her family as "Beks", spent two decades preparing to become a tool for the kingdom as the Queen’s foster daughter and as the child “destined to bring the kingdom to prosperity”, but twenty years of meticulous planning begin to falter after the Queen dies and the role she has been prepared for starts to slip away.

However, she made a promise to the dying Queen.  

“If my sons are unable, you must ensure the stability of the kingdom.  No matter what personal cost, the kingdom must come first.  Swear to me.”

The promise becomes difficult to keep when a new oracle appears, foster brothers go missing, and the kingdom she was trained to support since age three uses her and her family as a scapegoat.

If she's going to ensure the stability of the kingdom, she may just have to retake it.

But before she can, she needs to survive.  



[Family] [Slow-ish Burn] [Multiple Love Interests] [Some Romance, but it's not the focus] [Magical Pets]
Updates: Tuesdays & Thursdays

            







Chapter 1 - Dawn In Her Hair


                The sharp, chilling sound of a bell penetrated her sleep and seemed to fill her dark room.  As she gained consciousness and opened her eyes, she saw nothing but darkness.  The drapes were still drawn around her bed, keeping in the heat.  

On the other side of the drapes, she could hear the light footsteps of servants.  Lamps were lit, bringing a glow against the drapes as she sat up. 

“My lady.”  The nervous voice of one of her maids called out to her. “My lady-”

“I’m awake.”  She reached out and grabbed the edge of the drapes, pulling it to the side and allowing the warm yellow light of the oil lamps to pierce the inner darkness of her canopied bed.  She pushed herself to the edge and slid her legs off the side.

“My lady.”  A maid slipped embroidered slippers on her olive feet and another maid stood to the side, holding a matching embroidered robe at the ready.  

“What happened?  How is she?” Her voice was firm, expertly holding back any worry she felt, as she rose to her feet and held out her arms.  The maid helped put the robes over her, sliding the sleeves over her arms and tugging it up to her chin.  

The middle-aged woman who was her head maid had a forlorn look on her pale face as she lowered her eyes and shook her head once.  “Her breathing has become very uneven with long pauses in between.  The doctors and clerics are worried.  Her Majesty has summoned you, Lady Rebecca.”

Rebecca of Caroline, foster daughter to the Queen, quelled the fear in her heart as she grasped the belt around her waist and tied it closed.  She quickened her speed and headed out of her room.  Her long, black hair with the streak of auburn woven into her tousled braid bounced behind her as she walked out.

Oil lamps hanging overhead illuminated the narrow stone halls cluttered with paintings, statues, and various decorations showing off the wealth of the royal family.  Even with an oil lamp every few paces and the walls painted white, the light was limited, and shadows were cast against the walls of the old castle tower.  

Her head maid followed behind her, dressed in the gray and white uniform she wore during the day, and two royal guards.  They held open doors for her as they passed through the halls and staircases of the Old Tower to cut through a garden courtyard by a central portico to get to the Gilded Palace, the sprawling stone, brick, and glass palace with grand ballrooms, offices, and library built three generations ago to house the current monarch and their immediate family.  

It had numerous interconnected wings, private courtyards, and multiple floors, with the Queen’s bedchambers deep within.  Palace rules prohibited running, so her steps were quick; going as fast as she could without sprinting down the halls.

With each step, it was a struggle to keep her heart calm.  Her hand reached up and touched the thumb-sized metal container hanging over her chest.  If she did have another flare up she’d have her pills with her, at least.  She forced herself to focus.  Now was not the time to be concerned about herself.  

“Lady Rebecca.”  She was greeted respectfully by the stewards and staff rooted by the doors to the Queen’s suite.  

“Where is Brother Laurence?” she asked as she reached them.  Her gray eyes swept across the crowd and the head steward, Chamberlain Wilton, stepped forward.  The tired shadows across his face were made worse by the lighting.

“His Highness is already inside.  They are waiting for you, my lady.”  He gave the guard by the door a nod and the guard grasped the metal handles of the door to the Queen’s suite and pulled it open to let her in.

Her maids and the guards with her remained outside as she stepped into the dimly lit room.  The heavy smells of various medical concoctions and incense meant to both act as medicine and hide the stench of a sick body filled the room.  

“Beks.”  A dry, hoarse voice came from the massive canopy bed towards the center of the room.  The drapes were hall drawn and tied to the posts, revealing the skinny figure half sunk in pillows and buried with layers of blankets. 

Against the yellow light, she could see a pale, gaunt visage with few remnants of the power hungry woman who’d sent a convoy halfway across the kingdom to fetch her simply because some dying old woman in a temple told her that a child resembling her would bring the kingdom to glory.  

Whatever conflicts she may have had regarding being ‘fostered’ and hardly seeing her birth family the last twenty years of her life, were pushed to the side.  Her heart tightened as she rushed across the plush rug and reached for the skeletal hand still adorned with gold rings and glistening gemstones.  

“Your Majesty,” she said in a choked voice.  

The Queen’s blue eyes crinkled a bit and a glint of joy filled them as her cold hand wrapped around the smooth, warm hand of the young woman.  “Beks.”

“She’s here, Mother.”  A man in his late twenties sat on the edge of the Queen’s bed.  He was wearing the same clothes she’d seen him earlier that evening, when he made her leave to rest as it was late.  

He’d told her that he would also retire for the night, but it seemed that he’d stayed with his mother, meaning the situation had gradually turned worse as the night went on.

“Rebecca, my Beks.”  Despite the croaking voice, the Queen’s tone was filled with affection.  Under normal circumstances, she only called her Rebecca.  It was rare that the Queen called her by her nickname.  

“I am here, Your Majesty,” Beks said as she took a seat that Chamberlain Wilton bought for her and placed beside the bed.  “It’s late.  We still have work in the morning.  Brother Laurence will get confused if you’re not there to guide him.”  She forced a bright smile and the thin lips of the frail woman on the bed pulled up into a pained smile of  her own.  

“I have been sick...for so long...he should know by now.”  The Queen wheezed and if she were healthier, she might’ve said it with a laugh.  Her eyes swept to her eldest son sitting on the edge of the bed.  “Leave us.”

Laurence, tall with thick, short brown hair and gentle blue eyes, said to be a spitting image of his late father, the Queen’s first consort, didn’t hesitate.  It was as if he’d expected to be told to leave so his mother could speak to Beks alone.  

“If her condition worsens, pull the chord,” Laurence told her in an encouraging voice as he pointed out the gold rope and tassel hanging by the side of the bed.  Beks nodded and he ordered the remaining clerics, doctors, and Chamberlain Wilton out of the room.

The heavy door closed behind Laurence, and Beks felt the Queen squeeze her hand with her feeble strength.  The Queen wasn’t what she considered elderly.  Her hair was still quite dark with just a bit of peppering.  

Before her illness, she’d been very active and ate well.  She was a bit plump with a rosy complexion and an intimidating stature.  It was a far cry from the frail woman that seemed to have wasted away in the last few months.  It surprised them how quickly the Queen had deteriorated.

“Beks.”  

“I’m here.”

“Beks....” The Queen’s eyes moistened.  “It has been difficult for you, hasn’t it?”

Beks had an urge to jerk her head back with surprise, but years of strict education kept her back straight and her body poised as she remained in her seat in front of the Queen.  She didn’t show any emotion other than restrained concern.  The Fourth Prince always commented that she often looked like it pained her to try to show strong emotion.  

“What do you mean, Your Majesty?"

“I took you...from your family.”  

Beks tilted her head to the side, her eyes a bit squinted.  “Yes, you fostered me.”  

Taking a aristocratic child to be raised by another family was quite common in order to strengthen inter-house bonds, though even as she tried to validate being plucked out of her family’s duchy when she was a mere three years old, Beks acknowledged that fostering by high nobles and the royal family was incredibly rare.  

Rare to the point that it was seen as either an act to ensure loyalty from the lower ranked house or the acquisition of a valuable, promising asset.  

The Queen's fostering of her was the latter.

Regardless, her time with the royal family gave her the best, though somewhat strictest, of everything the Kadmus Kingdom had to offer.  The best academic tutors, the best etiquette instructors, and access to the best doctors, cleric healers, and medicine available.  

There was a great possibility that she would not be alive at that moment if the Queen did not foster her, and for that alone, Beks was grateful.  

The Queen stared up at her face that carried little emotion.  Beks was like that because of her and they both knew it.  The Queen's lips tightened into a wry smile.  

“You are a good girl.  A smart girl.”  She paused for a moment.  The Queen closed her eyes and seemed to focus on breathing so she could speak.  She released Beks’ hand from her cold, wrinkled one and pointed to her writing desk across the room.  “Under the writing mat, take the key to open the lower left drawer.”  

“All right.”  Obediently, Beks gave the Queen a nod and rose from her plush, embroidered seat.  She crossed the room to the ornate writing desk with the gilded leaf accents.  The main surface of the writing desk had a fitted, hard leather mat and writing board on top.  The Queen’s initials and seal were embossed with gold leaf into the dark leather.  

Beks felt around the edges of the table, where the desk and leather met, and lifted a corner.  The key was tucked to one back corner; small and somewhat flat for what it was.  There were a few old books on top of it and she wouldn’t have noticed a key was underneath.  

A small click sounded as she unlocked the lower left drawer.  It didn’t have a handle on the outer panel, so she used the key to pull the drawer forward enough to slip her fingers through the top.  

Inside was a neat bundle of letters that fit in her palm.  No envelopes, just folded sheets.  They were bundled together by a pale silk ribbon. 

Thinking that the Queen wanted her to bring the letters to her, Beks gathered the bundle in her hand and closed the drawer.  She locked it and slipped the key into her pocket so she could return the letters afterwards.  

As she sat back on her seat, the Queen spoke up once more.

“Those are for you,” she said.  Her eyes were red as she looked at the bundle of letters on Beks’ lap.  “I wrote them.”

Beks tilted her head to the side and her brows furrowed a bit as she looked from the Queen to the letters and back.  “You wrote them to me?”

“I don’t have long.”  The Queen closed her eyes and seemed to sink further into the plush bed.  “I have much to tell you.”  

Beks lowered her eyes.  “Is there anything I should give to His Highness the Fourth Prince?  Or to the Second or Third?”  The Queen had four sons and the three youngest had yet to return despite Laurence’s urgent summons that their mother was dying.  

The Queen kept her eyes closed, but her chest rose and fell unsteadily.  “No.  Those are for you,” she repeated.  “When I am gone, read them.”

Beks frowned.  “It will be a while, then.  I should return them-”

“Rebecca.”  The Queen called to her.  “I don’t regret taking you.  Though I had my reasons as queen, I do love you as if I birthed you myself.”  She smiled a bit and turned her head in Bek’s direction.  “No child of mine has lived up to what I believed they could do like you have.”

Beks swallowed hard and lowered her eyes, feeling guilty, but unsure if it was because of some of her lingering resentment or because the Crown Prince should’ve been the one who the Queen praised at that moment.  

“I am only doing what I was taught to do.”

“And you have learned well.  The kingdom is in good hands with you,” the Queen said.  She smiled once more to herself.  “As a ruler, to solidify your power, you must placate your people.  Make them stable and they will flourish.”

Beks knew this.  If the populace was at least somewhat satisfied, then the chances of revolt would be less.  In addition, stability allowed culture to grow and technology to advance.  They could prepare for emergencies, strengthen their military, and increase their influence with other countries.  

She had the same teachers as the Crown Prince on politics, governance, and finance.  She’d been assisting with the kingdom’s yearly budget the last four years, and for the last two, the Queen and Crown Prince allowed her to prepare it herself and then reviewed it.  

This trust didn’t just come with her competence and education, but because everyone knew that one day, she would marry the Fourth Prince. Luther, and become an official member of the royal family.  She’d take a position to aid her brother-in-law, the Crown Prince, and thus fulfill the prophecy of her birth.  

“I will continue to work hard to ensure the stability and improvement of our kingdom,” Beks told the Queen.  It was an automatic response and one she’d often repeat to the Queen as if in confirmation.  

The Queen took a deep breath.  “Rebecca...if my sons are unable...you must ensure the stability of the kingdom.”  Her cold hand touched Beks’ once more.  Her pale face and sunken eyes were turned towards Beks, boring into her with an intensity that made her shift uncomfortably.  “Do what you must to protect the people.  They are the source of our wealth.  The source of our power.  Without them, we are nothing.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“By any means necessary, Rebecca.  No matter what personal cost.  The kingdom must come first.”  Her chest heaved and her hand shook.  “Swear to me.”

Beks crinkled her eyes and nodded.  “Yes-”

“Swear to me!” Her grip on Beks’ hand tightened and Beks almost had to grit her teeth to keep from crying out loud at the unexpected strength.  The Queen’s intense eyes locked on her, as if looking into her soul.  

“I swear.”  Those were the only words she could muster.  

It took another few breaths for the Queen to accept her promise.  Her grip on Beks’ hand lightened and she relaxed.  “Good...good....”  A haunted smile filled her pale face.  “A daughter with dawn in her hair...born where the earth split....”  Beks closed her eyes and the hand on the bundle of letters tightened.  She’d heard those words thousands of times in her lifetime.  “Will bring an age of prosperity and stability to make a kingdom an empire.”  

On the eve of her birth, the last Great Oracle’s dying words at the Great Temple prophesied a fated daughter to be born.

The problem was that at the time, the Queen only had three sons: the first, Crown Prince Laurence, from her first husband and consort, King Alexios, former Prince of Paraxes, a kingdom in the southeast.  Monarchs of Kadmus were allowed two spouses, usually a ‘spouse of convenience’ for political or economic reasons, and then a ‘spouse of choice’ married because of emotional attachment.  

The Queen was betrothed to Prince Alexios of the warrior kingdom as a child.  Neither had any issue with the engagement and Paraxes sided with Kadmus against enemy kingdoms.  The Queen could have married a spouse of choice, but she wanted further stability for Kadmus.  During her childhood, its eastern borders were ravaged by three neighboring kingdoms and had taken a good deal of territory gained in her grandfather’s time due to her own father’s incompetence.  

The Queen wanted another political marriage for her second.  It was important that her spouses were not antagonistic towards each other, so she married Prince Alexios’ closest friend and brother in arms, Timur, the youngest Prince of Langshe, a mountain kingdom with sizable natural resources.  

Her two husbands dutifully protected Kadmus’ border, and even regained all the lost territory.  From what late Uncle Timur told Beks when she was little, the three of them got along quite well and were friends, as well as marriage partners.  Uncle Timur had given the Queen twin sons, Lazarus and Lucian. 

They’d left when she was little, but she remembered them to look like Uncle Timur.  Pale skin with long, straight dark hair, though they had the Queen’s blue eyes.  Beks remembered playing with their long hair.  They were ‘pretty’, she had called them, and during her childhood, they were closest to her.  Second Prince Lazarus went to a military school and Third Prince Lucian went to study at the Great Temple to become a priest after Uncle Timur died.  

With no daughters, the Queen had sent her people across her kingdom to find the ‘daughter with dawn in her hair, born where the earth split’.  

They found Beks when she was six months old.  

The Caroline Duchy’s Sacred Valley sat where the earth split in half by a continental break.  On one side of what appeared to be a narrow river was Greshran and the ground moved southwest.  On the other side was Greshgan and it moved northeast.  The valley has been noted as splitting since ancient times and the Caroline ancestors believed it to be a sacred because of this, thus the capital of the duchy was called the Sacred Valley.

The location criteria was met, but what about the daughter?

There were three children born the day the Great Oracle died and said her prophetic words. 

Two were daughters.

But only one had dark hair with a streak of orange - the dawn breaking through the night.  

Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline, first daughter and second child of Duke Robert Lodewijk of Caroline and Duchess Sybil Patricia of Blythouse and Caroline.  The younger sister of Lord Amadeo Patrick of Caroline, and later the older sister of Young Lord Thaddeus Renault and Young Lady Dorothy Philomena.  

The latter two, she had not yet even met, as since she arrived to be ‘fostered’ in the capital, Kadmium, she’d never been allowed out further than the city gates.  

Part of it was the obvious: she was a destined child and could not be allowed to leave or meet any danger.  The other reason was that she was sick and the Queen spared no expense in her health. 

Still, even foster children eventually returned to their birth families.  How would Beks fulfill the prophecy from a backwater duchy where mines, wool, and metal work were the main sources of income?  

Tie her to the royal family by engaging her to one of the Queen’s sons.  

Crown Prince Laurence was already engaged.  The twins were three, almost four years older than Beks, and would’ve been the most suitable.  Unfortunately, by the time Beks arrived in Kadmium, the Queen had her fourth son.  

A few months before Beks was born and the Great Oracle made her prophecy, King Consort Alexios died.  The Second Consort, Uncle Timur, said that the Queen became focused on finding the prophesied daughter because she was coping with Alexios’ death.  

After Beks was identified, the Queen married her third husband, as due to the death of King Alexios, she could remarry another spouse.  Perhaps it was because she was sentimental at the loss of her first husband and partner that the Queen had married a spouse of choice this last and final time.

Third Consort Petus, the Queen’s second cousin and childhood love.  She had soon become pregnant with Fourth Prince Luther and it was Prince Luther who was engaged to Beks.  

The prophesied daughter was tied to the royal family and Beks became a highly trained bird in a very gilded cage.  

But she knew her role and she knew how beneficial it would be if she played it well.  Her family received a lot of prestige.  The people got a competent individual to assist in running the kingdom; she was very popular with the city’s citizens.  She didn’t have to worry too much about her illness, as a medical staff was always nearby and when she did have a ‘flare up’, she had medical support at once.

This was the life she knew and it was one she knew others would kill to have.  

“Beks.”  The Queen drew her out of her thoughts once more and Beks blinked.  She looked back at the Queen.  “Put the letters in your pocket.”

A strange request, but Beks did as she was told.  The Queen held her hand once more and closed her eyes, appearing calm.  “Your Majesty...how are you feeling?”

“Are you angry at me, Beks?”

“No, Your Majesty.”  It was the truth.  A bit of frustration and resentment, but not anger or hate.  The corner of Beks’ lips tugged up a bit.  In fact, she had some affection for the woman.  “You fed me and wiped my sweat when I was sick.  Spent every night by my side when I arrived.  Sponsored by debut....”

“It is all right to be angry at me,” the Queen said in a resigned, broken voice.  “I know what I did.”  Beks continued to stroke the back of the Queen’s hand with her free one.  “But...thank you.  The kingdom is in good hands.”  

“Brother Laurence will prove an excellent king and I will support him whole-heartedly,” Beks told her.  

“The kingdom above all, Beks.  Remember.”  

“I will.”

“The people should not suffer.”  The Queen’s cold hand began to loosen.  Beks felt her chest tighten.  

“I know.”  Her eyes flickered to the gold cord and tassel just an arm’s length away.   Her hand itched to pull it.

“My daughter...love you....”  The Queen’s breath wheezed and her chest stopped rising.  Beks waited, her hand shaking as the Queen’s hand over it went limp.  She waited for another choked breath to push the Queen’s chest up, but after a few counts, there was nothing.  

“Brother Laurence!”  She screamed just before she shot up, grabbed the gold tassel, and pulled it with unrestrained strength.  She vaguely heard the bell ringing from somewhere, but she wasn’t sure where.  

The doors burst open behind her and clerics, doctors, and the Crown Prince rushed in.  

Beks whirled around with wide eyes and something hot and wet coming down her face.  The Crown Prince pulled her aside to make away for the clerics and doctors, but kept a hand on her shoulder.  

“Breathe, Beks.  Breathe,” he told her as he looked from her to the Queen laying unmoving on the bed.  His own eyes were red.  

Beks didn’t realize she wasn’t breathing.  She stood in place, frozen.  She wasn’t sure if she had exhaled and inhaled like he told her.  She just watched as the men and women hovered around the Queen’s bed in a frenzy.  

It wasn’t until she heard the head royal doctor, who also treated her, announce the time and then the words they’d dreaded to hear for the last few months that Beks was drawn out of her stupor. 

“Queen Letizia dun Kadmus has left us.”  
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It was something they had been preparing for, as it was obvious a few weeks earlier that the Queen would not recover from her illness.  Despite all her attempts to brainwash herself, and the Queen, into believing that she would indeed recover, Beks knew that foster mother was dying.  

Every day, the Queen wasted away little by little.  First, she shortened her work hours and had Laurence oversee the court.  Then she moved her work to her bed chambers, working from her gilded writing desk for as long as she could.  When simply moving across the room became too much, she worked from her bed.

When she could no longer work at all, all the responsibility of governance was put on Laurence.  He’d prepared his entire life to do so, but the weight of his dying mother was still a shadow over him, wearing him down.  Even Laurence and Lady Eleanor’s wedding was postponed.

Beks took over the preparations for the inevitable death at the same time she dove into the work she’d been assigned, as well as took on more minor responsibilities from Laurence.  Lady Eleanor assisted Beks with the preparations as Laurence’s fiancée, but was worried about both of them overworking themselves.  

“You two work as if you know nothing else,” she had said as she brought dinner one evening to Beks, who was holed up in her office reviewing budget allocation requests.  “Born of different parents, but exactly the same.”

“Not true,” Beks had replied in an effort to ease Lady Eleanor’s concern.  “I’m much cuter.  Her Majesty says so.” 

No such jokes had left her after the Queen passed.  Not that there was nowhere to say them; laughter could be a form of grieving, after all, but Beks simply did not want to speak much outside of what was necessary.

She didn’t feel much of anything if she stopped to think about it.  Everything she did, she did with mindless efficiency.  

Even during the daily prayers over the Queen’s body, Beks was numb going through the motions as her mind drifted elsewhere to what needed to be, and should’ve been, done.  

She knelt on the pews, a sheer white lace shawl draped over her head and held into place by the twisted nectria metal pins she usually used to keep her hair in a bun.  White was the usual color of death in Kadmus.  In the castle’s newly renovated temple, the vaulted ceilings were draped with white with the lion head seal of Queen Letizia in Kadmus’ royal color of orange.  

It had been a week that the Queen had been sealed after the customary lying in state for two days, but her younger three sons had yet to arrive.  

Laurence had sent them each messenger when their mother was deathly ill about a month prior to the Queen’s death in order to summon them back.  He had hoped that they would return before their mother passed, but it was not to be.  Beks could see the barely concealed frustration in his eyes when one of the courtiers brought up the other princes.  

Second Prince Lazarus was in the northeast leading his battalions on a patrol around the regained territory.  He was constantly moving, so there was a chance of delay that the message would get to him.  The kingdom’s means of instant communication were first-sized pearls.  Urapearls were rare and fixed to a building; he’d need to be relayed a message from the nearest fort.

Third Prince Lucian was on a pilgrimage and was the furthest from the capital.  They knew it would take some time to get to him and there was a chance he’d be forced to finish his pilgrimage first before returning, as simply getting to the sacred site would be a long and daunting journey.  He was the most difficult to contact.

Fourth Prince Luther had gone with his father, the Third Consort, to the Great Temple to pray for the Queen’s health.  It was two to three weeks to travel there, and by now, they should be on their way back.  Yet, they haven't sent any message confirming their return.  This is what frustrated Laurence the most. 

Beks couldn’t say that she was surprised.  The Third Consort was a proud man who felt he was above others because the Queen’s heart was his.  It was no secret that the Fourth Prince was her favorite son.  He was raised in a much more relaxed environment than his brothers.  His education was strict, but not nearly as strict as Laurence’s or even hers.

Unlike the twins, he was not sent away to military school or the Temple.  

The Fourth Prince lived the life of a wealthy young lord in the capital, dabbling in various businesses with his father and socializing.  

That wasn’t to say that he was a terrible person.  Beks got along well with him.  They were in a sort of business arrangement and treated each other accordingly.  Luther would often come to her with business inquiries and ask her to review the legality of contracts, so he had a certain degree of trust in her. 

In addition, she didn’t know of any relations he had with women or men that were inappropriate.  Either he didn’t have any or made a point to keep it so hidden, that even his mother and brother’s men were unable to find out.  

She and Luther had agreed when they were teenagers that as long as the other did not make an illicit relationship public, did not recognize any illegitimate children, and maintained the other’s status both in private and public, their political marriage would remain as such.  This went for both of them, and their clear discussions and boundaries on the matter made them get along better, as if knowing where each other stood and what lines not to cross.

Luther was very good about celebrating her birthdays, holidays, and sending her gifts.  She acted well on his behalf, represented him at events, and bolstered support for his family.  He never had any problem with how close she was to Laurence, but did sometimes tease her saying that ‘Laurence loves his foster sister more than his blood related brother’.  

It was because she was around Laurence more often and he personally guided her.  He was the first of the princes to reach out to her when she arrived.  He and Uncle Timur gave her what she’d considered a happy childhood with toys and activities.  The twins were more rambunctious and seemed afraid of hurting her, who was half their size and sickly, though they pampered her.  Unfortunately, as they were sent away after Uncle Timur died, there wasn’t much time spent playing with them before they left.

Luther’s childhood had been very sheltered, and unlike the other brothers, he stayed with the Third Consort, and was raised solely by him and the Queen, in as much a capacity as the Queen could with her position and responsibilities.  Luther didn’t interact with his brothers as much as she did.  

Beks theorized that this was because despite the Third Consort’s pride, it must’ve still wounded him to know that he was only the Queen’s third husband.  He hadn’t even been chosen as a spouse of choice for her second, and likely harbored some resentment against Uncle Timur and the twins because of this.  

The Third Consort being the Queen’s most loved husband should’ve made him present, yet he and his son were still away and hadn’t notified the castle of their return.  

Is he doing this to insult Brother Laurence?  Beks stared blankly ahead of her at the Queen’s elegant marble sarcophagus that was carved with reliefs from her glory days as a ruler.  Three panels on each long side and one panel on each end depicted her glorious childhood, her political prowess, regaining lost territories, examples of her benevolent ruling, and how the gods blessed her. 

And on the panel above her head, a relief carving of her holding a baby girl surrounded by a halo.  

Beks knew it was her.  The baby girl’s clothing had a pattern that was reserved for royal princesses and she was the only one who wore it.  It was as if the Queen were proclaiming to have found a gift for the kingdom and was presenting it to them.  What was more, it was the Queen who prepared her sarcophagus in advance, as was tradition.  

To Beks’ relief, no one said anything about the carving, but the weight of expectations on her shoulders grew heavier.  

She heard noises coming from outside the temple behind her and raised her head.  They were the familiar steps of royal guards marching together.  Royal guards not only guarded the castle and its grounds, but also escorted royal family members both within the castle and when they were outside.  

Laurence wasn’t scheduled to arrive yet.  He had afternoon meetings and then was supposed to join her and Lady Eleanor for prayer over the Queen before dinner.  

“Leti!”  A pained cry came from the entrance and Beks turned her head.  A choked sob and frantic footsteps echoed in the stone brick and tile room.  Through the hazy incense smoke, the figure of a middle-aged man appeared.  

Average in height with long, wavy blond hair that was tied at his nape and went down to his waist, was the Third Consort dressed in loose, white mourning garb.  As far as Beks knew, they did not have mourning garb with them when they left to pray for the Queen’s health.  Did they stop to dress first?

The Third Consort threw himself over the Queen’s sarcophagus, tears on his red face as his eyes were shut tight.  He called out the Queen’s nickname, which only he used, and stroked the pale, streaked marble as if he were caressing the Queen’s face.  

Beks stared at him with cold eyes.  Where was he when the Queen was dying?  Praying at the temple?  Was it necessary to pray?  The doctors and healing clerics already told them to expect the worst in the Queen’s health.  Why did the Third Consort insist to do such a showy action of making a ‘pilgrimage’ to the Great Temple to pray for his dying wife’s health?  

She took a deep breath and pushed down any anger and resentment.  Most of her anger was fueled by pain.  After all, it wasn’t as if the Third Consort wanted the great love of his life to die.  The gods knew how often the man tried to pretend their own family of three was all that existed.  Even knowing that Beks was one day going to be his daughter-in-law, there were times when he’d forget she was there.  

“Mother....”  A strained voice came from the aisle that the Third Consort had just run down.  Beks watched her fiancé taking slow, heavy steps towards the center prayer circle in the heart of the building.  His face was pale and his brown eyes were glistening, staring at the stone sarcophagus inside the prayer circle and surrounded by orange and white flowers.  

Beks bowed her head against the pew and stood up.  Her white mourning robes draped over her pale, unembellished dress.  Clothing for deaths should not be ostentatious, lest ornate designs celebrating life and vibrancy mock the dead.  Her hair was down and even her shoes were plain leather boots.

“My deepest sympathies for your loss.”  She placed her hand on Luther’s shoulder and he turned his head towards her.  He looked wounded, rightly appearing as if he’d lost something of great value to him.  His eyes crinkled up. 

“Beks!”  He grabbed on to her and buried his face in her shoulder as he cried.  She closed her eyes and raised her arms to wrap around his back, patting him gently.  

Of all the princes, Luther was the one who saw the Queen as his mother first, and a ruler second.  He’d spent the most time with her and received the most of any maternal love she had.  

His shoulders heaved up and down as Beks stroked his back to try to calm him.  

“Luther!  Come and see your mother.”  The Third Consort’s trembling voice called for him and she felt Luther tense against her.  She stroked his back once more and stepped to the side. She took his arm and moved beside him to lead him forward in order to support him.  

Luther looked at the pale stone that had a visage of his mother’s peaceful sleeping face carved on the lid.  It wasn’t the gaunt face just before death, but the fleshy healthy one from years earlier.  Luther’s eyes squinted and he reached out with one hand to touch the cold stone.  

“Did she suffer?” he asked in a tight voice.

“Only as much as the illness caused her.  We tried to make her as comfortable as possible during her last days,” Beks replied in a quiet voice. She tried to speak gently instead of her usual firm, authoritative voice that she’d been groomed to use.  “I held her hand and she closed her eyes.  She took one more breath and then rested eternally.”

Luther shut his eyes, his hand on hers tight as he nodded.  “Thank you for being there for her.”

She shook her head once.  “It was an honor to be by her side.”  

His red, puffed eyes looked towards her.  “Did she have any words before she passed?”

“Just that she loved you all.”  

He shut his eyes and moved closer to her.  “I should’ve been there.”  She wanted to agree.  She wanted to say that he should have been there, but it wasn’t her place.  

“Did the doctors or clerics find out what caused her death?” the Third Consort asked.  

“A terminal illness that eats away at a person’s body, weakening it severely and making the body unable to function correctly.  It is rare, but there are no known cures, unfortunately,” Beks replied in a calm, respectful voice.  

The Third Consort continued to stand beside the sarcophagus, his arms draped across as if holding the Queen against him.  He closed his eyes and pressed his head against the stone.  

“Why did you have to go before I returned?” he rasped as he pressed his cheek against the Queen’s carved stone face.  “Why didn’t you wait for me?” 

“Father....”  Luther stepped forward to comfort his father and moved away from Beks despite his own shaking voice and broken expression.  

The Third Consort’s fingers curled and pressed against the stone.  His eyes opened and narrowed.  “I want to see her.”  His voice cracked as he spoke.

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “Pardon, Your Highness?”

“I want to see her!” The Third Consort’s head shot up and he gave her a demanding look.  “Open the sarcophagus!”

Beks’ eyes widened and the corners of her lips tugged down ever so slightly.  The Queen had already been anointed, wrapped in the customary linens painted with holy sigils and prayers, and placed inside the sarcophagus with the usual dried flowers, perfumes, powders, and jewelry.  Once sealed inside, the sarcophagus was not meant to be opened again.  

“Your Highness, that is not possible.  The Queen has already started her eternal rest-”

“I want to see her!  Don’t you dare stop me, Rebecca of Caroline!”  Anger filled his face as he glared at her.  Luther moved his arm over his father to keep him from lunging forward and possibly hitting Beks.  

“Father, mother is already sealed.  We should not open the sarcophagus,” Luther said in a pained voice. 

Beks looked towards the enclaves to the side and gave a nod to the two priests who watched over the body.  They moved forward to try to calm the Third Consort.  Widowed spouses becoming overly emotional and demanding absurd things during death practices was common.  

She’d heard of people who threw themselves into graves, climbed on top of the bodies, and clawed at the tomb in the heat of heartbreak and grieving.  

“Your Highness, it is not acceptable to open the sarcophagus now that Queen Letizia has been sealed,” one of the priests told the Third Consort in a placating voice.  “You must let her rest.  Unsealing the sarcophagus will disrupt her soul and anger her.”

“Don’t tell me what my Leti will be angry about!  She was my wife!  Mine!  I knew her better than anyone!” The Third Consort pulled against Luther, who couldn’t hold him back.  His father stumbled forward and leaned against the sarcophagus.  A dull thud echoed through the vaulted room as the man tried to push the heavy stone lid to the side. 

“Your Highness, please....” Beks internally cringed.  If the Third Consort were someone else, she could signal for the royal guards on duty to pry him away and restrain him until he calmed, but he was the Third Consort and, no matter how much the Queen valued her, she was just a foster daughter.  

“Don’t you dare stop me, Rebecca!  She is my wife!  You have no place to stop me from seeing her!”  The frantic man pushed and shoved, but the heavy stone lid did not move.  It was a futile attempt, but telling him so was in itself futile.  

Luther, still consumed with his own grief, looked at a loss at his father’s temporary madness.  

“She may have no place to stop you, but I do.”  A deep, firm voice came from the entrance of the temple and at once, the royal guards saluted the newcomer.

The priests knelt down, their hands touching the ground as the heavy footsteps of the soon-to-be king entered.  

Luther bowed his head.  Beks stepped back and bowed her head and kept it down.  

Laurence had white mourning robes over his usual clothes.  His eyes had slight shadows around them and were a bit swollen.  Still, he kept an upright demeanor and a stern, authoritative look on his face.  

The Third Consort’s reddened eyes narrowed and he clenched his jaw.  “I must see her!  You can’t keep her from me!”

“Third Consort, we are not keeping her from you.  Mother has already been sealed.  It is sacrilegious to force her sarcophagus open,” Laurence told them.  It wasn’t as if this were an obscure custom.  It was the case all through Kadmus.  If the dead willed, their bodies could lay in state for up to two days, but afterwards, they needed to be sealed, or else it was believed that the gateway to the underworld would close before their soul could depart.  

It was considered pulling their souls back from the underworld, tainting the soul, and ruining their chances for a rebirth if they were unsealed.  

“I want to see Leti!”

Laurence stood firm.  “Impossible-”

“Are you hiding something from me?” The Third Consort’s gaze was burning into the Crown Prince and Beks noticed the mood in the air shift.  No longer solemn, but suspicious.  

Laurence’s brows furrowed and he looked at the Third Consort as if he’d lost his mind.  “What would I be hiding from you?  Do you believe that it isn’t my mother in the sarcophagus?” 

“Is it?” The Third Consort demanded.  “Leti told me she’d wait for me to return!  She wouldn't leave me so suddenly!”

“Third Consort, Mother was terminally ill.  There was no guarantee of how long she would live.”  There was a bitter tightness in Laurence’s voice.  He’d watched his mother waste away himself.  He knew how difficult it was for her.  “She did whatever the doctors and clerics told her to try to keep her health.  She did all she could to survive.”

“Mortals cannot avoid death when death comes for them, Your Highness,” one of the priests told them in a consoling voice.  

The Third Consort grit his teeth, appearing more distraught.  He clawed at the sarcophagus once more and shook his head.  “I don’t believe she would abandon me like this.  She loved me the most!  She would not leave me!”

Luther’s face was covered with tears as he stepped forward.  “Father-”

“This isn’t Leti!”  Before Luther could touch his father’s arms, the Third Consort batted them away and Luther almost stumbled back.  The Third Consort glared at them with anger and pain in his eyes.  “I refuse to believe that Leti has died!  She couldn’t have left without a word!  You’re lying!  You’re lying!  She’s not dead!  This isn’t her!  This isn’t Leti!” 

His voice echoed in the temple.  No one seemed to know how to answer him.  

She saw Laurence’s hand tighten at his sides.  His jaw was clenched.  “Whether you believe it or not, I cannot convince you.  My mother has been sealed and we will not open the sarcophagus.”  He looked towards the royal guards stationed around the temple.  “Anyone who attempts to open the sarcophagus will be taken to the dungeon.”

The Third Consort’s eyes went wide and he almost choked.  “You dare?”

 “She is my mother,” Laurence said in a low, dangerous voice.  “Anyone who seeks to disrupt her eternal rest deserves to be imprisoned.”  His eyes flickered around at the guards once more.  “Is that understood?”

“Yes, Your Majesty!”  Several voices chorused in response, but the Third Consort sneered.

“You are not the king yet, Your Highness.”  With his face red and still covered with wet streaks, he stormed out of the building. 

Luther watched his father leave in dismay, and then looked back at Beks, as if asking what he should do.  

“Pray for your mother,” she said.  She didn’t know what the Third Consort would do in the throes of grief.  It was best to keep Luther at her side to make sure he wasn’t hurt if the Third Consort threw anything or yelled.  

Luther lowered his head and nodded.  He looked towards his eldest brother.  

“I am sorry we are so late, Brother Laurence.  I wanted to see her before she left.”  His voice began to choke up towards the end of his sentence.  Beks raised her arm to stroke his back in an effort to calm him. 

Laurence took a deep breath and placed his hand on his shoulder.  “I wish you were able to see her, as well, Luther.  Mother was very ill.  I know she would’ve wanted to see you.”

Luther’s eyes were shut as he tried to hold back his cries.  He turned his body back to Beks and she brought him against her, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and allowing him to cry against her. 

Laurence let out a low sigh.  He patted Luther’s back, just as helpless.  “Come.  Let’s sit and pray.  Laz and Cian aren’t here yet and likely won’t return before the entombment.”

Luther nodded his head and Beks led him towards the pews to take a seat.  As the two brothers sat beside each other, Beks took a seat in the row behind them.  

In a week, the late Queen would be entombed in the royal burial chamber beneath the Kadmus Palace Temple.  The late Queen would join her father, whom she had overthrown in her youth, and her two older brothers, whom she had killed.

            


Chapter 2 - After You Read These Letters, Burn Them


                She opened the container of birdseed and sprinkled a bit on her windowsill, then tore apart a piece of bread she brought back from breakfast for the larger birds.  Once there looked to be enough, Beks closed the window and put the container away.  She waited for a moment, looking out the window for any sign of birds.  

She heard a slight giggle behind her.  “My lady, if you watch for them, they won’t come.”  

“I’ve been feeding them for years, but they always fly off when I get too close,” Beks said with a slight frown.  “Why do animals dislike me?”

She could count the number of pets she tried to have in her twenty years in Kadmium on two hands, none of which she’d had longer than a few months.  Laurence and Eleanor once got her a cat when she was five, but the cat grew attached to her maid and when the maid left to get married, the cat wouldn’t eat, so Beks gave her up to the maid so that she could live happily.

She had tried to take care of the Second Prince’s wolf dog when he left for military school, but Melon Cake ran away.  Laurence later showed her a letter from his brother; Melon Cake had followed him to military school.  The dog would rather trek through the forests alone to find his master than live a comfortable life with Beks.  

It was a blow to her seven-year-old ego, especially after she spent two days sewing and embroidering his name into a light green ribbon for Melon Cake to wear.  In retrospect, perhaps that was why the dog ran away.

The Third Prince heard that she wasn’t having much luck with traditional pets, so he sent her a snake.  It was all white with red-pink eyes and Beks had been in love.  Unfortunately, the snake was as thick as her arm and frightened the maids.  While cleaning Snowflake’s terrarium, they’d left the door open and Snowflake got out.  

They never found Snowflake, which terrified the palace staff for a few months, but Beks still hoped that Snowflake was doing well, even if she hadn’t found him yet.  

She didn’t have a horse of her own.  She just rode whatever horse was available and even then, there was no particular horse that seemed to bond with her.  In fact, they wouldn’t even let her brush them.  At most, they’d eat from her hand and then shun her when they were done.

She was sent a few birds by her parents, but they flew out of their enclosure, living around the area like wild birds instead.  That was why Beks left food on her windowsill every day.  She didn’t know where her parents got such colorful birds; they weren’t native to Sagittate.  

After taking one last futile look out the window for any birds, Beks moved away from the window and held out her arms.  The maids helped put on her final overcoat and buttoned her collar.  

There was no month-long mourning period, as per the late Queen’s wishes, so she no longer had to wear white.  She returned to her normal brightly colored and elaborately embroidered dresses and overcoats.  Her hair was up in a neat bun with nectria metal pins.  Beks had plenty of jewelry, but tended not to wear them on a daily basis.  

She walked out of her room, gliding across the worn stone floors of the old castle to emerge into the rest of the surrounding palace.  When she arrived in Kadmium, she lived in one of the villa courtyards within the Gilded Palace.  When she wasn’t studying or having some sort of lesson, she was under the watchful care of Uncle Timur until he died.  

Laurence wasn’t that much older than her and had his own busy schedule as heir, so he had little time to spend with her.  The twins were sent away, as well, so her former playmates were gone.  

The Third Consort and Luther lived in a separate courtyard.  Beks had been there twice and wasn’t allowed in unless otherwise invited.  She was not the late Queen’s biological child, so she couldn’t live with the late Queen.  

When given the option, Beks chose to live in the Old Tower.  It was still being cleaned regularly and aside from its old age and normal wear and tear from everyday use, it was a fine place to live. It was somewhat secluded and there were plenty of rooms.  It was still one of the tallest buildings in the palace, so she had some good views.  It also reminded her of home.  

Of course, few people knew that living in the Old Tower was a personal request.  There were rumors that the late Queen sent her there because she was just a foster daughter and didn’t deserve to live in the Gilded Palace like the rest of the late Queen’s children. 

The Old Tower had few servants and most royal guards patrolled outside.  Few people knew that the inside had been redecorated with items sent from her parents in the north.  There were animal furs, wool rugs, and tapestries bordered with Sagittater script. 

Beks didn’t study her ancestral language when she arrived in Kadmium.  Everything was in Jasper, the standardized common language of the kingdom.  Beks instead studied two classical languages as ‘prestige’ languages and two more modern languages of the more influential trading partners.  

To show her affection to Uncle Timur, she learned Langsher.  Before he died, she’d proudly read him a storybook in Langsher.  He’d picked her up, swung her in the air and kissed her chubby cheeks with pride and affection.  Then, while holding her in his arms, he glared at his two sons and asked why they never bothered to learn their family’s ancestral language.  Letters from the twins told her that they did eventually learn. 

In addition, there were many accents and dialects within Kadmium itself.  As the capital of the kingdom, many people came from all over to work and live in the city, resulting in pockets of diaspora.  

When Beks and the late Queen went out to do work incognito, Beks was exposed to the commoners she’d otherwise be sheltered from.  

Now, as an adult, Beks acknowledged that the late Queen didn’t take her out to do work solely for the sake of learning how to plan and organize various mundane tasks, but to familiarize herself with the people she’d been in service to themselves.  

“Everything starts with listening.  That is how you get information.  When you have enough, you can really begin to plan,” the late Queen had told her.  “Do not underestimate the power of information.”  

Past the inner walls of the Gilded Palace were government buildings, including the East Throne, where the monarch would listen to this people’s grievances, and the West Hall, where nobles would argue amongst themselves and then present to the monarch the various laws and policies they’d produced for approval. 

Beks was no stranger to either room.  

The side entrance to West Hall was well guarded, but when the royal guards saw her approaching, they opened the double doors to let her inside.  She gave them a small nod and entered the hall, turning to her right to make her way towards the royal booth.  The only royal allowed on the floor of the West Hall was the monarch, or in this case, soon-to-be monarch. 

Today was the first time Laurence held court since the late Queen died and it was bound to be a long morning.

As she walked around the inner portico surrounding the West Hall, she could look out towards the floor, where voices were ringing out regarding concerns during transition of power.  Laurence was seated on the hearing throne, leaning forward and eyes narrowed as he listened to the nobles, occasionally nodding as if to sympathize with their words.  

Beks climbed the narrow spiral staircase to the royal booth, where she and Laurence had sat to listen in when the late Queen was on the floor.  Two royal guards were standing by the wooden door.  Two royal guards had also been stationed at the entrance to the stairs.  Two more at the door to the room meant that someone was inside.  

She pushed open the door, keeping her face neutral as she saw the wooden chairs occupied.  

“The one who is speaking now is Lord Grifton.  His family’s land is adjacent to Lord Montgomery.  The two are rivals.  The Griftons focus on dairy and the Montgomery family on grains.”  The Third Consort leaned towards Luther, pointing out the man with the receding hairline now speaking on the floor.  

“Then...of the two...Lord Montgomery,” Luther said in a hesitant voice.  “He would be a better partner.  Grains can be stored longer than dairy, so they can be traded further.”  

“Yes, good.”  The Third Consort seemed pleased by his son’s conclusion.

Beks didn’t move from the entrance as she took in their conversation.  She then made her own analysis.  If it were her, she would choose to focus on the Griftons.  Dairy was perishable, but cows also provided labor, fertilizer, and meat.  There were also plenty of fiefs that grew grains, but few with cows.  The Montgomery family had plenty of rivals whereas the Griftons worked with other dairy farmers, as well as sold fertilizer to other farms, earning them a good reputation.

One had to look at relationships, not just the end product.  

If she wanted stability, she’d go with the Griftons.  

“Your Highnesses, good morning,” she said, remaining where she was as she closed the door behind her.

Luther rose from his seat and gave her a bright smile.  “Good morning, Beks.”

“Lady Rebecca.”  The Third Consort gave her a curt nod of his head.  He didn’t rise from his seat nor turn back to look at her.  “Take a seat, Luther.”

“Oh, but Beks arrived-”

“You are the prince.”  His father’s voice was sharp and Luther tensed.  “Sit.  Down.”  

Luther’s brown eyes looked towards Beks with apology and he returned to his seat.  He almost slumped his shoulders forward as she approached the chairs.  She stood to Luther’s side and peered down onto the floor.

Laurence was now responding to some of the concerns brought up.  He had been doing this work on behalf of the late Queen for the last few months and was relatively used to it by now, as could be seen by his calm demeanor and the firm, but neutral tone of his voice.  Most of the concerns had been sent to him to review already, so now, he was just giving his final decisions on the matter.

Beks didn’t bring up her occupied seat.  It was fitting for Luther to sit.  Until Laurence had a child of his own, the de facto heir would be Luther.  However, the spouses, or widowers, of the late monarch had no place in the royal booth.  Spouses were not part of the line of succession.  

Still, Beks didn’t have the Third Consort removed.  Part of it was because she was also not part of the line of succession, so she had no power to do so.  At best, she had an advisory role.  In such a case, the Third Consort could be said to be advising his son.  It wasn’t worth making a scene to remove the Third Consort, whom she knew would become argumentative.

The Third Consort had never been the most welcoming towards her.  

Lady Eleanor had once joked that the man was already like an evil mother-in-law in those festival plays, and Beks had yet to marry his son.

“What do you think of Brother Laurence’s decision?” Luther asked her in a quiet voice.  

“It’s well thought out and in line with the late Queen’s wishes to further strengthen the infrastructure of the kingdom, in particular the trade routes.  Lord Grifton has a personal stake, as a paved road near his land will make travel much more efficient, allowing his products to go further faster.  Brother Laurence has reviewed the geography of the proposed region, who will be affected, the estimated cost, and reviewed construction requirements in accordance with Infrastructure Regulations, volume two, roads and traffic.  He has specifically cited section eight on rural roads and section five on trade.”  

Luther’s eyes widened, impressed.  He gave her a lopsided smile.  “I always enjoy your ability to cite references down to the section and number.  Kadmus is lucky to have you.”

She glanced at him and offered him a small smile in return.  “My purpose is to do what I can for the kingdom.  All I can do is memorize things.”

“You can do more than that,” Luther said, knowing.  “Don’t think otherwise.  You are brilliant.”

Her smile pulled up a bit more and she placed her hand on his shoulder.  “Thank you, Your Highness.  You have also been working hard.”  

Luther’s face brightened even more at her praise.  

He didn’t seem to notice his father’s indifferent look when Beks was around.  A new topic was announced and Luther looked over his shoulder towards the door. 

“Bring Lady Rebecca another chair.”  Before she could look surprised, Luther looked up at her with a smile.  “You have more experience than me up here.  Guide me through the process and explain to me.  You are the best reference I have.”  

She gave him a small nod and stepped to the side as a wooden stool was brought in. The royal guard looked embarrassed.  “My apologies, Your Highness, my lady.  This is all we could find.”

“This will suffice.  The stairs are narrow and a full-size chair is difficult to bring up,” Beks replied in a calm voice.  The royal guard placed the stool beside Luther and bowed to them before stepping back. 

Beks adjusted her robes and sat down. Though the stool was a bit shorter than the chair, Beks was tall and had no problem seeing over the side of the booth.  She carefully re-introduced each speaker to Luther and what their interests were before explaining Laurence’s answers once they were given.  

Luther nodded, appearing focused, and asked a few questions to help further understand the situations.  Beks was pleased that he was eager to learn.  She’d long known that somehow, Luther would have to provide some support to the crown, but he never formally studied as they did.

She could only do so much as his fiancée and later wife.  If she overshadowed him too much, it would reflect badly on both of them.  

“You should continue to attend the meetings to learn more and support Brother Laurence,” Beks told him.

Luther nodded.  “I know.  I have much to learn.”  He smiled and took her hand.  “I am lucky to have you to help me.”

Beks gave him a small nod of her head.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll always be here for the kingdom.”
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“There are over a thousand men in his battalion.” Beks frowned as she stood by the desk and looked at her eldest foster brother in the center of the study.  “How could they go missing?”

As part of her training, she was familiar with military organization within the kingdom.  She had reviewed military budgets, arranged pensions, and, at her foster brother’s encouragement, assisted in the retraining of injured and retired soldiers and guards.  Her work in the last five years had brought the royal family a lot of goodwill and support from the military.

While she knew the names of the Legion Generals, she didn’t know every single battalion leader’s name.  The most familiar name was the Second Prince and the battalion that he led, the Wild Dogs, a Prime Battalion with more than the average number of men.  They didn’t cause much, if any, trouble, so she never had to worry about them.  

Until now.

“I don’t know.  I don’t even know how Laz got word that Cian’s pilgrimage caravan was attacked.”  Laurence paced the room and lifted his hand to run it through his usually carefully combed hair.  “Laz’s battalion wasn’t supposed to be near the attack site, either.”

“It appears as if he strayed from the original route,” Lady Eleanor looked over the map.  Her brows were knit together as her eyes never left the paper.  “He should’ve been at least several days travel northwest of where the attack happened at the pace he was going when we last contacted him.”

“If he was able to get to the attack site so soon, then he must’ve already been on his way when we last spoke to him,” Laurence said with a frown.  “He didn’t mention diverting his battalion.”  

Lady Eleanor shook her head with dismay.  “This isn’t like Laz.  He’d tell us if he’d make such a large move.”

“Military protocol volume one, section one, article one: the orders of the reigning monarch are absolute.  Refusal to comply or deliberate misunderstanding or misuse will result in detainment, discharge, or death in accordance to the severity,” Beks said from the desk as her eyes were downcast.  

Laurence’s lips tightened into a line and understood Beks’ words immediately.  “He didn’t tell me to avoid the possibility of being ordered to return instead of going after his brother.”  

“Returning to Kadmium for the late Queen’s death and your coronation is not a royal order, but a matter of course,” Lady Eleanor said in a quiet voice.  By simply veering off route now for the sake of aid, the Second Prince was not breaking any royal orders.  “Neither he nor his battalion can be punished for refusing an order if there is no order to begin with.”

Laurence ran a hand down his face.  “Quite a loophole he found....”

“But how did the Second Prince know about the Third Prince’s attack?” Beks asked.  To her knowledge, it was a well-guarded secret.  After all, no one told her until just moments ago when they found out that the Second Prince failed to reach his next fortress check in point.

“I don’t know,” Lady Eleanor said with a frown.  “My father’s people still haven’t found the Third Prince’s whereabouts.”

Beks raised her head.  “What about the rest of the caravan?” 

The room felt colder in an instant and Beks looked from Laurence to Lady Eleanor.  The two met each other’s eyes and seemed to have a silent conversation.  Finally, Laurence nodded his head once.  Lady Eleanor looked towards Beks with an exhausted, pained expression.

“Upon the attack, many attendants, guards, and a few escorting clergy were killed.  The attack was an ambush and there were dozens of bodies found at the site.  The Third Prince, as well as his attendants, were not found.”

Beks took a deep breath to quell the surge of anxiety.  All they told her was that the Third Prince was missing.  “He is presumed alive?” 

“I believe he’s alive.  I won’t accept that he’s dead until I see a body,” Laurence said in a low voice.  

Lady Eleanor looked at Beks and put her hands on her shoulders.  “My father’s people are combing the area near the attack site for any sign of the Third Prince-”

“Does anyone else know?” Beks’ eyes met Lady Eleanor’s with question as the discomfort spreading through her grew stronger.  

Lady Eleanor looked towards Laurence with furrowed brows.  “Just us and some of my father’s men we’ve charged with searching.”

“What about messengers?  How did you find out about the attack and the Second Prince’s detour?” Beks pressed on as a nagging thought kept tugging at her.  

“We were first informed through urapearl that Laz didn’t report to the next checkpoint as expected,” Laurence told her.  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “That explains the Second Prince, but what about the Third Prince?  Was a messenger sent to call for help at the nearest village or fortification?” 

Laurence shook his head.  “Yes, but they weren’t related to Cian’s caravan.  Another pilgrimage caravan enroute to the holy grounds found the remains of Cian’s caravan.  They recognized the banners on the wagon remains and the seals and went to the nearest fort, which happens to be overseen by the von Glassers.”  

Beks further narrowed her eyes until they were squinting down.  “Can you show me on the map where it was found?”

They didn’t ask questions or refute her.  Lady Eleanor immediately fetched a map and laid it across the low table between the sofas in the study.  Beks recognized the strip of land along the coast that made up most of Kadmus, which then seemed to fade inland.  For a kingdom with such a long coastline, it was surprising that Kadmium was situated two days inland.

However, the sprawling fertile fields of the massive valley did help support the population of the capital city.  A half dozen rivers cutting through the valley from the Eastern Mountain Range keep the valley fertile before draining to the sea.  

On the other side of the Eastern Mountain Range was a drier with fewer mountains.  The Great Steppes was the heart of the continent with snowy tundra north and tropical jungle south, all neatly divided by a series of jagged mountains.  

Beks’ eyes ran through the map and settled on the continent’s eastern area.  Uncle Timur’s family was from that region.  As the youngest son of the Langshe Royal Family, his domain was the grassy flats below the mountains, as given to him by his father.  Before Uncle Timur died, his favorite eldest sister ascended the throne.  When he passed, they received an entire caravan full of mourning goods.

It was meant to show that they would keep peaceful ties with Kadmus and show the Langshe Empress’ backing of her nephews, Lazarus and Lucian.  

For a moment, Beks considered asking Langshe for help in searching for the two princes, but there was a chance that Langshe would be suspicious of them.  After all, of the four princes, why was it those two in particular who were missing?  It was strange enough that Uncle Timur, a renowned equestrian, died from a horseback riding accident.  She shook the thought out of her head and refocused.

“St. Cormac’s Trail goes from our shores inland, to the Great Temple, which is the fifth stop, then over the mountain range into the Great Steppes.”  Lady Eleanor moved her hand over a marked trail.  When she reached the area between the mountain range and the Shrine of St. Cormac - the end of the pilgrimage trail, her finger lingered.  “This is where the caravan remains were found.  It is confirmed that an ambush took place here.”

Beks knelt next to the table and silently traced the path.  Her eyes flickered to the forts along the base of the Eastern Mountain Range.  Kadmus’ natural borders were the Eastern Mountain Range.  The territory they’d retaken were swaths of land just to the east of the range, but St. Cormac’s Trail crossed several kingdoms and principalities.  

The ambush happened at Kadmus’ border and the closest fort was an old one from one of the earlier conquest periods.  The town around it was used as a stopover for pilgrims, so it made sense that an ambush would be reported there.  

“The attackers were too close,” she said.  “Outside of the trail, this area is well protected with no skirmishes for territory since the Queen took over.  In addition, pilgrimage caravans are hardly ever attacked.”  

Lady Eleanor frowned.  “Could it be that they’re giving us a warning?”

Beks raised her head a bit.  “Who do you think is ‘they’?”

“Meskra.”  It was a small kingdom along the trail with a stopover of its own.  “Prince Zarios has been trying to expand his power as his father is ailing.” 

“But the Treaty of St. Cormac’s Trail was signed by all five territories along the trail and a quarter day’s travel on either side would not be considered part of any individual kingdom or principality’s territory, but its own autonomous territory under the Temple.  The Temple pays each kingdom and principality a set rent to keep this property and allows each to manage their own stops enroute to the pilgrimage site,” Beks said.  “It is essentially free money and places to do lucrative business.”

“The money paid to the territory is based on how much of the trail goes through it.  The longer the stretch of trail, the more Temple money received,” Laurence said.  

“But in order to keep the territories from fighting over the trail, the rent is fixed based on the measurements from when the treaty was first signed.  No matter how much land they take, they will only receive the same amount,” Beks told him.  “There is no reason to fight for more....”  She trailed off and frowned.  “But if they have control of the pilgrimage stops they can use that to generate income.  The more trails, the more stops they can have to utilize, even if rent from the Temple isn’t going to them.”

Both Laurence and Lady Eleanor nodded.  “As you said, a lucrative business.”  

“Meskra has five sons vying for power and the current crown prince is trying to solidify his position and needs some achievements.  He can’t outrightly attack another kingdom or principality, but he can try to affect us while we were vulnerable during the transition period,” Laurence told her.  

“Did they target the Third Prince?”

Laurence frowned a bit.  “At first I thought so, but Cian does not often disclose that he is the Third Prince.  Those close to him and the heads of the Temple are aware, but he does not advertise that he is the Third Prince.  I believe his caravan was targeted simply because it is a caravan.”

She wanted to believe that as well.  “Can we increase military patrols in the portion of the trail that is within our territory under the guise of pilgrim security?”

Her foster brother smiled and patted her head.  “We’ve already done so.”

“We’ve also told allies about bandit attacks, so as to increase their vigilance,” Lady Eleanor told her.  “This will also allow us to investigate without being obvious.”

Laurence took a deep breath and frowned.  “Which is another reason I don’t understand why Laz made his detour so obvious.  As a member of the royal family, it is likely that this was reported to him since we have some men searching.”  She watched him run a hand down his face.  “We’ll keep a close eye on this.  I’m sure our brothers are alive, Beks.”

“I have faith in them,” she said as she straightened up.  She left Laurence and Lady Eleanor in the study, her brows still furrowed and her full lips in a tight line even after stepping into the hall. 

The logical part of her mind told her that the ambush on the pilgrimage caravan was a coincidence.  It was likely targeted without knowing that the Third Prince of Kadmus was a priest traveling in it.  It also made sense that the Second Prince, upon hearing that his younger twin brother was missing in an ambush, would utilize his resources to find him.  The twins were always very close. 

But such information should’ve been closely guarded by those who knew so as not to shake the majesty and illusion of power of the royal family.  Who would’ve told the Second Prince, who was traveling from a different direction days away?  

“Beks!” She refocused on the hall ahead of her and saw Luther walking towards her with a slight smile.  “What are you doing right now?”

She kept her shoulders back and back straight as she gave him a small bow of her head to greet him.  “I plan to work on my schedule and answer correspondence,” she said.  At the moment, since Lady Eleanor and Laurence had not yet wed, she was the mistress of the family and had to deal with matters they’d usually take on.  “You don’t usually come to this wing of the palace. Were you looking for me or Brother Laurence?”

“I’m looking for you,” Luther said.  He caught up with her and took his place at her side.  “I know you’ve been receiving guests who’ve come to give their condolences for Mother.”  His lips pulled down into a frown.  “I’m sorry.  I should’ve been at your side assisting with this.  Brother is so busy and you’ve had to carry the social burden for him.”

She gave him a small shake of her head.  “I volunteered to do so as it is what is expected of someone in my position.  My only regret is that I did not do so immediately.”  During the first week after the late Queen’s entombment, it was the Third Consort who received mourners at his family’s manor in the city.  Beks had insisted on receiving mourners at the Gilded Palace on Laurence’s behalf so as not to give the Third Consort so much attention. 

Luther gave her a sympathetic look and grasped her hand.  He gave it a warm squeeze.  “We are all mourning the loss of my mother, Beks.  You were particularly close to her, as her only daughter.”

She blinked and almost smiled at his observation.  “I was criticized for not looking sad enough at the entombment.”

“You have never been one to show too much emotion,” he said.  “It’s for the best.  If you grow too anxious, you could get another flare up.”  As he said it, there was a glint of worry in his eyes.

He’d been witness to one when they were children.  Beks forgot the reason she’d been so panicked at the time, but she was little and couldn’t control her emotions well enough.  Her heart rate and breathing had grown out of control, and suddenly, it felt as if she were on fire.  She’d crumbled to the ground in front of the Fourth Prince, screaming in pain as she curled into a ball.

The Fourth Prince, around six at the time, had never seen her have a flare up and had screamed for help.  Since then, he’d been very careful around her and would always try to remind her to breathe evenly whenever they encountered something particularly distressing.  The shadow of her attack in front of him lingered to that day.  

“Thank you for understanding.”

He turned to her and gave her a bright smile.  “I am your fiancé.  I should at least know that much.”  

She gave him a small smile and squeezed his hand.  “I will let you know when I will have guests again and you can come with me.  It’ll be reassuring for visitors to see a united family front.”

His eyes sparkled and he nodded.  He walked through the Gilded Palace and back to the Old Tower, reminding her to have dinner with him that evening.  

“I’ll take you to the city.  You’ve been on the royal grounds since before Mother passed.  I should take you out to breathe,” he told her.

“Thank you, Luther.”  When they were children and she first arrived, she called each prince by their name and the Third Consort scolded her in private, reminding her that she was not a royal family member, so she should not call his son by his name as if she were. 

Beks started calling Luther ‘Your Highness’, though was given permission by him to be called by his first name in private.  

She climbed up the spiral staircase to get to her room.  The Old Tower had been turned into her private residence in recent years, so she had a formal office, dining area, as well as a place to sleep and rooms for the staff who served her.  There was also the former great hall which had been transformed to welcome guests.

Though, aside from Lady Eleanor and Laurence, she rarely had any.  

She’d had private tutoring all her life and rarely left the palace grounds.  When she did it was under strict guard and with another member of the royal family.  

Most people would think that she’d go with Laurence or Luther, but she left the castle the most with the late Queen.  It was almost always incognito for their secret observation and charity outings.

The late Queen took the throne during a turbulent time.  Turbulent times mean danger and poverty for common people, and the people who often surrounded the late Queen would only report positive things.  In order to get a proper look at her people, she often left by herself, and when Beks’ health was stable enough, she began to bring her.

Her foster brother and fiancé would bring her to fine shops, fancy restaurants, and exciting festivals, but the late Queen took her to dilapidated parts of the city; places that were dirty, dark, and falling apart.  Where there was violence and suffering.  

This was the sight that made the late Queen rebel against her father to take over.  

And she wanted Beks to know and understand what she was working for.  

Since then, the situation in even the worst parts of the city had improved.  The last time she went out, the school she’d organized for poor and orphaned children was doing well.  It had been some time; she needed to check on the programs she and the late Queen had put in place.

Beks unlocked the door to her room and entered, locking it behind her.  

She placed wooden changing screens over her narrow windows and took a seat at her vanity table.  She had a music box gifted to her on her tenth birthday from the late Queen.

She turned it upside down and dislodged the small, fist-sized urapearl inside, then walked to her writing desk to adhere the glossy clear urapearl onto a wooden stand hidden beneath the writing surface.  

As soon as the urapearl was in its stand, it began to glow.  She lowered her head and kept her eyes wide as a flash of light came from the urapearl.  It dimmed and turned black.  

“Contact Nexus.”

The black began to turn silver, but no sound came from it.  Beks waited, watching the silver and waiting for it to turn clear.  As soon as it did, the face of an old man appeared and he bowed his head.  Beks recognized the late Queen’s former advisor and current ‘chairman’ of Nexus.

“Good health to you, my lady.” 

“Mr. Kesse, can you report to me the current status of Nexus.”  It was the hub that organized and ran the various projects that she and the late Queen sponsored.  It originally started as an information network created by the Queen that spanned the entire kingdom, but now it focused on charitable work.  

“Yes, my lady.  Have you read the letters from the late Queen?” the old man asked with calm eyes. 

Beks looked down at her desk.  She reached to the small drawer on the side and unlocked it with the ring on her thumb.  The pile of letters the late Queen had prepared for her were there and while her mind told her to pick one up, her arm did not obey.  

“No, Mr. Kesse,” she replied honestly.

The old man took a deep breath.  “My lady, you must read the late Queen’s letters.”

Her eyes drifted back to the image of his head in the small urapearl.  “Do they contain orders or instructions on how to keep Nexus working?”

As it was a private endeavor that the late Queen oversaw herself, the royal family would not be involved.  In addition, it was her and the late Queen’s little secret.  

Mr. Kesse’s old, wrinkled eyes looked at her with some sadness.  “My lady, it should be your inheritance from the late Queen.”

As a foster daughter unrelated by blood, she had no legal right to an inheritance.  “Then it should be given to Brother Laurence.”

“No, my lady,” Mr. Kesse said.  He let out a tired sigh and gave her a weak smile through the urapearl.  “The late Queen worried that you’d refuse.  She informed me that those letters are for you.”  When Beks began to hesitate, he continued to speak.  “I am the aide who was with her up until she secured the throne and was her friend to her death,” the old man told her.  “This is what she wanted.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  When she had received the letters, she’d put them away.  Since then, she’d been too busy to look at them.  

Even if she weren’t, she didn’t want to.  

“Must I read them now?” she asked.

“Yes, my lady,” Mr. Kesse replied.  “I am afraid I have been instructed to wait until you’ve read through the letters.”  Without another word or any encouragement, he gave her another bow of his head and the urapearl turned black before it became clear once more.

Beks turned her eyes on the neat stack she hadn’t touched since she placed it in her drawer the night the late Queen passed.  A heavy sense of responsibility remained with her.  Nexus and all things connected to it were a responsibility left to her.  

When she was young, she had asked the late Queen why she didn’t bring any of the princes on their secret outings.  The late Queen said that the responsibility of Nexus should go to the child of prophecy.

The weight of that title was suffocating, but knowing what it entailed, she could not bring herself to abandon the responsibilities given to her.  

Beks took a deep breath and reached for the stack of letters.  It was tied in a neat bundle and she flipped it over, pulling one of the ribbon ends to untie them.  The letters seemed to be older the further down they were, so she chose the one at the bottom of the pile.  

She removed the letter, using her thumb to slip between the folds and pry open the wax seal.  She unfolded the parchment with the softened edges.  She narrowed her eyes after reading the first few sentences. 

My Dearest Rebecca: Beloved daughter, knowing your memory, I dare to write these to you.  After you read these letters, burn them.

            


Chapter 3 - She's Obviously Insane


                “There’s a new what?” Her foster brother’s voice was laced with disbelief and Beks slowed her movements placing some bread on to a napkin to bring back to feed the birds.  She looked from Laurence at the head of the table to Luther across from her.  

Luther nodded his head, excited.  “A new oracle at the Great Temple!  She has met the requirements to become an oracle by predicting ten events accurately.”  

“This is big news,” Laurence said as his shoulders relaxed.  “The Great Temple hasn’t had an oracle since the Great Oracle died over twenty years ago.”  

The Great Oracle was the one who prophesied Beks as the daughter with dawn in her hair destined to lead the kingdom to greatness.  In the past, Great Oracles would predict their successors, such as where they were born, when, or some other important distinguishing aspect, just before their deaths.

But the last Great Oracle prophesied Beks as a political tool instead.  

The Temple had been searching for an oracle since the death of the previous one.  Hundreds of girls must’ve been selected and made predictions, but none managed to predict the required ten events.  At one point, the Temple had been so desperate, they tried to see if Beks was the next oracle, but she couldn’t predict anything.  

Not even what lunch they would have that day.

She didn’t have the visions or dreams that were usually associated with oracles, and the Temple eventually left her alone, disappointed.

“It is!  This is good news for us.  Eldest Brother, I met the new oracle when we went to the Great Temple.” Luther leaned forward, trying to get closer to Laurence.  “I was there when she predicted her fifth event: the earthquake in Spisas.  She also predicted the massive sea wave.” 

Beks raised a brow and reached for another piece of bread.  Earthquakes by the shore were often, if not always, accompanied by large, sweeping waves along coastal areas.  This was reflected in historical records.  Still, she didn’t correct Luther and folded her cache of bread.  

“What were her other predictions?” she asked before reaching for her warmed milk.  

Luther thought for a moment.  “I can’t remember all of them, but the most recent one was the bandit attack on St. Cormac’s Trail.”  Neither Laurence nor Beks reacted.  “The Great Temple rushed to confirm and it seems that a pilgrimage caravan had been ambushed recently.”  Luther looked to Laurence.  “Eldest Brother, is there any way to help protect the pilgrims?”

“I will look into it.  The best we can do is to guard those on the trail portions within our territory,” Laurence replied.  He glanced at Luther.  “That was the last prediction?”  

Luther nodded.  “Yes.  She started making predictions a half year ago and they came true one by one.”  His eyes dropped and he slumped his shoulders a bit.  “Her first one predicted the illness of Mother.  That was why when we met her, she urged us to return, as she predicted Mother’s death.”  

Beks ate her food in silence.  If the late Queen’s death had been predicted, why did it take them so long to return?  

“The other kingdoms and principalities in the region will begin sending her gifts in hopes of gaining predictions that could be beneficial,” she said instead.  “We should also send a gift to show our sincerity.” 

Luther’s face lit up and he nodded.  “Yes!  I noticed that at the time, she had already begun receiving tributes.  She’s a very simple person and prefers basic necessities over extravagant jewelry.  She said that what she was most worried about was if she were identified as the next oracle, she would need to start dressing the part.”  Luther chuckled at his memory.

“Then, something luxurious, but not flamboyant,” Beks said.  “Perhaps some pond silk lace from our garment district with a few pearls sewn on.  It would be good for shawls and veils, which most priestesses wear, so it will be useful, but not too eye-catching.”  

Luther nodded energetically and gave her an appreciative look.  “Yes!  That’s it!”  His smile was warm and lopsided.  “I knew you’d know what to get her, Beks.”

She gave him a nod.  “I will have some prepared immediately to be sent to the Great Temple.”

“It is not necessary to send it.” A man’s voice came from the entrance of the dining hall and they all turned towards it.  The Third Consort, who rarely joined them for breakfast, walked into the hall with a dismissive ease, as if they had all been waiting for him and he finally graced them with his presence.  

It was his typical attitude, so Beks didn’t think too much into it.  The man had always been, as Uncle Timur described, ‘a peacock desperate for attention’. 

“Is that so?” Laurence asked, matching the Third Consort’s indifference.  “Is it not customary?”  The corner of Beks’ lip curled up.  The Third Consort always threw tradition in their face when it suited him, such as his tirade over the lack of a month-long mourning period.  He tended to casually ignore tradition and custom when it didn’t benefit him.

For example, when a monarch had two spouses, child-rearing was supposed to be shared, but the Third Consort kept Luther with him at all times, hardly exposing him to Uncle Timur.  This put some distance between the older three brothers and Luther.

The middle-aged man barely held back a sneer as he took a seat next to his son and waited for the servants to place a plate and utensils in front of him.  “In order to gain favor for us, Luther and I invited her to visit before she was confirmed as the next Great Oracle.”  

Beks bit into her ham.  The man was getting a bit ahead of himself, as Great Oracles were only titled as such after at least a hundred correct major predictions of world events.  At the moment, she was simply an oracle. As of when they likely invited the new oracle, she was still a priestess at the time.  

Luther nodded as he put some food on his father’s plate.  “Iris sent me a letter and is already on her way.”  

Beks caught Laurence tense to her left.  His blue eyes shifted to his brother.  “You are quite familiar with her.”  

“She was the priestess who was our host during our stay at the Great Temple,” the Third Consort replied before Luther could.  He didn’t look at Laurence and continued to eat.  “I heard that she already had several successful predictions and wanted to make a good impression on our behalf.”

“Father believes it is important that we are able to maintain good relations with the Temple,” Luther told them.

“Yes, this is why we sent the Third Prince to the Temple,” Laurence replied.  Beks could almost hear Laurence’s unspoken words: that should’ve been enough.

“Do we know when the new oracle is scheduled to arrive,” Beks asked.  “I must prepare her welcome and the Hall of Eloquence.”  It was the best of the three manors adjacent to the palace where guests of the royal family stayed when visiting.  Carriages brought guests to and from the palace from across the moat, and each manor was fully staffed.  

There was also room for guests, staff, guards, and supplies.  It would also give them a place to receive guests of their own.  

“We will not be placing her in the guest manors,” the Third Consort said as he looked across the table at her.  “She is the new Great Oracle and we must show our utmost sincerity while visiting Kadmus.  She will stay in one of the villas within the Gilded Palace.”

At this, both Laurence and Beks looked towards him.  Laurence frowned.  “When the late Great Oracle stayed with us for an extended period of time, she stayed in the Hall of Eloquence.  It is inappropriate for guests unrelated by royal blood to stay in the Gilded Palace.”   

Luther’s face fell, but the Third Consort appeared to brush this off.  He looked directly at Beks.

“Lady Rebecca is not related by blood.”  

The table was quiet and Beks wanted to roll her eyes.  Laurence raised a brow.  “She is Mother’s foster daughter and my foster sister.  It would be appropriate.”

The Third Consort gave them a cold smile.  “But she is not blood related.”

“She isn’t a guest, either,” Laurence replied with a cold smile of his own.  “She is your son’s fiancée.  Or did you forget?” 

Luther lowered his head and seemed to be lost in thought.  His father snorted and turned his head away.  “And your mother was your mother, but you neglected a mourning month.”

“I respected her wishes,” Laurence said with a flippant voice.  “Her last wishes are more important than a month of mourning.  Various lords and houses have agreed with this.  There is also precedent for it, though it has been many generations.” 

“Eldest Brother.”  Luther turned to him with a hopeful look.  “Can we not make an exception?  We are the first kingdom to host the new Great Oracle.  Isn’t this an immense honor?  All eyes will be on us to set the standard.  We can’t be insincere.”  

Laurence gave him an incredulous look.  “You think that having her reside in the best of our guest manors with a full staff is insincere?”

Luther drew back a bit.  “But it is still a guest house.”

“And she is a guest.” Laurence reminded him in a cold voice.  He narrowed his eyes.  “Luther, there is no reason for her to stay in the Gilded Palace.”

Beks caught Luther’s brown eyes trying to silently ask her for assistance.  She lowered her cup and met his gaze unmoved.  “Your Highness, Prince Laurence is following protocol.” 

“Are you jealous that my son wants another woman to stay in the Gilded Palace, Lady Rebecca?” The Third Consort spoke suddenly and all eyes turned back to him.  Laurence frowned and his sharp blue eyes bore into the Third Consort.  Luther’s brows shot up and looked at Beks with dismay, as if he’d never expected her to.  

The Third Consort sat up straight, appearing haughty as he smirked at Beks.  Before she could reply, Laurence spoke up.

“Third Consort, that is an inappropriate accusation,” Laurence said.  “You are well aware that Lady Rebecca is fully versed in royal protocol and will follow it accordingly unless instructed otherwise by the reigning monarch.”  He looked towards Luther with cold eyes.  “I expect this from you, as well, Luther.  Do not forget that you are the Fourth Prince of Kadmus.”

Luther lowered his eyes at once.  His voice was quiet and tight.  “Then...we should follow guest protocol.” 

Laurence gave him a nod, as if satisfied with his concession.  “Beks, prepare the Hall of Eloquence for the new oracle’s arrival at once.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”  

“Do not forget her welcome ball,” the Third Consort said.  “If we are not veering from protocol, then there must be a ball to welcome her.”  He lifted his chin, as if he were somehow looking down on her.

“I will begin with procedures at once, Third Consort.”  Beks gave him a small nod of her head and picked up the folded napkin with the bread.  She looked towards Laurence and gave him a bow.  “I will excuse myself, Your Majesty.”

Laurence gave her a nod and she rose from her seat.  She managed to make it a few steps outside the dining hall when Luther caught up with her.

“Beks!” Luther almost skidded in front of her to block her way and she resisted the urge to frown.  Luther wasn’t a child anymore, and such movements could cause an accident in the Gilded Palace’s heavily decorated halls.  

“Yes, Your Highness?” 

“You’re well-versed in royal protocol.  Surely, there must be a case where guests have stayed at the Gilded Palace,” Luther said.  

“There is a history of guests staying on the grounds where the Gilded Palace now stands, but the Gilded Palace itself is less than a hundred years old, and since it was built, guests who are not blood related to or fostered by the royal family have stayed at the guest manors,” Beks replied.  

Luther’s shoulders dropped.  “Are you certain?  Can you speak to my brother and make an exception?” 

Beks tilted her head and held his gaze.  “It is inappropriate for the new oracle to stay in the Gilded Palace.”

“Beks-”

“Your Highness, I am the foster daughter of the late Queen and your fiancée, and I do not live in the Gilded Palace,” Beks told him.  “If an unrelated woman, oracle or not, becomes a guest within the Gilded Palace by request of the Fourth Prince when the Fourth Prince’s own fiancée lives outside the Gilded Palace, in the Old Tower, how will this reflect upon the family?”  

She watched as the enthusiastic light in Luther’s eyes dimmed.  He drew his head back and lowered it.  “Forgive me, Beks...I didn’t realize....”  He looked a bit ashamed as he lifted his head.  “It’s just that I had befriended her and told her about Kadmium and the palace.  And you, as well.  I thought it was fitting for a friend to stay here as I’d be her host.”  

Beks took a deep breath.  “There are many rules we must adhere to and it is not surprising that such minor ones would slip your mind.  After all, this would be your first time hosting a major guest you invited.”

Luther nodded.  “Thank you for understanding.”

Beks bowed her head once more, this time to excuse herself.  “I will make sure that the new oracle and her attendants are comfortable in the Hall of Eloquence, and that the welcome ball be fitting of her status.”

Luther smiled.  “Thank you, Beks.”  

“Your Highness, please remember our agreement.  Such affairs should not be made public in any way so as not to affect the esteem of the royal family or each other’s official position.”  

His face drained of color and she heard him take in a sharp breath as she stepped around him to continue towards her office.  

“Beks, there is no such thing between the oracle and myself!  She is only a friend!”  Luther darted in front of her once more and grasped her hands, standing in front of her to meet her eyes.  “You are the one I will marry.”

She gave him a nod.  She was a little taller than Luther and as such, tended to wear flats everywhere.  “Yes, I know.”  

“I will honor and respect you, Beks.”  He squeezed her hands, as if hoping his sincerity could be felt.  

There could be many things she could’ve replied.  She could’ve reassured him and insisted she believed his words.  She could’ve thanked him.  She could’ve promised him the same.

Beks studied his face in silence.  “I only ask that you ensure that your actions do not shake the institution your mother worked her entire life for.”  

Luther stiffened for a moment, before he nodded.  “I will.  I know that I should do more work to assist my brother.”  A pained expression crossed his face.  “Especially right now.”

Beks nodded.  “The transitional periods can be particularly volatile.”

Luther swallowed hard.  He glanced around and then took a step closer.  “Beks...can you tell me the truth?” he asked in a quiet voice.

She cocked her head to the side.  “The truth?”

Luther nodded and he bit his lower lip as uncertainty appeared to fill his face.  “Father said that he heard that my second and third brother are missing.”  

 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗







She folded the last letter on the pile.  The parchment itself was still crisp, but the writing inside had become messier than previous letters.  The contents had also become more informal, if not sentimental.  It had taken her several days to read all the letters, not due to her reading speed, but her reluctance to read them. 

Beks took a deep breath, running her fingers over the parchment once more to remember the feeling before standing and walking to the fireplace across the room.  It wasn’t necessary to have the fire going that time of year, but she’d told the servants she was cold.  The Old Tower tended to be drafty, so no one saw it as out of the ordinary.

She stood in front of the fire, holding the last letter.  

She never doubted that the late Queen wanted her there.  She never doubted that the late Queen had some affection for her.  

But even after the dying woman grasped her hand and whispered that she loved Beks with her dying breath, Beks didn’t think she meant it the way a mother loved a child.  

How I envy your mother for having you from her flesh; to have been able to hold you in her arms upon your first breath and look into your eyes when they opened.  If the gods are satisfied with me in this life, I pray they let you be of my womb in the next, my beloved daughter.  

If I could make you queen, I would. 

Beks kissed the last letter and then tossed it into the fire.  It caught at once and she watched the paper blacken and curl under the heat.  She took a deep breath and clenched her hands at her sides.  

Fifty-seven letters.  Some were as short as a half sheet.  Others were multiple pages.  One by one, they were burned, as instructed, but every word was locked in Beks’ head.  Every word of affection, every careful warning, every detailed instruction.  These were things she didn’t know, and now knew that her foster brothers, the late Queen’s sons, did not know.  

It turns out that while she doted on her youngest son, the late Queen put all her hopes on Laurence and requested that Beks give him more support.  Of the princes, he was the most capable and fitting to become the king with a calm and fair temperament, and loyal to his cause.

The late Queen regretted that she’d sent the Second and Third Prince away, but at the time she’d missed their father and seeing them reminded her of him.  

The late Queen also felt guilty about taking her from her parents, but at the same time, did not regret it.  It was for the sake of the kingdom, she said.

There was so much more written in those fifty-seven letters, but two things stood out to her the most.

First, her pet snake, Snowflake, going missing wasn’t an accident.  The late Queen was afraid that such a large snake would strangle Beks in her sleep if it ever escaped, so one day, while Beks was at her lessons, the Queen had Snowflake snake-napped and released in their southern borders.  At the very least, that area was somewhat tropical, so it was a fitting environment for Snowflake.

However, the indignation that filled her had caused her to drop the letter and refuse to read the rest of the letters for a week.  

Who wouldn’t feel betrayed after finding out that their beloved childhood pet didn’t accidentally escape, but instead was secretly re-located by their parent?  The late Queen apologized in the letter, but Beks was still upset.

The second thing, and most important, was that Nexus’ original purpose as an information network never ended as Beks was originally told.  It still existed and gathered information to this day.  Mr. Kesse was just the keeper.  The real owner was the late Queen.

But now that she was gone, she had passed it on to the new owner.  

Once the letter had turned to gray flakes and powder in the fire, its text no longer readable, Beks stepped back.  She walked to her vanity, flipped over her music box, and removed the urapearl.  She re-installed it on the base hidden in her desk.  

“Connect to Nexus,” she said once the clear urapearl turned black.  It shifted into silver before the silver faded away to show a man’s face.  

Mr. Kesse gave her a small nod of his head.  “Good afternoon, my lady.”

Beks swallowed.  “Good afternoon, Mr. Kesse.”  

“It has been some time,” the old man said in an even voice.  “Have you read Her Majesty’s letters?”

Beks nodded once.  “I have.”  

She saw the corner of his lip curl up just a bit.  “And what do you say?” He urged her, and Beks took a deep breath and repeated the sentence instructed in the letters.  

“The sun has set and the dawn has broken.”  If she weren’t so invested in what the phrase would get her, she would’ve been amused at her foster mother’s choice of words.  Of course, it had to somehow tie in with the prophecy. The late Queen loved that prophecy.

Mr. Kesse’s smile widened.  He bowed his head once more.  “Welcome, Mistress of Nexus.  What would you like to know?” 

“I’d like an update on the statuses of the local charity projects these last few months, since Her Majesty was bedridden,” Beks told him.

The old man gave her a nod.  “I will prepare them.  Will Miss come to headquarters?”

Beks hesitated.  She’d never left the palace by herself, but she had a better chance of convincing Laurence to let her go out on her own than the late Queen.  The current security of the palace grounds was high as they were in a transition period and Laurence did not yet have his official coronation.  

It was better to go through Laurence than attempt to sneak out.  “I will come in a week’s time.”

“Yes, Miss,” Mr. Kesse said.  “Is there anything else?”

Beks furrowed her brows.  Her main concern had been the progress of charity work.  She wanted to make sure it was funded well and that there weren’t any complex problems.  

But now she had an information network in her hands.  She wanted to find out more, but the new oracle was supposed to arrive that day and she didn’t have time for a several hour-long meeting with Mr. Kesse.  

Someone was bound to come looking for her.  

She’d save the introduction into Nexus’ information network for when she met with Mr. Kesse in person.  She opened her mouth to reply that there was nothing else when she paused.  Her eyes narrowed.  

There was something else.

Something she’d told the Fourth Prince was ‘a concern’, but did not elaborate upon when he asked.  She only confirmed that at the moment, the Second Prince had gone after the Third, who was missing after the ambush.

“Is it possible to get information from beyond our borders?” she asked.  

Mr. Kesse didn’t flinch or show any sign of surprise.  “Yes, Miss.”

“What about the east region?” 

“It is possible.”

Beks took another deep breath.  “I would like information on the whereabouts of Legion Three, Battalion One.”

Mr. Kesse raised a brow and then bowed his head.  “Would you also like information on the pilgrimage caravan of Priest Cian Timur?” 

That was the name the Third Prince went by in the Temple.  In order to obscure his identity and protect him from anyone who might want to use him against Kadmus and the royal family, he used his father’s name as a surname.  The consorts only used their given names in private and were almost always addressed by their rank or by their surname.  

Even the First Consort was addressed as King Consort rather than King Alexios.  As a result, the general public likely did not know the given names of the late Queen’s first two husbands.  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “You already have news of them?”

“You will find no other network as efficient as us, Miss.”

She almost balked.  “Then why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

“The information we provide is only for the ears of the Mistress of Nexus.”  

She bit her lips to keep from crying out in foul.  She supposed it was important that only the right person had such power, but it was still annoying.  Perhaps they could’ve found something more about the Second and Third Princes already.  She grit her teeth and shut her eyes, taking a deep breath. 

She opened her mouth, but there as a knock on the door.  

“My lady, the entourage from the Great Temple has reached the city.  His Majesty requests you come and welcome them in the royal drive.”  The familiar voice of her maid came from behind the door.  

Beks frowned.  She looked over her shoulder and raised her voice.  “I will prepare and come out in a moment.  Wait for me outside.”

“Yes, my lady!”  

Beks counted to twenty before looking back at the urapearl.  Her voice lowered.  “Prepare all the information you can find on both the Second and Third Prince within the last two months.”

“Yes, Miss.” 

Beks raised her hand and ended the link.  She removed the urapearl and walked to the vanity, where the music box-come-hiding place was.       

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath to refocus herself.  She put away her urapearl and adjusted her clothes.  It was growing warmer by the day, but her clothes still appeared thick and covered her arms and neck.  She walked towards the door and opened it, giving the maid a nod before heading to the stairs.

The courtyard between the Old Tower and the Gilded Palace was once where guests were dropped off and welcomed, but now that the Gilded Palace was built, the official entrance was pushed further away. She had to cross the width of the palace to get to the main entry hall and then outside the sets of massive wooden doors with gilded carvings of Kadmus’ landscape.  

Below the three sets of stone steps was a gravel drive that stretched across the new moat and to the primary gates.  The palace grounds stretched past the primary gates, but only the residential and government buildings within the grounds needed to be secured by a fence.

The iron gates were open and as Beks arrived and took her place beside Laurence, she could see a trio of white carriages bearing the gold seal of the Great Temple approaching.  Luther was standing with his father to one side, while Laurence stood with Lady Eleanor under an umbrella.

“Is the welcome meal prepared?” Laurence asked as he stood with legs apart and arms behind his back.  He didn’t take his eyes off the carriages.

“Yes, the meal will proceed in the dining hall.  After the meal, the new oracle and her attendants will take carriages to the Hall of Eloquence.  Palace servants will bring their belongings to the Hall of Eloquence while we eat,” Beks said.  

Laurence gave her a small nod to show his approval.  Beks glanced towards the Third Consort and Luther.  While the Third Consort had a calm expression on his face, Luther’s face was filled with excitement.  A wide, earnest smile on his face and his gaze was fixed on the carriages.  

The white horses pulling the carriages turned on the circular drive that surrounded a three-tiered fountain and lined up in a row.

The second of the elegant carriages stopped in front of them and the attendants jumped from the back of the carriage to open the door.  

A young attendant stepped out first and began to fiddle with a parasol.  Before she could open it, a woman's voice rang out from the carriage.      

“Luther!” A young woman with curly, pale orange hair and large brown eyes lit up as she stuck her head out of the carriage and saw the Fourth Prince.  Before the attendant could open the umbrella, the woman jumped out.  She quickened her step, but before she could reach them, an older woman appearing to be another attendant let out a loud cough.  

“Your Eminence,” the old woman wearing a dark blue headpiece called out in a low voice, immediately making the new oracle stumble to a stop.  The old woman narrowed her eyes. “You are the new oracle of the Great Temple.”  Her words were a cold reminder to be aware of her new position.

The new oracle took another step and then slowed down, lifting her chest, and straightening her back.  She lifted her chin, putting on a serene smile as her steps became measured.  The white robes with gold embellishments and the gold circlet around her head were likely relics of former oracles, as was customary.

The attendants around her were dressed in robes and overcoats that most priests and priestesses wore.  Only the narrow, colored shawls over their shoulders differentiated them by rank and sect.  Their clothes were much more modern.  Only the oracle got to wear sacred vestiges from her predecessors. 

Beks stood to Laurence’s right while Luther and the Third Consort stood on the left.  Royal guards were in rows around them, though Beks didn’t think it necessary.  Kadmus was on good terms with the Temple and shared similar interests, so there was no reason the Temple would suddenly attack.  She supposed it was just to show their prestige. 

The new oracle stopped about two paces from Laurence.  She put her palms together in front of her and bowed.  

“Good afternoon, Your Majesty King Laurence. Thank you for welcoming us to Kadmus,” the new oracle’s voice was gentle and almost sounded as if she were giving him a blessing.

Laurence gave her a small nod of his head.  “Welcome to Kadmium, Oracle Elpidah.”  His voice was calm and neutral.  

Oracle Elpidah thanked him and turned to Luther and the Third Consort.  Her eyes seemed to smile as she met Luther’s eyes.  “Good afternoon, Your Highnesses Prince Luther and Consort Hessing.”

Luther beamed and bowed his head towards her.  “I’m happy to see you arrive safely, Ir-Oracle Elpidah.”  

Beks could almost feel several eyes lingering on her as her fiancé seemed to greet the new oracle in far too friendly a manner.  She wished he wouldn’t be so obvious that it appeared as if he were disrespecting her in front of the party gathered.  She knew Luther didn’t mean to, either.  

He was naive and sheltered by the Third Consort.  He didn’t hide his feelings well nor retained the neutral demeanor of a royal that one would usually expect.  It wasn’t terrible, but it had moments where it caused frustration.  

Now as one of them.  

Beks’ vacant gray eyes watched as Luther seemed unsure whether or not to shake the woman’s hand.  He was rescued by the Third Consort, who spoke up and drew the new oracle’s attention to himself.  Oracle Elpidah seemed to snap out of her ecstatic daze upon seeing Luther.  Her expression dimmed as she bowed her head to the Third Consort.

After shaking his hand, Luther lifted his and the new oracle’s face lit up once more.  She shook his hand and instead of letting go, she allowed Luther to tug her towards Beks.

“This is Lady Rebecca of Caroline,” Luther said as he turned to face Beks and released the oracle’s hand.  His eyes softened as he looked at Beks.  “I call her Beks.”

“Your Eminence.”  Beks lowered her head and moved her foot back to bend her knees ever so slightly.  It was a simple curtsy, but Beks’ head never fell below the new oracle’s.  

Oracle Elpidah was slender and of average height, with her eyes meeting Beks’ chin at best.  Compared to Beks, who was taller than most women and shaped like an hourglass, Oracle Elpidah looked delicate and fragile.  Even the way they dressed differed greatly.

The new oracle was in her sacred robes layered white with shimmering gold.  The sleeves were slit and her thin, pale arms peeked from between the soft folds.  Beks was in a dark mauve dress that hid her figure and appeared like a shroud over her body.  The fabric was embellished with embroidery and lace and she wore a matching knotted headband and her nectria hair pins.  With her black hair framing her face, her entire demeanor seemed colder.  

Beks stood up and the new oracle beamed.  She lifted her arm and extended her hand.

Just as Beks was reaching for her hand, she watched the new oracle pale.  Oracle Elpidah’s eyes went wide and she snatched back her hand to grab onto her head.  Beks jerked her head back, about to ask if the oracle was all right when a shrill, cutting scream filled the gravel courtyard.  

At once, everyone seemed to freeze as the oracle fell to her knees, clutching her head as if in pain.  She curled over, screaming.  

“Iris!” Luther rushed to her side and knelt down.  “What’s wrong?  Is it another vision?” 

“The oracle is having a vision!”  The Third Consort let out a surprised yell and stepped forward with wide, earnest eyes where there should’ve been concern.

The oracle’s attendants swarmed around the young woman, all speaking at once.  Beks kept her distance, not wanting to crowd and suffocate the girl.

She saw the oracle’s thin, pale arms begin to wave in the air, batting people away as she struggled to take a deep breath.  Her face was red as she looked up.  Her eyes looked at Beks just a few steps in front of her, wide and unrestrained.

“It’s not you....” The oracle’s voice almost wheezed out.  She shook her head as she raised her thin arm and pointed at Beks with fingers decorated with gold rings.  Everyone in the courtyard seemed to turn their attention to her.  Beks furrowed her brows and tilted her head to the side just a bit, in question.  “It’s not...you’re not the one.”

“The one?” Luther looked from the oracle to her and back.  “Iris, what are you talking about?”  

The oracle’s hand rose and Beks watched the other woman grab Luther’s forearm and use him to pull herself into a seating position and steady herself.  She seemed shaken and panicked as she looked up at Beks, as if horrified.  

“The...the prophesied child destined to bring Kadmus prosperity....” the oracle said, swallowing hard.  Her eyes crinkled up and looked at Luther with desperation.  “It is not her.”  
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 “She’s obviously insane.”

“Brother, you can’t say that.”  Beks sat back on the sofa in Laurence’s office as he paced in front of his desk, scowling.  Beside her, Lady Eleanor had a comforting arm around her and was gently stroking the side of her head, as if worried that the new oracle’s words had upset Beks.

“How can she just point at you and contradict the prediction of her predecessor,” Laurence said with a scowl.  “I’ve never heard of any oracle doing such an audacious thing!  Have you?”

“I am not familiar with the histories of oracles of the Great Temple.  I’ll have to look into it,” Beks answered, almost a bit helpless.  “I didn’t expect her to claim that I wasn’t the prophesied child.”

“She pointed directly at you and said such a thing in front of her entire entourage and the royal family!” Laurence seethed.  “There was no protocol, no ritual to the prophecy at all.  I can’t believe I canceled the morning court to greet such a reckless person.”

“It wasn’t so much a prophecy as it was a clarification,” Beks said.  “Oracle prophecies are never extremely detailed and there is no way to verify them until the prophecies came true.  I just so happened to fit the criteria given by the late Great Oracle.”

Lady Eleanor frowned.  “Don’t tell me you believe that woman’s words?”

Beks sighed and shrugged.  “I have always been ready for the chance that there could’ve been a mistake.  Perhaps there was another child who met the criteria elsewhere and was not identified.  After all, after I was found, the search ended without the possibility of me being the wrong prophesied child being questioned.  Even the late Queen addressed that this was a possibility.”  

She looked at Laurence with a helpless, but resigned expression.  Laurence’s displeasure was still apparent on his face and didn’t fade.  “A possibility, though a highly unlikely one,” he said.  “Where else is there such a landscape where a birth would happen, resulting in a female baby with your hair?”

He motioned to the strip of braided orange hair on the left side of her head.  The strip of orange hair clashed against the rest of her black hair, becoming her signature identifying marker.  There had been times where she wanted to dye it, as she felt it was too eye-catching, and made her self-conscious, but she was forbidden from doing so.

The daughter with dawn in her hair needed to stand out and show off her identifying marker at all times.  Headpieces and scarves to hide the orange strip became integral parts of her wardrobe and when she sneaked out of the castle grounds, she’d do so with a headscarf that covered all her hair. 

“The chances are small, but never none,” Beks replied.  In fact, she’d tried to research other places where the criteria for location, where the earth split, could’ve been during parts of her youth where she did not want to be a prophesied child.  From what she found, aside from Sagittate, there was one other place that was similar, but it was on another continent.

So, there was a chance they’d identified the wrong girl, making her more the convenient child of prophecy.

“Beks, they did not make a mistake when they found you,” Lady Eleanor said with some defensiveness in her voice.  Her embrace tightened to reassure the younger woman.  

“Even if you were misidentified, you’re already part of his family,” Laurence added in a firm voice.  “You will always be Mother’s foster daughter.” 

“If not her favorite child.” Lady Eleanor gave Beks a grin and a squeeze.  Warmed by their thoughtfulness, Beks did crack a small smile.  

“And you are my sister.”  Laurence knelt down beside the chair.  “That can never be taken away.”  

Beks nodded her head once.  It was also too late to return all her education and accumulated knowledge.  She was raised as a valuable resource and anyone who understood that wouldn’t carelessly dismiss her.

“That aside, the last Great Oracle would not reveal a prophetic vision or dream without being asked,” Lady Eleanor said, her brows furrowing.  “Supposedly, when the prospective oracles are young, they are encouraged to note down significant events around the world every so often for verification, but once they’ve been identified, they usually have some restraint and are picky with who their prophecies are revealed to.”

Beks nodded once more.  That was why oracles were often wooed by nations and powerful individuals with gifts, and welcomed with open arms wherever they traveled in order to gain the favor of prophecy.  

Great wars on the continent had happened in ancient times due to powers fighting over an oracle, but historical records said that oracles began to give false prophecies to those who wronged them, thus winning favor became more useful.  

The oracles themselves were part of the Temple and ultimately, the Temple had their allegiance.  

Beks took a deep breath and frowned a bit.  Her first meeting with the new oracle didn’t go very well and she could almost sense some animosity coming from Oracle Elpidah.  Perhaps the oracle was just upset that the ‘wrong’ person had been found and felt that Beks was occupying a position that shouldn’t be hers.  

In a way, it could be seen as disrespectful to the oracle’s predecessor, so Beks didn’t take it as a massive insult. 

When Oracle Elpidah had pointed at Beks outside, Beks didn’t react past a small tilt of her head.  It was more out of confusion than anything else.  Before Beks had been able to reply, Laurence stepped forward and extended his arm in front of Beks to move her to the side.  

“We have always been prepared for such an error, but Lady Rebecca has proven herself a valuable member of our family in terms of ability and knowledge.  Even if she were misidentified, she will still be of great benefit to Kadmus.”  Laurence had hidden his irritation and disdain expertly, and didn’t reveal his frustration until after the meal, and Oracle Elpidah and her entourage were sent to the Hall of Eloquence. 

His defense of Beks and his mother’s search had seemed to dismiss the tension brought on by the new oracle’s dramatic scream and fall to her knees.  Beks could still see Oracle Elpidah’s horrified eyes grow wide with surprise, as if she had never expected that they’d consider such a possibility.

However, once Laurence acknowledged it, and that Beks was useful even if she weren’t the prophesied child, what more could be done?  The new oracle didn’t seem to know what to say before Luther helped her up.  Attendants had helped her brush off the dust from her robes.  

Oracle Elpidah had muttered a barely coherent sentence of acknowledgement before the Third Consort broke the awkward scene and suggested they go inside.  

The meal had been uneventful and was dominated by small talk and casual greetings welcoming the new oracle to the kingdom.  The earlier scene had been forgotten.  Luther had been seated next to Beks and seemed to put serious effort into being attentive to her.  She couldn’t help but be suspicious, as that was unlike him.

“Excuse my suspicion, but I can’t help but think that today’s outburst had to do with the Third Consort,” Lady Eleanor said with a slight scowl.  “He invited the new oracle here and must have his reasons.”

“He’s always been very vain and values power and reputation.”  Laurence let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his forehead.  Years of having to deal with the Third Consort exhausted him.  “You know how he is.  Any slight threat to his position or tarnish on his reputation and he’ll act out, but he’s never gone too far.  He knows his limits.” 

Lady Eleanor and Beks both frowned.  

“Does he?” Beks asked, looking towards her foster brother with some doubt.  “He has become...more active since the Queen passed.”

“Grief affects everyone differently, Beks,” Laurence replied.  “He’s reacting to an uncertain future without his biggest supporter.  And he has Luther to think of.  It’s not a secret that during transitions of power, some royal family members disappear.”

“Brother, you would not do that.”  Beks sat up straight and met his eyes.  Laurence’s character was outstanding.  He was fair and just, which was why the late Queen solidified his position early and didn’t educate her other sons as intensely as she did Laurence.  Much more had always been expected of him.  

Laurence always stayed in touch with the Second and Third Prince, and even advocated for Luther to be more involved with various royal household duties.  He felt secure in his position, so he didn’t feel threatened by having three younger brothers, including one who was set to marry a prophesied woman. 

His face softened as he looked at her.  “I know you trust me, Beks, but the Third Consort has always resented me.” 

Beks lowered her eyes.  She knew that, too.  

In the late Queen’s letters, Queen Letizia admitted that she married the Second Consort to stabilize her power over marrying Petrus Hesser, the later Third Consort, out of love, despite having promised him when they were younger that he would be her Husband of Choice.  The Second Consort had been chosen because Laurence’s father, the King Consort, suggested him.

It would be almost ten years until the Third Consort got his coveted position as the Queen’s husband, and it was only after the King Consort died.  It must’ve been a joyous day for the Third Consort, but a horrible one for Laurence, who’d lost his loving father.  

The late Queen knew her decision angered her childhood love, which was why out of all the royal consorts, the Third Consort was far more indulged.  To this day, he acted like it, and Beks wouldn’t admit it aloud, but she blamed the late Queen. 

“He resents all of us,” Beks said as she took a deep breath.  “But he’s never crossed the line in the past.  That could change.” 

“He isn’t the type,” Laurence replied.  “He’ll cause trouble, but he isn’t too daring.  The risk is too great.”

“Never mind him.  There is nothing we can do to change him and as per protocol, he’s still a member of the royal family and is entitled to live out his old age on royal grounds,” Lady Eleanor told them.

“Royal protocol makes an exception if they remarry outside or commit a crime against the family,” Beks said.  

“He was obsessed with Mother.  I doubt he’ll remarry any time soon.”  Laurence almost snorted with distaste.  

Lady Eleanor’s eyes crinkled up with a mischievous glint. “Then, should we frame him for a crime?” 

Laurence looked at his fiancée and raised a brow.  “Is that the way a marquis’ daughter should be speaking?”

Lady Eleanor smirked and threw him an amorous look.  “Why?  You don’t like it when I speak so crudely?  You always tell me you do.”

Suddenly, Beks did not want to be, literally, between her foster brother and future foster-sister-in-law.  The two had locked eyes, and Beks looked towards the door, making an immediate escape plan.  

“I need to go over some things for tomorrow’s welcome ball.  Please excuse me.”  Her words were rushed.  She shot up from her seat and Lady Eleanor’s arm fell from her shoulder.  Beks avoided looking at their faces as she bowed her head and turned to make a beeline to the door.  She could almost feel a tension in the air and wanted out at once.  

As soon as she stepped outside, she shut the door, not wanting to think about what would happen inside her foster brother’s office now that she was gone. 

Beks turned all her focus to the welcome ball the next night.  Final preparations had already begun and would also take up the next day.  She went to find Luther to tell him that she could not attend the next court session with him to observe, as she would need to be present overseeing the ball preparations.  

Finding her fiancé didn’t take long, as she was informed that he’d gone to the Hall of Eloquence.  A small voice in the back of her head told her that of course he’d go there.  Why wouldn’t he?  

She considered going after him, but decided to go and write a note to be delivered to him instead.  She was stopped multiple times by servants and aides regarding everything from the welcome ball and meal plans to military supply organization.  

She didn’t make it back to the Old Tower to write a note.  

Bek reached the portico between the Old Tower and the Gilded Palace when she saw a young man approaching.  Her eyes flickered to the sky; it had been at least a few hours since she saw him at lunch.  

Could he not make his relationship with the new oracle a bit more discrete?  At least leave me a little face so the staff doesn’t look at me with pity. 

She stopped and waited for him to reach her.

“Luther, about tomorrow’s court-”

“Beks, I’m glad I ran into you,” Luther said with a wide smile.  “I won’t be able to attend the morning session tomorrow.” 

Beks stopped where she was and narrowed her eyes just a bit.  Her lips tightened into a line.  “Luther, I know that court can be very boring, but it is necessary for you to gain insight and experience governance through them.”  He was the de facto heir.  Kadmus could not afford ignorant royal family members.  

Ignorance and lack of discipline was what led to the corruption and debauchery that the late Queen fought so hard to correct.

Luther shrank back and his eyes darted to the side.  She recognized that as a sign of embarrassment and shame.  Her stomach began to twist as the possible reason.  

“I know,” he said, his eyes still not meeting hers.  “But it is the first full day that the oracle is in Kadmium and I want to take her sight-seeing in town.” 

For a moment, Beks stared at him with dull eyes and couldn’t stop her disappointment.  How could she support Luther as the Fourth Prince if he didn’t at least try to be involved?  She could only represent him for so many things.  

“We are in a transition period and need to maintain the solidarity of the royal family.  A host has been prepared to guide the new oracle through the city on our behalf,” Beks told him.  She’d even personally planned the route they’d take to show off significant shrines and development in the city.  

Luther shifted awkwardly in front of her.  “She’s unfamiliar with a host.  She’d feel more comfortable with someone she knows.”

Her jaw clenched.  She wanted to reprimand him.  As the new king’s younger brother, he had certain duties expected of him.  His two older brothers were currently missing, and even if they weren’t, until Laurence was married, the royal household should’ve been overseen by another immediate family member present.  Beks was still carrying the load.  Practically all of it. It was acceptable when the late Queen was alive, but it should’ve been reassigned to Luther, if only to familiarize him with the planning and protocol of the royal household.

“His Majesty has assigned you work at the Ministry of Public Works.  Have you finished your review of existing projects assigned?” Beks asked. The Ministry of Public Works had some of the most straightforward projects and were on-going, and thus pre-approved with little oversight required for existing projects.  Beks had started there when she was thirteen and still occasionally was called on for reference.  

Luther froze for a moment.  “No, I haven’t completed the review yet, but I have reviewed the majority of the projects.”  He’d been assigned road expansion near two plazas and the extension of an old hospital.  Three projects.  

“The court has not taken a rest yet, Your Highness,” Beks reminded him as she lifted her chin.  “Everyone is working.  Is it fair for you, the king’s brother, to accompany a guest when there are pending assignments?” 

“But the assignments are for on-going projects.  Can’t I just approve them?  Must I review them again after you’ve already reviewed them?” he asked.  He looked at her eagerly.  “You’re much better at this than me, Beks!  If you already reviewed them, they must be approved for implementation.”  

The corner of her eye almost twitched.  She reviewed them and found several issues that needed to be dealt with, as there were price differences in supplies from the previous years.  Additional budget needed to be allocated, there was a timeline extension, and affected parties needed to be notified.   She hadn’t made any changes because she wanted Luther to find them for himself.  

“You are the Fourth Prince of Kadmus,” Beks said as she turned her head away.  “You should know by now what you should prioritize.”  She stepped around him, but knew he was going to tour the city with the new oracle tomorrow.  

“Beks, Oracle Elpidah is a valuable resource for us!  She may tell us a prophecy that will benefit Kadmus during Brother Laurence’s reign; I can’t fall out of favor with her,” Luther said as he turned around to watch her walk away.  “Think of the benefits!"

Unless she’s building those roads or renovating that hospital, I don’t care.  Beks turned around to face him.  “I carry no official rank here, Your Highness.  Do as you wish.”  I can’t stop you from being a disappointment.

“Beks, it is purely for the sake of the kingdom and my brother,” Luther called out behind her.  “Beks!” 

Out of all the princes, why did I have to be engaged to that one?  Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She turned around and headed back to the Old Tower.  She still had work to do.

 

            


Chapter 4 - She'd Paid a Life


                “Welcome The Virtuous House of Durmott: Duke Durmott, Duchess Durmott, and their children: Lady Tatiana, Lady Bethany, and Lord Vance.”

Beks turned around from where she was giving seating orders to a steward and looked towards the first of the Five Houses to arrive. The Duchy of Durmott and the Duchy of Latana were located less than a day’s travel outside of Kadmium, on opposite sides of the city. They were the oldest duchies and descended from old branches of the royal family. 

Beks gave the steward a small nod and began to walk towards the family of five. The Duke and Duchess were in their early fourties and both were well kept for their ages, still appearing five years younger. Their daughters were just a bit younger than Beks at 20 and 18, but their youngest child and heir, Vance, was six. 

They were dressed in the family’s signature greens and blues, meant to symbolize Durmott’s rolling green hills and blue skies. 

“Your Grace, my ladies, and young lord.” Beks reached them and gave the ducal couple a bow of her head. Her rank was the same as their children, so she did not need to bow at the waist to them. 

“Good evening, Lady Rebecca.” Duchess Durmott gave her a warm smile as her husband made a curt nod. 

“Lady Rebecca.” The three children also greeted her politely. Despite being the closest young ladies to her of similar rank, Beks didn’t have much interaction with the Durmott daughters outside of balls at the palace. It was mainly because due to Beks’ special status, she was prohibited from leaving for other social gatherings with people her age. 

Thus, other noble children in the region were distant. 

“Lady Rebecca, my daughter will have her engagement ball in a few months,” Duchess Durmott told her. “May we send you an invitation?”

“Yes, please do,” Beks said. This was her chance to socialize with peers; Laurence would let her go. She turned to Lady Tatiana, a pretty young lady with curly brown hair and warm green eyes. “Congratulations on your engagement, Lady Tatiana.”

The young woman’s face flushed and she lowered her eyes, shy. “Thank you, my lady.” 

Just as Beks was about to ask if Lady Bethany was also getting engaged soon, another announcement was made. 

“Welcome The Benevolent House of Latana.” 

Beks saw the look of irritation on the Durmotts and held back a small laugh. The closer the neighbor, the bigger the rivalry. Those two houses had been competing against each other for as long as Beks could remember. 

She looked towards the entrance and saw another family of five, except Duchess Latana had three sons: Adam, Brennan, and Crispin. Unlike the other three houses, the Virtuous and the Benevolent Houses prioritized boys for heirs. It was only when there were no legitimate sons, that daughters could inherit the estate and title. Duchess Latana was the eldest of four daughters with no brother, thus she inherited the title.

Rumor had it that the Durmotts were jealous of the Latanas because they had three sons. 

“Lady Rebecca, it is good to see you again,” Duchess Latana glided over, poised and smirking as she cast a glance at Duchess Durmott. “And Duke and Duchess Durmott...I almost didn’t see you there.”

Duke Durmott sneered at the woman in bright yellow and blue. “Well, you were quite difficult to miss wearing that.”

Duchess Latana immediately scowled and Beks stepped in to try to ease the situation. “It’s also good to see you again. This time for a much more joyous occasion,” she said with a pleasant smile. “Good evening to you all, Your Grace and young lords.” She gave the Duchess’ husband and three sons a nod.

The sons were born in succession with the second son her age. The two eldest had seemed to have a rivalry with the two Durmott daughters and before they could start snapping at each other, Beks pointed out drinks and other cliques that had formed in order to distract them.

Young nobles often competed and clashed, and she’d seen a few arguments break out at royal events before. Beks didn’t need any of that. 

As soon as the two duchies had been split up, Beks continued her rounds, greeting guests and acting the dutiful hostess. 

“Third Consort Hesser!” Beks didn’t bother turning around.

“His Highness Fourth Prince Luther.” Beks almost froze. No one had told her he had arrived. If they had, she’d quietly leave the ballroom, get back to the hall, and enter with him. “Oracle Iris Elpidah.”

Beks wanted to groan, already knowing what she’d see before she turned around. As expected, Luther stepped into the ballroom with a bright smile, holding the arm of the new oracle.

You irresponsible idiot. Beks retained her passive, peaceful smile as she watched them walk in and greet those they passed. The new oracle was in ceremonial robes with more gold ropes draped across her than the day before and an elegant circlet resting atop of her orange hair. She had a gentle smile as she gave guests small nods of her head and occasionally raised her free hand to give a blessing over a young guest.

Luther was in dark gray formal robes accented with royal orange and white. 

Beks could feel the eyes of guests turn towards her and settle. Tonight’s dress was meant to match Luther’s: orange with white and dark gray trims and accents. She would’ve been embarrassed with the situation if she weren’t frustrated that he did not listen to the instructions given. 

“His Majesty King Laurence and Lady Eleanor von Glasser!”

Beks let out a low breath, silently thankful of Laurence and Lady Eleanor’s timely arrival as it took some attention off her. As the couple entered and began greeting their guests, she saw both of them look at Luther, where he remained standing and holding the arm of the oracle in ignorance. Glints of displeasure were quickly covered by untouched, regal expressions as they continued the greetings without pause.

Do it for royal solidarity. If there is any sign of friction between the two, nobles will begin to pick sides. Beks reaffirmed both her duty and her position before making her way towards Luther. 

It was well known that she was on very good terms with Laurence; that he doted on her as his sister and valued her as a courtier. If she distanced herself from Luther, she would be seen as siding with Laurence over her own fiancé and that had its own set of negative implications. 

It was unfortunate that her fiancé didn’t realize the full extent of the effects of his actions.

“Your Highness.” Beks reached Luther and gave him a small nod.

At once, he lowered his arm, pulling away from the oracle as he smiled at her. “Beks! You look beautiful tonight.”

Yes, I know.  Her parents were both attractive and her father was a well-known pretty boy in his youth. Both her and her older brother inherited good looks, but she had more important things to focus on. As long as she was presentable to the audience she was meeting, she didn’t spend too much time on her appearance. “Thank you, Your Highness,” she replied instead. 

Luther looked her up and down, his face brightening as he stood beside her. “The royal tailors did an excellent job this time.” He leaned towards her and whispered an apology. “I’m sorry, Beks; she was nervous and afraid to go in by herself.”

Beks gave him a small, understanding nod. She looked towards Oracle Elpidah, who was smiling, though the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Your Eminence, how has your stay at the Hall of Eloquence been so far? If you are lacking in any way, please let me know.”

“No, my lady. The Hall of Eloquence is beautiful and the staff present treat me very well.”

“Then I hope you are enjoying your stay here.”

“I have. Today, His Highness took me around the city. It’s very beautiful.” Oracle Elpidah’s eyes looked towards Luther with fondness. Plenty of people were in love with royal family members; power and wealth were a big factor in that, but the lack of restraint was frustrating. 

“Beks, I took her to that pastry shop you like,” Luther said as he put his hand over Beks’ and placed it on top of his arm. He moved closer, their arms touching as he stroked her hand. “The berry cream cake was available and I got you one. I had it sent to the Old Tower for you.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Beks looked back at the new oracle. “I was told this is your first ball. Would you like us to go around with you and keep you company?” 

There was an unreadable expression in the oracle’s eyes, but she nodded and seemed to force a smile. “Yes, thank you, my lady.”

“It’s not a problem.” Beks gave her a reassuring smile and turned, still holding on to Luther’s hand, and motioned for her to come along. “Come this way and I’ll introduce you to two of the Five Great Houses.” 

 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

Highly intelligent, diligent, calm and collected, but a bit distant. Luther always described Lady Rebecca as such, and wore a faint look of respect and awe in his eyes when he spoke of her. But the important question was did he love her?

As the oracle, maybe she should’ve known, but it wasn’t as if she were really one.

Iris had managed to imply that Luther did love Lady Rebecca once, silently hoping that he’d correct her, but his answer was not definitive. 

He’d smile fondly and say that he respected ‘Beks’, appreciated her, and cared for her, but never used the term ‘love’. Love was not a necessary requirement for marriage in the royal family.

Iris spent so long at the Great Temple meeting pilgrims from all levels of society; some at their peaks and some at their worst. She knew that behind the financial freedom of the wealthy nobles, they were often constrained; unable to do what they wanted or be with who they loved because in return for privilege, they had to pay a price. 

She thought Luther was the same way. 

He didn’t love Lady Rebecca, but was bound to marry her because it was a royal order from his late mother. Engagements from childhood weren’t uncommon for people like him. He said that the two had known about the engagement for years and they cooperated with each other.

Though Luther may not have loved Lady Rebecca, she was important to him, and that was disappointing. 

It was disappointing then and disappointing now. 

Lady Rebecca hadn’t changed from what Iris remembered of her. The tall, stately woman with the storm gray eyes that seemed to both pierce through one’s soul to find their secrets and at the same time, hide her own reactions, was civil, but almost cold even when smiling. She still wore modest clothing despite her status, which hid her cunning. 

Even at Iris’ welcome ball, there were plenty of other young noble women dressed more elaborate than the fiancée of the Fourth Prince. If Lady Rebecca was not his fiancée or the purported child with dawn in her hair, no one would’ve noticed her.

When Iris walked into the room with Luther, she expected some reaction from Lady Rebecca. Surprise, distrust, or even a little anger. Who wanted to see their fiancé so close to another woman? Iris knew that Luther was supposed to escort Lady Rebecca and had to plead with him to go with her instead, insisting she was nervous. 

Luther, kind and trusting as always, agreed. 

Joy had filled her when she noticed the questioning and sympathizing gazes turn to Lady Rebecca when Iris entered on Luther’s arm. Most people would’ve been humiliated or at the very least, unnerved. 

Lady Rebecca hadn’t flinched. She had glided across the room, her head up and her shoulders back, as if she were better than everyone, to reach them. Iris’ subtle action was ignored and Lady Rebecca had asked if they could accompany her. 

Iris had almost wanted to laugh. Who would want to be accompanied by the man she loved and the woman that man was engaged to? Was Lady Rebecca showing off? Declaring sovereignty over Luther? 

She wouldn’t have him for long. 

When Luther was with Lady Rebecca, he always seemed to be trying to placate her by apologizing, making excuses, or giving her gifts. He was afraid of disappointing her, of upsetting her and his brother. He smiled, but he didn’t laugh the way he did when he was with Iris. The Luther she knew talked for hours about growing up in Kadmus and what he hoped to accomplish. 

Did Lady Rebecca know about his dreams? 

To the very end, Lady Rebecca had looked at them as if they were fools unfit to be in the same room as her. 

Iris didn’t want to see those demeaning eyes ever again. 

Her hands lowered to her stomach, feeling an emptiness that lingered from another time. Right now, she and Luther hadn’t yet crossed that line because he was still foolishly showing his respect to Lady Rebecca and pulling away from Iris. 

The carriage taking her and her two attendants from the Gilded Palace back to the Hall of Eloquence slowed to a stop in front of the hall’s entrance. The footman climbed down and opened the door, offering his hand to let the attendants and then Iris down. She thanked them and headed inside the beautiful building with its embellished stone doorways and patterned tile floor. 

The Hall of Eloquence was the most recently renovated of the guest manors, according to Luther. He’d failed in convincing his brother to allow her to stay in the Gilded Palace, so he’d spent some time reassuring her that the Hall of Eloquence was just as good. She didn’t care if it was just as good.

She wanted to be near him. 

She crossed the foyer and up a grand set of curved, wooden stairs to the upper floor. Her room was the first to the right and had a balcony that overlooked the drive, the moat, and the palace on the other side. 

Her night before, she’d gazed across lost in memories. She never stayed in the Hall of Eloquence. When Luther first brought her, she’d stayed with him in the Gilded Palace. She thought that this time, since she’d acted sooner, she’d return there. 

She reached her door and she gave her two attendants a small, dismissing nod. “I do not require assistance tonight.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.” The two bowed their heads and stepped back, allowing Iris to enter her chambers alone. 

She stepped into the antechamber. The oil lamps had been lit and the servants assigned to the hall had prepared a warm bath and turned down her bed for the night. Orange light cast across the wood paneled rooms and the elegant landscape paintings on the walls. She removed her sandals and walked into the main chamber barefoot.

“I expected you to have his attention by now considering how much time I allowed him to be with you.” 

Iris suppressed the shudder that swept through her at the man’s demanding voice. Her eyes swept across the room, to the chair beside the small hearth. The hearth hadn’t been lit, as it was too warm for that, but there were several oil lamps allowing for the man in burnt orange and black clothes to flip through a book.

Whether he was actually reading or not was unknown. 

He didn’t look up from the book on his lap, but she had stopped a few paces away. “He accompanied me all day today in the city,” she replied in defense. 

“Yes, he even missed court this morning.” The book snapped closed and the middle-aged man with the sharp eyes looked at her, unimpressed. “I assumed that if he’d be willing to miss such an integral part of his education as the de facto heir for you, you’d have a better hold on his heart, but here you are. Returning alone.” 

Iris narrowed her eyes as she frowned. “How can he come to me so soon? And in such a setting? I already had him escort me to the ball. If he left with me, that would’ve been a sign of disrespect to Lady Rebecca. As long as she is present, he is not willing to wrong her.”

The Third Consort shot up from the plush, velvet seat. His eyes were burning, reflecting the harsh light from the oil lamps as he stormed towards her. “Then make him willing. And soon,” the man said in a low voice as he loomed over her. Iris forced herself not to take a step back and show weakness, but couldn’t stop herself from leaning away from his imposing figure. “In a few weeks, the First Prince will become the King of Kadmus, and the Second and Third Prince haven’t been located.” He paused and his look darkened. “Are you sure they’re dead?”

“The second ambush decimated the caravan and went after those who fled the scene. It was confirmed that he was mortally wounded. It’s likely that he bled to death somewhere, but his body hasn’t been found,” Iris replied. “My attendants let it spread to the Second Prince that the Third Prince was missing and they were last seen entering the Forbidden Valley. No one has ever escaped the valley alive. This is already very different from what happened originally.”

The Third Consort sneered and pulled back. “Make sure your people find their bodies. Their deaths must be confirmed. If they come back, they are a threat to Luther’s position, and yours.” 

Iris grit her teeth. Her small hands clenched at her sides as she lowered her eyes. “I’m aware that they are a threat.”

“It’s difficult enough to remove Laurence from the throne.” The Third Consort stepped back and prepared to walk around her. “Hurry up and coax my son. Once Laurence is crowned, he will settle on a date to marry Luther to the Lady of Caroline, then we’ll be late.” He paused as he stood by the threshold to the antechamber. He looked over his shoulder, impatience across his face. “You said this was our only chance to rewrite the future in our favor. I trust you won’t squander it.”

She resisted the urge to yell at him. She tried to keep on the mask of a dignified oracle. “They are already suspicious of the reason I’m here. You shouldn’t come here again. What if someone sees you?”

“As long as I pay enough, I won’t be seen,” the Third Consort replied with a dismissive wave. “Remember: you need only to bed Luther once. I will take care of the rest.”

He turned his back to her and Iris couldn’t hold back her disgusted shudder. She wrapped her arms around herself as the door slammed closed. 

No one knew how important this chance was than her. 

She’d paid a life for another chance. 
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“There are some charities that help educate children with basic reading and counting that I took an interest to,” Beks had told Laurence in preparation for asking to leave the palace. It wasn’t a lie and philanthropic projects were common for nobles to take an interest in. Even Luther supported a local orphanage with clothes every year. 

“Is that so?” Laurence had signed a document with flourish. “Do you plan to apply for money from the royal treasury’s charitable funds to donate or do you plan to donate your own?”

Beks wasn’t in need of money. Since she arrived, she had a monthly allowance that increased with age. Typically, young noble girls and ladies would spend their allowances on upkeep for social gatherings, such as clothes, jewelry, and hosting said gatherings, but as Beks wasn’t allowed out for such gatherings and was provided the very best of everything, her allowance was saved or invested.

Part of it went into businesses and the profits were then funneled into Nexus to be spread amongst the projects it oversaw. 

“I will donate with my own money.” That wasn’t a lie.

Laurence had looked up from his desk and gave her an amused smile. “Then, you don’t need to tell me about this. It is your money to do as you please.” He had paused for a moment and seemed to come to another thought. “Did you want me to donate, as well?”

“No, Brother.” It had been kind of him to ask. “I would like permission to leave the palace and visit the charity to look over their projects in person.” 

At this, Laurence had straightened in his seat. His lips had tightened, but his eyes held a look of sympathy. 

“Beks, I trust you,” he had said in a gentle voice. “You need not ask my permission every time you leave the grounds. If it is only within Kadmium and for only a few errands for things like shopping or perhaps going to that pastry shop you like, you need only tell the chamberlain so we know where you are and can assign guards to protect you.”

For a moment, Beks had stood in place, unsure how to reply. 

Her entire life, she had been kept in the palace, only able to go as far as the moat unless someone, usually the late Queen, was with her. Even then, she could count the amount of times they sneaked out of the palace in a single year on one hand. 

To be told she wasn’t restricted as before left her almost confused; unsure what to do with the sudden freedom. 

And it wasn’t as if she didn’t know what actual activities she would do. She had an array of things she wanted to see and do, but it was overwhelming. 

Beks had been in such disbelief that she’d tested Laurence multiple times, asking if he was sure and even gave examples of where she planned to go to see if he protested. He had just smiled and reiterated that as long as she reported where she was going so she could be protected and reached in case of emergency, then she was free to come and go from the royal grounds into the city. 

This is what Luther and the Third Consort did all the time, after all. Why couldn’t she do it?

Of course, leaving Kadmium would require more planning and approval, but just to get out of the royal grounds with little preparation and no permission required was surreal. 

This must be how sheep feel when the fence is left open, but they are so used to their field. Beks climbed on to the prepared carriage. She had asked for the most modest carriage available, as she wanted to go around the city as unnoticed as possible. Laurence had agreed, as he felt the less attention she attracted, the safer she would be.

Her hair was covered by a headscarf and she wore some older, drab clothing. She looked, at best, as if she were from a decent middle-class home according to her maids. 

The carriage, escorted by four plainclothes royal guards, began down the gravel path to the main gate. Beks sat on the edge of the seat bench and leaned towards the door to look out the window. When she sneaked out before, they’d gone through another, smaller and older gate, in an ignored part of the grounds. 

Past the royal grounds, when they exited the new gate house that led to Kadmium’s High Street, Beks looked out the window to take in the sights. She didn’t have to hide in the back of a dilapidated wagon so no one would notice her this time. 

The carriage cut through the city’s main streets before turning onto one of the narrower roads. The path became progressively narrower and less maintained as the buildings on either side became smaller and more rundown. Walled manors became narrow hovels. The people on the street gradually went from well-dressed nobles and merchants to commoners with worn clothing. 

The carriage reached the familiar slums on the northwest edges of the city. After years of the late Queen’s efforts, it no longer looked like a desolate series of charred ruins with skeleton men, women, and children either dying on the streets or begging. The buildings had been restored to a live-able state through programs that paid one person per household to assist in communal restoration. 

That person was also taught some sort of construction skill as a way to learn a trade. A small school had been set up to combat illiteracy. Children were required to study for at least six years to learn to read and do basic math, then could be assisted into learning a trade or finding a job. 

Nexus backed these programs and seeing how the area transformed since she first visited made Beks’ heart swell. When she was a child, she didn’t understand why the place was in such shambles. 

In Sagittate, children went to school for ten years, which included classes on using biha wells and tutorage on one’s spirit core, as most of the population had them. Even if Kadmium was the capital, with its nobles and fancy buildings and wealth, Beks thought that overall, Sagittate’s average citizen had a better standard of living. 

The carriage stopped in front of a narrow alley. It wouldn’t be able to fit, so Beks stepped out, asking the maid accompanying her to remain. She raised her hand to stop the guards from following her.

“Don’t attract attention. Two of you remain at the entrance and two of you remain with the carriage where it waits,” Beks told them.

The royal guards followed her instructions and as the carriage trotted away, Beks walked into the dark, dingy alley.

Nexus’ headquarters was an assuming building with a rundown facade of old stores and workshops on the ground floor and small apartments in the upper floors. It looked like several of those narrow buildings were pushed together, as there was no space between them.

In fact, Nexus was one large, interconnected plaza on the inside and took up an entire block. Its different programs and corresponding offices and work areas were contained inside and even the chairman, Mr. Kesse, lived inside. 

The door was a regular wooden door with iron fixtures facing the alley. Beks knocked on a simple iron knocker and waited. The sound of stone grinding came from her side and one of the stone bricks was pulled back, revealing a narrow, rectangular slot. Without hesitation, Beks stuck her right hand into the slot. 

Her ring finger had a simple metal band inlaid with crushed urapearl. Inside, it would react to another urapearl, confirming her approval to enter. 

“Welcome, Miss.” A young man smiled as he opened the door to let her in. 

“Thank you, Mr. Jameson.” Desmond Jameson, an orphan from the rebellion, was the doorman. His biha well had an affinity for water, though it was weaker than others who had water biha. Those with strong water biha were assigned tasks related to plumbing and sewage. Those who had weak water biha did other work instead. 

He closed the door behind her and Beks walked the familiar path down a narrow hall to a set of stairs. The building had three stories, an attic which she had to bend down to walk through, and a spacious basement used for storage. The Chairman’s office was on the third floor and overlooked an interior courtyard. 

No one was guarding his door and Beks knocked and waited to be given permission to enter without pomp. 

“Come in.”

She opened the door and smiled at the old man behind the desk. He stood up to greet her, returning her smile with one of his own. “Welcome back, Miss.”

“It’s good to see you again, Mr. Kesse.”

Rather than return to his seat, the old man motioned for her to take it. “I’ve prepared all the information you asked for. All the money that was donated will help with the water reservoir renovations this year and once it is fixed, flooding by the offshoot of the Tage River will no longer be a yearly problem. Our calculations show that we have enough to prepare for rarer extreme floods, as well.”

“Wonderful,” Beks said with a gentle smile. “Flood often carries disease with it if we’re not careful. If it can be mitigated, it is money well spent.” 

Mr. Kesse pushed a leather folder tied closed in front of her. “And this is regarding your other request.” He took a step back from the desk and bowed his head. “It is about time for my lunch meal, Miss. If you don’t mind, I will step out for a moment.”

He was giving her time alone to look over the information provided. Beks gave him a nod and waited until the door closed for her to reach down and untie the portfolio. 

There were copies of maps, sketches of terrain, and different sized sheets of different material all gathered from different intelligence points. The information had not been arranged in any particular order, but that was likely to prevent anyone else from taking a look at all the intelligence gathered.

Beks familiarized herself with the map and then reviewed all the parties involved. 

The Third Prince was over a week into a return from pilgrimage and accompanying him were other priests of similar rank, two high priests, and their various attendants and staff. In addition, they had Temple paladins escorting them. Twelve didn’t seem like a lot for such a large caravan, but St. Cormac’s trail was considered safe.

In addition, Temple paladins were highly skilled. Even having a half dozen escorting two dozen people wouldn’t have been considered out of the ordinary. 

Beks narrowed her eyes. 

The Great Temple had a ten-seat council of nine high priests and priestesses. The tenth seat was reserved for the Great Oracle, once they had reached that status. At least three council members were required to be at the Great Temple at any given time, thus in order to visit the various shrines and holy grounds around the continent, as well as go to places where the Temple was needed to intervene and bring support to locals, each high priest or priestess would travel in the company of lower ranked priests, priestesses, and attendants. Separate travel was both practical and for safety.

She couldn’t think of an example where two high priests had traveled together to the same place, at the same time, and in the same caravan. It was dangerous. If that caravan had an accident, the Great Temple would lose two high priests at once. 

Beks shifted through documents in front of her steady hands. The bodies of both high priests were found. The Great Temple had already identified them, and at the moment, they had secretly called back all other high priests and priestesses traveling outside out of fear that this was a targeted event. That wasn’t a reaction that was out of the ordinary.

What was strange was that the large, locked chest in the caravan. Old monasteries and abbeys kept particular relics under lock and key. Often they were old relics and were kept out of the public eye for conservation, so as not to deteriorate faster. 

The chest in the caravan had been locked when it was found. The locks of these chests were often highly difficult to pick or cut open by force. She’d also seen a relic transported before and the first chest was kept in a larger chest built into the wagon itself. The wagon was plated with iron and heavily guarded. 

The wagon the chest had been inside of in the Third Prince’s caravan was just a regular wagon. It was kept with foodstuffs. That was strange in itself. It hadn’t been moved, but that could be explained by how heavy it was and how difficult it was to open. If bandits had come, they wouldn’t have wasted too much time fumbling with a locked chest secured to a broken wagon on a busy route. 

The usual gold and silver, as well as some precious stones and fabrics that were recorded as part of the caravan weren’t found at the ambush site and presumed stolen. 

The Temple had kept it quiet and took the chest back to the Great Temple. When it got there, the council found that the chest was empty with no signs of tampering. Whatever was inside, likely a relic that was being secretly transported if Beks’ intuition was right, was gone. 

And the Temple kept the loss a secret. 

“That’s suspicious....” Beks pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. At the same time, she was impressed that Nexus had found out such a closely guarded secret. She couldn't help but feel a little excited at her new-found information network. 

Next, she looked at the reports on the remains of the caravan. As expected, the Third Prince’s body wasn’t found. His two close attendants were found in freshly dug graves not far away with fatal wounds to their upper bodies. Deep cuts along with several arrow wounds on their backs and legs according to the report. They likely bled to death.

Another report caught her eye and she leaned forward. 

The arrowheads removed from the attendants were different from the arrowheads that attacked the caravan. It wasn’t all that strange. Different people bought different arrows that they preferred. 

But the arrowheads from the attendants were the same as those typically used by paladins. The paladins escorting them were not archers, just regular swordsmen, so they weren’t carrying arrows purchased by the Temple with them. She tilted her head to the side and squinted. 

It was such a glaring mistake to make if the Temple had turned on its own people to leave evidence, but no one thought that the bodies of the attendants would be dug up and a few arrowheads pulled from their rotting corpses by Nexus. 

That’s dedication....

Footprints and horseshoe prints had also been collected and drawn out on several pieces of paper. When Beks held them side by side and compared them, it looked like two sets of people had ambushed the caravan. If there were two separate groups, then perhaps it took two separate groups to completely destroy the caravan.

She moved through the papers and a sketch of the caravan ambush site layout. 

“That explains why there were signs of campfire and waste....” The first ambush came when the caravan stopped for the night. While the caravan was reeling after the first ambush, the second ambush finished them off shortly afterwards, but they were in a rush to do the job and vanish before another caravan showed up. 

As for the Second Prince and his Wild Dogs, they’d heard about the caravan ambush while enroute and the Second Prince decisively re-routed his battalion to search for his brother. How the information got to him was odd to begin with. Laurence and Marquis von Glasser’s people had been very cautious and didn’t let it be known that it was the Third Prince who was lost in the ambush.

Beks’ eyes drifted back to the sketch of the arrowheads found in the attendants’ bodies. If the Temple, with its widespread network and influence, was involved, it was easy to see where the information could’ve been leaked.

She took a deep breath and leaned back against the chair. Of course, if this theory was true, then it meant that the Temple was targeting the Second and Third Prince. 

The Second Prince wasn’t a fool. She remembered him to be very observant even as a child. When they were young, he once made Luther cry when he traced her missing egg tarts back to him. Luther was more daring at the time and said that ‘Father says that anything that belongs to Beks is mine!’

That had infuriated both twins, and despite being the less temperamental of the two, the Third Prince had joined his brother in beating up Luther. They were punished, but the Second Prince claimed it was in the name of justice.

Laurence had also bragged that the Second Prince was rather infamous for forensic work in the legion and he’d personally been requested multiple times to assist with difficult cases plaguing other battalions. 

Identifying two different ambushes and then tracking his younger twin brother were likely child’s play to the Second Prince.

The two were close, sharing everything. No matter how much one twin liked something, he would share it with the other. Beks had learned this quickly and would share with them equally. 

If his younger brother was missing, the Second Prince wouldn’t hesitate to go after him.

And since he and his battalion seemed to have disappeared into thin air, it meant that he had tracked the Third Prince somewhere. 

The terrain maps Beks poured through had small notes on the side, including information on the frequency of traffic and who moved through the area. She followed the noted sighting of the Wild Dogs until they began to split apart. 

She narrowed her eyes and she snatched a pencil from a small tray on the desk to make her own markings. Using circle size to note the battalion, she drew smaller circles each time a sighting was noted with a smaller group. She continued until the map was covered in circles going from large to small, as if she’d made a sort of fan across the map.

Did the Second Prince scatter his battalion on purpose? 

Her eyes dilated a bit. A group of that many men was sure to attract attention, but a few men here and there would blend into the area easily. 

“Second, where are you going?” she said softly as she stared at the map, her eyes following each set of circles as they grew smaller and smaller. They seemed to go all over, even turning around and going back where they came from. It was disorienting. 

Beks’ lips pursed. If she were having trouble following their movements, then anyone watching them would as well. Was the Second Prince trying to lose a pursuer? 

She combed through the map again. Each trail seemed to fade, disappearing into some random forest, town, or valley. 

Beks fixed her eyes on a few heavy strokes of ink across the paper. To the south was a mountain range that acted as the physical boundary between an arid, hot, hilly climate and a tropical area that led out into a gulf. The mountains were high and there were other ways to get to the gulf, but there was a well-known ‘ancient’ path. 

It was well-known not because it was still in use or popular, but because of its name and the fact that every group that had tried to use it to cut through the mountains either came out terrified of some beasts or never came out at all. 

Her fingertips ran across the text. Forbidden Valley. 

One of the circles led right to the purported entrance and her chest tightened. If it was the Second Prince who entered, then was it because he was following the Third Prince? 

How would she tell Laurence about this? 

And even if she did, what could they do about it?

Her heart began to quicken and her breath trembled. Beks pushed herself back from her desk and hunched forward, pressing her chest against her knees as she shut her eyes tight and took deep breaths to calm herself. 

There was now a possibility that two of her foster brothers were lost, perhaps dead, in the Forbidden Valley.

            


Chapter 5 - Perfectly Safe


                Beks trusted the system the late Queen left her.  Though Nexus had limitations, it was still more useful than the royal information network Laurence used.  It also could spread news organically, which would help with public opinion in the future.  In addition, she could plan for emergencies when she could not be in contact.

She didn’t leave for another two hours, as she dutifully reviewed the various philanthropic projects Nexus was engaged in.  The flood control project should’ve been overseen by the Ministry of Public Works, but there was a lack of funding.  Communities could band together to take on public works projects, but it was rare, as they often required much more money than a community had.

With the recent donations, their team had the funding to take on the project.  This was enough to make Beks satisfied despite the information about the twin princes.  She tried to convince herself that they were alive, as they were not ignorant, sheltered noblemen who knew no difficulties.  Uncle Timur had often taken them out to ‘train’ and they’d often showed off what they learned to her.  

She returned to the palace in the same carriage she’d left it, stopping once for some snacks outside and food for the guards, maid, carriage driver, and footman who had spent half the day waiting for her.  

When they reached the old gatehouse, another of her maids was waiting for her.  Beks felt her heart shoot up, wondering if she was in trouble for having left.  She’d notified the chamberlain like Laurence told her, but she was still worried.  Were they looking for her?  Was there an urgent matter that needed her attention?  She’d only been gone a few hours.

“His Majesty was nearly killed,” her maid said as soon as she got into the carriage. 

Her heart sank and she told the driver to go faster.  She began doing her breathing exercises to calm herself despite the maid assuring her that Laurence was fine now, it was just that there was an accident.  

“Brother Laurence!” Beks didn’t wait for the footmen to open the door once the carriage stopped.  She threw open the door by herself and jumped out, grasping her skirt as she ran up the steps into the Gilded Palace. 

“My lady, His Majesty is in the East Library.”  Chamberlain Wilton was in the foyer, appearing to be waiting for her.  He looked worried and half chased, half led Beks to the library.

The old man couldn’t keep up with the young woman, despite her wearing a long dress and heeled boots.  The library’s double doors were open and Beks ran through, almost skidding to a stop immediately as she took a sharp breath and looked at the mess before her.

The East Library was a storage library.  It didn’t have an open space for a study table or chairs.  It was wall to ceiling shelves of books with rows and rows of shelves as tall as two people each.  Each side of those shelves was filled with texts and only one wooden staircase with wheels was inside for use getting to the books at the top.

The room was usually well kept, but the wooden shelves were now piled on top of each other on their sides like toppled tiles while all the books that had been stored on them littered the floor.  Dust was still in the air and the scent of old books was stronger than ever as dozens of books were displaced, wide open.

Beks tore her eyes away from the mess and looked around.  The second and third row of books were fine.  They hadn’t toppled over.  It was only the first row, but it went across the entire room.  

“Beks!”  Her eyes finally settled on the man standing against the wall with a dark look on his face.  Laurence was wearing a tight-lipped frown.  

“Brother, are you all right?” Forgetting his formal title, she jumped over the piles of books and rounded two servants picking books off the ground to get to the man.  His arms were crossed and as she rushed forward, he must’ve noticed the fearful expression on his face.  His eyes softened and he uncrossed his arms.

“I’m all right, Beks.”  He studied her face for a bit and touched her head.  “I’m not hurt.  Don’t be afraid.  Breathe.”

Her heart was beating quickly and she shut her eyes.  She forced herself to focus on breathing to calm down.  While it was clear that Laurence was safe, the lingering knowledge that the Second and Third Prince were missing and possibly in danger, coupled with this accident in front of her made her anxious.  

Two foster brothers were unaccounted for.  Beks had already lost her foster mother.  If something happened to Laurence, the foster brother who loved her the most since she arrived in the palace, she didn’t know what she would do.  As he stroked the back of her head as if she were a child and counted out loud to assist her calming technique, Beks was able to refocus. 

She swallowed hard and opened her eyes, turning towards the pile of wood.  The first shelf in the row was split across horizontally, as if it had snapped.  “What happened?”  

“I walked across to get a reference book in the back row when I heard a creak and then a sudden crack.  I paused for a moment and before I could step into the aisle to look for a source of the sound, the shelves began to come down.”  Laurence let out a heavy breath and looked at the broken shelves and scattered books with pity.  “Luckily, I was able to get out of the way before the shelves on either side of me fell over.  I would’ve been crushed by the books and between the two shelves if I didn’t get out of the way in time.”

Beks squinted her eyes.  “Was anyone else inside?”

“Thankfully, no.” Laurence looked relieved.  “The guards remained outside.  I was just passing on my way to my study and no one else was there that I saw.”

She gritted her teeth and stepped over some books to kneel beside the wooden shelf.  There was splintered wood where it split, but no signs of rot, animal damage, or an ax.  But why only the first one?  Was it because its placement in the room exposed it took much and it aged faster?  The weight of the books?

“We should’ve had the library checked for any damage from age,” Laurence said as he looked around the large room.  “The building is new, but these shelves were brought in from the Old Tower’s library.  They’re far older than the Gilded Palace.” 

Beks understood that, but she couldn’t rid herself of the knot in her stomach.  She wasn’t fully convinced that it was an accident, though she had no proof.  

“Brother!  Are you all right?  I heard you were hurt!” Another voice shouted from the entrance to the library and Luther had to grab on to the door to stop himself from tripping on the books on the ground.  His face was paler than normal as his eyes swept across the room to find them.  

“Luther, I’m fine-”

“I told you not to go into the library!” Luther pushed himself against the door to try to make his way to them without running into the servants picking up books or the debris.  

Laurence let out a heavy sigh and rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “That’s not what she said.”

Beks looked up from where she was kneeling as a chill swept through her.  She slowly rose to her feet.  “What do you mean ‘not what she meant’?” 

Laurence met her eyes and gave her a small shake of his.  “It is nothing-”

“Iris said this morning that she dreamt that brother was hurt by books.”

“Hurt by books?” Beks frowned.  “What does that mean?  She dreamt he was crushed by them?” 

“She didn’t say exactly what her vision was, only to tell him to be wary around books,” Luther said.  He looked over Laurence to assure himself that Laurence was not injured.  When it confirmed that Laurence was fine, he gave his brother a frown and looked as if he wanted to stomp his foot on the ground.  “Brother, why didn’t you listen to me?  I took a carriage back to the Gilded Palace before I finished my breakfast just to tell you.” 

Laurence seemed to tense up.  His exasperated expression turned dark once more as his eyes narrowed.  Beks turned her head towards Luther.  

“You were at the Hall of Eloquence this morning?” she asked in an even voice.  Luther froze in place.  His eyes widened and he glanced at Beks’ expressionless face before darting away.  He opened his mouth, but no words came out.  “It’s fine you spend the night with her, but do not make it so obvious.”

His head snapped up and he looked at her with a pale, horrified face.  “Beks, I didn’t-”

She raised her hand to stop him.  “Your attentiveness to your partner deteriorates my status in the eyes of witnesses.  I am effective because I am your fiancée and there is the assumption that I carry royal influence as a result.  I can do nothing to assist you and Brother Laurence if I am seen as a joke.”

Luther lowered his head, unable to meet his eyes.  She’d told him several times already to restrain anything that could be perceived as an affair during their engagement.  His eyes crinkled up.  

“I didn’t spend the night with her,” he said in a pained voice, as if he were the victim.  “I only went to join her for breakfast.  The Hall of Eloquence is large and there are only a few people there.  Attendants and servants don’t dine with her; she was lonely.” 

“How many meals has Beks had alone because others were busy?” Laurence asked in a low, disgusted voice.  “I was told that you’ve eaten with the oracle every day since she arrived.  How many meals have you had with Beks since you returned?” 

Luther took a step back, as if he’d been dealt another blow.  In the last week, he’d eaten nearly every meal with the oracle.  They could count how many meals he ate with Beks present on two hands, which included banquets.

“Brother, it’s all right.” Beks stepped forward and gave Laurence a small shake of her head.  “His Highness and I are in a political engagement.  This is not a romantic match.”

“Both of you grew up together.  How can there be no fondness?” Laurence said with a frown.  

“I am fond of Luther,” Beks replied.  To her left, Luther’s head perked up.  “We are partners, him and I.”

“I trust Beks,” Luther told them as he took a daring step forward.  “Of course, I want to support her.  She is my fiancée and everything she does is for the sake of me and our family.  I respect her greatly, Brother.”

“Then act like it.” Laurence snapped in a low voice as he sent a scalding glare at his younger brother.  “From now on, you will not have any private meals with the oracle.”

Luther gasped and almost reached for Laurence’s arm to try to dissuade him.  “But she is my guest-”

“She is the guest of the kingdom, not yours alone.” Laurence pulled his arm away the moment Luther came too close.  “You are well aware of the protocol you are supposed to follow as a Prince of Kadmus.  Mother gave you the best wife she could; she didn’t engage Beks to Laz or Cian despite being older.  She engaged Beks to you.  The daughter with dawn in her hair is going to be your wife.  If you cannot accept her and decide to disrespect her position, and be with another before her position in the family is official, then I will cancel the engagement and let her choose between the twins!”

Luther trembled and backed away from Laurence as if he’d be struck.  His mouth opened and closed like fish out of water, looking at Laurence with disbelief.  No one could deny the privileges and respect Luther received because of who he was engaged to.  He knew just how their engagement benefited him in business, as well as in politics and amongst the people.  

It would be humiliating if Laurence reneged the engagement, especially since it directly opposed their mother’s orders.  If Laurence really wanted to, no one could stop him.  

Luther slowly shook his head.  “But...I am the most fitting.  The Second Prince...he’s too crude and rough for Beks.  And the Third Prince is a priest...he’s drunk the Water of the Covenant.  She’d never have children because of that.”

Laurence, appearing even more infuriated by Luther’s lack of self-awareness, snapped.  “Then I will allow her to marry both!”  

“Brother-”

“Go to your villa and prepare the projects I assigned to you!”  Laurence lifted his head and glowered.  Beks thought he was going to throw his arm up and point to the door, but didn’t.  “Not only have you missed every court session since the oracle arrived, but I also haven’t seen a single report from you this entire week.  I want to see them all on my desk by tomorrow, otherwise I will take it as a reflection of your dereliction of duty and lower your, and your father’s, monthly allowance accordingly!  The royal family will not tolerate idlers!” 

Luther seemed to shrink further into a ball as he dropped his head.  He gave a small nod and took a step back to bow, but tripped over some books.  He fell against a pile that had been stacked up by a servant, sending all the books tumbling back on to the floor as he floundered around.  

Laurence rolled his eyes and clenched his jaw as Beks stared at Luther with cold eyes.  She knew he’d missed the court sessions, but didn’t expect him to have submitted no work.  She’d sent him outlines and notes to assist him with the projects he was assigned to.  Did he not look at them at all?  

“I’m sorry, Brother.  I’ll finish them at once and have them sent to you.”  After finally regaining his stability, Luther bowed to his brother and then swept out of the library as if being chased by a ghost.  

Laurence closed his eyes and took a low, deep breath.  “Stop aiding him in his work.  He is an adult member of this family and should do what is expected of him without having to depend on you for everything.”

Beks almost wanted to laugh.  “Isn’t that why the late Queen engaged me to him?”

Laurence scowled.  “You should’ve been engaged to Laz or Cian, but that shrew of a man begged mother to engage you to his son instead.  Laz is strong and cunning, he’d protect you well.  Cian is gentle and thoughtful; he would treat you far better than Luther.”  

Beks lowered her eyes.  She remembered that about the twins.  She had been quite close to them in the few years they were in the Gilded Palace with her.  Thinking of their unknown statuses made her stomach twist.  She tried to make light of the king’s worry.  “Well, together they’d make a good partner, but I can’t marry them both.”  

Laurence lowered his head.  “I’m sorry, Beks.  Luther is making your job more difficult.”

She shook her head.  “It’s not your fault, Brother.  You didn’t raise him.” 

Laurence sneered for a moment, thinking about the Third Consort.  He ground his teeth and turned back to her.  “I know that love between you and Luther isn’t likely, but if he disrespects you enough that it starts to affect your status, if it starts to hurt you, tell me.  My mother’s order or not, I will break it.  When we find Laz and Cian, you can pick between them.  They will listen to me and are afraid of Eleanor.  Your brother and future-sister will protect you.” 

Beks’ face softened.  She was not wrong to trust this foster brother who loved her most, and she was grateful.  She smiled and nodded.  “Thank you, Brother.”  She held her breath for a moment and weighed her thoughts.  “Regarding the Second and Third Prince...have you heard any news?”

A look of disappointment appeared on his face and she got her answer.  Before he could open his mouth, yelling was heard from the hall outside the library doors.  The two looked over.  Laurence frowned and Beks recognized Luther’s voice.  

And the voice of a woman who sounded urgent.  

“Let me see him!  I must warn him at once!”  

“Iris, what’s wrong?  Did you have another vision?”

“Your Majesty!”  The new oracle yelled and Laurence frowned.  Beks’ brows furrowed.  How did the new oracle enter the Gilded Palace without Laurence’s permission?

Laurence walked towards the door and just as they reached it, a flurry of white robes and frazzled orange hair rushed in.  

The oracle gasped as she saw the toppled shelves and the books strewn about.  Her jaw dropped and she turned.  

Her voice shook as she looked at Laurence.  “Beware books...,” she whispered in a breathless voice.  

Laurence frowned, but didn’t contradict her.  “I was cautious when I entered, remembering your words, Your Eminence.  I was able to escape unscathed.”  

The oracle swallowed hard and shook her head.  “Your Majesty, you must pay attention.  It is no wonder I received another vision.”

Luther stepped forward and grasped her hand.  Beks stared at their conjoined hands with a dull expression.  What did Laurence just tell him?  

“What did you see?  You look pale...is it bad?” Luther asked, his voice shaking as he paled.  “Is my brother in any danger?” 

The oracle looked at Luther with sympathy and nodded.  “For your sake, I will tell him.  Perhaps the danger can be avoided.”  She turned back to Laurence.  She seemed to remember who he was and quickly pulled her hand from Luther’s before giving him a bow of her head.  “Your Majesty, I was in the garden at the Hall of Eloquence.  As I passed a fountain, I saw a vision of you falling into water.  I don’t know where, but you were struggling before you went under.”  She paused and swallowed hard once more.  “You did not come up.”  

“Are you saying I drowned?” Laurence asked.  “Non-sense, I can swim.”

“Brother, there are rivers with a strong current that people cannot fight again.  Mommy also used to tell me about invisible tides in the ocean that can sweep people out to sea,” Beks said.  “It doesn’t hurt to be more wary of water.”  

Luther and the oracle both turned to look at her with surprise.  Luther’s shoulders relaxed and he gave her a relieved smile.  “You believe her, Beks...thank you.”

Beks shook her head.  “He is the king and my foster brother.  I want him to be well and erring on the side of caution isn’t a bad idea.”  

Laurence still didn’t seem convinced, but let out a heavy sigh and nodded.  “I will be more cautious and stay clear of water.”

Both the oracle and Luther looked relieved and exchanged smiles.  

Beks nodded.  “I will arrange with Lady Eleanor to represent you at the Inundation Blessing.”  

Laurence shook his head.  “The Inundation Blessing comes once every five years.  After Mother’s death, I should preside over it.  It’s an important festival and my presence will make the people confident.”

Beks frowned a bit.  “Brother, it is water.”

“I won’t go on the customary boat.  I can do the royal blessing from the shore.  It’s been done before as our great-grandfather would get sick on the water.”  He looked at Beks and gave her a reassuring smile.  “Don’t worry, Beks.  You’ve never been, so you don’t know how it is set up.  It will take place by a shallow inlet to begin with and there is a wide promenade along the water with a waist high railing.  I will be perfectly safe.”  
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Two major things consumed her time.  The first being the Inundation Blessing.  While she’d assisted in planning behind the scenes in the past, it would be her first time attending.  The half day’s travel to the major river closest to Kadmium would require a significant entourage to escort the future king and other royal family members, offerings, and in general, show the pomp of the royal family for such an event.

This time, the new oracle was coming, as well, which meant additional guards needed to be added.  The train of wagons, carriages, and royal guards on horseback would be longer than usual.  Not to mention that it was Laurence’s first time doing the ceremony, so he wanted to make it elaborate.

Even following the pre-existing guidelines from past ceremonies, Beks had to spend a significant amount of time and effort into planning it. Chamberlain Wilton assisted her, and the staff assigned to help prepare the blessing was experienced, but the responsibility was hers.  

Laurence had his hands full with governance.  

Lady Eleanor was working on security and guest planning for the coronation. 

Luther was behind on the work Laurence assigned for him, and when he wasn’t completing those tasks, he had sneaked off to see the oracle.  Beks wasn’t sure if he thought he was doing so in secret, but it was rather obvious and almost embarrassing.  

The other thing that consumed her time was the stack of records on Great Oracles she’d managed to get ahold of.  How Nexus was able to get copies of oracle records from the Great Temple’s records room was unknown to her, but she didn’t question it.  While the records were open for public review, they could not leave the premises.  

Since the copies of the record had been sent to her so soon, Nexus must’ve been copying the records continuously for some time in order to have their own copies.  

In the Old Tower, Beks flipped through recorded history of the tenth Great Oracle, working her way up to the last, who was the fifteenth.  So far, it seemed that all Great Oracles tended to follow particular patterns, though their prophecies were different.  Sometimes, specific oracles only focused on a certain kind of prophecy, such as natural disasters or war.  

As far as politics went, oracles seemed to avoid giving any prophecies directly related to it.  They’d often comment on issues that could arise that could become politicized, such as a famine and the need for government support or the death of a monarch, but nothing about state enemies or policies.  

Still, just getting a small bit of information on upcoming natural disasters was enough to incentivize countries to woo an oracle.  Many lives have been saved because of this.  

A knock came from her door followed by her maid’s voice.

“My lady, the Noble House of Caroline has entered the city gates.  They are approaching and His Majesty sends a reminder to come meet them.” 

Beks nearly dropped the papers in her hand.  She shot up from her seat, her heart flying to her throat as her eyes lit up.  

The last time she’d seen a blood relative had been two years earlier, and it was only her older brother and father.  The Noble House of Caroline’s duchy was the furthest of the Five Great Houses, so they came to Kadmium the least.  Visits were few and far between, but each time, Beks would host them in the Old Tower with special approval from the Queen.

Laurence had already approved their stay, as this time, not only were her father and brother coming, but also her mother and two younger siblings she hadn’t met yet.  The youngest was six while Beks’ younger brother was twelve.  She’d only spoken to them a handful of times as most of her calls with her family were with her parents and older brother. 

Her hands were shaking as she looked from the door to her desk, which was in disarray with several piles of papers.  She took a step towards the door, eager to run out and see her family, but she couldn’t leave the records lying out in the open.  She gathered them together and tied them back into their leather folio before putting them in the largest of her desk drawers and locking it.  

She shoved the key hanging on a leather cord into the pocket sewn above her chest and rushed to the door.  As she passed the mirror, she skidded to a stop and began to tug at her dress and sleeves.  Her hair was braided neatly and coiled into a bun at the back of her head, then covered by a simple head piece that matched her dress with the flower embroidery.  

Sagittate was very practical, so there was no need to dress up to meet her family.  What mattered was that they were together.

She ran out of her room and flew down the spiral staircase to get to the exit.  

Outside the main entrance of the Gilded Palace, Laurence and Lady Eleanor were standing beneath a large umbrella held up by an attendant to the side.  Another attendant held a slightly smaller umbrella to Laurence’s right.  

Beks rooted herself beside Laurence, her eyes fixed on the gatehouse in the distance as she took a deep breath to keep her heart steady.  Beside her, her foster brother glanced down with a slight smile on his lips.  

“Are you excited to see them?”

She didn’t nod, but couldn’t help the soft, expectant look on her face.  “It will be my first time meeting my younger brother and sister.”  

“I am sure they’re excited to meet you, too,” Lady Eleanor said with a smile in her eyes.  Beks drew her lips inward and bit them to try to reign in her excitement.

Down the gravel driveway, the iron gates had opened and several duchy knights on horseback preceded a large carriage.  Apart from its side and metal accents and joints, it was a relatively plain-looking carriage.  The doors had the metal-cast family symbol of a wreath of laurels around the grip and hilt of a downward pointed sword.  

The family motto was written in Sagittater: Athar’an Stry - Peace With Strength.  Only when they were strong could they have peace.  It was the first sentence she read when she was a child in the Sacred Valley.  It was carved on her wooden headboard in the Old Tower.  

Beks tried to keep her excited breathing even.  Knowing her condition, no one would admonish her for appearing unenthusiastic.  

Her hands clenched at her sides as she watched the massive carriage turn on the drive.  The black painted wheels with dark iron hubs rolled to a stop in front of them.  The carriage door was split in two, with a top and bottom half.  Two knights dismounted, their heavy booted feet crunching over the gravel as they reached for one door handle each.  One pushed the top of the door up while the other pulled the bottom half down.

The bottom half turned into a series of steps, but the first person to come down simply jumped.

“Beks!”  She only managed to take a step forward before strong arms wrapped around her and lifted her off the ground.  She shut her eyes and hugged her older brother tight as an ache emanated from her chest.  She was spun around and felt him kiss the side of her head firmly before releasing her. 

His large hands grasped her forearms as he stepped back, but kept her within distance as his cool gray eyes met hers and then swept over, as if to inspect that she was well.  

Amadeo of Caroline, heir to the Duchy of Caroline, and scion of the Noble House of Caroline was in his late twenties and a decorated military strategist that helped secure the northeastern border.  His gray eyes matched hers, but his red hair had seemed to grow darker and deeper in red with age.  Cut short and with gentle curls at the top and a faded shave below, it seemed to match his energetic personality.  

“Brother Deo.”  Beks’ hand squeezed his forearms.  

“Move aside.”  Their father’s low voice cut in and Deo was pushed to the side so an older man with a similar height and build took his place.  Robert, Duke of Caroline, had the same gray eyes and fiery red hair as his eldest son, but was starting to gray at his temples.  His eyes softened as he looked at his eldest daughter and took her hands in his.  “Beks....”

Her eyes reddened and she whispered.  “Daddy....”  

She was pulled into a warm embrace.  “My eldest daughter....”  He held her tight for a few moments before Beks felt her sleeve being tugged.  She sniffled a bit as she pulled back and looked down, at her left.  

A boy that reached her chest height had grasped the material of her sleeve and was looking up at her with curious gray eyes, as if studying an interesting specimen.  Beks’ breath caught in her throat.  This person could only be her younger brother.

Thaddeus had dark brown hair with the same gentle curls as Deo’s, but it was cut at his shoulders.  He tilted his head to the side and squinted at her.  “Are you our sister?”  His voice was slow and measured; his Jasper still heavily accented, but still easy to understand.  

“Of course, she’s our sister!” Deo shot him an annoyed glare as he snapped at him in Sagittater.  “Why else would I call her by our sister’s name?” 

“Mistaken identity,” the boy said in a deadpan voice. 

Beks muffled a slight laugh.  

“Beks.”  A woman’s voice spoke up and Beks lifted her head.  Her breath caught in her throat, her eyes watered, and a sour tightness spread across the bridge of her nose.  

She let out soft, shallow breaths as her arms went limp at her sides.  The woman across from her was tall with straight, black hair braided and set back in a bun, with warm brown skin, high cheekbones, and dark eyes.  

A trembling breath left her as the memory in Beks’ head overlapped with the woman in front of her.  She bit her lips for a moment to try to calm herself.  “Mom-”

She felt a rush of warmth and the scent of evergreen trees wrapped around her as a lonely cry filled her ears.  Her mother’s low, scratchy voice mumbled almost incoherent Sagittater as she let out broken sobs.  Beks’ shut her eyes and buried her face against her mother’s shoulder as her fingers curled into the back of her mother’s travel cloak.  

I missed you, my daughter.  I missed you so much. 

She didn’t know how long she had stood there wrapped in her mother’s arms.  They’d felt so much bigger and stronger when she was three years old.  Thinking about this, she almost laughed.  How times had changed. 

“Duke Caroline.”  Outside of her little bubble, she heard Laurence greet her father and took it as her cue to release her mother. 

The older woman wiped her eyes as Beks pulled away.  She couldn’t seem to turn her eyes away from her daughter as one hand still firmly grasped Beks’ forearm, as if afraid Beks would disappear if she let go.  

The Duchess took a deep breath to collect herself before turning towards Laurence.  With one hand still clamped on to Beks, she did a formal curtsy and bowed her head.

“Greetings, Your Majesty.”

Laurence gave her a sympathetic bow of his head.  He turned towards the two younger children with them.  “And who are these?”

Beks then noticed the smallest member of her family; her six-year-old sister, Dorothy.  The child had yet to reach her waist in height and had a contemplative look on her chubby little face. 

Duke Caroline put on a wide smile as he stepped around and stood behind the two youngest.  He put his hands on their shoulders, holding them in place and presenting them to both Laurence and Beks.  

“This is our second son, Thaddeus.  We call him Thad,” Duke Caroline told them with pride in his voice.  He then patted the little girl with the same fiery red hair as him and Deo.  Her hair was in a thick, unkempt braid.  She must’ve been sleeping in the carriage.  “And this is our youngest daughter, Dorothy.  We call her-”

“My name is Wrath.”  The little girl’s high-pitched voice was in sharp contrast to her firm tone and the serious look on her face.  She looked up at Laurence and then did a careful curtsy.  “Greetings, Your Majesty.”  She also spoke in accented Jasper, but she’d likely been practicing her introduction.  Beks stared at her for a moment and then looked at her father and older brother. 

Deo let out a tired breath.  “She likes to be called Wrath.”

“Wrath....” Lady Eleanor said with some thoughtfulness.  She nodded her head, satisfied.  “I like it.” 

Laurence chuckled and gave her an affectionate smile.  “You would.”  He then turned back to the others.  “Your Grace, I know you’ve traveled far and for some time.  We’ve scheduled a dinner to welcome you, but until then, Beks will take you back to the Old Tower to settle.  I am sure you have much to talk about.” 

Beks nodded her head, full of energy.  She’d made sure all the rooms were ready and even had her small kitchen prepare drinks and snacks.  

Her family parted ways with Laurence and Lady Eleanor, with Laurence laughing and avoiding the playful punches from Deo.  Laurence was a little older than Deo, but as far back as Beks remembered, the two got along well.  When Deo visited, he and Laurence would often be seen sitting and talking to each other.  

Beks instructed the staff to bring her family’s things to the Old Tower.  The Old Tower had several simple bed chambers, which she’d prepared for her siblings.  Her parents would get the largest bedchamber at the top floor.  The ground floor had an extension separate from the storage area where her close staff and the visiting knights could stay.  

Beks led them around the Gilded Palace and to the Old Tower, excitedly telling them what she’d prepared.  

Duke Caroline walked with Deo at the back while the Duchess held Wrath’s hand and walked in front of them, with Thad following Beks just half a step behind.  He looked around, taking in the path.  He seemed to notice that they were walking away from the Gilded Palace and furrowed his brows.

“Sister, do you not live in the beautiful palace?” Thad asked.  He sounded a bit upset, as if he’d discovered they were mistreating her.

Beks smiled and lowered her hand to touch his head gently.  “Not any more.  When I first arrived, I lived there in one of the assigned villas and under the watch of the late Second Consort, Uncle Timur.  However, when I was old enough, I asked to move here.  To the Old Tower.”  

She proudly raised her arms towards the thick stone fortification that was almost like a block with a tall, square keep on each corner.  There was some nice greenery with vines and an array of white and pink flowers crawling up the base of the tower, framing the wooden doorway at the top of a set of wooden stairs beautifully, but compared to the elegant, sprawling Gilded Palace, it was a bit of an eyesore.  A glaring remnant of another time.

Thad drew his head back and frowned.  He looked at the Old Tower, then at Beks, the Gilded Palace behind them, and back at her.  His eyes crinkled up.

“Sister,” he said in a serious voice.  “Have you been treated badly?” 

She held back a laugh, but her eyes crinkled up.  She pressed her hand against her heart as she smiled at him.  “No, I’m treated well.  The Gilded Palace should only be for immediate royal family members and blood relations, so I felt that the Old Tower was a more fitting residence,” she said.  She turned from her family to look at the imposing building.  “But also, it reminds me of home.”  

No one questioned her further, though Thad took her hand and squeezed it, as if to offer his support.  

She led them up the steps and into the doorway.  The staff was waiting for them and Beks did quick introductions before showing everyone to their rooms.  

“Brother, your room is in the west tower; the same one you usually stay in.”

“It’s nice to have my own room at my sister’s home,” he said with a chuckle.

“Daddy, Mommy, your room is on the top floor, up these stairs,” Beks said as she motioned to one of the stairwells.  “Thad and Wrath, you two have rooms on this floor.  My room is just down the hall, in the east tower.  The great hall is where we are right now and downstairs is the dining hall, though we will have most of our dinners in the Gilded Palace.”  

Her mother seemed to study the white-washed room with the high ceilings and tapestries.  She smiled. She must’ve recognized the tapestries and furs as those she’d sent from their duchy.  

“Why don’t you all take a rest first?” the Duke said as he urged his wife and two youngest children to the stairs.  “Deo and I will discuss with Beks what the upcoming plans are.  I believe the Inundation Blessing is coming up?”

Beks nodded.  Her mother took each of her younger siblings by the hand and led them through the arched doorway and into the north tower staircase.  

“Sometimes, I think it’s a bit insulting that you don’t live in the Gilded Palace with the rest of them, but then again, I’d prefer to stay in a separate castle, as well,” Deo said as he took a seat on one of the plush chairs in the center of the room.  

Beks motioned for her father to take the main seat while she sat across from her brother as one of the servants stepped forward to offer them a drink in metal goblets.  Both her father and brother took a cup and gave satisfied nods at the warm mead offered.   

“Beks,” her father said as he looked at her with a serious expression. He lowered the goblet in his hand.  “I heard that the Fourth Prince is here.  Why did he not come to meet us when we arrived?” 

It stood to reason that as a show of respect to both the ducal family and his fiancée, Luther would be present when they arrived to welcome them.  Not only him, but his father.  Her family was already aware of the Third Consort’s attitude towards them, so he wasn’t expected, but Luther should’ve been there.

Beks, who was already sitting up straight in her seat, let her eyes widen. 

She’d been so caught up with seeing her family for the first time that she’d forgotten all about Luther.  “I didn’t notice....”

Her brother let out an annoyed snort.  “As your fiancé, he should’ve been there to welcome us.”

“I know.  He was notified that we were expecting you to arrive today,” Beks said as she furrowed her brows.  She looked down at the floor and frowned.  “He might be with the oracle.”

“The oracle?” Her brother raised a brow and her father frowned.

Beks nodded once.  “From the Great Temple.”

“Then, the rumors are true.  The Temple really did identify a new oracle,” he said.  “What is she doing here?”

“She’s a guest of the Third Consort and the Fourth Prince,” Beks replied.  “She and the Fourth Prince are very close.”  

For a moment, her brother and father were quiet, but the air seemed to tense.  “What do you mean by close?” 

“He claims they are friends, but the amount of attention he gives her, and the feeling I get from her when she sees me, hints at a romantic, if not physical, affair,” Beks replied, as if she were reporting on strangers.  

Across from her, Deo’s eyes narrowed and his hand squeezed the goblet.  “Is he not aware that he has a fiancée?”

She raised her hand to calm him and then shook her head.  “The Fourth Prince and I are in a cooperative partnership.  As long as my influence is not diminished, then I won’t stop him from pursuing a romantic relationship outside.”  

Her father’s lips were in a tight line, but he seemed to concede.  Deo frowned and narrowed his eyes.  “Are you sure you’re all right with that?”

Beks took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “He has never had the strongest will. He’s also agreed that he won’t stop me from any such pursuit, so it isn’t as if this agreement is one-sided.”  

“Rebecca, you are not without choice,” her father told her.  “If such an engagement is truly incompatible, you can withdraw.  Royal order or not.”

She nodded.  “I also have to consider the kingdom and what I’ve sworn to do for it.  After all,” she said with a wry smile.  “That’s why I was brought here, isn’t it?  So, I can ‘lead the kingdom to prosperity’.”  

She had to admit that now, after years of being fed the same purpose, she was immersed in her role and couldn’t bring herself to easily abandon it.  It wasn’t as if she weren’t making a positive impact, either.  Projects and policies she’d had a hand in were improving the lives of the people.  

That’s what mattered. 

Both her father and brother were silent for a moment.  The Duke lifted the goblet to his lips, his eyes still narrowed.  “They never should’ve put such a burden on a child.”  He lowered the goblet onto the table at his side and Beks could see the indents of her father’s fingers on the sides of the goblet.  Regret and frustration lingered in his eyes.  “I know you volunteered to come here,” he said in a tight voice.  “But I should’ve fought to keep you home.” 



            


Chapter 6: Did He Not Take Her Seriously At All?


                Beks could feel the scathing glare from her mother focus on Luther as he appeared, escorting the oracle into the Gilded Palace’s dining hall for dinner.  Beks raised her hand to rub her forehead, wondering why the Fourth Prince had such a lack of tact that it was almost as if he were doing it on purpose.  

If it were another man, she’d think so, but having known the Fourth Prince as long as she did, he doubted he’d do it on purpose.

Lady Eleanor swore under her breath and Beks could see her fist curl at her side as she introduced everyone.  Before Luther or anyone else could greet each other, Laurence spoke up.

“Luther.”  Laurence’s voice was laced with disapproval as his placid blue eyes settled on his youngest brother.  “I almost didn’t expect you to join us tonight.”  For him to be so direct in pointing it out meant that he was angry despite not showing it on his face.

“Forgive him, Your Majesty.”  The Third Consort, who had entered just before Luther and the new oracle, bowed his head, aggrieved.  “As the host of the Oracle, Luther was indisposed.”  

“Yes, after all, what could be more important than accompanying the new oracle,” Lady Eleanor said with a sharp, condescending smile.  “Certainly not greeting his future-in-laws who’ve traveled for weeks to come here.”  

The pleasant smiles on both Luther and the new oracle’s faces dropped.  Luther pulled his arm away from the Oracle Elpidah and took a step to the side, his expression almost panicked as he looked towards the tall, stately couple looking back at him with piercing glares.  Their cold looks were nothing compared to Deo’s scowl.  

He stepped forward and loomed over Luther’s shorter figure.  

“I should’ve known better than to expect much from you,” Deo spat out, not bothering to hide the disdain in his voice.  “But even this is an unexpected low.” 

“Brother.”  Beks grasped his sleeve and pulled him back.  “We discussed this.”

“A discussion can’t erase the disgust felt when you see something so pathetic.”  Deo turned his head away from Luther, and Beks watched her fiancé drop his head and shift uncomfortably in his spot.  The Third Consort was not in a position to defend his son further.

Beks inhaled deeply once more and looked to Laurence for help.  He hadn’t intervened for his youngest brother, nor did he seem to want to.  The King stood there, watching Luther berated as if expecting it.  

Laurence grasped Lady Eleanor’s hand and pulled her closer, rubbing the top of her forearm to quell her anger on Beks’ behalf.  

“Now that everyone is here, let’s take our seats,” he said, motioning one hand to the long formal dining table in the center of the room.  

As attendants stepped forward to pull out chairs, Luther took quick steps to Beks and gently pulled her aside.  

“I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice as his eyes were downcast.  “I lost track of time and forgot that your family was arriving.”

“Brother Laurence sent someone to notify you of their arrival, but was told you couldn’t be bothered,” Beks replied, her voice quiet but distant.  Luther gritted his teeth and squeezed her hand.  

“I would’ve come if I’d known.  I’ll punish the servant who ignored the messenger.” 

“It’s all right.  My family is here now.”  

“Then, I’ll visit them.  Where are they staying?” Luther said, perking up.  “The Hall of Serenity?  The Hall of Felicity? 

“The Old Tower.” 

“The Old....”  Luther drew his head back and looked at her with surprise.  “Why are they staying there?”

“Whenever my father or brother visits, they always stay at the Old Tower with me.  I have special permission from the late Queen and now Brother Laurence to allow them to reside at the Old Tower while they are here.”  

“You can have guests?” Luther looked stunned and almost dropped his jaw.  “If that’s the case, why didn’t you invite Oracle Elpidah to stay there?” 

Her eyes narrowed at once.  “The Old Tower isn’t a guest manor.  It is my private residence allocated by the late Queen and Brother Laurence.  You know that.  The oracle is not my personal guest, but my family is.”  

He didn’t seem to want to accept it.  “But you could’ve extended your hospitality, Beks.  You’re so good at it.”

“My family had been scheduled to come for some time and all the accommodations in the Old Tower have been set aside from them.”  Beks kept her straight posture and met his eyes.  “The Old Tower’s facilities are not as new or luxurious as those of the Hall of Eloquence.  It’s narrow, dark, and cramped.  My family wouldn’t mind this for my sake, but for a guest like the oracle, is such a residence fitting?”

This seemed to remind Luther about the importance of his guest.  He stood up straight and nodded, as if enlightened.  “You’re right.”  Beks gave him a small nod and prepared to turn around to take her seat.  “We should do renovations to improve the facilities of the Old Tower.” 

The corner of her eye twitched as her back faced him.  She tilted her head to the side, barely glancing at him.  “We don’t have the budget.” 

She moved forward and went to take the seat that was waiting for her. 

Laurence sat at the head of the table.  The Duke sat on his right side, followed by the Duchess and then their children, including Beks, according to birth order.  

On Laurence’s left were Lady Eleanor, Luther, the Third Consort, and Oracle Elpidah.  

Laurence dominated the conversation with the Duke, asking about the situation in Sagittate, the territories on the north, and how their journey went.  

“It went smoothly.  This time of year is the easiest to travel in,” the Duke said with a smile.  “We’re in luck and will be able to attend the Inundation Blessing.” 

“About that,” the Third Consort spoke up.  Beks’ eyes darted to him across the table.  He’d been suspiciously quiet most of the meal.  “I don’t think you should go.  Oracle Elpidah’s prophecy shows too big of a risk.”

“Prophecy?” the Duchess lifted her head and looked around.  “What Prophecy?” 

“Your Grace, I had a vision a few days ago,” Oracle Elpidah said, sitting up straight in her chair.  Her voice was calm and knowing, even though it was clear that Beks’ family did not like her.  “I foresaw His Majesty falling into water and drowning.  The details are uncertain, but I am worried that he will be in danger near bodies of water.”  

“He has yet to be crowned.  It’s too dangerous for him to do the blessing right beside the river,” the Third Consort said with a frown.  He looked towards his son.  “Luther should go.  He can recite the blessing on the royal family’s behalf.” 

Beks’ expression didn’t change, but she couldn’t help but wonder what the Third Consort was plotting.  The Inundation Blessing presented the royal family, especially the ruling monarch, to the people, making them familiar.  If someone else presided over the blessing, wouldn’t that imply that someone else was king?  

In the past, the only time another family member recited the blessing was because the ruling monarch was too ill to do so.  It was their heir who would do it.  

Luther was technically the heir, but Laurence wasn’t deathly ill.  

“If it were another time, that would be an option.  However, bringing up the point of having yet to be crowned, it is important that I appear in front of the people as a show of royal power and stability,” Laurence replied, as if stating a fact.  “I must do the blessing myself.”

The Third Consort continued to frown.  “It is too dangerous.  Didn’t you hear what the Oracle said?  It’s dangerous for you to be around a body of water.  The river is the strongest body of water in the area.  Aren’t you taking too big a risk?”

“I would like to ask Her Eminence, the Oracle, if it is possible to avoid the danger or at least mitigate it, now that we know the threat,” the Duchess said from across the table.  Her dark eyes fixed on the younger woman expectantly.  

The Oracle furrowed her brows and lowered her gaze.  “It is possible.  Certainly, I’ve heard of people avoiding such instances because they knew of it before it happened.  There are stories of people who didn’t join a caravan after it was prophesied that they’d fall victim to a storm, and thus survived and avoided a large financial loss.” 

“There you have it.  There is a chance that such a disaster can be avoided,” Laurence said with confidence.  Beks wasn’t sure if he was as confident as he appeared as her intuition was still unsettled despite the oracle’s words.  “We’ve also prepared additional safety precautions, right, Beks?”

All eyes turned to her and she lifted her head.  She gave them a nod, but didn’t hold the same enthusiasm.  “The blessing itself will take place on the promenade on the shore, and there are railings to keep someone from accidentally falling into the water.”  

“Is that enough?” the Third Consort asked with a sharp glare.  “Are you willing to allow your foster brother to do something so dangerous?”

“If you’re that concerned, then why don’t my wife and I attend as an additional layer of protection to His Majesty?” the Duke said as he cut through a piece of meat.  “The Duchess is from the West Islands.  She’s an excellent swimmer and has experience saving people from the water.”  

Laurence’s eyes lit up and he looked at the Duchess with appreciation.  “Would you be able to remain nearby in case of such an accident, Your Grace?”

The older woman gave him a regal nod.  “Of course, Your Majesty.”  

“Mom....”  Beks looked towards her mother with uncertainty.  Her mother was from the West Islands and she knew that her mother grew up by the water, but it had been years since she had.  The Duchess had spent over the last quarter century on land, in Sagittate.  

Her mother looked towards her and gave her a warm, reassuring smile.  She reached across, by-passing Deo to touch her daughter’s hand.  “Don’t worry, my dear.  I am more skilled with water than most think.”  
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She put her hands on the wooden railing that had been erected another head and a half taller than where the stone wall had stopped.  While the stretch of the riverwalk where the blessing ceremony would take place had a stone wall that reached her hips and functioned as a barrier between the edge of the paved riverwalk and the river itself, Beks felt that one could easily tumble over if they leaned too far forward.

She had an additional length of wooden railing added to ensure that such an accident wouldn’t happen and from the little movement the wooden railing made when she pushed against it, it was secure.  

“Confident?” Deo asked beside her.  He’d come to the blessing site early with her.  It was her first time being so far from the capital city since she arrived, but she hadn’t been as excited as when she got to leave the palace grounds for the first time by herself.  

Her mind had been preoccupied with the concern over Laurence’s safety.  

The kingdom had lost its last stable monarch.  It couldn’t afford to lose its next one.  

Her eyes scanned the area prepared.  The podium was in place with additional railing behind it.  A barrier was set up to keep the crowds at bay so they couldn’t rush forward and cause an accident.  

There were large fire pits to illuminate the area, hanging lanterns, and river boats nearby with guards, more lanterns, and equipment for scooping people out of the water.  Beks had hired two water biha users from Nexus, as well, and they were acting as attendants holding up banners on either side of the podium.

The artifacts for the ceremony were also checked, and Beks placed them on the table herself: the herbal concoction, incense, and blessed water in a glass carafe that would be poured into the river.  For that, Laurence would have to walk to the very edge and lean over to pour out the water. 

Beks took a deep breath.  “This is as secure as it will get without attaching Brother Laurence to a safety tether.” 

The corner of Deo’s lips curled up as he grinned.  “Don’t worry.  Mom is here.  She won’t let anything happen to him.” 

He put his arm around Beks’ shoulder and gave her a reassuring squeeze.  She nodded and looked back at the ceremonial area.  

“I suddenly wish I had water biha,” she said in a tight voice.  

“Beks, not everyone is lucky enough to be born with a biha well or spirit core.  Even in Sagittate, it is not guaranteed that one would be born with such a gift,” Deo told her as he stroked her hair back.  

He likely knew how frustrated she felt about it.  Beks let out a small, bitter laugh.  “Do Mom and Dad have biha wells?”

“Yes.”

“Does Thad?” 

“Yes, but it’s a shallow well.”  

“What about Wrath?” 

“No.”  Deo replied at once, but seeing her raise a brow in question, he let out a reluctant breath. His voice went quiet as he admitted.  “She has a spirit core.”

“Even rarer.”

“Beks-”

“I just feel I’d be able to do more if I had a biha well or a spirit core,” Beks said as she pulled away from her brother and walked along the site.  Soon, people from the surrounding villages and the city would arrive to watch the ceremony and take part in the night festival that followed. 

“You’re already so smart.  You can recite anything you read.  Some would argue that’s even better,” Deo told her as he followed.  

“How is going to recite Infrastructure Volume Two: Waterways, going to help if Brother Laurence falls into the river?” Beks asked as she looked over her shoulder and gave him a dull expression.  

Deo grimaced.  “All right, perhaps it isn’t as useful in this situation, but it has its place.”

“Isn’t it rare in itself for a child with parents who both have a biha well to lack one of their own?”  The chances were greatly increased if both parents had a biha well or a spirit core.  This multiplied the chances of such in Sagittate, as well.  Beks shrugged her shoulders, momentarily shedding the royal posture tutors had drilled into her.  “I’m out of place.”

“No, you’re not.”

Beks stopped walking.  She turned around to face Deo with helplessness on her face.  “Brother, I am.  I have tried very hard to maintain my roots from Sagittate.  I tried to decorate the Old Tower to resemble the environment.  I kept up with the language.  I even ask for Sagittate dishes for some meals, but I’ve been away for so long.  I feel as if I’ve lost the culture I was born into.”

Her brother’s face softened.  “Beks, you only had three years of it before you were taken away.  You tried your best to maintain what you remember and that’s admirable considering the circumstances and the environment you’re in now.”  

She lowered her eyes.  “Wrath asked me this morning why I talk strange.” 

Deo cocked his head to one side.  “What do you mean?” 

“Why don’t I sound like you when I talk?” Beks elaborated.  “When I speak in Jasper, I do so with a Kadmium accent.  When I speak in Sagittater, it’s also with a Kadmium accent.  A heavy one.  It doesn’t sound like the rest of the family.”  When Wrath had pointed that out and even expressed doubt that Beks was her sister, Beks felt more estranged from her family than ever.  

“Jasper has been your primary language since you arrived,” Deo said.  He transitioned from Jasper to Sagittater and drew his head back, as if realizing that he’d been speaking to his sister in a language that wasn’t their mother tongue the entire time.  

That wasn’t something done naturally between close relatives.

Beks noticed at once.  She’d been answering him in Sagittater, but up until now, he’d replied in Jasper.  

She knew that the rest of her life would be spent in Kadmium, so she would have little chance to return to her family’s duchy, but that didn’t mean she wanted to lose her heritage.  She didn’t want to be so different from her family.  

“When Brother Laurence is crowned and I am married, I will ask to take the Fourth Prince to Sagittate,” Beks said.  “Even if it is for a short while.”  

“Laurence is much more lenient than the late Queen,” Deo told her.  “He will allow you to visit often once your position in the royal family is settled.”  Beks nodded, but didn’t expect her brother to mention another point.  “If the Fourth Prince treats you badly and his lover diminishes your strength, you are not required to stay with him.  There are other options.” 

“I see Brother Laurence as much of a brother as I see you,” Beks said with some disgust.  “And he says he will not marry a Wife of Convenience.” 

“I didn’t mean to marry Laurence....” Deo trailed off and looked confused.  “Isn’t Eleanor his Wife of Convenience?”

“No, she’s the Wife of Choice,” Beks replied with some pride.  “It was convenient that the late Queen betrothed them, but they want to marry each other.  They are very much in love.”  She would think that they’d be more cautious expressing their affection after she’d caught them, and been traumatized, so many times.  

“I see....” Deo rolled his eyes.  “I wasn’t talking about Laurence, though.  He has two other brothers.  Besides, I can see you more with a soldier like Lazarus than I see you with that irresponsible Fourth Prince.  If Lucian hadn’t already drunk the Water of the Covenant, then I’d prefer you with him.  He was always the most calm and respectful of the two.”

“We’re just hoping they’ll return at this point,” Beks said.  She didn’t care about marriage; she just wanted them to be alive.  

Deo patted her head to reassure her.  “You worry too much,” he said.  “I am sure they are fine.”

She wasn’t sure if he was talking about the Second and Third Prince or Laurence or even herself, but she prayed that he was right.  

She checked the railings once more, paying particular attention to the area behind the podium where Laurence would lean over to pour the blessed water into the river.  

By the time the sun began to set, the crowds had gathered and the carriage train of guards and royals had arrived.  With them was the head Priest of Kadmium, who would read the welcome prayers, and the new oracle with her entourage.  

Beks stood to the side of the podium, already wearing a suitable gown with a decorated fur-trimmed cloak and orange ribbons on her shoulders.  She stood beside her brother as royal guards lined the walkway, keeping the spectators in place as the procession to the podium began.

The scent of incense filled the air and every few steps, a hand drum was beaten.  The priest stood on the podium first, followed by Laurence standing behind him in fitting regalia and a thick, gold circlet crown.  

Luther stood to one side of the podium with his father while the new oracle had a reserved seat to the side along with Lady Eleanor.  Beks’ younger siblings also sat there while her father stood beside him.  On her side of the podium, her mother was closest to where Laurence was standing.

The head priest began the prayers and the crowds were silent.  Their heads were bent.  After every passage, the drum would be beaten three times.  

After the prayer, Laurence stepped forward.  

With practiced movements, he placed the individual herbs into a stone bowl then lit the incense and waved it over the herbs.  

He spoke about the water blessing the fertile fields of Kadmus and how the gods should take pity on their people by blessing them with water.  He offered the herbs, a symbol of what was grown in the valley’s field’s, to the sky, then put the herbs in the water.

He took a thin gold stick and stirred the herbs into the water before moving the incense around the carafe.  After putting the incense down, he gingerly picked up the glass container and lifted it to the sky once more.  

Beks kept a careful eye on him as he turned around.  His ceremonial robe trailed behind him, but an attendant made sure to move it aside so he would not trip.  He walked towards the edge of the podium, which went up against the railing.  The glass carafe was still held up to the sky.  Beks held her breath and almost balanced on the balls of her feet.

“We humbly bless the rivers of Kadmus.  We humbly pray to the gods to accept this mortal offering.”  Laurence bent his knee slightly and the crowds behind them mirrored the act, bending down and staying on their bent knees as Laurence stood up and poured the herb-infused water into the river.

As soon as the last drop had been emptied, the drums began to beat and the priest shouted a closing prayer.  

Cheering and whistling came from all around them as Beks clapped her hands, but kept her eyes on Laurence.  He handed the carafe to an attendant and turned to face the crowd.  He smiled, lifted an arm, and waved at his people.  

“It’s done.” She heard Deo whisper from her right.  Beks continued to clap.  

Laurence only needed to do the blessing.  After a few minutes of greeting the crowds, then he could get back into his carriage and return to the palace.  

No matter how smoothly the blessing went, no matter how dry Laurence was, until he was back, Beks didn’t think she could quell the anxiousness tightening in her stomach.  She lowered her arms, watching Laurence thank the priest as the crowds yelled all around them.  

“The night is still young,” Beks said.  She couldn’t bring herself to relax just yet.  “Continue to watch him carefully.”
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As per her admittedly slightly overbearing instructions, Laurence completed his duties without approaching the river.  Beks was on guard the entire time, watching him as he and Lady Eleanor thanked the priest and then began a slow procession back to the carriage, stopping every step or two in order to greet those who had attended and listen to some of their worries.

Royal guards flanked them and along with them, her parents followed behind.  Once Laurence was in the carriage, she let out a sigh of relief.  She turned around and began instructing the remaining staff to gather the ceremonial items and put them away.  

Past the podium, Deo was talking to their younger siblings.  He’d mentioned taking them around the festival row before they left, so they’d leave a bit later.  

However, Beks’ eyes landed on the couple just a few paces away from them.  

Luther’s face was bright and smiling.  He laughed, his eyes crescents as a woman hung on his arm and leaned towards him.  He lifted a hand and placed it over hers as he leaned towards her and said something, making her laugh.  

He motioned towards the festival along the riverwalk and the oracle tugged his arm, appearing eager to go and experience it.  

Then, Luther turned his head and met Beks’ dulled, gray eyes.  

His bright smile dropped at once and he seemed to freeze in place, like a child caught being naughty and unsure what to do.  

It took him another moment to pull his arm out of the oracle’s before he stepped aside.  He seemed to excuse himself, giving the oracle a small, apologetic bow of his head before making his way towards Beks.  As he approached, he put on an embarrassed smile.

“Your hard work was worth it.  You did a wonderful job, Beks.  Everything went smoothly.”  

She stood in place and took a deep breath.  That was the first sentence he’d spoken to her since the day before, when he came to have lunch with her and her family only to leave immediately after the meal.  She supposed he tried, though her parents and Deo hadn’t been impressed.  

“Thank you, Your Highness.  After I check that the artifacts have been stored, I will return to the palace.”  

His brows shot up and he drew his head back.  “Already?”  He looked past her and then around at the bustling riverwalk.  There were stalls set up, people selling all sorts of trinkets, hawkers peddling different food, and even a few street games.  It was still very early in the evening and the place was lively.  “Aren’t you going to experience the festival?  The night is still young and there is much to see and do.”  

During previous Inundation Blessings, she was not allowed to come. She’d never tried street food or played fair games.  She’d never experienced the excitement of any sort of festival.  She would be lying if she said she wasn’t curious.

But all the stress of the last few days, from preparing the site, security, and the fear that Laurence could accidentally fall into the river and drown had caught up with her.

The corners of her lips pulled into a wry, tired smile.  “In order to prepare for the ceremony, I had little sleep and had been awake since dawn.  I left the palace just after breakfast.  Since I’ve arrived, I’ve been standing and checking the venue, speaking to attendants, guards, and ceremony organizers.  I’m afraid I’m too tired to attend the festival.”  

“Sister!”  A voice cut in and she looked down to see her younger brother wedge himself between them and lift up his hand, offering her some sugar-coated fried dough squares on a stick.  “Brother says you haven’t eaten all day.  I saw these and bought some for you.  Have some!”

He pushed the fried dough squares up further and her face softened.  She’d been so preoccupied, she didn’t realize she hadn’t eaten, let alone that she was hungry. Beks raised her arm and took the thin stick from her brother’s hand.  

“Thank you, Thad.  I don’t need to eat much.  Do you want to share?”

“No!”  Thad beamed and looked back to where Deo was standing with Wrath, and holding two more sticks.  “I bought enough for everyone.”

“How thoughtful of you, Thad.  Thank you.  I will eat this.  You go and play with Brother and Wrath.”  

“If you are tired, Sister, go back and rest.  There will be other festivals,” Thad told her with some reassurance.  She stroked his hair back with her free hand and smiled, thanking him once more before he ran back to their siblings.

Beks watched them walk away with a slight smile on her face.  As they disappeared into the crowd, her sincere smile faded and was replaced with a placid one that didn’t reach her eyes.  She looked towards Luther.  “Are you going to stay out the rest of the night?” 

His hands were knotted at his sides and he shifted in place.  He looked over his shoulder several times, back towards where the oracle was waiting with two attendants standing just a few steps away.  As soon as his eyes met the oracle’s, a smile bloomed.  

Luther turned back to Beks, the joy on his face clear.  “I was going to escort Oracle Elpidah as her host.”  He paused and his smile grew earnest.  “But, if you want me to go back with you, I will.”  

“I want you to go back with me.”  Beks didn’t hesitate and the smile on his face froze.  There was a blankness in his eyes that made it clear that he didn’t expect her to agree.  In the past, if he offered to do something for her that wasn’t related to royal duty, she would reject him.  

“No, it’s all right.  You have too much to do.” or “Perhaps next time.  I’m afraid I have some work that needs to be done.”  Other times, she would simply tell him it wasn’t necessary and to enjoy his time, while she smiled and was left behind.  

As soon as Luther gathered his bearings, his mouth flopped open and he stammered.  “You...go back?”  He’d fallen into her trap that he himself had set up and Beks almost wanted to laugh at his flabbergasted expression.  

“Yes.  Brother Laurence allocated me a carriage.  We’ll have guards escorting us.”  She watched him, still smiling, but with cold eyes.  He’s going to make an excuse to get out of it.

“How can I go back now?  Beks, can’t you stay a bit longer?”  He stepped back and motioned an arm towards the oracle.  “I promised to guide her through the festival as it’s her first time at the Inundation Blessing.”  

There it is.  Beks’ smile had a subtle change.  From empty and cold to mocking.  She knew he didn’t mean it when he said he’d go back with her if she wanted.  “Your Highness,” she replied with undisguised derision.  “It is my first time at the Inundation Blessing, too.”  

The reminder seemed to strike him, but instead of feeling guilty for forgetting, his face lit up.  “Then come with us!”  

Is this man serious?  She just told him she was exhausted.  

She hadn’t spoken aloud, but Luther seemed to remember and he drew his head back and grimaced.  “But, you’re tired, aren’t you?  You’ve spent days planning and haven’t eaten yet....”  His eyes drifted to the fried dough on a stick she held in one hand.  He furrowed his brows and thought for a moment.  She knew he’d come up with some sort of idea when he perked up.  He met her eyes and gave her another excited smile.  “Why don’t you rest in your carriage for a bit and when you’re up to it, join us at the festival?”

The corner of her eye almost twitched.  Rest in the carriage?  And then after, she’d have to search through the festival, which was 1,765 strides long?  Even if she sent guards to look for them, she’d still have to chase to catch up.  

And then what would happen when she did?  Her gray eyes drifted over his shoulder and glanced at the oracle.  She wasn’t naive enough to believe that she wouldn’t be an unwanted party with the two of them.  

Her eyes darkened as she looked back at Luther.

“Why did you ask what I wanted to do if you are going to ignore my answer?” 

A wounded expression filled his face and she wanted to ask why he looked hurt when he’d ignored her until they made eye contact and flaunted his affair, despite their agreement to keep such relationships private.  Did he take her seriously at all?  

Before Luther could speak, the Third Consort’s familiar voice reached them.  Both she and Luther turned towards the oracle and found that the Third Consort had come to stand beside her.  The Third Consort hadn’t yelled, but his loud voice was enough to get their attention.  

When Beks met his eyes, the man’s face filled with haughtiness.  His lips curled up into a smirk and he looked at her, gloating.  

“What are you doing, Luther?  Oracle Elpidah is waiting.  She’s spent half the day traveling; you should take her around before she tires out.”  Even though the Third Consort was speaking to his son, his eyes were on Beks.

Luther looked back at her.  “I’m sorry, Beks.  I can’t go back with you.  Father wants me to escort the oracle.  I don’t have a choice.”  He reached for her hand to try to give her his usual apologetic squeeze, but she leaned back ever so slightly and avoided his hand.  Luther’s shoulders dropped as his eyes lowered.  “Beks-”

“Unfortunately, since your brothers are gone, I don’t have a choice, either.”  She turned away from him and walked towards the two attendants packing the ceremonial objects into a chest.  “Make sure that goes on to my carriage.  I will have it returned to the royal vaults in the morning.”  

She ignored Luther’s stunned face.  From the corner of her eye, she saw him turn around, his body a bit hunched, as if he’d been beaten.  He continued to walk towards the oracle and Beks held back a sneer.  

 

            


Chapter 7: Laurence Plans to End the Engagement Between You and Luther


                It seemed their partnership only worked when he wasn’t infatuated with someone else. Even if she didn’t expect to be loved the way Laurence loved Lady Eleanor, at the very least, Beks expected some respect from her fiancé. They were a partnership, a team. They had to work together, and if one party put another over the other, then how could it work? Interests no longer aligned, and if interests no longer aligned, how could she trust him to follow through with their duties? 

Beks took a bite out of the fried dough her brother gave her and watched in silence as the area around her was cleaned up, and the chest with the ceremonial objects placed into her carriage. 

Her siblings told her they’d stay for another hour before returning, as Wrath was determined to win at a dart game. 

“Are you all right?” Deo studied her face under the festival lanterns. “Do we need to talk to Laurence?”

Beks shook her head. “I expected Luther to become interested in someone else later, but not to the point where he’d prioritize them over all else.” I expected too much from him. That was my fault.

Deo’s brows furrowed. “I know you want to honor the late Queen’s royal order, but I don’t think she’d approve of what her son is doing. If the Fourth Prince is negligent and loses focus, then he is not suitable and can’t be depended on in times of crisis. If this continues, break it.”

Beks looked down and narrowed her eyes. “If I break it, who else can Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor depend on?” She lifted her head and met her brother’s eyes. “No matter what the personal cost, the kingdom must come first.” 

She could see a mixture of anger and frustration cross her brother’s usually energetic, handsome face. He clenched his jaw and touched the top of her head. “We should’ve never let you come here.” 

She drew her lips inward and grasped her brother’s wrist. “We can only move forward.” She lowered his arm and stepped back. “I will return and get some rest. Don’t let them overeat on festival food. I was told eating it in excess isn’t good.” 

Before Deo could say any more, she grasped the edge of her dress and climbed into the carriage. Once the door was closed, she leaned against the side, closed her eyes, and let out a heavy breath. 

She didn’t get any sleep on the way back. It was a several hour-long carriage ride and rather than calm her, or let the exhaustion overtake her, Beks grew more and more frustrated at the situation. 

If she weren’t part of the royal family, she would have little chance to influence the kingdom, even if she were the ‘daughter with dawn in her hair’. While she fit the criteria of the late Great Oracle, the new oracle had claimed she was misidentified. If she was, even if Beks was raised for the sake of the kingdom, the masses may not support her. 

If Laurence continued to insist that she continue her work, there could be some conflict with nobles. Internal conflicts destroyed countries. 

Beks also wasn’t an heir to a noble position with power. She didn’t have her own land, business, or was any sort of community leader. 

Everything she had, including her duties and responsibilities, were given to her because she was considered part of the royal family. If her foster mother wasn’t dead, she’d have a stronger position, but now that the late Queen was gone, she wasn’t seen so much as the Queen’s foster daughter, but as the Fourth Prince’s fiancée. 

If the Fourth Prince didn’t appear to respect her as his fiancée, then she’d be laughed at and wouldn’t be taken seriously.

Beks may have been sheltered, forced to stay within the palace grounds her entire life, but she’d also spent much of it observing nobles. She’d witnessed the rises and downfalls of lords and ladies of all ages, from families with varying strengths and influences. It wasn’t unheard of for a noble to essentially be laughed out of society. 

The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the Gilded Palace. 

Beks looked out the window, at the sprawling complex still glittering in the moonlight. A footman opened the door for her and she stepped out, giving instructions on where to take the chest containing the ceremonial objects before heading towards the Old Tower. Chamberlain Wilton intercepted her before she left the drive to report that Laurence and Lady Eleanor had arrived safely. 

Beks thanked him with a relieved smile and finally let herself relax.

“Are you back?” As soon as she entered the great hall, her mother rose from her seat. She had already changed into her sleep clothes, but wore a warm robe over it. The Duke looked up from where he had been seated next to the Duchess, drinking some warm mead. 

“You must be tired, Beks,” her father said as her mother swept over her and cupped her face.

“What’s the matter, my dear?” she asked in a gentle voice as she stroked the stray hairs on Beks’ face aside. 

“I’ve had so much to deal with these past few weeks, Mommy. It’s as if it never stops.” Beks closed her eyes and let her mother’s cool hands hold her. “You didn’t have to wait for me. Get some sleep. Brother Deo will be arriving in an hour or two. Wrath wanted to win a prize.”

The Duke let out an exasperated sigh. “Your sister is quite competitive. We worry she’ll hurt herself.”

“The mentors for her spirit core are always warning us that she’ll push herself too far. She’s only six; she has time to learn, but she’s impatient,” the Duchess complained with some amusement. She stroked her daughter’s hair once more. “Since Deo is with your brother and sister, we can retire for the night.”

“You should, as well,” her father said.

Beks gave them a nod and smiled, but stood in place as she watched them take final sips from their cup before walking to the spiral staircase across from them. Once they disappeared into the stairwell, Beks let out a tired sigh and ran a hand down her face. 

She turned around and climbed down the opposite spiral staircase and back outside. 

Behind the Old Tower was an old courtyard covered with hard packed gravel. At one point, it was where guards and princes practiced martial arts, both empty handed and with weapons, but now it was bordered with flower beds and had a stone birdbath in one corner. 

Still, the flat, empty area in the center of the rectangle remained. Along the main walkway leading into the courtyard were two wooden benches on either side. The seats could be lifted, as the space beneath held some rough pillows and parasols in one, and wooden swords, bucklers, and daggers in the other. 

Beks lifted the flat seat of one of the benches and took out a wooden training sword. 

When she was little, Uncle Timur had made a simple, wooden training sword fitting her size. Unlike the curved sword he showed her that he used during his time in war, it was a straight sword. He had her learn a series of basic movements as a form of exercise and bonding. The style she learned was from eastern Langshe: quick and focused on offense with a lot of fluid angles and circular movements.

The Second and Third Prince would often watch when she practiced to encourage her. 

After Uncle Timur died, Lady Eleanor found a weapons instructor for her, but the styles were a bit different. To this day, Beks’ appeared unorthodox when wielding any sort of weapon. 

She walked to the center of the garden to begin fighting an imaginary opponent and didn’t hear the approach of another person.

“Something is bothering you.” Beks whirled around and shifted into a defensive stance before she could stop herself. Lady Eleanor had shed layers of ceremonial garbs and was now in a simple dress that didn’t hinder her movement. “Shall I join you?”

Beks felt a bit warm at her question and nodded. “You’re not tired?”

“How can I be as tired as you?” Lady Eleanor chuckled as she walked to one of the benches and lifted the lid. She paused and stared down at the pillows and parasols. “Wrong bench.” 

Beks cracked a small smile and waited for Lady Eleanor to get a sword. A marquis’ daughter who trained regularly was much better than her, but Lady Eleanor wouldn’t do much attacking. She’d come to help Beks release her frustrations. 

“En guard?” Beks asked as she took a few steps back to give them distance. 

Lady Eleanor chose a two-handed sword and stood in a defensive position. “Whenever you’re ready.” 

Beks stepped forward and began almost hacking away at Lady Eleanor’s sword without much thought. The two circled around the old courtyard with Lady Eleanor easily blocking each of Beks’ hits. Every so often, she’d parry just to liven things up. 

Dust was kicked up from the gravel every time they parted, tousled, and then opened distance again. 

Beks’ heart slammed against her chest and she stepped back further than usual to even her breathing and calm herself. 

Lady Eleanor lowered her guard, not at all out of breath. Her face softened. “Laurence plans to end the engagement between you and Luther.” 

Beks looked up at once, her eyes wide as her arms fell at her side. “What?” She almost thought she had misheard. Laurence had mentioned it before, but she thought he was just trying to scare Luther. She narrowed her eyes. “But Brother has always been determined to continue with his mother’s wishes, not to mention a royal order.”

Lady Eleanor nodded. “Yes, but Laurence doesn’t think Luther is worthy of you. Neither do I.” 

It was one thing to think about it, but to act upon it had consequences. Beks’ shoulders fell. “Is it because of his relationship with the new oracle?”

Lady Eleanor released a low breath. She placed the tip of the wooden sword on the toe of her shoe as she rested her arms on the hilt. “Laurence has been disappointed with Luther for some time. He has no major accomplishments nor does he carry his weight as a royal son. You have done more for Luther’s position than Luther himself. Once in a while is fine. Expected. But all the time? It would be a punishment to marry you to the least promising of the princes.” 

Beks wasn’t sure what to say and felt hollow. She squinted her eyes and looked at Lady Eleanor. “Then, if I don’t marry Luther, where does that place me?” She worked so hard and did everything they told her. She’d done so much: the studying, the reports, the plans, budgets, and organization. Was she being abandoned? What were the last twenty years of effort for?

Her confusion and fear must’ve been on her face as Lady Eleanor walked towards her and put an arm around her. 

“Once Laz comes home, Laurence will continue to honor his mother’s order by marrying you into the royal family, but will change the groom.” 

Unexpected relief filled her, but before Beks could nod, she remembered something else. “Marriage agreements require both individual parties involved to consent.” 

When she received a childhood engagement, her parents and the late Queen consented to it on behalf of their children. As adults, if one party desperately wanted to renege the engagement, they could claim they did not personally consent, so the engagement is void. There was no legal way to force a marriage, but amongst nobility who used marriages for political, social, and financial gain, there were other, more subtle, ways to force it.

In the case of a royal order, it would require a monarch’s approval for any change. 

Beks was willing to change grooms. It didn’t matter who she married as long as the last twenty years of fierce education and training weren’t in vain, but would the Second Prince, the more temperamental of the twins, be willing?

“Are you willing?” Lady Eleanor asked.

Beks looked blankly at the ground. “Yes, but....”

“Laurence will talk to Laz. If he refuses or if you and he are not compatible, then there is still Cian.”

Beks jerked her head back. “The Third Prince is a priest.”

“His order marries. Laurence made sure of that when Cian was sent off.” Lady Eleanor assured her. She lifted her hand and stroked back Beks’ sweat-damped hair. “If neither work, then we find another way to keep you in an advisory role. We want you in the royal family, but if fate deems it impossible, then keeping you in an advisory role, while being more restrictive, is better than losing you.”

It was the best they could do and Beks knew it. She nodded and looked at Lady Eleanor with a hopeful smile. “Then, I hope we find the twins.”

Lady Eleanor smiled and gently pressed her forehead against Beks’. “I do, too.” She pulled away and patted Beks’ shoulder. “Do you feel better?”

“I do. Thank you.” 

“All right. Go and rest. You deserve it.” Lady Eleanor gave her a lopsided smile and took the sword from Beks’ hand. She turned around and walked back to the bench to return them. 

“I don’t want to trouble Brother Laurence, but I am grateful for his consideration,” Beks said as she trudged forward. “I know that the Fourth Prince can be irresponsible and naive, but I didn’t think he’d be so foolish. He isn’t a terrible person, he’s just....” She didn’t know how to describe it without being insulting.

Lady Eleanor looked over her shoulder and raised a brow as she tossed the wooden swords into storage. “Don’t defend him. He is a grown man and a prince. By now, he should know what he should and shouldn’t do.”

As they were speaking about her current fiancé, Beks couldn’t help but feel as if she were being chastised, as well. Perhaps she could’ve done more to help him improve himself. Perhaps she should’ve treated him more like her future husband than a partner.

“I know.” 

Lady Eleanor looped her arm in hers and half dragged Beks back to the Old Tower. At the foot of the steps, the older woman urged her up. 

Halfway up, Beks turned around and looked down. “Are you returning to the city? It’s dark now.”

Lady Eleanor smirked. “This late? You should know better. It’s far too dark and dangerous for a beautiful woman to wander around at night.”

Beks rolled her eyes. She knew what that meant. “Tell Brother Laurence thank you for me.” 

Lady Eleanor grinned and headed towards the Gilded Palace. Beks sighed and continued to trudge up the steps. 

It was a miracle she didn’t have a niece or nephew yet.

 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗



The knocking seemed to grow louder and she opened her eyes. Through the part between the heavy drapes around her bed, she could make out the dying embers from the hearth. 

“My lady! My lady!” 

Beks pushed herself up, rolling on to her side from where she had fallen over as soon as she’d reached her bed. Her eyes narrowed, she felt as if she’d just closed her eyes; when did she fall asleep?

The knocking grew more and more urgent as the maid’s voice became desperate. 

“I’m awake!” Beks scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up. Her shoes were still on. How tired was she? She shook her head and ran a hand through her hair as she made her way across the room to the door. “What is it? It’s late-”

She pulled the door open and a red-faced maid looked up at her in panic without jumping back. “My lady, there is an emergency in the Gilded Palace!” 

The sleepiness vanished. Beks didn’t bother reaching for outerwear as she rushed past the maid and to the stairs. 

“Beks, what’s wrong?” The Duke and Duchess emerged from another stairwell and into the great hall as she arrived. Both were still wearing their sleep clothes beneath their robes. Their hair was unkempt and it was clear they’d been sleeping. 

“I don’t know-”

“No, stay here.” Deo entered the Great Hall after their parents and pointed up at the spiral staircase. “You two go to bed.”

“But-” Beks heard Thad try to argue, but a stern look from Deo shut him up.

“Nanny Taak, please watch the children!” The Duchess said as she peered into the stairwell. “We’ll be back soon.” 

Beks didn’t wait to make sure her younger brother and sister stayed behind. She scrambled down the stairs to the lower level to get to the exit. Her father followed behind her.

“Do you know what’s going on?” he asked.

“I don’t,” Beks said as she lifted her hand and clutched the small canister hanging from her neck. Her heart was beating quickly as a feeling of dread filled her. 

She wouldn’t have been woken up in the middle of the night if something weren’t terribly wrong. 

The royal guards held the door open for her and her family as they raced across the yard to get to the Gilded Palace. Chamberlain Wilton was pale and running down the hall towards her.

“My lady, it’s His Majesty-”

“Where is he?” Her voice was raised as fear flooded her senses. 

“He is in his bed chambers-”

Beks immediately turned to the north entrance, which led to the wing of the palace that was Laurence’s villa. Through the glass on either side of the hall, she could see the lanterns lit around the entrance. The individual villas in the Gilded Palace were the only single-story buildings within the palace, as the amount of space each individual villa and ground took was a symbol of wealth and excess. 

Her body moved without her thinking and she raced through the spacious garden courtyard, through the foyer, and turned to go down one of the halls, where there were a set of large double doors. 

Her heart sank as the double doors were open and yelling was coming from inside. 

“Your Majesty!” Her father sped up, passing her to enter the room. 

Beks came up behind him, but her eyes didn’t go to the bed, where Lady Eleanor was hunched over, hysterical. 

Across the room, beside a large, five panel silk changing screen that had been knocked to the ground, was another set of double doors. Puddles of water trailed from the main room through the double doors and glistened in the firelight. 

For a moment, Beks couldn’t hear anything. Her eyes followed the trail of water, through the double doors, and to the luxurious sunken pool within the adjoining bathroom. 

The main bedchambers of the villas were connected to large rooms with sunken pools heated by a system of pipes underneath the building. Water was pumped in by those pipes and the pool itself was not small. Unlike the wooden tub she had at the Old Tower, the pools were surrounded by pale tiles, had gilded accents, and were enough for ten people to sit across in. . 

Beks’ legs began to shake. 

How could she forget the most obvious body of water closest to them?

“How long was he in the water?” The Duchess stood by the bed and placed her hands over Laurence’s bare chest. 

Lady Eleanor was sobbing and shook her head. “I don’t know! When I arrived, he had already slid into the bath.”

“Do you know how long he might’ve been in the bathroom?” the Duchess asked as her eyes narrowed over Laurence’s pale skin. 

“He said he’d bathe first and I heard Beks had arrived, so I went out to talk to her for a bit. It wasn’t long and he shouldn’t have been in the pool for that long either. It takes some time for the water to heat and Laurence doesn’t like bathing in cool water.”

“He’s still breathing,” the Duchess said, bringing her hand to his mouth. “There is still some water in his lungs.” Her hands moved along his chest and then up, over his throat. She tilted his head to the side and a cough came as water was spat out of his mouth.

“Laurence!” Lady Eleanor cried out and she reached for him. 

The Duchess held her back and gave her a disappointed shake of her head. “He’s not awake, Eleanor. The cough is just a reaction.” 

The other woman was on her knees, grabbing on to the side of the bed with a red face. Her clothes had large, dark spots where she’d gotten wet from handling his body. “What happened to him? I was able to revive him, but he’s not answering!” 

The Duchess looked at her pitifully and grit her teeth. “There are cases where if someone has been in the water for too long, and isn’t revived fast enough, there could be damage done to their body, resulting in a prolonged sleep.”

“Prolonged sleep?” Lady Eleanor’s voice shot up.

The Duke stood behind his wife and put his hands on her shoulders. “Syb, have you seen this before?” 

The Duchess appeared distressed, but nodded. Her voice was solemn. “I’ve seen many things in the West Islands.”

“Then what do we do?” Lady Eleanor choked out. “Will he wake up? When will he wake up?”

“I don’t know-”

“Where is the doctor?” Lady Eleanor had long lost her usual casual, stately demeanor. She looked towards the door. “Is he here yet? Where is he?”

“He’s coming right now, my lady!” one of the servants replied, just as frantic. 

“Where-”

“I’m here, my lady! Let me see him!” The gray-haired old man rushed into the room carrying a heavy black bag. The royal family had a resident doctor. In fact, there were several. One was assigned specifically to see Beks due to her health condition. Having them on site made it convenient and could increase chances of survival. 

The Duchess gently pulled Lady Eleanor away from the bed in order to give the doctor room. Two more arrived shortly after him, and as they inspected Laurence, they found that he was breathing and that his heart was steady, but he was not responding. 

“He may have lacked air....” they said amongst themselves.

Lady Eleanor shook her head, appearing unable to understand. “But he’s breathing now!”

“My lady, there may have been too long of a gap between breaths,” the first doctor told her with a pained expression. “Patients in such cases can be in a coma-”

“A coma?” 

Lady Eleanor’s scream filled the room. 

And Beks watched it all from the wall beside the entrance, her breathing shallow as her chest tightened with every word. 

Brother Laurence is in a coma? Her breathing grew worse as the tightness in her chest turned into heat. No, no, he was fine. Brother Laurence could swim and the pool was shallow. Her upper body began to burn and her breathing became short, harsh pants. 

“Beks?” She heard her name calling as she began to claw her chest. “Beks!”

She fell back against the wall, her legs trembling beneath her as she tried to push up to keep herself from sliding down as her hands tugged at the chord around her neck. Her fingers brushed against the warm metal and she looked down.

Shaking, thin fingers began to fumble with the canister on her chest. Her face was twitching as sweat slid down the sides of her head. Her fingers were too slippery and she couldn’t twist it open. 

“Beks, let me-”

Before someone could take the canister, she’d managed to open it and dropped a small pill the size of two pieces of barley onto her palm. She slapped her hand over her mouth, tilted her head back, and swallowed. 

The pills acted fast, but not fast enough. 

Tears rimmed her eyes as she dug her fingers into her arm to try to keep herself from trying to tear off her clothes as her body heated up. The intense heat came from within her body, but at the same time, her skin felt as if it were being roasted and about to blister. She leaned heavily against the wall, shaking her head and batting away anyone who tried to help her.

“No...no don’t touch....it’s fine. It’ll pass.” She wheezed out the last few words between gritted teeth and tightly shut eyes. She knew her skin had flushed red. It always did and it was abnormally hot to the touch. 

She tried to count to both distract herself and pace her breathing, but every breath burned, if she could breathe at all. It had been some time since she’d had such an attack that she’d forgotten how painful it could get. The crushing tightness, the suffocation, and the torture of feeling as if she’d explode from within couldn’t be described in words.

She slid down against the wall, shaking and wheezing as squeezed her eyes closed, trying to ignore the pain. 

She had to think about Lady Eleanor. She’d need support. Beks had to focus and calm herself. If Laurence was in a coma, then he could still wake up. Vaguely, she overheard the doctor say a few hours to a few days, but he had trailed off. A choked cry left her. 

There was a chance Laurence wouldn’t wake up at all. 

The thought of losing another brother, the one who loved her the most there, where she’d been living apart from her blood relatives for twenty years of her life, brought about another wave of anguish. She grit her teeth, trying to hold back her cries. 

Crying would only alarm her family. Crying would upset Lady Eleanor. 

But Beks couldn’t lose her biggest supporter in the palace. Who would she go to for help? Who would she support to improve the kingdom? They still had so much to do. 

Laurence and Lady Eleanor hadn’t given her a niece or nephew yet. Beks had plans to spoil them: take them out to ride horses, buy them sweets, and read stories to them like Laurence had done for her. She hadn’t paid him back yet for being family when she needed it most. 

The burning sensation began to fade and while her chest was still constricted and her breathing uneven, she felt the familiar chill sweep through her body as her temperature dropped and the sweat cooled against her flushed skin. The medicine was taking effect. 

“Beks, take a seat.” Deo hovered beside her, his hands extended, but didn’t touch her. He seemed to be awaiting her permission. 

Beks shuddered and swallowed hard. She wanted to stand, but her legs were still soft. All she could do was let her brother put his arm beneath hers and pull her to her feet. Her head spun and she shut her eyes, refusing to take a step further until the nausea subsided. 

“Then, when will he wake up?” 

She lifted her head and squinted. When did the Third Consort arrive?

“We do not know when he’ll wake up.” The Duchess rose from where she sat at the edge of the bed, trying to comfort Lady Eleanor. Her eyes narrowed as she stood up straight, almost shielding Laurence’s unconscious body from the Third Consort’s view.

“Why wasn’t anyone watching him? Didn’t the oracle tell us that it was dangerous for him to be around water?” The Third Consort scowled and glared at Lady Eleanor. “And you? What are you doing here?”

“He is my fiancé.” Lady Eleanor hissed her reply as she looked up from the bed. “Why can’t I be here?”

“You’re not a member of the royal family yet, Lady von Glasser,” the Third Consort retorted. He turned towards Beks and sneered. “For that matter, neither are you. None of you should be here!”

“His Majesty had given us permission to enter the Gilded Palace and we were notified to come when there was an emergency,” the Duke said as he stood beside his wife. Both of them were taller than the Third Consort and were glowering, as if keeping the Third Consort at bay. 

“Your Highness, I sent the servants to notify Lady Rebecca as soon as Lady Eleanor informed us that His Majesty was unconscious.” Chamberlain Wilton frowned and rooted himself near the foot of the bed. “Lady Rebecca is the King’s foster sister.”

The Third Consort scoffed. “There is no reason for her family to have come to-”

“I asked for them to come!” Lady Eleanor snapped from Laurence’s bedside. “Both Duke Caroline and Lord Amadeo have combat experience and are versed in first aid. Duchess Caroline was a sailor and is familiar with water-related accidents. Why can’t I call for experienced people to come?” 

The Third Consort’s irritated face seemed to harden. “And did they help? It doesn’t look like it.”

The first doctor stepped forward to try to quell the tension. “Your Highness, His Majesty has a water-related injury and may wake up-”

“When?” The Third Consort cut off the doctor and lifted his chin. 

The doctor faltered and drew his head back, hesitant to answer. “We can’t be sure-”

“Can’t be sure? What do you mean you can’t be sure? You’re the best doctors in Kadmus!” The Third Consort threw his arms in the air. “Chamberlain Wilton, call for the doctors at the Royal Hospital. Assign someone to remain at His Majesty’s bedside. Someone trusted!” His narrowed eyes swept over the others in the room. “His Majesty can’t be left alone.”

Chamberlain Wilton looked to Lady Eleanor, who gave a small nod. “Summon additional doctors and schedule a rotation to watch over him,” she said in a quiet, trembling voice.

Beks leaned against her brother, shutting her eyes once again as her head pounded. This was new. She didn’t have such a skull crushing throbbing after previous attacks. She lifted one hand and pressed between her brows. 

“If the King is in a coma and it is unknown when he’ll wake, then someone will need to take charge,” the Third Consort said in a low voice.

Beks twitched and made small, rapid shakes of her head. Laurence’s coma could only be hidden for a few days at most. If he were in a coma for longer, they couldn’t stop everything and wait. 

“You’re not telling us that you’ll take over, are you?” She heard her father’s voice ask with disgust. “You are a consort with no experience.” Beks could almost hear the unsaid words: we will not follow you. 

“My son, Prince Luther, will govern on behalf of his brother until the King wakes!” 

“Are you insane?” Lady Eleanor yelled. “Laurence is asleep, not dead! It is not yet Luther’s turn!” 

The Third Consort laughed. “Who else is not only more fit, but has the position to, other than Luther? You’re not Queen yet, Lady von Glasser.”

Lady Eleanor did not yield. “The Fourth Prince has not been given authority.”

“He is the heir to the throne! What other authority does he need? Who else is more fitting? Her? She can’t even stand!” 

Beks lifted her head, ignoring the dulling throb as she opened her eyes and looked at the ring encrusted finger pointing at her face. 

Hundreds of thoughts flooded her: how could Laurence suddenly drown in his bathing pool? He was tired, but not exhausted. The tiles had grooves; it wasn’t easy to slip. Had he eaten anything? Drunk something? 

What was the Third Consort doing here? Hadn’t he been at the festival? Who notified him? He was still wearing the clothes she’d seen him in that day. 

Her breath shook as she narrowed her eyes. She couldn’t rid herself of her suspicion.

Until she was certain that the Third Consort had nothing to do with Laurence’s accident, she would not let him or his son take control so easily. Even if his son was her fiancé.

Her hand gripped Deo’s arm as she forced herself to stand and meet the Third Consort’s disdainful eyes. 

“Royal Procedures Book Two, Section Two: Disasters and Emergency, Sub-Section One: In the event a monarch is temporarily indisposed, his selected High Counselors will oversee government procedures until the monarch is able to regain control,” Beks said as she replied to his scornful look with a defiant smile. “While His Majesty is breathing, and without his consent, rule will not be handed over to the heir.”

“Rebecca of Caroline, you dare usurp Luther’s position?” The man’s accusing voice filled the room. “Need I remind you, Lady Rebecca, that you are not a member of the royal family.” His contemptuous gaze bore into her. “You are only my son’s fiancé and if he chooses to break it-”

“He will need the King’s permission to do so,” Beks cut him off. “Don’t forget, Third Consort. Our engagement is a royal order.” 

His face flushed. “You-”

“All seven High Counselors have yet to be fully assigned. Only two have been selected and given their oaths. Two,” Beks said as she lifted her hand and held up two fingers. Her eyes crinkled up into self-satisfied crescents. “Marquis von Glasser,” she wheezed. “And me.” 

Lady Eleanor’s eyes widened and the Third Consort’s face filled with indignation. The official announcement had yet to be made and Laurence was still filling the positions, so Beks had been instructed not to tell anyone. She hoped Laurence could forgive her for speaking out.

“You...you were sworn in?” The Third Consort almost choked. He shook his head. “No...no he hasn’t announced-”

“It stands that while there are only two, the High Counselors will work together to follow the King’s will until he wakes,” Beks said. “I will abide by royal procedures.” 

The Third Consort shook his head. “Luther should be a High Counselor! He is the heir! Heirs are always High Counselors! Laurence was one of Leti’s!” 

“That is something you should bring up with His Majesty when he wakes,” the Duke said in a low voice. He put his fist to his chest and bowed his head towards his daughter. “We of the Noble House of Caroline will abide by royal procedures and respect the rule of the High Counselors until His Majesty wakes.” 

The Third Consort took a step back, as if pushed. He looked at Lady Eleanor, Chamberlain Wilton, and the doctors present, all who bowed their heads in Beks’ direction. He shook his head. 

“High Counselors can only rule in the case of temporary indisposition,” he said as he turned towards her. “We don’t know how long he’ll be in a coma. What happens if he doesn’t wake?”

Beks’ cold eyes bore into him as her hand clenched at her side. “Third Consort.” Her voice was low and carried a warning. “It is best you pray that he does.” 

 

            


Chapter 8: Weakness of Character


                The nobles were restless.  

There was no way to hide the fact that Laurence had an accident and was in a coma, and Beks had a feeling it would get out even if they tried to hide it, so at the next court, she arrived with several doctors and Chamberlain Wilton to inform the court that the King was unable to rule.  

She then produced the documents and cited the passage that would give High Counselors temporary Authority to Rule in absence of the king.  It often took over a year for a monarch to select their High Counselors, so it wasn’t too surprising that Laurence only had two so far.  Everything she presented was done in an above broad manner.

However, for one of the High Counselors to be Beks received mixed reactions.  A few voices said she was too young.  A few were suspicious.  A few wanted to wait for Marquis von Glasser to arrive before moving forward, but Beks did not want the government to stop.  It’s not what the late Queen would want.  It’s not what Laurence would want. 

But she could only force this matter for so long.

“My lady.”  Servants bowed their heads and greeted her as she swept through the hall after a tiring few hours dealing with the back and forth of nobles.  Everyone wanted to know how Laurence was doing and hardly anything was properly resolved.  

With each passing day, Beks only grew more anxious. 

It had been over a week and Laurence had yet to wake up.  There was no set precedent for how long they could wait until passing the Authority to Rule to the heir.  Her position was only a temporary measure meant to cover for the monarch for short term absences.  The court would not let her sit in position for long, especially by herself.

In addition to external forces hesitant to let her follow through, Beks worried about her foster brother.  As he was, they could only feed him broth and water.  Even with the Temple clerics supplementing his health by giving him biha twice daily, Laurence hadn’t woken up.  

She tried her best to hide it, especially in court and in front of Lady Eleanor, but she had begun to fear that Laurence would not wake up before his health deteriorated beyond recovery.  

The guards escorting her stopped when they reached the door to Laurence’s study in the Gilded Palace.  They saluted her and took their positions beside the two guards already guarding the study on either side of the wooden door. 

Beks gave them a nod, then stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

It was only then that the air seemed to rush out of her and she slumped back against the door.  The full skirt of her dress puddled around her as she slid to the floor and shut her eyes.  She pressed herself back against the door to try to steady herself as exhaustion swept over.  

Brother Laurence, why aren’t you waking up?  I’m so tired and everyone is terrible....  She let her legs spread out in front of her in a most unladylike fashion as her arms fell at her side, making her look like a discarded doll dressed up like a princess.  

In order to rule, the ruled need to believe the ruler had the right to do so.  

Few nobles seemed to believe in her right and she was sure some of them were being purposely stubborn.  It may have been better with Marquis von Glasser present, but the man had gone south to look for the Second and Third Prince in secret.  He had been contacted to return, but it would take some time.  

In the meantime, the nobles and their representatives in court were growing impatient.  They wanted to know when the Marquis would arrive.  The Glasser March was in the southeast, along what used to be the kingdom’s furthest southeastern border.  It would’ve taken him a week to arrive upon notification, but he’d actually been further away on his search mission and his travel would be prolonged.  

If she were a noble, she’d also be suspicious of anyone who insisted on ruling in the absence of the king, but she felt it was too soon to give Authority to Rule to Luther.  Nobles had clamored that Luther was the closest blood relative to the King and the de facto heir, so it was his right to rule.  They were right about that, and Beks would hand over authority to him if it came to it.

She just hoped it didn’t.  

A knock came from above her from behind the door. She tilted her head up and took a deep breath.  She pushed herself up to her feet and tugged at her dress to straighten it out and give some semblance of being in control.  She closed her eyes, took another deep breath, and straightened her back before reaching for the handle and opening the door. 

Chamberlain Wilton was on the other side and bowed his head.  “My lady, the clerics have arrived for His Majesty.  Would you like to see them?” he asked. 

Beks nodded.  Seeing the clerics give biha to Laurence filled her with some hope and reassurance.  It was what she could use after a turbulent day dealing with courtiers.  

She stepped outside and closed the door behind her, following Chamberlain Wilton through the Gilded Palace to arrive at Laurence’s villa.  Inside his bedchamber, Laurence was laying in the center of his four-poster bed with two clerics on either side.  Their arms were extended forward, palms facing Laurence’s prone body as they closed their eyes. 

Clerics could only be clerics if they could use biha to heal.  Healing biha could be used in two ways.  First, it could be used to heal physical wounds by speeding up the body’s process of regeneration, but this required the injury to be visible to clerics.  They couldn’t heal internal injuries.  Most couldn’t diagnose them.  

Second, healing biha was also called ‘life biha’ and could be transferred to an ailing individual from the cleric.  In Laurence’s case, his body would absorb the biha to be used as his own energy to support him when the food and drink he’d consumed was not enough.  

Beks had summoned seasoned clerics from the Kadmium Temple to heal Laurence on rotation; two clerics twice a day, in the morning and afternoon.  She hoped that this would give Laurence enough energy to sustain himself and let his body heal from the accident, but she’d been disappointed.

Lady Ealnor sat at the foot of the bed, watching with red eyes as her fiancé continued to sleep.  Behind her, Duchess Caroline’s eyes were fixed on Laurence’s bared chest while her lips were in a tight line.  Her eyes were narrowed, as if watching for any sign of error.  

Since the night they found Laurence, her mother had done her best to support Lady Eleanor.  Beks was too busy dealing with the nobles.  Lady Eleanor needed support.  

She was visibly tired with shadows under her eyes and a gaunt face.  Her hair always appeared frazzled, and Beks was sure if her mother didn’t get involved, Lady Eleanor would’ve ignored personal hygiene in order to stay rooted at Laurence’s side the entire time.  Admirable, but unnecessary.  

The Duke was showing his face amongst the nobles.  Beks wasn’t sure what exactly he was doing, but he kept her updated on the mood of the courtiers.  Deo had taken their younger siblings around Kadmium in an effort to distract them.  She wasn’t sure if they grasped the entirety of what was going on, or understood the repercussions of an unconscious ruler.  

Beks stepped through the threshold of the room and shuffled alongside the wall, afraid to disrupt the clerics as they healed Laurence.  Her eyes drifted to her foster brother and crinkled up.  If she didn’t know what the clerics were doing, she wouldn’t believe anything was happening.

Those with biha wells and spirit cores could ‘see’ the energy being transferred from one person to another, but as someone without a biha well or a spirit core, she didn’t see anything.  It was always a disappointment.

“Ah....”  One of the clerics let out a tired groan as he lowered his arms.  Across from him, the other cleric did so as well and both men stumbled back.  Their faces were pale and there was a thin sheen of sweat across their faces.  Each had come with an attendant and their attendants rushed forward to help steady the clerics as the session ended.  

“Bring them to the chairs,” Beks said as she took a step forward and motioned to chairs on either side of the bed.  

“Thank you, my lady.”  One cleric gave her a satisfied nod of his head as his attendant braced his arm and helped him to a cushioned wooden chair, as if the cleric were an old man who needed assistance walking.  

They took their seats and Beks glanced towards the door.  Two maids were waiting, each holding a tray with a small glass of sweet water and a plate of sweet and savory pastries.  Beks gave them a nod and they rushed inside to present the clerics with something to eat after they exerted so much energy. 

“Please have something to eat.  You’ve worked hard,” Chamberlian Wilton said from the door.  The two clerics gave small nods and didn’t restrain themselves from picking up the pastries or tossing back the sweet water.  

Halfway through finishing, Beks took another step forward.  “How is His Majesty responding to the treatment?” She watched their faces carefully.  

The two men seemed to hesitate a moment, looking across the room at each other in silence before turning back to Beks.  They lowered their heads and her chest tightened.  That was never a positive sign. 

The cleric closest to her gave a small shake of his head.  “My lady....”  He trailed off, appearing uncomfortable and unsure what to say.

“It’s all right,” Beks told them.  “You can be honest.  I am aware you are not at fault.” 

The two clerics had a flash of relief on their faces.  The one closest to her looked back at Laurence.  “I am afraid His Majesty’s body is not accepting our energy.  It’s as if the injury is blocking how well he can absorb biha.” 

Beks tilted her head to the side and frowned.  Lady Eleanor looked up from the foot of the bed and sat up straight.  “What does this mean?” 

The second cleric was frowning.  “Our treatments aren’t as effective as we’d like.  If His Majesty’s body refuses our energy, we cannot force him to take it.  If he doesn’t wake up and recover on his own, then I’m afraid....”  

He didn’t seem to want to say it, but Lady Eleanor understood at once.  Her hollowed eyes glistened over and she let out a choked cry.  “Don’t say such a thing!  Laurence is strong!  He’ll get better and wake up soon!”

Behind her, the Duchess put her hands on Lady Eleanor’s shoulders and squeezed them to try to calm her.  She looked towards Beks, who pried her eyes away from her foster brother and looked back at the clerics.  Their tray of food was almost gone.

“Thank you for your assistance today,” Beks said as she put on a gentle smile and looked at the two old men.  “We understand that you are trying your hardest for the sake of the King and Kadmus.”  She walked towards the doorway and gave them a small nod of her head; a subtle instruction that it was time for them to go.  “Chamberlain Wilton will see you out; we hope you will continue this work tomorrow.”

The two clerics rose from their seats.  Their attendants had gathered their belongings and followed them to leave.  Beks gave them gentle, thankful nods as they left the room, then raised her arms and closed the door once they left.

She shut her eyes and took a deep breath before turning around.  Lady Eleanor stood up and walked around the bed to take a seat next to Laurence.  She grasped the edge of the blanket pooled around his hips and pulled it up to cover his body up to his neck.

Her rough fingers touched Laurence’s strands of thick, brown hair that fell over his pale, sunken face and smiled weakly.

“He’s getting better right?” Lady Eleanor asked in a cracked voice as she grasped Laurence’s hand and wove her fingers between his larger ones.  “Doesn’t he have more color on his face?  Do you think he’ll wake up soon?” 

Each question was a needle in Beks’ heart and she lowered her eyes.  Laurence looked thinner, lacked color, and by and large, looked worse than he did when he first fell into his coma. Beks didn’t know how to reply to the woman desperate for hope.  

She looked towards her mother, who still wore a narrowed eyed frown as she looked at Laurence.  Beks saw her clench her jaw before turning and walking towards her.  

“Shall we talk?” her mother asked.  Beks nodded. 

She looked past her mother, towards Lady Eleanor.  “Mom and I need to discuss some work.  Will we see you for dinner?”

Lady Eleanor didn’t take her eyes off Laurence.  “I’ll have dinner here tonight.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  Lady Eleanor had been eating dinner there every night.  She raised her hand and pressed against her chest before taking a deep breath and leaving the room.  She’d never seen Lady Eleanor, who used to be so energetic and bright, be so listless.

She and the Duchess didn’t say a word as they walked out of the villa and through the Gilded Palace to return to Laurence’s study.  Two guards escorted them from the villa back to the study.  Standing beside the door to the study was her father, dressed in a formal suit for court.  His dark red hair was combed back and his face was neutral.  In her memory, her father was always smiling.  

Even during the more troubling times, she could see his emotions well, especially in his expressive eyes.  It was uncomfortable to see him with such an unreadable expression.  She gave him a nod as they approached him.  

“Did you wait long?” she asked as she reached for the door.  

Her father shook his head once.  “Not long.  May I have a word?”

Their voices were even and formal.  Beks nodded and stepped inside. She crossed the room, waiting until her parents entered and shut the door behind them before she turned around to face them.  Her facade of grace and pride melted in an instant.  Her shoulders fell a bit and her expression gloomy.  

“Is there any word from Marquis von Glasser?”  If he were there, perhaps she could buy more time for Laurence to wake.  

Her father shook his head.  “As of his aide’s last call, they were held up once more by local nobility.”  Beks lips tightened once more.  “As he’s the future father-in-law to the king, he’s been accosted in nearly every town he’s passed, and as such, has been delayed.”  

Beks closed her eyes and resisted the urge to run a hand down her face.  Marquis von Glasser was already further away than they initially reported.  She opened her eyes and looked at her father.  “How much longer?” 

“He’s not sure himself,” her father replied with just as displeased a voice.  “They have switched to traveling at night, on smaller rural roads to avoid towns and cities with influential nobles, but this will also lengthen the trip.”  Duke Caroline furrowed his brows and hesitated.  “It is likely that he won’t arrive until the coronation...if there is a coronation.” 

Beks leaned back against the edge of Laurence’s desk and closed her eyes again.  Nexus had also been tracking Marquis von Glasser from afar and as of last night, Marquis von Glasser was once again invited to stay at a manor of a local lord.  Considering his beloved daughter’s position, the Marquis was hesitant to be rude and make enemies, so he conceded to stay overnight.

That wasn’t a terrible thing, but spending the night with wealthy hosts required long meals, sometimes parties.  The guest would have to be entertained by the hosts as a formality, which meant delaying departure.  A few times could add up.  

When Beks first found out about this, she had Nexus investigate who the noble family hosting the Marquis was, and then also investigated every subsequent family who insisted Marquis von Glasser stay with them.  

So far, several of them had connections to the House of Hessing or had financial interests tied with those of the Third Consort.  The sign couldn’t have been any clearer as far as Beks was concerned.  

She opened her eyes and looked at the piles of papers, booklets, and folios on Laurence’s desk.  Over half of them were ready for final approval by the King.  Another quarter was almost completed and would require approval soon.

The problem was that as per the procedures outlining the balance of power for High Counselors, more than half had to be present to approve an order.  She understood that this requirement was put in place to prevent an individual High Counselor from having too much power, but since there were only two of them, more than half meant that both of them had to approve.  

She couldn’t approve anything if the other High Counselor were in a different location.

“Are you alright, Beks?” her father asked as they watched her stare at the desk of completed work that needed one more step before implementation.  

She took a deep breath.  “I don’t know if Marquis von Glasser will arrive in time.”  Both her parents looked at her quizzically as Beks ground her teeth.  “I’m not a fool.  The Third Consort has been pushing for Luther to take over and get rid of the High Counselors.”  The Third Consort technically had no political power, but he did wield a lot of soft power.  

What was more was that he had a legitimate claim.  Luther was blood related to the King and the High Counselors couldn’t be in power forever.  It was clear to Beks that the nobles present at court understood this, and while they restrained themselves so far, waiting for Laurence to wake, the longer he was in a coma, the less likely he’d wake up.  

This meant that soon, the nobles would press her to hand Authority to Rule to Luther. 

She raised her hand and rubbed her forehead.  She didn’t have enough time.  No matter how competent she was, she couldn’t control time.  

“Mom, you’ve watched over Brother Laurence the last few days.  What do you think about his health?” 

The Duchess’ dark eyes glanced towards the door.  She took a deep breath and looked back at her daughter with a hint of wariness in her eyes.  

“The clerics are indeed releasing energy to sustain the King, and as they’ve said, the King’s body is not accepting the biha.”  Her lips pulled down into a contemplative frown.  “While I’ve known of incidents where the body is so weak that biha is being absorbed too slowly, they had blamed his injury.  His injury has something to do with his head, not the rest of his body.  His Majesty was in perfect health before the accident.”

The Duke knit his brows together as he uncrossed his arms.  “Are you saying that there should be no reason why the King’s body wouldn’t absorb biha?” 

His wife looked across the room at him and nodded her head once.  “If he had been sickly or emaciated before, then I would believe the clerics’ claim.”  She looked towards Beks.  “I want to test something tomorrow.”

Beks cocked her head to the side.  “Test what?”

“I want to see if the clerics are actually feeding their biha to the King, that is, letting his body absorb it, or just directing it towards him to give that illusion.  I see biha as water,” her mother told her, moving her hands in front of her.  “Biha is fluid and can be controlled and directed by the will of the user.  Biha is absorbed through the skin and breath, but when I watched the biha move, there was a large amount that rolled off the King’s body.  If his body wasn’t reacting well to it, then his body would still absorb the biha, it just wouldn’t be enough to convert it to energy to sustain him.” 

The Duke’s face darkened.  “Then, if the biha wasn’t absorbed, but instead rolled off him, then it wasn’t that he wasn’t responding to the biha and rejecting it.  It’s as if it’s been redirected before contact with his skin.”

The Duchess met her husband’s eyes and nodded.  “Biha is in the air naturally, but when it is used, it is a condensed form and easier to control.”  

Beks pushed herself off the edge of the desk and narrowed her eyes.  “I summoned those clerics myself for Brother Laurence.  Why would they do this?” 

Her father looked at her with a knowing expression.  “Beks, the clerics' only allegiance is to the Temple.  If they’re acting against the King, then they are receiving instructions from elsewhere.”

Thoughts rushed her mind and pulled together.  She frowned as her skin began to curdle.  “The word of a Temple oracle holds weight.  Could they be making sure the prophecy comes true?” 

“Were they told about the prophecy regarding the King drowning?” her mother asked with a raised brow. 

Beks and her father both sneered.  The Duke raised his chin.  “As if it could be hidden if the oracle was involved.”

“The words of oracles are all chronicled. Those attendants will keep track of her daily life, as well as document her words for the Temple,” Beks said with a bitter smile.  How else were all those oracle records compiled?  “The Temple knew about her prophetic dream before we did.”  

“Then using clerics to heal him is pointless,” the Duchess said with narrowed eyes.

Beks grit her teeth and met her mother’s sharp gaze.  “Tomorrow, do a test for both the morning and afternoon healing visits.  If both times, Brother Laurence is being denied biha, that the clerics are faking it, then we really can’t depend on them.”  Her mother nodded and looked towards the Duke.

The Duke kept his eyes on his daughter.  “What do you plan on doing if this is the case?”

“I can’t trust the nobles of Kadmus. Too many are involved with conflicting interests.  I can’t trust the Temple if they’re willing to let Brother Laurence die for a prophecy to be fulfilled.”  Her hand resting on the edge of the desk pressed down and her fingers clawed into the wooden surface.  “I can only make my own arrangements.” 
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In order to avoid being suspicious, Beks didn’t go to Laurence’s villa when the clerics visited the next day.  She knew she could depend on her mother to verify for her.  Her father always bragged to her that her mother’s water biha was beyond reach, though Beks had never seen her mother use it often.  

Most people likely didn’t know the Duchess had a biha well; after all, she was from the West Islands, not Sagittate where it was normal to have biha wells and spirit cores.  

Court took place during the afternoon and after setting aside the work that Laurence had already done for approval, Beks straightened her clothes and marched to the hearing room.  

The doors to the side of the throne opened and Beks walked through, head held up as she walked to the long table placed in front of the throne.  The nobles rose, as was customary, and waited until she took her seat to take their own seats on the rows on either side of the room.  Her eyes swept over and noted that it was fuller than usual.

Typically, the daily court had what few local nobles had vested interests being discussed that day.  Nobles from regions further away sent representatives; they only came personally when there was something that was affecting them directly so that they could speak out for or against it.  

She glanced towards the viewing booth for heirs to watch and, sure enough, Luther was sitting there with his father.  He had been at every court session since Laurence had an accident.  

The area in front of her was left open and she cleared her throat.  

“Good day-”

“My Lady High Counselor Caroline, I wish to address the duration of the Authority to Rule in the hands of the High Counselors!”  A loud voice cut her off and through the silence of the room.  Beks’ gray eyes immediately landed on a balding, middle-aged man already making his way to the speaking area in front of the throne and her table without being instructed.  

His action showed little of how he respected her authority, but she wasn’t surprised.  Her eyes swept over him and she recalled all the information on him in an instant.  Germaine, Count of Enora, age 45.  His younger sister, Lady Jaqueline of Enora, married into the House of Hessing twenty years earlier.  He and his family had extensive business ties with the Third Consort’s family.  

If someone were going to start something, she was sure they would be related to the Third Consort.  He did not disappoint her.  

“You may speak, Count Enora.”  Beks raised her hand and gave a regal motion to summon him forward.  She kept a blank expression on his face as the man strutted before his peers.  

“Thank you, my lady.  My fellow nobles, I would like to discuss the Authority to Rule.  It has been well over a week since His Majesty King Laurence has been in coma.  I have no issue with following the precedent of High Counselor rule, but as of right now, there may as well not be any,” Count Enora said as he turned to face the crowd and pace before them.  “As stipulated in royal protocol, in order for orders to be approved and put in place, at least half of the High Counselors must agree and as of right now, the only High Counselor present is Lady Caroline.”

Beks maintained her unmoved expression and did not fidget or sink down her seat despite knowing where the argument was going.  She waited patiently and listened to Count Enora’s tirade, getting to the point that Beks could not approve orders by herself and as a result, she was hindering government proceedings.  I’m sure there will be more complaints as time goes on....How unsurprising.

“How much longer must we wait?  Until Marquis von Glasser arrives?” Count Enora said, looking around the room as he tried to excite the crowd on his side.  “By then, His Majesty could wake!”

“I have an addition!”  Another nobleman rose from his seat and Count Enora gave him a nod, as if he were in charge.  Beks didn’t say anything and watched the second nobleman shimmy past his seated colleagues to come down to the floor.  He looked at Beks, bowed his head a bit, and then turned towards the balcony to bow to Luther.  He then turned back to the awaiting nobles.  “It is a concern that the longer His Majesty is in a coma, the more likely his body will deteriorate.  After all, there is only so much that clerics can do.”  He turned around to face Beks.  “Rumors abound that His Majesty is not responding to the clerics’ biha.”

Beks’ eyes narrowed.  She tilted her head to the side just a bit.  “May I ask where Lord Pendleton heard such rumors?”  It had only been yesterday that she’d been told this by clerics.  How could it have spread so soon?

The lord’s eyes widened, as if caught for a moment.  

“Many people have been talking about the health of His Majesty, my lady.  That is a fact.”  Another noble came to Lord Pendleton’s aid.  

“Yes, this has spread all over the city already!”

“The people are anxious!  They worry over the King and his health!” Various voices came from around the throne room and Beks took a deep breath.  

“Governance should not stop!  His Majesty would not wish it so!” 

“Agreed!”

“We cannot wait!  His Highness Prince Luther should be given Authority to Rule!”  Count Enora shouted what Beks was sure was his main goal from the start.  Her placid eyes fixed on him as he turned around, his face red from all his yelling as he looked at her with a triumphant expression.  

Beks opened her mouth, but someone else cut her off.  She almost sent a sharp glare at a viscount who had joined Count Enora and Lord Pendleton on the floor.  

“My lady, I will vouch for Prince Luther’s ability!  Since he was young, he has been assisting in royal responsibilities.”

Then, why didn’t I notice such a thing?  Beks pressed hard against the floor so no one could see her reaction.  

“Prince Luther has overseen various projects around Kadmium, including the central hospital expansion.  He has supported our military by creating retraining programs for injured soldiers, as well as set aside money and assigned a skilled team to build wells in rural parts of the kingdom,” the Viscount said with pride.  “His work has also benefited the economics of the kingdom, by strengthening our waterways.”  

While the nobles were all murmuring to themselves with approval for Luther, Beks was internally screaming and cursing herself.  She held back her frown as she recalled all the projects and orders that had just been named.  

Yes, Luther had his name on those, but the bulk of the work was done by her.  

All the research, the planning, and the budgets to be allocated.  Even selecting people to lobby for local support in order for nobles to approve costly expenses were all arranged by her so as not to make Luther, her would-be future husband, look incompetent.  

She resisted the urge to lift up her head and look towards the viewing booth to glare at Luther.  He wouldn’t be able to tell them how much any of those projects cost, let alone where the money came from or how it was spent.  If she had known how much this would bite her in the backside, she would’ve taken more credit.  

“I understand that the lords and ladies, the esteemed nobles of the kingdom, are restless with the uncertainty around His Majesty King Laurence, but I ask that you wait until Marquis von Glasser returns.  As a High Counselor, he must be properly notified and involved in any transition of Authority to Rule,” Beks said, stressing the Marquis’ importance.  “He will arrive in a few days and we can discuss then, if His Highness is not yet awake.”

“Why should we wait?  It’s already been a week!”  someone shouted.  

“My lady, why are you so against giving Authority to Rule to Prince Luther.  His Highness is your fiancé,” another person asked with confusion in their voice.  

Someone else snorted and a mocking voice answered for her from the back of the crowd.  “Isn’t it because Prince Luther wants to break off the engagement with Lady Caroline in order to marry the Oracle?” 

The room went so quiet, Beks could almost hear the guards taken in a sharp breath, as if they had been the ones insulted.  

Multiple people whispering at once about what they’ve heard and what they’ve seen.  This was exactly what she was worried about.

“Enough!”  A loud voice echoed over the vaulted ceilings as the flames from the sconces and chandeliers hanging above flared without warning.  They let out a loud rushing sound that silenced the room at once and brought all eyes on to Duke Caroline.  

I wish I could do that.... Beks watched her father stand and instead of making his way across the aisle to get to the walkway and the floor, he put his foot on the narrow table in front of him and climbed on top with ease.  

He took long strides bypassing each row of seated noblemen; literally walking over them before he jumped off the barrier separating the front row from the floor and landed gracefully in front of Count Enora.  

He narrowed his eyes and gave the man a cold smile before turning around.  “The fact that Lady Caroline is insistent on following precedence outlined in the royal protocol instead of immediately handing Authority to Rule to her fiancé shows that she holds Kadmus’ laws above her own interests.” He sneered at the group before him.  “How many of you can say the same?”

“He’s right!” Beks turned her head towards the viewing booth and the unexpected voice.  Luther was standing up and took a step forward.  He was frowning, but gave her a small nod.  “The Duke is right!  Lady Rebecca is mindful of the kingdom’s laws and will not violate them for personal gain.  It is right for her to be cautious during such a trying time.”

While appreciated, she didn’t think he had it in him to call attention to himself during such a heated moment.  

Her father nodded and motioned a hand towards the Fourth Prince.  “As for the rumors of Prince Luther and the Oracle, it is shameful for a man to be disparaged as unfaithful, as it shows a weakness of character and inherent duplicity unbefitting for someone bearing the responsibility of ruling a country.”

Beks retrained her expressions well as she glanced at her father.  He really knows how to guilt a person.  She nodded to herself.  I need to learn from him.  

The Duke of Caroline held out his arms as he addressed the court.  “His Highness Prince Luther is not a common man.  It is an insult to him not to hold him to higher standards!” 

Beks could see Luther from the corner of her eyes.  He lowered his flushed face and took his eyes off the Duke, as if unable to meet his gaze.  She resisted the urge to curl her lip up in a smirk.  She was busy, but she wasn’t ignorant.

She hardly saw Luther outside of court.  He had rarely visited Laurence, and her mother said that his visits to see his brother had decreased as the days passed.  During such a difficult time, there were three people Luther should’ve been beside to show solidarity and support: Laurence, Lady Eleanor, and herself. 

She hadn’t seen any work come from him on her desk, so he wasn’t following through with his royal responsibilities there.  

Her eyes studied him for just a moment longer and she came to a somewhat disappointing conclusion.  If Luther were going to lead, he would need her to ensure he did so smoothly and didn’t run the kingdom to the ground, but at the same time, she couldn’t help but be resentful.  

She took a deep breath.  She had little choice.  If she refused, they could rebel and forcibly take away her position, not to mention ostracize her from the government in the future.  It was going to happen; she might as well allow it to do so on her terms.

“The esteemed nobles have made substantial points,” she said as she stood up and raised her arms.  “While I have done what I can to support royal rule, it is not enough, and we cannot risk prolonging such a stall.  I also agree to hand over Authority to Rule to His Highness Prince Luther, but first!”  She spoke loud and fast to stop anyone from cutting her off again.  “We must wait for Marquis von Glasser or at the very least, allow him some time. He is not but two days away.  If King Laurence does not wake by then, I and the Marquis will discuss transition of Authority to Rule to His Highness Prince Luther until the event that His Majesty King Laurence wakes and is competent for rule.”  She stepped back and bowed her head.  “Once more, I ask for two days.”  

Her show of humility and willingness to compromise with the nobles eased the tension in the room.  Various parties huddled together to discuss her terms, but Beks kept her eyes on the instigator of today’s drama: Count Enora.  She saw him look up towards the viewing booth and exchange subtle nods with the Third Consort.  

She almost snorted.  It was done.  

“My lady has been thoughtful and taken into consideration all matters related to Authority to Rule in a graceful and thorough way.” Count Enora was almost smiling from ear to ear as he turned to look at Beks.  “I concede to giving Marquis on Glasser two days starting tomorrow.”

“I second!

“I third!”  A resounding wave of agreements followed and Count Enora looked satisfied.  

“The Royal Scribes record the decree!” Beks said in a loud voice, drawing all their attention back to her.  She raised her hands up, with her palms facing up in a ‘so be it’ motion.  “If Marquis von Glasser does not arrive within two days starting tomorrow and His Majesty King Laurence remains in a coma, then Authority of Power will be transitioned, under the circumstances given, to Prince Luther, Fourth Prince of Kadmus.”

            


Chapter 9: Do Not Suffer For Nothing


                Once the decree to transition power was in place, it was almost as if it were a normal court session.  If she didn’t know any better, she’d believed that they trusted her as High Counselor.

Beks walked through the Gilded Palace, making her way to Laurence’s villa just as the two clerics were leaving and led out by Chamberlain Wilton.  They stepped to the side and bowed to her as Beks walked past them.  She gave them a nod of her head in return. 

She walked into the entrance of Laurence’s chamber and then glanced over her shoulder to make sure the clerics had left.  When they disappeared towards the main doors of the villa, Beks turned back to the room.  

Laurence was being bathed.  A low, shallow tub was used and servants would lower him into the portable tub beside his bed.  A drain at the far end connected to a pipe that drained out into the bathing pool in the other room.  When she got closer, her mother came out of the bathroom, wiping her hands on a fine linen towel.  

Beks gave a quick greeting to Lady Eleanor, who supervised two servants in moving Laurence back to the bed, where she could dry him off and dress him.  Beks stepped past the bed and looked towards her mother.  The Duchess met her expectant gaze, but didn’t speak.  Instead, she closed her eyes and lowered her head, shaking it solemnly. 

Beks’ breath was tight and her body tensed up at her mother’s silent confirmation.  The dread that had been building inside of Beks spilled over and her arm shot out to grab onto the bed post to steady herself.  

“Beks?” Lady Eleanor looked up from where she was holding a towel and wiping the neck and shoulders of her fiancé.  “Are you all right?”

“I’m all right...how is Brother Laurence?” Beks forced a neutral expression as her fingers dug into the wood as she willed her legs not to tremble.  

Lady Eleanor’s expression saddened as she looked down at the unconscious man on the bed.  Her dark eyes reddened once more.  

“I’m afraid he’s worse than yesterday, Beks,” she replied in a hoarse voice.  Lady Eleanor swallowed hard as the servants were dismissed.  Once the doors were closed, Lady Eleanor let the towel in her hand drop.  Her breath trembled as she looked at the younger woman and tried to force a smile.  “I’m scared.”  

Beks raised her hand to her chest and pressed against it as her breath grew heavy.  Experience told her that inaction would do nothing to improve the situation, so she had to do something.  She had toyed with a particular arrangement the night before.  She even arranged with Nexus despite not speaking to the other parties involved.

But I can’t leave him here to die.  Beks took a deep breath and moved her hand away from the bedpost.  “My lady, may I have a moment of your time?” 

Lady Eleanor looked up from where she had put the towel aside and was pulling up the blanket over Laurence’s chest.  She hesitated and looked back at her fiancé, unwilling to leave him.  She clenched her jaw, but nodded.  

“I will watch him,” Duchess Caroline said as Lady Eleanor nervously tucked the blanket around Laurence.  She gave the Duchess a grateful nod and followed Beks out. 

Instead of going back to Laurence’s study, Beks led Lady Eleanor outside and to the Old Tower without a word.  She didn’t stop until she reached her bedroom, and once Lady Eleanor stepped inside, Beks closed the door and put her hand against a shiny oblong object hanging on the wall.  A pulse of light seemed to go across the room before being absorbed in the walls.  Lady Eleanor’s brows shot up.

“Is that a scale?” Lady Eleanor asked as she walked towards it, her brows furrowing in wonder.

“Leviathan sea serpent,” Beks replied.  “The partial remains of one washed up on the north shore of Sagittate a few years ago.  Its throat scales can be used to manipulate sound, making speech sound if drowned out by the deep ocean, and thus unintelligible.”  

Lady Eleanor looked at the shiny dark blue and black scale.  “I’ve heard of these, but have never seen them.”  She lifted her hand to touch it and hissed as she snatched it back.  “It’s like ice.”

“The northern trenches are cold,” Beks said with a wry smile.  “My lady, I didn’t bring you here to  admire my leviathan scale.” 

Lady Eleanor turned around and gave Beks an embarrassed smile.  “I’m sorry, Beks...I haven’t been myself lately.”

“I know.  And I don’t blame you,” Beks told her.  She took a deep breath and motioned for Lady Eleanor to take a seat.  “There has been...an arrangement made at today’s court session,” Beks began.  Lady Eleanor sat on the edge of the edge of her bed and nodded, urging her to continue.  “It is in regard to the Authority to Rule.  The nobles are in an uproar about it.  Holding my position as a High Counselor alone is difficult.  If I force it, they will turn against me completely.  At most, I can have them wait for your father for two more days.”

“Two more days?” Lady Eleanor knit her brows and frowned.  “What do you mean?” 

“If your father does not arrive by the end of the second day, starting tomorrow, I will transfer Authority to Rule to the Fourth Prince.”

“No!” Lady Eleanor shot up from the edge of the bed and took a step forward.  “Laurence is not dead!  Why would the Fourth Prince get Authority to Rule in his place?  It isn’t his turn to be king!”  Her eyes were red and her face pained as she yelled.  “You can’t give him power!”

“I have little choice.  Brother Laurence cannot rule as he is.  In fact, we don’t know if he will remain in this state for much longer.” 

Lady Eleanor jerked her head back and squinted her eyes.  “Beks, you can’t give up on him.”

Beks took a deep breath.  “I am not giving up on him, but he has only gotten worse.  I can’t help but feel as if something is wrong.”  She met Lady Eleanor’s eyes with conviction.  “Do you not think it’s strange that Brother Laurence needed to be bathed twice today?”

Lady Eleanor’s eyes crinkled up and she shook her head.  “This morning, his bath was delayed and we had to bathe him again this afternoon because a maid accidentally spilled broth all over Laurence....”  She trailed off and looked at Beks.  “Duchess Caroline had bumped into the maid.”

Beks gave her a slow, encouraging nod.  “Brother Laurence had to be in water for my mother to check if he was absorbing biha from the clerics.”

Lady Eleanor squinted.  “I don’t understand.”

Beks took a deep breath and explained her mother’s theory.  She watched Lady Eleanor’s face grow pale before gritting her teeth and allowing angry tears to rim her eyes.  

“My mother uses water biha and is very sensitive to it.  As long as the water is touching Brother Laurence, she can use it to monitor his energy.”

Lady Eleanor was grimacing.  “And what did she find?”

“The clerics were purposely manipulating their biha to get close to Brother Laurence’s skin, but did not let it touch and be absorbed,” Beks replied carefully.  “That is why he is looking far worse.”

A shaking breath left the other woman.  “They wouldn’t....”

“They have.”

“They’re clerics!” Lady Eleanor grabbed the back of a chair nearby and tossed it to the side.  She whirled around and looked at Beks.  “Why would they let a person die?  Their job is to heal!  If they couldn’t do it, why did they keep coming?”  She looked as if she were going to rip her hair out at any moment, but Beks could only stand in place. Lady Eleanor almost snarled as she turned around and marched towards the door.  “I’m going to drag them back and make them heal Laurence or I’ll run them through myself!” 

She made it three steps before Beks’ dry voice reached her.  “Do you think they’re afraid of you?” 

Lady Eleanor stopped.  Beks watched her shoulders rise and fall with deep breaths before speaking.  “What are you talking about?” 

“If the clerics aren’t afraid to allow the King to die, what makes you think they’d be afraid of you, the King’s fiancée?” Beks told her.  She was surprised her voice was so even.  “They are following someone else’s orders.  It could be the Temple’s, I don’t know, but they wouldn’t pretend to heal Brother Laurence without a reason.”

“To deny their aid to a monarch must be a crime!  We can’t let them act like false clerics-”

“Arresting them would be worse.  It would be seen as an insult to the Temple,” Beks said as she remained in place.  “Aside from the chaos it would cause between the Temple and Kadmus if we accused them allowing the King to die, without much proof as they can claim Brother Laurence has not been receptive to their biha, I will also be accused of conspiring against the King for stopping clerics from healing him.” 

“But you also summoned them!” Lady Eleanor choked out.

“I summoned them, but they’re not doing what they’re supposed to.  It could be seen as a plan to prevent Brother Laurence from waking up.” 

“That’s ridiculous-”

“When someone is enough of a thorn in your side, anything they do is wrong and done with the worst intentions,” Beks said as she lifted her chin and gave Lady Eleanor a pitiful shake of her head.  “My lady, you’ve been hunting often.  You should know a trap when you see one.”

Lady Eleanor’s shoulders fell as she looked at Beks helplessly.  “Who would do this?” she said in a breathy, defeated voice.  “Laurence has done so much work to improve the kingdom, even before he was king.  Why would someone want him to die?”  Her face turned cold.  “Is it the Third Consort?”  

Her hands clenched into fists on either side of her, and Beks stepped forward to take one hand, and pried it open in an effort to calm the other woman.  

“I can’t prove it’s him,” Beks answered truthfully.  “But from what I’ve seen, if Laurence stays, he will not get proper care and will die soon.”  The hand in hers tensed up and Beks held it tight to steady Ledy Eleanor.  “The trap has been sprung.  Uncle Timur said that once a trap has been sprung, there are only two endings.  One is that the captured have met their end.  The other is that the trap is broken.  Sister Eleanor.”  Beks raised her eyes and met the tear-filled ones of Lady Eleanor.  “If you trust me, I will break the trap.” 

 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

Despite her position, Beks didn’t recall ever taking such a big risk in her life.  

From the start, her life had been planned and controlled by others.  Everything she did was prepared for her and in a controlled environment.  And while she did many things by herself, she had done so after extensive research and counsel.  

To go from carefully crafted roadmaps and structure to such a plan with little experience and so many variables out of her control was insane, but she found herself in a difficult position.  

The late Queen once told her that those cornered in such a place, when they have nothing in front of them but utter ruin, will dare to take any risk for that small chance of survival.  

‘Relocating’ Laurence’s body in secret was something she was doing out of desperation.

If he remained in the Gilded Palace, she would not be able to get him healers who would actually heal him in time.  She weighed the risks of revealing the clerics and there was too much to deal with and repercussions to face.  Doing so wouldn’t heal Laurence, either.  

With the Third Consort harping on her about Laurence, nobles she wasn’t sure she could trust, and the Temple appearing to conspire against her, Laurence would be left to die as he was.  

She was absolutely sure the Third Consort would not allow her to remove Laurence from the Gilded Palace in a legitimate way.  Doing so would take Laurence out of the Third Consort’s control, so if Beks wanted to take Laurence away, she had to do it herself and with as little help as possible.  

In a way, it wasn’t much different from other projects she’d done on behalf of the royal family prior.

Use the right individuals in the right roles and coordinate the timing, and the job will go smoothly.  All she had to do was select the most fitting players and organize the order of operations, as well as play her role.  

However, even with her family’s support and Lady Eleanor’s willingness and trust, Beks wasn’t confident to pull off the ‘relocation’ on her own.  The Gilded Palace and surrounding royal grounds were sprawling.  There were guards and palace staff, not to mention the nobles coming in and out for court.  There were too many things she couldn’t control, increasing the risk of something going wrong.

But she had Nexus. 

Information was vital.  This was the case for the laws she’d memorized to the habits of servants and guards to the layout of the Gilded Palace.

Her first step was to figure out the end goal.  Where could Laurence go to recover safely?

Sagittate.  

Not only was it remote, but it was brimming with biha. So much that just breathing the air in Sagittate would be beneficial to an unconscious Laurence.  

The second question: how would Laurence get there?

Nexus’ information network included a vast array of people, which included farmers, merchants, and traveling traders who often followed lengths of rural road that would be overlooked by most people.  

One of Nexus’ larger information hubs was the Port of Black Sands, the closest and largest port to Kadmium.  On the major route from the capital to the port, a carriage could reach it in a day and a half.  Through the rural roads, the time doubled.  

From the Port of Black Sands, Laurence would then need to be transported to Stromhaven, the main port on Sagittate.  There laid another problem.  

There was a reason the preferred method of travel to the peninsula was by land, though it took weeks.  

Due to a mixing of waters from the northern sea and the southern sea, as well as the cold air coming from the frigid tundra, there were perpetually turbulent waters off the coast of Sagittate, between it and the mainland - Stromwal.  Not only did the ships passing through need to stand against the tossing of the towering waves and powerful winds, but the crew had to be skilled enough to maneuver the ship.  

An inexperienced crew was a death sentence.  

Nexus could put her in touch with a ship and a crew, but couldn’t guarantee safe passage through Stromwal.  

“You need a ship?”  Her mother looked up after Beks explained her plan.  In her room at the Old Tower, her parents sat on the foot of her bed while she stood in the center.  Lady Eleanor sat on the chair at her vanity table, her hands wringing the fabric of her dress as she listened to Beks’ plan.  

Beks looked at her mother and gave her a small nod.  “Anyone conspiring against Brother Laurence knows his situation.  He is already helpless and it is a matter of time until something worse befalls him.  They would see his disappearance not as a life-threatening act, but as an attempt to save him.  They will comb the kingdom looking for Laurence and considering how close I am to him; I’d be a suspect.”

“And if you’re a suspect, then by extension, so are we and Sagittate,” her father concluded.  Beks nodded.  

“That’s right.  The most logical, and practical, thing to do would be to search the route going north to the peninsula.  It wouldn’t be difficult to catch up considering how long the journey is, how fast a carriage with a comatose person is, and the speed of guards on horseback,” Beks said as she stood in place.  She narrowed her eyes and looked at the floor with her lips in a tight line.  “Everyone knows how dangerous it is to take a ship to Sagittate.  Even our family takes the land route, but a ship will get Brother Laurence there not only faster, but it’ll be easier to hide him, as it is unexpected that we’d risk him traveling by ship.”

“What about the Stromwal?” Lady Eleanor asked as her worried face grew paler.  

“Give me a day.”  The Duchess spoke up once more and they looked towards her.  She sat up straight with a glint of pride in her eyes as she met her daughter’s gaze.  “I will get you not only a suitable ship, but a worthy crew.” 

Beks furrowed her brows.  “What are the chances that they’ll get through Stromwal?”

Her father chuckled.  He reached over and grasped the Duchess’ hand, weaving his fingers atop hers before lifting it up and grinning.  “Don’t worry, Beks.  Your mother knows ships.  If she says they can get through Stromwal, then they will get through Stromwal.”

Beks wanted to ask more questions, but trusted her parents.  

“Laurence will be weak.”  Lady Eleanor looked down at her hands and crinkled her eyes.  “The food he is given isn’t enough to sustain him.  He needs life biha.”  

Beks nodded once.  “I’ll arrange it.”  Perhaps she sounded too casual, but Lady Eleanor looked up and gave her a quizzical look.  

“You know a cleric?”

“Not everyone who can heal and use life biha is a cleric.”  She had already recruited that person and had him in mind from the beginning.  If she couldn’t get him onboard her plan, then she would not take this risk.  

There was a reason Mr. Kesse was the late Queen’s former aide.  He was extremely useful when the late Queen fought for the crown and was injured.  

“I will work with your mother to arrange for someone to meet His Majesty when they reach Sagittate,” the Duke told them.  “Our Duchy doesn’t lack life biha users.”

Unlike most places in Kadmus, those who could use life biha were encouraged, and in some cases forced, to join the Temple to become a cleric.  It was a prestigious position and the family would often get sizable remittances from the clerics.  In Sagittate, where there was an abundance of biha users, not only were life biha users not encouraged to join the Temple, but actively encouraged to assist in healthcare.  

The Temple’s influence was not as strong in Sagittate, giving it another appeal for Laurence’s recuperation.

“The Third Consort will suspect Sagittate.  What if they come?” Lady Eleanor asked, as if already calculating how much time Laurence would have.  

“I know,” Beks said.  “But misinformation is easy to spread.”  She turned to look at Lady Eleanor and met her eyes.  “Sister, I ask you again.  The risk for me is great, but the risk for you will be greater.  Are you certain you wish to be involved?”

Lady Eleanor didn’t falter.  She lifted her chin and determination could be seen in her clear eyes.  “Laurence is both the rightful king whom I am loyal to, and the man I love.  That alone should be enough.”  Her face softened a bit.  “Also, there is no one else who can carry Laurence through the workmen’s tunnels except me.” 

Even exhausted, Lady Eleanor’s physical fitness could not be questioned.  She was raised as any child of a prominent marquis was, like a soldier.  She could easily get Laurence on to her shoulders and carry him.  Beks knew this as she’d seen Lady Eleanor do so multiple times.  

Laurence always thought it was hilarious.  

“How many people know about the workmen’s tunnels?” her father asked. 

The tunnels were narrow passages between some of the walls of the Gilded Palace.  While it was being built, the royal family would occupy the completed portions while construction continued.  In order for the workers to be out of sight, lest they offend the royal family, the passages were built to allow them to move around unseen. 

Those passages were never included in the official blueprints of the palace and the workers that used them had long died.  

Beks only stumbled upon them because she was a bored and curious child on eternal house arrest.  

“I doubt anyone else knows.  I’ve never seen anyone use them and I only told those two.”  Those two being Laurence and Lady Eleanor.  It was how Lady Eleanor sneaked into Laurence’s villa all the time. 

Lady Eleanor furrowed her brows.  “The Third Consort, Luther, and everyone here believes in my loyalty to Laurence.  If you are not suspected, then I definitely will be.  If I’m involved, it’ll be easier to lead them away from Laurence.”  Her eyes narrowed, determined.  “Once I give him to your contact, I will act as a diversion.”

“My lady, by doing so, you are inviting the entire court to turn against you and the Glasser March,” the Duke said with a disapproving frown.  “Your father hasn’t arrived yet and if he doesn’t when His Majesty is moved, then it can be said that he had something to do with it.  Your direct involvement will exacerbate the situation.”

“Our loyalty is not to the court.  It is to the rightful monarch and he is Laurence,” Lady Eleanor replied, her voice filled with conviction.  To her, this must’ve looked as an act of loyalty, not possible treason.  

“Speaking of the Marquis.  Where is he now?” Beks asked.  Tomorrow night was their deadline, and from court that day, the nobles looked forward to it.

The Duke’s lips curled up into a knowing sneer.  “He had to turn back.  The rural route they were taking had a landslide.  With no rain.  Mysterious, isn’t it?”

Both Beks and Lady Eleanor let out disgusted snorts.  “They’re quite determined,” Beks said in a low voice.  “Then, the Marquis is delayed again?”

“At least another three to four days.”

Unless he could fly, the Marquis wouldn’t make it by tomorrow.  The deadline was up and handing Authority to Rule to Luther was all but finalized.  

“Beks,” Lady Eleanor called out to her.  “When will we move him?”

Beks pursed her lips.  She turned to look at her mother.  “Can you get a ship and crew ready by the day after tomorrow?” 

“My dear, I can get a ship and crew ready by morning,” Duchess Caroline replied in a smooth voice.  

Bes nodded and looked back at Lady Eleanor.  “Tomorrow night,” she said.  “You will take him out of the palace while court is being held, and I will transfer Authority to Rule.”  

“So soon?” Lady Eleanor appeared taken aback.  “Will you have everything ready by then?”

The corners of Beks’ lips curled up.  “I’ve never faced a deadline I couldn’t meet.  You’ve seen me work.  You should know that by now.”  

Lady Eleanor relaxed her shoulders a bit and nodded.

“Then, we will leave the rest up to you.”  Her father rose to his feet and helped her mother up.  

Beks nodded and walked them to the door.  At this time at the Old Tower, it was late and the maids had all retired to the ground floor chambers.  Royal guards had also gone to their posts outside the building.  She saw her parents out and then walked to the wardrobe pushed against her far wall. 

The clothes that had been hanging or placed inside were laid across her bed and the wardrobe’s back panel was pushed out, revealing a dark, narrow passage that connected to the workmen’s tunnels.  

Lady Eleanor bunched up her skirt so she could climb through.  She sat on the drawers within the wardrobe and looked at Beks.  She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around the younger woman.  

“I promise you that I will get your brother out safely.” 

Beks closed her eyes and hugged Lady Eleanor back.  “Follow the instructions I give you.  I will arrange for someone to escort you out of the city.  When the royal guards lose track, that escort will arrange to take you to Sagittate.”

Lady Eleanor pulled back and gave her a curious look.  “How do you know the royal guards will lose track of me?”

Beks gave her a wry smile.  “Priority will go to securing the capital for Luther’s coronation.  You know the Third Consort won’t accept him remaining as Prince Regent.  The sooner he can confirm that Brother Laurence is gone, unable to rule again, the sooner he will pull his people together to make Luther king.”  

Lady Eleanor’s eyes reddened.  She gritted her teeth and nodded.  “They will make trouble for you.”

“I will do what needs to be done for the kingdom,” Beks said.  “You will need to be careful.  Knowing the Third Consort, he will send mercenaries after you.  Guards likely won’t kill a former monarch in a coma, but as they say, money speaks.”  

Lady Eleanor nodded and reached out, putting her hand on Beks’ shoulder.  “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” 

Beks released a low breath.  If she were honest, she wasn’t sure.  “I doubt Luther will be able to run the kingdom immediately, so I want to stay, but I’m worried about what the Third Consort will do once his son has Authority to Rule.” 

“I fear they’ll run you out of the palace....”

“I’m sure he’s close.  The Third Consort has never liked me.”  

Lady Eleanor furrowed her brows.  She raised her hands and dug around the collar of her dress to fish out a thin silver chain with a metal key attached to it.  

“Laurence has been contemplating dissolving your engagement to Luther for some time.  He didn’t want to unless it was necessary, but Luther has become more and more displeasing in recent weeks.” Lady Eleanor grasped Beks’ hand and placed the key in her palm.  “Under his mattress, on the side furthest from the door.  Your brother has prepared for you.”

She pushed Beks’ fingers closed around the key as Beks looked down at it.  “Is this a secret passage?”

Despite herself, Lady Eleanor let out a guffaw and smiled.  “No.  No one knows the secrets of the Gilded Palace like you,” she said as an affectionate hand caressed the side of Beks’ face.  “If you need to leave, he has given you a way out.”  

It must’ve been money.  Perhaps a land deed or some jewelry that could be easily hidden and then pawned to fund her escape.

Most of Beks’ allowance was in the bank and she could easily be blocked from accessing it with a royal order.  She nodded, appreciative of Laurence’s thoughtfulness.  

“Thank you,” Beks said.  “I won’t leave so soon.  I still want to do what I can for the kingdom...responsibility is not easy to let go of.”  

“I know the kingdom needs you, Beks.  Regardless of whether you are the prophesized daughter with dawn in her hair or not, you have been groomed to support the kingdom.  I know you want to, but don’t let them take advantage of you, Beks.  Do not suffer for nothing.”

“I won’t.”

“Also be cautious.  I remember being told of how times were before the late Queen rebelled and took the throne.  There are those who are waiting for the kingdom to return to how it was before now that the late Queen is gone.”  

Beks gave her a solemn nod. “I know.  The late Queen had to burn the kingdom to the ground to rebuild it.”  Lady Eleanor gave her one last embrace and slipped through the back of the wardrobe.  She pushed the back panel closed and Beks locked it from within.  Her eyes narrowed.  “And if I have to do the same, I will.” 

 

            


Chapter 10: Taken?


                Ever since Iris gave her first correct ‘prophecy’, the number of eyes on her had increased. First, just a few priests and priestesses. As her correct prophecies increased, so did her popularity. The other girls who’d given prophecies were eventually overshadowed, as no one was more accurate than her. 

Iris was named an oracle so soon as she returned because she spouted off events that she knew would happen. 

The more difficult part had been to get the attention of the Third Consort and Luther. 

Her pink lips curled up with a blissful smile as she rested her head against the pale chest of a man. The room was still heavy with their love, but her heart was light. 

Luther’s villa was the same as she remembered it, only this time, she was the first woman in his bed. 

Iris drew in her lips to keep from giggling with glee. Luther hadn’t put up much of a fight when she appeared that night. As she was being watched by attendants and guards, perhaps even that woman’s spies, at the Hall of Eloquence, it was difficult for Luther to get comfortable in her bedchambers there. 

Even after their first night together, he’d seemed to regret it afterwards, appearing guilty for sleeping with her while still engaged to Lady Caroline. 

Luther began talking about all of that woman’s good points: how she was running around to try to appease the nobles, to do preparation work on orders and projects, mediating the court, and most importantly, watching over the King and taking care of the King’s fiancée, an utter wreck. 

Luther had said he wasn’t doing much in comparison and admitted that he didn’t know half as much as Lady Caroline. 

Iris could understand his guilt. After all, she had been the one to approach him, an engaged man who still felt the need to be loyal. However, that didn’t mean she wanted to hear about Lady Caroline. 

Luther didn’t know what she did. Lady Caroline wasn’t doing work for his sake. She was doing it for the kingdom. 

Iris remembered Lady Caroline’s look of disgust and indifference when Luther brought her back pregnant. It wasn’t the anger or sadness that normal women would’ve had when they discovered their husband got another woman pregnant. Because of that, Iris was certain that Lady Caroline did not love Luther. 

It wasn’t only Lady Caroline who had looked at her and Luther with such disdain, as if he were beneath her, but all of his brothers had as well. All Luther wanted to do was give the royal family an heir. 

Then King Laurence and his wife hadn’t had any children after years of marriage. In addition, he refused to take another wife for the sake of an heir. The Second and Third Princes weren’t married. The Third couldn’t even have children any longer. It was said that Princess Rebecca was infertile due to her health conditions. 

Luther had come to the Great Temple and told her all his problems: how he couldn’t divorce the Princess because of a royal order of marriage, but she was infertile, so they couldn’t have children. His brother was hoping for a child from them to name heir. 

Their relationship grew deeper. They really did love each other, and she and Luther became intimate. When he had found out she was pregnant, he was overjoyed. He didn’t think anything of bringing her back to Kadmium, as if he weren’t already married, and presenting her to his siblings. 

“That isn’t an heir. That’s a child of adultery. An illegitimate child cannot enter the line of succession.” His eldest brother’s cruel words were like ice to their bones. How could he call an innocent child illegitimate?

But this time was different. 

Once she was pregnant, Luther was going to be king and their child would become the Crown Prince. What line of succession? He would be the direct heir! 

She tilted her head up to look at Luther’s handsome profile. She thought he only grew more good-looking with age, but young Luther was still captivating. His soft, pale skin, his brown hair falling like gentle waves, and his kind eyes. Luther never looked down on her, an orphan picked up by the Temple to sweep the grounds. He never judged her. 

He hadn’t changed, and for that, Iris was relieved. 

“Tomorrow, you’ll become the new King of Kadmus,” she said in a soft voice. She put her hand over his chest. “I can’t believe it.” It was everything they wanted and it was happening. 

Luther smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Laurence is still king. It’s just that I will have Authority to Rule as Prince Regent.” 

Iris pouted and wrinkled her face. “That’s the same thing. Eventually, you will be king.”

Luther took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “To be king, my brother must pass on. He is still alive and I hope he will be for some time.” He furrowed his brows and looked ahead of him, shaking his head. “I don’t understand why my brother isn’t getting better.” 

Iris frowned when he wasn’t looking. “Do you not want to be king?”

Luther squinted his eyes. “Not like this.” He shifted beneath her and pushed himself into a seated position. He ran his hand over his face and leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees as the sheets pooled at his hips. “I will do what’s needed of me. It’s my duty and responsibility to the kingdom, but I don’t want my brother to die.” 

Even his innocence and naivety remained the same. 

“You’re a good brother.” 

Luther looked down at the bed. “I should’ve done more.” 

Iris shifted beside him and pushed herself up on her side. “Are you nervous?” She placed a hand on his thigh. “You’ll be a marvelous king, Luther. Your father will be at your side...and so will I.”

He was quiet, still staring at the sheets in front of him. He shut his eyes and shook his head before grasping the top sheet and pulling it off. He kicked it to the side and slid his legs off the bed. 

Iris sat up. 

“I’m going to the bathing pool.”

Her eyes widened and a smile filled her face. “Shall I join you?” 

“No.” His answer was immediate, as if instinctual. He didn’t look back at her, but waved his arm to motion for her to remain in the bed. “It’s not necessary.” 

She pouted as she watched his naked backside walk through the doors to the bathing pool. The door closed and she fell back in bed, frowning. 

Was he feeling guilty again? There was no need for him to feel guilty. It wasn’t as if he and Lady Caroline were in love. Didn’t he tell her that he wished Lady Caroline were as kind as she was? As gentle? As affectionate? 

She closed her eyes and tried to relax. She’d already come this far and she’d become pregnant soon. Iris waited for Luther to come out of the bathing room, but after some time, the door never opened. She squinted and sat up, sliding off the bed and tiptoed to the room. It was still warm in the evening, so the air against her bare skin didn’t bother her. 

“Luther?” She lifted her hand and knocked. There was no answer. She frowned and looked at the handle before twisting it and pushing the door open. The brightly lit bathing room was humid and well lit, but Luther wasn’t inside.

She stepped through the threshold and looked around. The double doors leading to the garden outside were partially open. She walked towards it and peered out the glass panels. 

Luther was in a robe, barefoot on the manicured lawn, and seated on a swing that looked too small for him. A few lanterns hanging from the tree gave him some light. 

Iris grabbed a robe that had been folded with the towels and wrapped it around her. She followed him outside. The air was cooler and it felt nice after the humidity of the bathing room. 

Luther remained seated where he was, his feet on the ground and gently swaying as he held on to the ropes on either side of him. She approached him and offered a smile. 

“This looks a bit too small for you, don’t you think?” she said. “Did you used to play on this when you were small?” 

Luther’s eyes remained downcast. “I stayed at my father’s villa when I was child. I rarely came to my own villa and didn’t live here until I was thirteen.” He sounded distant and distracted. “When Father was busy, I’d come here to play as less people were watching and could reprimand me for not studying or practicing the arts.” 

His hands tightened around the ropes. Iris’ chest began to ache and she stepped forward. She extended her arms and wrapped them around his neck, leaning close so that he could rest his head against her chest. “Luther, I promise that I will always be with you.” 

A crack sounded and Luther tensed. Before she could close her arms around him, he suddenly disappeared from between her arms and landed on the soft grass. His eyes were wide as one rope swung wildly beside him while the other rope dangled a broken piece of wood. 

The hole from where one of the ropes was tied on to the right side of the wooden seat had cracked to the edge, weakening it, and causing a chunk of wood to come apart under Luther’s weight. Iris gasped, her eyes wide as she took a step back and looked down at the man on the ground.

Luther seemed stunned and didn’t move from where he landed. 

“Are you all right?” she asked, breathless as she bent down to help him up.

Luther drew his head back, pulling away from her as his eyes turned to look at the broken swing seat. Iris followed his gaze. 

Something was carved into the old wooden board. She squinted in the lantern light and could make out what appeared to be characters carved into the board. Not words, but...initials for someone’s name? 

A chill swept over her as she put together the characters and what they stood for. 

Rebecca of Caroline and Luther dun Kadmus.

A tight, pained breath left her. Whoever had carved the characters was not very good, but it was still legible. 

Luther rose to his feet. Before she could help him, he grasped her wrist and began pulling her back inside. Iris stumbled along behind him and winced. His grip was stronger than she thought it would be. 

“Luther?” They entered the bathing room and he turned around to close the door. “Are you all right?”

His back was to her as he hunched his back forward and gripped the door handle. She couldn’t see his expression. She watched his back shake as he took a deep breath. 

“You should go back to the Hall of Eloquence.” 

She drew her head back as her heart jumped. “Go back?” She tried to force a smile. “But it’s so late....” 

He turned around to look at her with unreadable eyes. He seemed to study her for a moment before releasing her wrist. “I....” He ran a hand through his hair. “You’re right...You’re right. You should stay.” The pressure around her heart loosened and Iris held back her relieved breath. Luther walked past her, as if in a daze. “I should go study.” 

“Study?” She followed behind him. “Study what? It’s so late-”

“I’ll be Prince Regent soon,” Luther said in a breathy voice as he turned to face her. “Prince Regent...I’m not prepared as I should be.”

Iris gave him a warm, encouraging smile. “Luther, you will have time to learn.”

He shook his head as helplessness washed over him. “I can’t always depend on Beks to do everything.” 

Her again?  Iris’ face froze. 

“She already works so hard and gets so little rest. She’s been like this since my mother was alive and with Laurence. She was only learning from my mother and assisting my brother. What will she do now?” 

Iris’ eyes crinkled up as a feeling of dread balled in the pit of her stomach. “...now?” Her voice was breathy and Luther didn’t seem to hear her. 

He looked at her with a beseeching expression. “What kind of husband would I be to Beks if I put all the burden on her?” 

Iris felt as if she’d slammed face first into a wall. She stood rooted in place, watching Luther go around his room and gather his clothes, then hastily put them on as if she were looking in from outside. Once he was dressed, he rushed to the door to the bedchamber and left.

Iris’ breath trembled as her legs shook. She reached for the bedpost and used it to steady herself as she took a seat on the edge of the bed. Luther’s words repeated over and over in her head. 

What kind of husband would I be?

She closed her eyes and leaned against the bedpost like a toy. “You still want to marry her?” 



╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗



Beks moved the tip of a long, thin stick over a candle flame and waited until it caught fire. She moved the tip of the stick over a shallow, golden bowl filled with pale, flattened sand. Brown lines of powdered incense had been carefully drawn over the sand, and she lit a small corner of the brown powder.

Thin whisps of smoke began to coil up and the sweet smell of the incense filled the air. She put the thin stick into a narrow jar with water and then stepped away from the bowl. She walked around it and knelt down on a cushioned kneeling bench in front of a massive stone sarcophagus. 

In the center of the mausoleum vault was an elevated stone platform where the late Queen rested. On her left, there were two similarly sized sarcophagus intricately carved with scenes of various battles. 

The one closest to the Queen bearing the seal of a king consort, was the First Consort, King Alexios. Next to him on the neighboring platform was the Second Consort, Uncle Timur. 

To the right of the late Queen’s sarcophagus was an elevated stone platform that had yet to be used. There was no sarcophagus, but she knew who was going to lay there one day. A small, vindictive part of her wished that the Third Consort were already there.

Beks lowered her head, pressed her hands together and bowed her head. There was a chance she wouldn’t be able to visit again soon and as such, paid her respects. 

“No matter what personal cost, the kingdom must come first.” She lifted her head and looked at the carving of herself on the late Queen’s sarcophagus reminding her that she had phenomenal expectations placed on her. 

She took a deep breath, bowed her head once more, and stood up. She turned around and walked out of the vault. Once she was out, Chamberlain Wilton closed the iron gate and locked it. Beks stood and watched, taking in one last sight of the mausoleum with blank, cold eyes. 

“My lady,” Chamberlain Wilton said as he bowed to her. “The court is ready.” He sounded somewhat hesitant. He only managed the household and had no say in government, so whether or not he approved didn’t matter. 

Beks gave him a nod and began to walk from the royal grave sites to the Gilded Palace. 

Tonight, she wore a tiara with her hair up and a burnt orange dress embroidered and embellished with lace and pearls. She glanced up at the sky. The sun had set, and aside from the thin sliver of disappearing orange, the sky was dark. 

Time was up.

Her heels made small clicking sounds against the stone and then brick as she walked through the various corridors and walkways to get to the throne room. Her posture was straight as she reached the double doors. 

The two royal guards on either side stepped to the side and saluted her as she passed. 

On either side of the aisle were men and women, waiting for her to arrive. The murmur all but stopped as Beks entered, her eyes looking ahead towards the empty throne and the long table in front of it where she had sat. Luther stood to one side in formal regalia while the Third Consort stood a few steps back. 

The royal scribe was standing next to Luther behind the table, where an open folio was laid along with two brush pens, ink wells, and two small plates with one needle in each. Opposite the Third Consort were four men and one woman - the leaders of the Five Great Houses. All of them had arrived for the coronation of King Laurence, but were now going to witness the transfer for Authority to Rule to Laurence’s younger brother.

Beks couldn’t read their expressions, as they kept their faces neutral. Even her own father didn’t seem to show any like or dislike. It seemed as if none of what was happening concerned them and was par for course.

Beks bowed to Luther. “Your Highness.” 

“Lady Caroline.” Luther nodded his head towards her in acknowledgment. Beks walked around the table and stood to the other side of the royal scribe.

“Master Lindell, please read the transfer documents,” Beks said without any grand speech. Her words already acknowledged that Marquis von Glasser wasn’t going to make it and that the transfer would be honored. 

The royal scribe gave her and Luther a small bow before picking up the folio. He held on to it carefully as he began to read the agreed upon terms. Beks had reviewed it before. 

At that moment, they would hand over Authority to Rule to Luther and Luther would become Prince Regent, ruling in his eldest brother’s place until such a time as King Laurence woke up and was able to take his place. If Laurence was unable to wake or awoke, but was not fit to rule, then in three years, the Prince Regent could be crowned as king.

Beks knew that the Third Consort would not wait that long. 

The royal scribe handed the document to her and her eyes read the text rapidly to make sure it was verbatim. Satisfied, she nodded and handed it back to the scribe. The scribe handed it to Luther on either side. He also appeared to read the document before handing it over. 

She wanted to roll her eyes. Luther couldn’t read as fast as she could; how could he review the entire document faster than her? It was all for show. 

The scribe’s attendant moved the pen and needle closer to Luther. Luther picked up the pen, dipped it into the inkwell, and wrote his signature at the bottom of the document. He then put down the pen, picked up the needle and pricked his right thumb. He rubbed his index finger over the little bubble of blood then pressed his index finger next to his name, giving his approval with a fingerprint in blood.

The scribe then moved the document back to Beks. She could feel all the eyes on her, watching as if expecting that she’d refuse at the last moment. 

She didn’t say a word as she took the pen and signed her name in bold, elegant strokes. She then picked up the needle, but before pricking herself, she removed her ornamental hairpin. Her thick, dark hair with its orange streak tumbled down her back and shoulders as she took the hairpin and rubbed the needle against it.

The nectria metal of her hair pin would darken when in contact with poison. 

She heard the Third Consort snort and Beks raised her eyes. She slipped her hair pin up her sleeve once she was satisfied that the pin hadn’t been poisoned. She didn’t know why the Third Consort was laughing, as Beks had learned the procedure from the late Queen.

She pricked her thumb, rubbed it against her index finger, and then pressed her bloody print against the document, just beside her signature. She didn’t hesitate in the least. 

The scribe then turned the document around and pushed it towards the Dukes and Duchess of the Five Houses. Starting with the Duke of Seneca, the oldest head of house out of the five, each signed their names to act as witness to the signing of the document and to give approval for the Authority to Rule. 

When the last of the houses were signed, Duke Seneca turned to the nobles waiting behind them. 

“Authority to Rule is now in the hands of His Highness Prince Luther, Prince Regent, until such a time as His Majesty King Laurence wakes and is sustainable to return to rule!” He turned on his heel to face Luther. He bowed his head, pressed his right fist over his chest, and bent down, his left knee touching the ground. “We of the Honorable House of Seneca will honor the rule of His Highness Prince Luther. May he rule with justice, compassion, and strength for the people of Kadmus!”

The other four heads of houses hit their chests with their fists and also bend down to take a knee behind Duke Seneca. They called out their names as they swore.

“We of the Virtuous House of Durmott....”

“We of the Benevolent House of Latana....”

“We of the Valorous House of Enidmore....”

“We of the Noble House of Caroline will honor the rule of His Highness Prince Luther. May he rule with justice, compassion, and strength for the people of Kadmus.” Beks watched her father recite the words with no other expression on his face. 

She clapped as applause filled the throne room. The royal scribe collected the folio, turned to Luther, and presented the book to him. Luther accepted it, holding it with both hands as he looked across, at Beks. There was a hopeful smile in his eyes and she returned it, hoping that he would not disappoint her despite the anticipation that he would. 

Luther took the document with both hands and walked up the two steps to the elevated throne. He stood in front of it, facing the crowd. While he did not yet sit on the throne, Beks could see the triumphant expression on the Third Consort’s face across from her. 

“I, Luther Walter dun Kadmus, Prince of Kadmus, swear to uphold the laws and protocols of the kingdom; protect the citizens; and defend my land honorably!” The applause grew louder and he looked at Beks. He gave her a warm smile and extended his hand towards her. 

Beks stopped clapping and turned, lifting her arm to reach for his. If Luther had one good point, it was that he would always try to do his best. If he could do that, it was all the kingdom could ask for.  I really hope you won't disappoint me, Luther. 

Before she could put her hand in his, the shrill sounds of trumpets came from outside the room. The crowds stopped clapping and began to look around. Beks frowned and lowered her arm as her eyes narrowed. Luther turned his head from side to side, trying to find where the trumpets were coming from. 

“What is that?”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “That’s a warning alarm. Something’s wrong!” She turned to the door just as it flew open.

“My lady! Your Highness!” Two royal guards rushed into the room, frantic. 

The Third Consort stepped forward to stop them as they rushed towards the throne. “What’s going on here?” he demanded as he stood in their way. 

“Your Highness! My lady! His Majesty is gone!” The royal guard was breathless as he stumbled to a stop, appearing to want to go around the Third Consort.

“What?” Beks almost choked out. “Did he wake? Did he leave his room?”

“No, my lady!” Seeing that someone was paying attention to them, the two guards hurried forward to her. “He’s not in his bed. His Majesty has been taken-”

“Taken? By whom-where are the guards?” Beks shoved past them and ran past the aisle, towards the doors. “Lock down the entry gates! No one leaves the palace grounds until His Majesty is found!” 

She pressed her hand against her chest as she ran, gasping to keep her breath even as she ran towards Laurence’s villa. Her father caught up with her and she resisted the urge to ask him if he thought her panic was believable. 

At the entrance of Laurence’s villa, several guards were already crawling around, some giving orders to others to search. 

She fought her way through to get to the bedchamber and was immediately accosted with the scent of blood. That was unexpected. Her eyes were wide as she saw the strewn sheets, pillows, and broken furniture, as if there had been a struggle. Her eyes fell to the spots of blood on the floor leading to the man clutching his stomach. The front of his body was stained with blood as he lay back against the side of the bed and the floor, looking delirious. 

“Someone call for a doctor! Chamberlain Wilton is injured!” Beks shouted over her shoulder. She clutched her chest and leaned heavily against the wall. Wide, terrified eyes swept across the room as Luther caught up with her. “Where is Lady Eleanor?” Bek cried out as she winced, as if in pain. “She was supposed to be here watching His Majesty!”

“My lady....” A breathless wheeze came from Chamberlain Wilton. A guard had knelt down beside him and used the sheet to try to press against his wound. The man’s glassy eyes stared at her and she had to commend him. “My lady...It was Lady Eleanor.”

 Beks’ eyes crinkled up and she shook her head. “What?”

“Lady Eleanor,” Chamberlain Wilton gasped as he grit his teeth. “She took His Majesty!”



 

            


Chapter 25: TWHoC: Chapter 11 - Useless Piece of...


                Royal guards were yelling all around her, and spread out along the perimeter of the Gilded Palace.  Two doctors rushed in along with their attendants to get to Chamberlain Wilton, now laying on the floor, his face pale and glassy eyes looking up at the carved wooden beams.

Beks fell back against one of the walls a little too hard.  She grimaced as her body bounced off the stone.  Calm down, Beks.  No need to actually put yourself in pain.  This is all for show.

Her reaction added to how believable her show was, as she let out a wheeze and hunched forward.  She clawed at the small canister dangling from her neck, making sure to tremble as she fumbled with it.

Her father knelt down beside her and put his arm around her, half shielding her with his body in case her actions weren’t convincing.  “Beks, are you all right?” He snapped his head up and looked around.  “Doctor-”

“No!” Beks grabbed onto her father’s hand and choked out her words.  “Let them see to Chamberlain Wilton!”  Her breathing was shallow as she pretended to shake some pills into her palm.  The bottom piece of the canister, where she usually prepared the two pills required for emergencies, was empty.

She brought her hand up to her mouth and tossed her head back, making a show of struggling to swallow the pills, before clutching her chest and panted.

“Don’t move.  Count your breathing,” her father urged from above her.  “Don’t just stand there!” she heard him yell at someone.  “Check the bathing room and the neighboring villas!  They couldn’t have gone far!”

“Do what the Duke says!” Luther was standing in the center of the room, making small steps back and forth and then turning in a circle, like a chicken with his head cut off.  He didn’t seem to know what to do or what to focus on.

“Your Highness!” Chamberlain Wilton wheezed and raised his hand towards him.

Luther whirled around and scrambled to the old man.  “Chamberlain, what’s going on?”

“Your Highness.”  One of the doctors frowned as they pressed down on the wound to try to control the bleeding.  “We need to get the Chamberlain to the infirmary.”

He said this to try to get Luther out of the way, but Chamberlain Wilton wasn’t ready to go.  Not before he said what needed to be said.  “I was seeing the clerics out,” he said in between broken breaths.  “When I returned....Lady Eleanor had dressed His Majesty....  It was not his robes for sleep.  We argued....I tried to stop her....”  The man’s eyes were red and wide as he grasped Luther’s arm with a blood-covered hand.  “I’ve known her since she was a child.  I never expected....”  He trailed off and looked down at his bloody torso.

“Where did she take him?” Luther grabbed on to Chamberlain Wilton’s shoulder and would’ve shaken him if the attendants didn’t rush to stop him, reminding him that the old man was injured.

“I don’t know.”  Chamberlain Wilton shook his head and his arm felt weakly at his side.  “I tried to stop her, Your Highness, but she attacked me.  I fell back...I hit my head and when I opened my eyes, they were gone.”

“Didn’t the royal guards hear anything?” Duke Caroline shot to his feet, appearing irritated at the seeming incompetence of the guards.  “Why didn’t they come in when they heard arguing?”

Chamberlain Wilton’s breathing was shaking and he let out a hiss as he was lifted up so that a stretcher could slide beneath him.  “Guard was light.  Most have been assigned to the north wing.”

The north wing of the Gilded Palace was where the complex for ministers and nobles met, and the great hall where court was held.  It was precisely the reallocation of the royal guards to the north wing for the transfer of Authority to Rule that gave them an opening.

“King Laurence should’ve been under heavy guard!” Duke Caroline let out a furious yell and some royal guards shrank back.

“Never mind that!” Luther was pulled away by the Third Consort.  He looked at the guards who had arrived and were obviously late.  “Go and search the palace grounds!”

“Triple the patrol around the perimeter!” Beks grasped onto the wall to steady her as she lifted her head.  She knew she was flushed and her fabricated panic had created some sweat across her brow.  She continued to tremble and appear as if she were trying to even her breathing and heart as she looked around.  “Don’t...don’t let anyone leave.  Find them!”

“Beks....”  Luther pulled away from his father and knelt down beside her.  “We’ll find Brother Laurence, don’t worry.  Don’t move.  Remember your breathing exercises.  Don’t panic!”

She made a point not to use Luther as a measurement of believability, as he would believe her out of concern.  It was his father, the Third Consort, and any of their supporters that she had to convince.

She grasped his arm and looked at him.  “Deploy all the guards,” she wheezed.

Laurence’s head bobbed up and down.  His head snapped up and looked towards the royal guards by the door.  “Reassign the guards surrounding the north wing!  Aside from my escort, all guards are to search for my brother and Lady Eleanor!”

“I’ve given the order,” the Third Consort told him.  “Captain Ryger will oversee the search.”  Beside him, a tall man in a formal military uniform saluted Luther.

“Your Highness, I’ve sent a message to recall all guards off duty and will send groups to comb the city.  The city gates will be closed at once.”

That would be useful if Lady Eleanor and Laurence were brazenly sneaking out through the city gates.  Beks wasn’t sure how Nexus would smuggle the couple out, but she knew that the city was not surrounded by an impenetrable wall.  As the city had expanded, the protective walls had been built out and in some cases, never completed or allowed to fall into disrepair, as there hadn’t been a siege, or even a serious threat to the city by foreign powers, in several hundred years.

There were plenty of places to squeeze out of Kadmium, just as there were places she could’ve exploited to sneak out of the palace, had she been more daring as a child.  Instead, she had been an obedient little girl too afraid of getting caught or worse, disappointing someone, to leave without telling others.

Part of her wished she had been more rebellious as a child and dared to escape the palace grounds a few times.  Perhaps then, taking a risk like relocating the king wouldn’t be so nerve wracking to her.

Chamberlain Wilton was lifted on the stretcher.  Luther stepped to the side, looking helplessly at the old man and the blood soaking his clothes as he was carried out by attendants.  The Third Consort walked over and put his hand on Luther’s shoulder.

Beks didn’t dare meet his face to see how he was reacting.  She didn’t want her own face to give herself away.

“Luther, you must go back to the throne room,” the Third Consort said.  “As soon as you left, the room was sealed, and guards kept the nobles from leaving during the panic.  They need to be addressed.”

“Father, what do we do?” Luther asked, breathless.  “My brother is missing!”

“We’ll need their cooperation,” the Third Consort told him.  “Even with all our guards, we will need whatever resources they have to find the king.”

“Then we tell them?”  Luther’s voice shot up, as if horrified.  “Won’t that send them into a state of panic?”

“We’re already in a state of panic, Your Highness.” The Duke knelt beside Beks and looked up at him with a cold glare.  “They will only continue to panic if you imprison them in the throne room without explanation.  In this case, your father is right.”  He let out a reluctant breath and grit his teeth.  “Inform the court and request their understanding.”

“We will need to keep all visiting nobles and ministers here for a few hours while we search the grounds, Your Highness,” Captain Ryger said.  “If we can’t find any leads, then they can leave-”

“Check their carriages,” Beks said in a breathless voice.  Her eyes were red as she pressed against her chest.  “Don’t let them leave without checking the interior and exterior of their carriages.  Also, send someone to watch them when they leave the grounds.”

Captain Ryger bowed his head towards her.  “Of course, my lady-”

“Lady Rebecca, we are more than prepared to oversee such an emergency.” The Third Consort snapped his head towards her and sneered.  “There is no need for you to give further instruction.  You are neither part of the royal guard nor a member of this family.  We will oversee the search ourselves.”

Beks’ face darkened as her eyes narrowed.  “Brother Laurence is not only my king, but my foster brother.  I will not remain quiet and do nothing while he is missing!”

Luther lifted his hands to try to calm her down, but the Third Consort stepped in front of him.  “I will remind you that you are only the fiancée of my son, Lady Rebecca.  How can you be trusted?  The King’s fiancée attacked the Chamberlain and kidnapped the King from his bed!  How are we to know that you aren’t conspiring with her?”

“Third Consort Hessing, does my daughter look like she is conspiring with her?” Duke Caroline rose to his feet and took a threatening step forward, making the Third Consort take a step back on instinct.  The Duke seethed as he pointed to Beks on the floor.  “Do you think my daughter would fake an attack and put her health at risk?”

“Father, I’m familiar with Beks’ attacks,” Luther said as he squeezed in front of his father and pulled him further away from the furious duke.  “Beks’ isn’t pretending.”  He swallowed hard and knelt down in front of her.  “Beks, stay here and calm down.  The royal guard will search the grounds.”

“Luther, you just received Authority to Rule.  You must go back to the throne room and calm them,” the Third Consort said between gritted teeth as he grabbed his son’s arm and forced him up.

For a moment, Luther seemed torn.  He looked down at Beks with pity and concern, but closed his eyes and nodded.  He turned towards the Duke.  “Your Grace, please stay with Beks.  I need to return to speak to the nobles.”

“You needn’t tell me how to care for my daughter, Your Highness.”  Duke Caroline glared at Luther as Luther lowered his head.  He turned away and quickly walked out of the room, as if unable to meet their gazes.

The Third Consort walked out, casting one last suspicious glance at Beks before leaning in towards Captain Ryger.  “Don’t let her out of the room until the nobles leave.”

Captain Ryger jerked his head back and seemed a bit uncertain, but nodded.  “Yes, Your Highness.”

The double doors to Laurence’s bed chambers closed and the Duke looked at the remaining guards.  “Don’t just stand there!  Did you check the bathing room?  What about the courtyard?  Did you already check this room for any clues?” The guards stumbled around themselves, appearing unsure what to do as the Duke helped Beks on to the edge of Laurence’s bed.

“I need some time alone,” Beks said in a quiet, raspy voice as her father leaned over her.  He gave her a subtle nod.

“You there, did you check the windows in the bathing room?”  Her father half dragged the two remaining guards into the other room before gently calling to her from it.  “Beks, stay here and rest.  Don’t force yourself or your attack will come back.”

Beks gave him a shaky nod of her head as her father pulled the bathing room’s doors closed.  The exhausted expression she wore dropped.  She stood up from the edge of the bed, still rubbing her chest.

Despite faking the entire attack, her heart rate had shot up under the adrenaline of the ordeal.  Her counting her breaths to even them out wasn’t completely without reason.  However, the slight strain on her heart and breathing with such excitement wasn’t anywhere near enough to trigger a real attack.

Nor was it anywhere near as painful as a real one.

She walked to the main doors and turned a latch to lock the door.  She then went to the bathing pool and turned a similar latch to keep the door closed.  She didn’t want anyone to come in while she was retrieving what Laurence left behind for her.

Beks checked the windows.  All of them were locked and the heavy curtains were drawn.  Lady Eleanor must’ve drawn them so no one would see her preparing Laurence for the relocation.

With all the possible entry points secured, Beks rushed to the side of the bed.  The sheets and blankets were wrinkled and in some areas stained with blood from Chamberlain Wilton. Beks made a mental note of how it all appeared before grabbing the sheets hanging off the side and throwing them over the bed.

The mattress was made of thick fabric stuffed with down feathers and layers of quilted cotton.  Though heavy and thick, lifting a side of it wasn’t too difficult for her.  Still, it was too rigid to fold over, so Beks let it rest against her back as she sat on the wood bedframe and moved aside the wooden slats to get to the board beneath it.

As soon as she moved some of the slats, she made out a small hole just enough for a key.  She dug into a pocket sewn into the front of her bodice and retrieved the key that Lady Eleanor had given her.  She leaned forward and listened as she inserted the key and turned.  A small click was heard, and she used the key to lift up the plank that was the lid to the compartment beneath the bed.

Beks placed it aside and craned her neck.  The compartment was deep, likely almost nearing the floor.  It was as long as her fingertips to her elbows, but only as wide as her head.  It was unembellished, with no soft velvet lining or ornate woodwork, but it held a bounty.

She recognized gold plats one finger long, two fingers wide, and as thick as two gold coins.  These gold plats were very common amongst merchants for transport and she’d seen wealthy individuals use them to pay for high value items in the city.  In fact, when she went out with Luther when she was younger, Laurence would give her one gold plat as ‘spending money’.

She could’ve bought a small homestead with a single piece.

Like the plats he’d given her before, these were unmarked and could easily be exchanged for coins at any bank or merchant guild anywhere in the continent.  Beks grasped the bottom of her dress skirt and lifted it up to reveal her white petti skirt.

She’d told her mother that Laurence had left something she needed to retrieve in his bedchamber, so her mother had spent the night before sewing pockets onto the inner layers of her petti skirt.  Beks couldn’t carry out whatever he had left her; she’d be questioned and the items risked being confiscated.  Budging pockets would also give her away and she could only stuff so many gold plats into her cleavage.

In order to hide the items, she’d have to smuggle them out in something guards wouldn’t think, or dare, to check: her petti skirt.  They weren’t large pockets and fit a single gold plat in each perfectly.

Did Mommy know that there was gold waiting for me?  Beks drew her head back, but shook it.  Gold plats were the most convenient and easy to use currency, so it must’ve not been a surprise.  Her mother had sewn so many little pockets all over her petti skirt, that there had been enough for the small cache of twenty or so gold plats Laurence had left.

Beks stood up and let her skirt fall into place.  She turned in her spot, testing to see if the weight of the gold would affect its movement and give her away.

It didn’t.

Satisfied, Beks continued to shift through the papers left.  There were land deeds, a list of private accounts at different guilds and banks, as well as a stack of letters bound tightly in a woman’s ribbon.

Beks narrowed her eyes.  Part of her wasn’t sure if she should unravel it, but she couldn’t risk missing something important.  She took a deep breath and pulled one of the ribbon ends.  She unfolded the topmost letter, skimmed the first sentence, and almost folded it and returned it to its spot.

She grit her teeth.

They were love letters from Lady Eleanor.  Private letters that should’ve only been read by the writer and the receiver.  She had no business reading them.

But what if I miss something?  Clues to something important?  A royal secret I’d need to utilize one day?

Rebecca of Caroline was nothing, if not thorough with her work.  Bracing herself, she looked back at the letters.

Her face heated up.  Contrary to Lady Eleanor’s appearance, she was quite a writer and...graphic.

Beks had read romance novels that were less stimulating.  One by one, she’d hurriedly speed read each letter, silently praying she wouldn’t have to read another description of what part of Laurence Lady Eleanor missed ‘with such fervor’ when she opened the next one.  She let out a small whimper.

She was their sister!  She didn’t want to read these.

She had been hungry, too, and now her appetite was gone.

After what seemed like hours, during which part of her hoped someone would come to disturb her, she’d finished reading the letters.  Beks stacked them together and wrapped the ribbon around them and double knotted them.

She all but threw the stack back into the box.  She didn’t need to bring those with her.  It would be perfectly fine for someone else to suffer if the letters were found.  Besides, hiding love letters in a secret compartment could be considered normal and no one would think the secret compartment was hiding something else.  It would be a good way to diffuse suspicion.

Beks folded up the list of accounts and land deeds and tucked them into her petti skirt pockets.  She then picked up the leather folio pressed against the side of the compartment.

She furrowed her brows as she recognized the royal seal embossed on the leather cover.  This was a Royal Order.  She tilted her head to the side and opened the folio.

Her heart swelled as she recognized Laurence’s familiar writing.  Elegant, long strokes in straight lines.  Clear characters, straight and to the point, but it was what the folio said.

It was a royal order canceling her engagement to Luther by breaking the original royal order.  Her heart skipped a beat as she glanced at the date it was prepared.  It had been written shortly after the late Queen passed.

Her shoulders fell as her eyes began to water.

Her foster brother’s earliest act as king was to prepare for her freedom should something happen to him.

She drew her lips inward and clutched the folio against her as she took a deep breath.  With it pinched under her arm, she reached under her skirt and shuffled her petti skirt around.  Her mother hadn’t sewn a pocket large enough for a royal order folio, so she created one by ripping some layers and tying a pocket.  She secured the folio on her person and then covered the compartment with the lid and locked it.

She replaced the bed slats, let the mattress fall back on top, and then spent some time arranging the sheets to look tousled from a fight, but still tucked in.  She didn’t know how long it would be until someone came to check on her, but she unhitched the latches on both doors and then found a spot against the bed to sit while draping her arm dramatically over the side of the bed.

On one hand, she wanted someone to come quickly so she could return to the Old Tower, but on the other, she couldn’t help but be concerned that Lady Eleanor and Laurence were caught.  The workman’s tunnels were like a maze connecting to areas of the grounds that would be unexpected, and to escape to the rendezvous point Beks instructed, Lady Eleanor would have to carry Laurence over her shoulders deep beneath the Gilded Palace, out beneath the Old Tower, and then to ancient sanitation tunnels leading out of the palace grounds.

As soon as they met with Mr. Kesse, Laurence could begin to absorb biha properly.

But once Lady Eleanor dropped off Laurence, she’d need to sneak out of the palace grounds and make a point to be sighted, but not caught, in order to lead pursuers away from the city.  Beks comforted herself with the knowledge that Nexus would ensure their successful escape.

As long as she could keep the kingdom together and make Luther do his work properly, then Laurence would have a kingdom to get back to when he was healed.

She closed her eyes.  If she couldn’t; if any power she had was taken away, then there was no reason for her to remain and she could make use of Laurence’s royal order, break the engagement, and return home to Sagittate with her family to plan for Laurence’s reclamation campaign of the kingdom.

The Third Consort had taken such pains to get his son on the throne.  Beks doubted they’d give it all up, even if Luther were willing.

“Beks?” Her father’s voice came from the door to the bathing pool.  “Are you all right?”

“Da-ahem.”  She let out a small cough and purposely weakened her voice.  “Daddy?  Is there any news?”

The Duke of Caroline entered, first pausing to make sure nothing was amiss before he walked in.  He knelt down beside her.  “How are you feeling, my dear?”

Knowing that there were royal guards following him in, Beks didn’t stray from her weak, recovering character.  She lifted her head and shook it from side to side.  “I can’t believe Lady Eleanor would take him.  There must be some mistake.”

Her father feigned a sympathetic expression and reached down to stroke her hair back.  “Chamberlain Wilton was seriously injured and witnessed her take His Majesty.”

“But she loves him,” Beks choked out.

“Let me see my daughter!” A woman’s voice shouted from the other door.  “What do you mean you can’t let her out?  Are you imprisoning her?  On what charges?”

Duke Caroline rose to his feet and went to open the door.  “My love-”

“Where is she?”  Duchess Caroline shoved one of the guards in front of the door to the side as she rushed in.  “Beks?”

“Mom, it couldn’t have been Lady Eleanor!  She must’ve been coerced or threatened or perhaps it was someone disguised as Lady Eleanor?”  Beks began to ramble and the Duchess gathered her in her arms.  She turned to the guards with a berating expression.

“I am taking her back to the Old Tower.”

“Your Grace, the Third Consort said-”

“Is the Third Consort the king?” The Duchess’ voice rose and even Beks, with her face buried in her mother’s shoulder, tensed up.  “How quickly you forget that your king is surnamed dun Kadmus and not Hessing!”

Flustered, the royal guards offered to escort them back.  Her parents helped her stand and stood on either side of her as they led her back to the Old Tower. Beks maintained her state of shock as her mother alternated from soothing her to criticizing the royal guards’ lack of ability to allow such a thing to happen.

The guards followed all the way up to Beks’ bedchamber and her mother saw her in, slamming the door and shutting the guards out.  Protocol wouldn’t allow them into her room unless it was an emergency, so they hadn’t appeared to be planning to enter, but Beks was sure they’d guard her door.

Beks knew that the Third Consort was wary of them.

Her mother touched the Leviathan scale to muffle their voices as Beks removed the folio from under her petti skirt layers and fell back onto her bed, tired.

The Duchess raised a brow and looked at her.  “Of the many classes you were forced to take,” her mother said.  “Was theater a mandatory one?”

The corner of Beks’ lips raised a bit as she closed her eyes.  “Strict upbringing creates good liars,” she said.  “And none of them had as strict an upbringing as I.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

The Third Consort’s reaction was as Beks expected.

Under the guise of concerns for her health, Beks was confined to the Old Tower.  Once nobles were allowed to leave the palace grounds, her parents and siblings were allowed out, but Deo said they were followed the entire time.

When Beks first tried to leave the Old Tower to go to the Gilded Palace, she had been turned away.

“His Highness Prince Luther is concerned that you have had too much of a shock the last few days and wishes for you to recover safely, my lady,” they’d told her.  The royal guards had appeared almost embarrassed to turn her away, so she didn’t trouble them.  After all, it wasn’t their decision.

She didn’t doubt that Luther was concerned, but he wouldn’t have the foresight to insist that she take a few more days to recover.  Beks had smiled, praised Luther’s thoughtfulness, and returned to the Old Tower under the watchful eye of royal guards following her.

They guarded her bedroom door, lingered around the great hall of the Old Tower, and patrolled around the building and garden.  They wouldn’t let her leave the palace grounds with her family, either.  She only had a few servants in the Old Tower, but they’d been replaced one morning.  If rumors didn’t say that she was recovering from the shock of Laurence in a coma and then finding out he had been kidnapped, Beks was sure observers would think she was imprisoned and being isolated.

The Old Tower’s urapearl in her study was broken, as well.  One of the new maids profusely apologized, saying that she was cleaning and bumped into it, knocking it onto the floor.  Urapearls didn’t break easily and even when they cracked, they could still be used.  That urapearl could not hold biha at all, according to her mother.

It must’ve been broken on purpose.  The head servant now in charge of cleaning and cooking assured her that they’d have it replaced, but that had been almost a week earlier and every time she asked, they claimed they were having difficulties procuring another urapearl.

They were rare, but not so rare that the royal family couldn’t get one immediately.

In addition, Beks had made a point to ask multiple times every day if they had found Laurence or had any leads, despite having already confirmed that he had been given to Mr. Kesse and was on his way to Sagittate using the small urapearl hidden in her room.

Her attempts to enter the Gilded Palace were stopped, her requests were being ignored, but they couldn’t shut her out forever.

They could only use the excuse of Luther wanting her to recover for so long.  If they wanted to keep her from governance, they’d have to produce a better excuse.  The longer they shut her out, the longer Luther would be forced to reckon with his inability.  Sooner or later, his incompetence would show.

Laurence’s relocating caught them by surprise, after all.  Luther and the Third Consort had no time to prepare for a smooth transition without her.  If Beks wasn’t a suspicious party, then they’d use her a bit longer.  However, the Third Consort’s people, the royal guards, and nobles with military connections hadn’t found Laurence yet.

At best, there had been sightings of Lady Eleanor leaving Kadmium and going southeast of the city.  They had suspected that she would rendezvous with her father, Marquis von Glasser, outside the city as he was on his way to Kadmium, but Marquis von Glasser had also gone missing.  He was not at the inn where he was last sighted and even his men escorting him seemed to have disappeared.

Beks had arranged for Nexus to intercept him before he reached Kadmium, as he’d be imprisoned immediately and could risk becoming the scapegoat for Laurence’s relocation.  Lady Eleanor was risking her life; Beks couldn’t let her father be punished.  As for the von Glasser march and their family, at most, they would be forced into temporary confinement and the march placed under the control of the local viscount.

The Third Consort was under a lot of strain, and thus, so would Luther, and he would naturally seek help from someone he usually went to.

Her father smiled as he sat down across from her and took out a small Leviathan scale from his pocket.  He placed it on the table between them and activated it with a brush of his fingers.  “You don’t need to request an audience with him.  As things are, he will come see you soon.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “So soon?”

Her father let out a small scoff and smirked.  “Watching him hold court is like watching a child pretend to do his father’s job for a day,” he replied as he poured some cider from a carafe on the center table between him and Beks.  “He’ll nod.  Appears as if he’s listening, and will tell the court that he will review their concerns, but he hasn’t given any answers or firm opinions of his own, let alone announced any approvals.   Nobles are growing irritated and are starting to feel as if their words are falling on deaf ears.”

Beks frowned and narrowed her eyes.  If she didn’t know that there were important issues that needed to be dealt with and required immediate approval to be implemented, she wouldn’t be so upset.  Perhaps she would even enjoy the court’s criticism of Luther, however, the consequences of his inaction would make vulnerable citizens suffer.

“There were piles of pre-approved projects and requests that were on Laurence’s desk.  All Luther has to do is give them formal approval and submit it to court,” she said with a frown.

“Many nobles mentioned that and he claimed that he wanted do a secondary review so he understands the needs of the people.  A few nobles were very vocal about hurrying him, as some things can’t wait,” her father replied after a sip of his mug.  “Food is needed after flooding in the northern basin delayed the farming season.  A new batch of weapons ordered to replace aging ones should already be in production, but approval for implementation has yet to be given.  Repairs to roads, tax postponements to disaster-struck regions, and the like that shouldn’t need further review haven’t been addressed.”

Beks closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead.  “I don’t know what’s going through their mind.  The Third Consort should know that any delay would only make Luther look bad in front of the court.”

“The Third Consort wants his son to be productive and to do the work himself so others can’t accuse him of not knowing what he’s doing and relying on someone else,” the Duke said, referring to her as the ‘someone else’.  “The Third Consort is also completely focused on finding King Laurence right now, so guiding his son seems less of a priority.  He insists it is his responsibility as he is part of the royal family.”

“Is he trying to find Brother Laurence or hunting him and Lady Eleanor down?”

“I’m sure it’s the same thing.  He wants to do it all himself so he has control.  If they find the King or Lady Eleanor, who can step in to stop him from doing what he wants to them?”

Beks took a deep breath and leaned back against the sofa, her brows furrowed in thought.  At the moment, the Third Consort was focused on finding Laurence as a missing king was a dangerous variable.  She was confident that Laurence wouldn’t be caught, but she wasn’t so certain of what the Third Consort would do to her.

Having been identified as the Daughter with Dawn in Her Hair who was destined to bring the kingdom to prosperity should’ve guaranteed that she had value, and would be kept safe, as well as utilized, as she had been in the past.

But now, there was a new oracle who had already claimed she had been misidentified.  Her loyalty was clearly to Laurence to the point that the Third Consort suspected her. Luther was sleeping with another woman despite their engagement, and she was being visibly restrained from power.

Beks couldn’t help but be uncertain about her position, and considering that she was being kept away from the work she’d been doing for years, she was in an alarming situation.

At the same time, Luther needed her experience and expertise to get things done, otherwise the delay would anger the nobles and ministers.  She was still contemplating her options when, as her father said, Luther arrived.

He was a bit thinner with sunken eyes and looked stressed.

“Your Highness.” Beks stood up from where she was seated and lowered the copied notes on Great Oracle histories she’d been reading.  “Are you all right?  You look exhausted.”  She motioned for him to take a seat and Luther extended his hand to take hers.  She helped him sit down and then poured him some cider.  “Drink.”

He cupped the cup with both hands and gave her a thankful look.  “Thank you, Beks.”  He brought the cup to his lips and took a long drink before lowering his hands.  “How are you feeling?”

She gave him a wry smile.  “Still worried.  Has there been any word on Brother Laurence?”

He gave her a forlorn shake of his head.  “No, not yet.”

Her shoulders fell and she looked down, not bothering to show her disappointment.  “That’s what the guard said this afternoon.  I’m scared for him.”

Luther nodded and lowered his head, as well.  “I forgot how much work Brother did.  There is so much to do.  The papers on my desk have only increased.”

Beks inwardly snorted.  Was he complaining?  Didn’t he know what it meant to have Authority to Rule?  It wasn’t just power and glory, it was responsibility and work.

She nodded.  “That’s why I wanted to return to my duties.  I can’t sit around doing nothing.  All I’ll think about is Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor....  And I know you could use my help but....”  She softened her voice to appear hurt.  “Why did you ban me from entering the Gilded Palace?”

Luther shifted his eyes, avoiding hers.  “My father and I were worried that you could get another attack.  You’ve had more in the last few weeks than you had in the last year.  That can’t be good for your health,” he said.  He seemed to mean it as his eyes met hers.  “I restricted your entry so you could recover.”

Beks pursed her lips.  “How long do you plan to restrict me?  Only by working can I distract myself and put my mind at ease.  At the very least, I can do something for the people instead of worrying about whether or not Brother Laurence is getting the biha he needs or fretting over Lady Eleanor’s actions.”

“I understand that, Beks, but I also don’t want to depend on you too much.”

“Depending on me is why we’re engaged,” Beks reminded him.  “I am here to support you.”  She stressed the last sentence and could see the guilt on his face.  He looked away once more.

“My father is worried that if you continue to be so involved, I’ll become too dependent on you and won’t learn to rule on my own.  That will only damage my reputation and the governance of the kingdom.” He let out a heavy sigh and looked at her, beseeching.  “I know my knowledge is lacking, Beks.  I need to learn and do work on my own.  I don’t want to always trouble you.  You’ve done so much already.”

At the very least, Luther recognized that much.  However, her priority was to ensure that the kingdom didn’t fall apart yet.  She still had a chance to keep it running.  “Assisting the royal family is what I was brought up to do.  I can help you.”

Luther hesitated, appearing to weigh the situation in his mind.  After a few moments, he nodded and met her clear gaze.  “I don’t know where to start, Beks.  Even if it’s for a little while, can you help me?”

“As long as I can help the people, I will do what I can,” Beks told him solemnly.  His face lit up and he grasped her hands, squeezing them tightly.

“Thank you, Beks!  I’ll send proposals and documents here.  I’ll leave them to you to prepare the notations as you did in the past.  I will approve them once I review the notations.  When you’re done, summon a royal guard to bring the documents to me.”

Beks tilted her head to the side, but didn’t question aloud why she had to summon a guard instead of bringing the documents to him herself.  Was he still prohibiting her from entering the Gilded Palace?

“I am sure you’ll start to understand the proposals and be able to make your own conclusions for them soon,” she said with an empty smile.

“I’ll learn quickly.  Until then, I’ll depend on you!” He continued to give her words of reassurance as he stood up and made his way to the exit.  Beks remained standing and nodded until she saw him out.

“Are you really going to do all his work for him?” She turned around at the sound of a young voice coming from one of the stairwells.  Thad’s face was red and puffed up with anger as he walked out.  “If he can’t even approve projects that are ready after a week in power, how long is it going to take for him to actually use his Authority to Rule?”

“I’m not doing all his work for him,” Beks said as she walked back into the great hall and ruffled her younger brother’s hair as she passed.  “However, there are many projects that must be implemented as soon as possible, and I can get him started on what to look for.”

Thad scoffed and turned his head away.  “I don’t understand how he can be so ignorant of his duties.  You’re not a member of the royal family, yet you have more knowledge than he does to rule.”

“My training was Spartan compared to his,” Beks said.  “The Third Consort focused on raising him to be social and charismatic.”

“To make alliances with people over actual royal duties?” Thad asked.  “I thought those days were over.”

Beks let out a low breath.  He made a point; before the late Queen took power, the monarch’s power wasn’t as strong and there was too much dependence on outsiders.  Political alliances had taken over and it weakened the influence of the royal family, but kept other nobles strong.

“Even you understand that a weak central power is damaging to a country,” Beks said with some disappointment.  “I can’t abandon my duties yet.”

“What if they’re using you?” Thad asked with narrowed eyes.  “You shouldn’t trust them.”

“As long as I am able to keep my influence on governance and keep the kingdom running, then I will continue to do so.”

Thad wrinkled his face.  “What if you can’t?”

Beks looked at him as if considering such an option wasn’t plausible.  “Then, one way or another, I will take it back.”
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“What?” Beks looked up from her desk at the Old Tower.  Several piles of paper had numerous sheets wedged between their pages.  There were ink marks everywhere from where she’d written out notes, underlined passages, and broke down pros and cons.  For two weeks, she’d spent countless hours summarizing proposals and projects submitted by the court from the confines of her tower, expecting them to be processed, albeit slowly.  “He rejected the tax deferment?”

In order to track the progress of the proposals, her father attended every court meeting and kept her up to date on Luther’s responses.

Duke Caroline stood in front of her desk, as if he were his daughter’s subordinate, and gave her a wry smile.  “Tax deferment for the region devastated by wildfires earlier this year has been rejected.  Count Veritas argued that King Laurence had pre-approved it and wanted to know why it was suddenly rejected.”

“I would also like to know why it was suddenly rejected,” Beks replied with a frown.  There was no way the people in the devastated areas could pay the usual tax.  They simply did not have the goods or money to pay.  Arresting them was a waste of manpower and giving them fines on top of the taxes would make recovery much more difficult, if not impossible.

“Your fiancé told them that after discussing with you, you have suggested that deferment is unnecessary.”

“He’s blaming me?” Beks slammed her palms on to her desk as she shot up.  “I helped draft the proposal!”

“That is what Count Veritas said,” her father told her.  “He wants to resubmit the proposal, but Prince Luther has said that his decision is final.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “What else has he made his decision on?”

“Of the projects and proposals, you asked me to monitor, several popular ones have been approved.”

“All right.”

“To his credit.”

Beks clenched her jaw.  “What about the ones he has rejected?”

“To your credit.”

She clawed into the wooden surface of her desk.  “So, he is taking credit for things getting done, but anytime something is rejected, it is my fault?”  Her father nodded once.  “What other things has he rejected?”

“The weapons maintenance has been rejected, as the blacksmiths' sources are too expensive.  He said that you suggested they look for cheaper options.”

“The Black Mountain Foundry is considered a royal supplier and has been fixing and supplying several of our legions for the last twenty-five years.” Beks frowned.  “Not only are their prices competitive, but their quality is excellent.”

“Food to be sent as emergency relief to both the northern basin and the wildfire areas has been rejected.”

“On what grounds?” Beks frowned.

“There is not enough in the royal granary.”

“The royal granary has never been fuller!” If she hadn’t spent so much time working on the documents in front of her, she would’ve knocked them off her desk in a fury.  “Is he trying to undermine me?”

Since the first stack of proposals was brought to her, she’d gone from summarizing them and giving suggestions, to writing pros and cons, to ‘highly suggesting’ whether or not it should be approved because Luther kept returning them with additional questions that eventually boiled down to ‘should I approve this?’

He was never brilliant, but I didn’t expect him to be this stupid. Is he angering me on purpose?

Thus, she expected that he’d follow her suggestions.  She also didn’t expect him to take credit for approvals, but put the blame and the anger of nobles on her when it came to rejecting them.

“He is using you as a scapegoat.”

“That much is clear,” Beks said with a frown.  “Does he not understand that if I constantly take the blame, I’ll be shut out?”

“He may not have thought that far, but it’s very likely his father has,” Duke Caroline told her.  “He can’t deal with you right now and he knows his son is incapable and needs your help.  If you’re going to be involved, he might as well make you useful.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “I didn’t consent to be used by him.”

Her father took a deep breath.  “The nobles are restless and are pushing for Prince Luther to lift the order prohibiting us from leaving.  It’s been several weeks; he can’t keep it up.”

She raised her eyes to meet her father’s gaze.  “Are you going to leave?”

Duke Caroline held her eyes.  “With you.”  Beks let out a low breath as her arms hung at her sides.  Her father looked worried as he stepped forward. “Beks, what reason do you have to remain here if you can do nothing except be used to take the blame for the Fourth Prince’s failings.  You know what that will lead to.”

She grit her teeth.  She knew, but she’d been so invested.  Her entire life, she had a role to play and she was willing to do it for the sake of the kingdom and to mitigate the suffering of the people, which was the most important thing to her and the late Queen.  She didn’t want to give up if she still had a chance.

She closed her eyes.  “I should talk to Prince Luther.”

She gathered some of the documents, rounded the desk, and walked towards the door.  Her father stepped aside without question and didn’t follow as she headed out of the Old Tower.  She wanted to know what Luther was thinking and try to explain what would happen if she took all the blame.  Did she expect him to sit in the shadows her entire life and do his work for him while he received all the glory while any blame went to her?

That wasn’t an honorable position, that was servitude.  And what could she do in such a position?  Nothing.

Her eyes narrowed as she stepped outside.  The two royal guards stationed at the entrance of the Old Tower perked up as they saw her.

“My lady,” they greeted as they rushed after her.  “Where are you going?”

“There is an urgent proposal that must be addressed,” she said without looking back.  “I must speak to Prince Luther immediately.”

“My lady, I can take the document to him-”

“There is no time!  People are starving and this requires immediate implementation,” she said, turning around to glare at them and she stopped.  “Or do you want the deaths of small children on your hands?” The royal guards jerked their heads back and appeared surprised.  They hesitated and Beks softened her look.  “You should know that I would not break protocol unless there was an emergency,” she told them knowingly.  “I have always been devoted to ensuring the wellbeing of Kadmus’ people.”

Years of doing her duty well, and visibly, paid off.  Her reputation amongst the palace staff and royal guards was high, which was why even now, when she was confined, they didn’t make things too difficult for her.  Guards hadn’t so much raised their voices, let alone touched a hair on her.

The two nodded.  “I understand, my lady.”  One royal guard walked ahead of her and spoke to the royal guards stationed at the side entrance to the Gilded Palace.

She obtained access faster than she thought and headed for Laurence’s study out of habit.  She made it to the hall just before his study door when she stopped and shook her head.  Who would she talk to there with Laurence missing?

She turned and walked to Luther’s little used study, hoping that he’d be there.

The halls of the Gilded Palace were surprisingly sparse with guards.  Previously, they were stationed not only at entrances, but at major hall intersections, as well as the doors to rooms where a royal was inside of.

Her eyes narrowed as she slowed in front of Luther’s study.  The door was closed, but there were no guards.  For a moment, she wondered if he wasn’t there.  Her other option was to check his villa, but since she was already at his study, she decided to check.

She pushed the door open with several documents in one arm and heard a gasp as the door swung open.  Beks stood in place as unimpressed eyes settled on the two people on the other side of Luther’s frustratingly cleared desk.  Where was all his work?  Where were all the proposals and projects he was supposed to review?

Did he unload all of them on her?  She grit her teeth and barely restrained the anger on her face.  This useless piece of-

“Beks!” Luther urgently pushed off the young woman on his lap before standing up and attempting to shield her from Beks’ view by standing in front of her.  His face was flushed and his hair a bit in disarray.  The collar of his shirt was wrinkled and pulled.  “What are you doing here?”

Beks raised a brow, but didn’t bother to look at the new oracle that had nearly slid off his lap when she entered.  “Am I interrupting something?”

“No, no!”  Luther seemed to grow even redder as he focused on the documents in her arms.  “Beks, you needn’t trouble yourself to bring these here.  A guard could’ve carried them.”

Beks walked forward and then tossed the document pile onto his desk.  A resounding thud filled the room as the pages sprayed across his desk.

“I think we need to discuss some things, as you seem to have a lot of questions.”  Her voice was even and Luther shifted.

“Then, you should’ve had someone send for me to go to the Old Tower.  I could’ve come to you.”

Her full lips pulled into a sharp smile.  “Are you trying to keep me away from something?”

Luther’s heated face looked down and behind them, the new oracle tried to step forward.  “His Highness has been having headaches recently, my lady.  I’ve been trying to ease them.”

“With your mouth?”

“Beks!” Luther’s head shot up, horrified.  “That’s not-”

“Your Highness, I’m not blind,” Beks replied, her smile becoming almost amused as she watched them grow flustered.  “Time and time again, I’ve asked you not to do anything to diminish my influence so I can continue my work without question, and instead, you ban me from the Gilded Palace so you can have an affair with the new oracle.”

“I’m not having an affair!”

“My apologies.  Affairs are secret and you both are obviously doing this out in the open.”  Luther appeared to want to defend himself, but she cut him off.  “I’ve made notes on the documents you sent to me.  Please review them and if you plan to reject them despite my suggestions, don’t tell the nobles that they were rejected because of me.  I don’t think it’s fair for me to take the blame when they’re upset, but none of the credit when they’re not.”

Luther tensed.  His eyes were wide as he looked at the documents on the desk as the color drained from his face.

“Luther....”  The new oracle also paled as she leaned towards him.

Beks leaned in, as well.  “What’s the matter, Your Highness?” she asked in a melodic voice.  “Did you think I wouldn’t find out that you rejected tax deferment from a region struggling to recover after wildfires burned their crops and homes, dooming hundreds of people to suffer and then blamed it on me?”

“We...we cannot risk being in debt right now, when I’ve just taken power...” Luther’s voice was strained.  “Father said that you wouldn’t mind-”

“Since when has your father spoken for me?” Beks asked in a sharp voice.  Luther lifted his head and met her burning glare.  He drew his head back and appeared at a loss.  Beks took a deep breath as the anger melted away and was replaced with a telling numbness.  She stood up straight.  “When will the ban prohibiting nobles from leaving the city be lifted?”

Luther’s eyes crinkled up.  “The ban?”

“Many of the nobles only came to Kadmium from all over the kingdom for Brother Laurence’s coronation.  Because of the accident and his kidnapping, the coronation has been postponed indefinitely.  They need to return to their territories,” Beks said.  “If you won’t listen to anything else I suggest, at least listen to this and lift the ban.”

Luther still seemed to be searching for an answer to give her when muffled yelling could be heard from outside.  Beks looked over her shoulder just as the door was thrown open and two royal guards rushed.

“Your Highness!”

“Lady Rebecca!”

Beks reacted first and raised her arm to calm them.  “One at a time,” she said.  “What’s going on?”

“My lady, we just received word!  King Laurence has been found!”

The answer was so unexpected that Beks almost lost control of her face and allowed the surprise to come through instead of the relief.  That’s impossible.  At the moment, Laurence was on a ship.  It wasn’t even a ship traceable to Kadmus; it was a West Islands vessel.

Luther’s head snapped up and he took a sharp breath.  “They found my brother?”

“Luther!”  The Third Consort appeared at the doorway, flustered.  He opened his mouth but did a double take at Beks.  She could almost see that he wanted to ask her what she was doing there, but held back.  He instead looked back at Luther.

“Father, did you find him?”  Luther rounded his desk to get closer.  The Third Consort’s brows knit together and he paled.  He avoided Luther’s eyes and reached for the back of a chair to steady him.

“Luther....” he said in a breathless voice.

“Father?” Alarmed, Luther circled his father and helped him on to the seat.  “What’s wrong?  You found Brother Laurence.  Can you bring him back?”

The Third Consort swallowed hard.  “We can bring him back...but I’m afraid it’s too late.”

Beks narrowed her eyes and tried to remain calm.  “What do you mean?”  Her voice still trembled.

The Third Consort ignored her and looked up at his son.  “Laurence was found in a riverbed southeast, past the mountain range,” he said in an unsteady voice.  “Luther...Laurence is dead.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 12 - Once the Coronation is Over, I'm Leaving


                “Collapsing was your only option?  Was it too much trouble to fake another attack?”  Deo held his sister across his arms and brought her into her room after returning from town to find her being carried out of the Gilded Palace by one of the royal guards.

He shoved the pastries he’d bought for her to a servant, and ran through a flower bed to snatch her from the guard’s arms as Prince Luther hovered around, rambling about trying to wake her up.  Deo couldn’t help himself and yelled at him to summon a doctor to the Old Tower instead of trying to explain why he wasn’t at fault.

He didn’t bother to acknowledge the Fourth Prince’s pained expression as he carried Beks back.  He made it two steps before noticing her eye twitch and realizing that she hadn’t passed out.

He shouted for the guards to give them space and not to crowd around them as he brought Beks inside.  Their parents had been in the Great Room with their younger siblings when he barged in with Beks in his arms.

Before his parents could ask what happened, he said he was taking her upstairs and to wait for the doctor to arrive.  Despite his reassurance, their mother followed and rushed to check on Beks as soon as they reached the hall just outside of Beks’ room.  The Duchess had snapped her head back and frowned, hissing in a low voice that Beks had scared her for no reason.

Once inside Beks’ bedchamber, their mother closed the door and Deo unceremoniously dumped Beks on to her bed after questioning her.

“Pretending to have another attack is tiring.  Also, if it happens too much, they could become suspicious,” Beks replied as she laid on the bed, unmoving.  Her eyes opened and she squinted.  “The Third Consort surprised me.”

“What happened?” The Duchess asked as she stormed to Beks’ bedside and glowered.  “Your father said you’d gone to speak to Prince Luther and then you return like this?  What did that little nitwit say?”

“It wasn’t what he said.”  Beks pushed herself up into a seated position and slid her legs over the side of the bed.  “It’s not even what he was doing with the new oracle in his study.”

Both her brother and mother’s faces darkened.  Deo narrowed his eyes and clenched his hands.  “Does he still remember that you’re his fiancée?”

“What does it matter if he does?  Do you think that will stop him?” Beks said with a slight scoff.  “It wasn’t him.  It was the Third Consort.”  She met her eyes with a serious look.  “He claims that they’ve found Brother Laurence.”

“What?”  Her mother almost sounded disgusted at the very idea.  “That’s impossible.”

“I thought the same,” Beks said.  “But he said they found him southeast, in a riverbed on the other side of the mountains.”

The Duchess opened her mouth, but no words came out as disbelief filled her face.

Deo frowned.  “Southeast?  But isn’t he-”

“Wait a moment.  You said they found him in a riverbed?” The Duchess stiffened where he stood.  Her eyes narrowed.  “Did they say he was alive?”

At her words, Deo seemed to understand something.  His eyes widened and he looked towards his sister for an answer.  Beks drew her lips inward and slowly shook her head.

“It was such shocking news that I fainted.”

The Duchess looked down, as if unable to believe it.  “What is he doing?  Is he claiming the king is dead to keep his son on the throne?”  She muttered in Sagittater as she tried to wrap her mind around what was going on.

Before she could say anything more, a knock came from the door.  Beks immediately returned to bed and tilted her head to the side, feigning weakness.

“The doctor is here,” the Duke said.  “How is Beks?”  He pushed the door open and stood to the side to let one of the royal doctors in.

“Dr. Salvus,” Beks wheezed out.  “I’m sorry to bother you.”

“My lady, there is nothing to be sorry about.”  The old doctor came to her side and knelt down.  “How do you feel?”

“Winded...a bit dizzy.” She tried to roll to her side, but the doctor stopped her.

“Don’t get up.  Some oils will dispel the dizziness.”  After checking her face, eyes, and pulse, he rummaged through his bag for a small bottle capped with cork.  He took a piece of clean cloth and dropped some oil on to the cloth before giving it to her.

Beks brought it to her nose and could make out scents of lavender and peppermint.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “Thank you, Dr. Salvus.”

“Slow, even breathing, my lady,” he told her gently.  He gave her a pitiful expression and Beks could see genuine concern in his eyes.  Dr. Salvus had helped care of her and her health concerns since she was a child.  “Even though you’ve grown and your body is healthy, you are still prone to attacks that can damage your health if they are severe enough.  You must take better care of yourself, my lady.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

“I’m going to recommend she eat light foods tonight and some calming tea,” he said as he looked towards her parents and brother.

The Duke had his arm around the Duchess’ shoulders and nodded.  “Thank you for your help, Dr. Salvus.  We’ll make sure she eats light tonight and drinks some tea before bed.”

Her brother and mother also thanked him and Deo saw the old man out.  The door closed once more.  The Leviathan scale was activated as soon as it was shut and Beks looked up at her bed’s canopy.

“I didn’t expect the Third Consort to claim the king is dead so soon.”

“Yes,” her father agreed in a droll voice.  “Especially considering he’s at the Mouth of the Valley with our people right now.”

Beks closed her eyes and let out a small huff.  The Mouth of the Valley was a cavern in the mountains, in the inner regions of Sagittate.  It was where the river that cut through the Sacred Valley started by emerging from the cave.  It was considered another sacred spot, but also a biha-dense cavern.

Legend had it that ancient warriors trying to strengthen their biha abilities would retreat there.

“It’s only been three weeks since Brother Laurence was relocated,” Beks said with knitted brows.  “I didn’t think the Third Consort would make such a bold move.  His son doesn’t even have a proper handle on ruling yet.”

“The longer he has to search, the more troublesome it is,” the Duke replied.  “However, ‘finding’ the king means he has to bring the king home.”

“Wouldn’t his body be identifiable in that case?” Beks asked.  “We’d know it’s not Brother Laurence.”

“They found him in a riverbed, suggesting that he either drowned or his body was abandoned in the river,” her mother told her as she took a seat on a chair.  “Waterlogged bodies are difficult to properly identify visually.  They’d have to make a guess based on vague features, clothing, and other identifying marks.”

Beks frowned.  “Then, if they found someone who resembles Brother Laurence, dressed him in similar clothes he was last seen in, they could make such a claim?”

“We can only wait until the body returns, though I’d be prepared to fight to see the corpse,” the Duke said.

“The less people who see it, the better the chance of being passed as the king,” his wife added.  She looked at Beks.  “Did the Third Consort look at you when he said that they found the king’s body?”

Beks pursed her lips.  “I’m not sure.  I ‘fainted’ so soon and didn’t notice if he was watching me for a reaction.”  That was negligent on her part.  “The Fourth Prince couldn’t believe it and I heard the new oracle remind them about the body of water prophecy.  They didn’t say much else, as the Fourth Prince noticed I was on the ground and panicked.”

Her father sneered.  “Such concern....”

“It’s convenient that the decoy body was found in a riverbed,” the Duchess told them.  “The king never fell into the river and he didn’t die in the bathing pool, but his body was still found in water.”

“It’s as if the prophecy was determined to come true,” Beks said.  Then...does this mean the Temple had a hand in faking Laurence’s death, too?  She’d never heard of such a thing.  What would the Temple have to gain?  More validation for their new oracle?

“Yes, but simply because his body was found in a riverbed doesn’t mean that he drowned,” her father replied.

“They’ve been disparaging Eleanor since she left,” the Duchess told them.  “They could very well put the blame on her.  It’s well known that the King was already weak.  He wasn’t responding to clerics.  It’s possible that he could’ve died enroute and was abandoned.”

“She wouldn’t abandon him,” Beks said in a low voice as her eyes reddened.

Her mother looked towards her and let out a heavy sigh.  “What we believe, what we know, means nothing to them.  I’m certain they will link Laurence’s supposed death to the prophecy.”

Beks sneered.  “I don’t believe it.”

Her father raised a brow.  “You suspect that the new oracle lied?”

“No,” Beks said.  “It’s just that no one hates prophecies more than I do.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She’d heard Lady Eleanor be cursed and spoken of with such vitriol, that it took everything in Beks not to throw a few punches.  Many nobles and ministers had come to her to express their condolences knowing how close she was to Laurence.

“He loved you like his own.”

“Don’t be too sad, my lady.  His Majesty would not want you to suffer because of him.”

“I couldn’t believe that Lady Eleanor would betray him, could you?”

Of course, she couldn’t believe it.  Lady Eleanor would sooner take a sword through the chest than betray Laurence.  All Beks could do was refuse to wear mourning clothes and insist that her foster brother was still alive.  She looked like a madwoman.

She received an immense amount of pity and concern, even prompting Luther to try to convince her.

“I won’t believe it.  I won’t.” Beks shook her head from side to side and pulled away from him.  “I won’t believe it until I see him for myself!”

“Beks, I want to believe that Brother Laurence is still alive, too,” Luther choked out as he reached for her arms once more.  His eyes were red and swollen, his voice hoarse.  “I also want to believe....”  He shut his eyes and held back a cry.  “All my brothers are gone....”

His voice broke and he grabbed on to Beks’ arm, clutching it against him as he began to sob.  As his body rocked against hers and his hot breath and tears got through her sleeves, Beks pursed her lips into a slight frown and crinkled her eyes.  She’d forgotten during her ruse that Luther was just his father’s puppet on the throne and likely had no part in whatever plot the Third Consort made.

Luther tended to do whatever his father told him, but was loyal and highly respected Laurence.  He also couldn’t hide a conspiracy to incapacitate the king if his life depended on it, so the Third Consort wouldn’t tell him.

To Luther, Laurence’s death was very real.

A little guilt crept up and Beks leaned forward to wrap her arm around his back and give him comfort.  He believed his father’s words and that Laurence was dead.  In addition, the twins still hadn’t been found.  Their status was unknown.  Luther wasn’t very close to the twins, but he did think highly of them, often bragging that one brother was a military hero and the other a respectable priest.  Right now, he must’ve felt alone.  Comforting him was the most she could do for him considering they were on opposing sides, albeit in Luther’s case, unknowingly.

She looked up, past him and saw her brother’s lips curl up with distaste as he watched Luther sobbing in her arms.

“We’ll find the twins.  I also believe they’re alive,” Beks told him in a soft voice.  He nodded his head, but his grip on her tightened.

“They’re strong.  They always have been,” Luther wheezed.  “They must be alive.”

She stroked his back to calm him and loosened his hold.  He leaned against her and was quiet, as if relishing her familiar comfort despite the fact that he had been the one to come and try to comfort her.

“Beks.”  Her father’s voice came from the entrance and she looked towards him.  He wore a solemn expression on his face.  “They’ve brought him back.”

Despite knowing that the body wasn’t Laurence, she couldn’t help but tense up.  Her arm around Luther tightened as she swallowed hard.  “Where?”

“The infirmary courtyard.”

Her chest tightened and she shut her eyes.  It’s not Laurence.  It’s not Laurence.  Laurence is fine. He’s practically inside a biha spa right now, healing, and will be healthy and wake up soon. She took a deep breath and loosened her hold on Luther.

“I want to see him,” she said.

Luther lifted his head, pale.  “Beks....”

Her red eyes crinkled up.  “I need to see him.  If that’s really Brother Laurence, I want to see him with my own eyes!”

Luther clenched his jaw, as if unsure if he himself was willing to go.

“Beks, I’ll go with you.”  Deo stepped forward.  Beks released Luther and put his hands on his shoulders to push him back.

“Wait!” Luther’s eyes widened as she began to stand.

“I need to see him.”  Beks wore a determined expression as she stepped away.  She wanted to see the body the Third Consort brought to lie to them.  Deo followed behind her, shooting a glare at Luther before he and Beks left.

“Have you ever seen a waterlogged corpse before?” Deo asked.

“No.”

“It’s a gruesome sight.  Be prepared.”

“As long as it’s not Brother Laurence, I won’t be shaken.”

They walked around the Gilded Palace to get to the infirmary on the palace grounds.  It wasn’t far, as doctors were meant to get to the Gilded Palace quickly.  The two-story building was made of stone, old but well-kept.  Behind it, rather than a garden, was a walled courtyard.  Towards the back was a room carved with scripts to use biha to keep the interior chilled in order to slow decomposition and prevent too much odor.

This was, for lack of a better term, the palace’s morgue.

Beks had been there before, as she’d overseen the servants dress the late Queen for burial there.

When they reached the back gate to the court, royal guards who normally were not posted there stood on either side of the gate.

Her heart clenched and Beks found herself holding her breath as she took a step forward.  The two guards blocked the entrance.

“My apologies, my lady, but you are prohibited from entering.”

Her eyes sharpened.  “By whose order?”

“The Third Consort.”

She sneered.  “I do not submit to the Third Consort.  Make way.”

“My lady-”

“Step aside or I will make you.” Deo stood in front of his sister and swept his hand in front of the guards along with a flame threatening them.  The two guards tensed up, but didn’t move aside.

“Let her in!”  Beks looked over her shoulder and saw Luther approaching.  His eyes were still red and he looked at the two guards.  “I give her permission!”

Deo rolled his eyes and muttered under his breath.  “Of all the times he chooses to be useful.”

“Brother.”

The two guards glanced at each other and stepped back, clearing the way for them.  Beks swept past them and marched into the courtyard.  She ignored the doctors, attendants, and various strangers in the yard as she followed the dirt path to the room built against the back wall.

As she approached, she could feel the cold air coming from inside the open door.  She could feel eyes on her as she entered the room.  Her skin curdled at once in the chill air as the lanterns hanging above an elevated stone table illuminated a pale, bloated body half covered with a sheet.

She didn’t know what to expect.  Her mother said to expect bloating and discoloration.  She said that there was a good chance she wouldn’t be able to identify the body even if it was Laurence.

The dark-haired man on the table was the same height and may have been the same build when alive, but with no distinguishing features, how could they be sure?

But she knew this was a stranger.  If they accepted him, it meant Luther was the new king.  She clenched her fists.  “This isn’t my foster brother.”

Her hoarse voice filled the cold room and across from her, the two doctors looked up from where they were examining the body and gave her sympathetic looks.

“My lady, bodies found in water-”

“This isn’t my brother!” Beks shouted and shot them a glare.  She looked around the room and saw the Third Consort standing to one side, frowning.  “Who is this?  Where did you find him?  This isn’t Brother Laurence!”

The Third Consort didn’t bother to look at her and kept his eyes on the body.  “I understand that the lady is unwilling to believe it.  I am unwilling, as well, but this is indeed King Laurence.”

“How do you know?” Beks said.  She ignored Luther, who stumbled in behind her and gasped before being held up by a guard as his legs gave way beneath him.  “You can’t even make out his face!”

“My lady, he is wearing His Majesty’s ring,” one of the doctors said.  Beks followed his gaze to Laurence’s right hand, where a thick gold thumb ring was squeezed between flesh so swollen, it looked as if it were about to split open.

Beks shook her head.  “That could be anyone’s ring.”

“My lady-”

“And how do you know that he was wearing a ring when he was taken?” Beks demanded.  Laurence wasn’t wearing his ring when he was found in the bathing pool, as he removed it before he entered.

And if Lady Eleanor were in such a hurry to kidnap him, why would she stop to put his ring on his finger?  The ring itself carried no actual power.

“Beks....” Luther had stumbled to the corpse’s side and scrutinized the ring as if it were his last hope.  He paled and let out a choked cry.  “It is his ring.  Mother gifted it to him, as he was the Crown Prince.”

Beks shook his head. “Rings can be fake.  Rings can be stolen.”

Luther looked at her, pained, and shook his head.  “Beks....”

“How can you accept this so easily?” She almost shouted as she motioned to the body.  Didn’t Luther have any doubts?  She didn’t understand how one couldn’t in such a situation.  “Aside from the ring, what else is there that could prove he’s your brother?”

“Someone take Lady Rebecca out of the room!” The Third Consort pointed towards the door and Deo shot him a glare before pulling Beks towards the doorway while she made a scene.

“Father, how do we deal with the preparations for Brother?” Luther stood languidly by the table, appearing as if he’d taken several blows and had his soul snatched out of him.  His eyes crinkled up and his lip trembled.  “We’re not ready...he wasn’t supposed to leave us so soon.”

“Luther.” The Third Consort softened his voice as he rounded the table to embrace his son.  “I understand that this is difficult, but we must make the preparations to bury him soon.”

“Neither the sarcophagus nor the burial chamber has yet to be prepared!  You can’t bury him!” Beks shouted, fighting against her brother to remain.

Luther looked at her and nodded.  “Beks is right.  We’re not prepared for another royal burial.”

“Then for now, we will shroud the body in the catacombs while a sarcophagus is prepared and a burial chamber unsealed.  When they’re ready, we will go through the official burial procedures befitting a monarch,” the Third Consort told him.

Luther nodded his head numbly.  “Yes...Yes, it’s only right to wait until we can give Brother Laurence a proper burial.”

“The kingdom is reeling from the King’s accident and then kidnapping,” the Third Consort said as he looked at the body.  “No one expected any of this.  When we announce that he has passed, especially so soon after your mother....”  He trailed off and bit his lips as he turned his head to the side.  “Luther, you must have your coronation.”

For a moment, Beks was so surprised she stopped struggling.  Her eyes went wide as she looked at the Third Consort as if he’d lost his mind.  They just claimed to find the king dead and he wanted his son to have a coronation?  Was he crazy?

“Father, Brother Laurence just died!”  Even Luther pulled away from his father’s embrace and stumbled back.

“The kingdom needs to be reassured!  We’ve just lost our queen and now, our king,” The Third Consort said in a desperate voice.  “If we don’t show that the royal family is stable; that the kingdom has a ruler, then we’re only inviting threats from enemies!”

Luther looked hesitant, but seemed to understand what his father was saying.  “But...before we bury Brother Laurence?”

“Luther,” his father said, giving him a firm look.  “We don’t have a choice.  We need to stabilize royal power.”

This is absolutely ridiculous.  I can’t believe this is happening.  Beks stood in place, her eyes dull and her mouth almost agape as she listened to the father and son speak across the room.  Surely, Luther won’t agree.

“Then when?” Luther asked.  “Can we at least put Brother in the catacombs to rest while the entombment preparations are being made?”

You disappointing turnip!

“We’ll do so first.  It isn’t fitting for the dead to remain in such a state,” his father replied.  He took a deep breath.  “The preparations for the late King’s coronation have been made.”

Beks snapped her head towards him and narrowed her eyes.  “You want to make King Laurence’s coronation Prince Luther’s?” Her voice had dropped and she couldn’t help the disgust.

“Beks, we don’t have much choice if we are going to have a coronation so suddenly.”  Luther seemed helpless.

He wasn’t the only one.

Beks stared at him for a moment, reviewing her situation wordlessly and coming to a conclusion that she feared.  Without Laurence, she didn’t have political backing, and no matter what work she did to try to support the kingdom, no matter what she did to support Luther, she would only be used as, at best, a prop, or at worst, a scapegoat.

I tried, Foster Mother.  I tried...but this isn’t going to work.  She took a deep breath.  “All right,” she said with a small nod of her head.  “Do what you want.  Bury a stranger in the royal catacombs and usurp your brother’s throne.”

Luther paled at once and was shaken.  “I’m...I’m not-”

“Lady Rebecca, you are out of line!  Simply because you cannot accept the King’s passing doesn’t mean that the kingdom comes to a standstill!” the Third Consort shouted.

“There is no use talking to you any further,” Beks said as she pulled herself out of her brother’s arms and straightened up.  “I refuse to acknowledge this poor man’s corpse as the King’s.  There is no law that prohibits me from doing so.” She took a step back and sent Luther a scathing glare.  “And I would know, wouldn’t I?”

She turned around and walked out.  She could hear Luther calling for her and heard her brother tell him it’s best to leave her alone for the moment as she was ‘grieving’.

Deo caught up with her when she reached the walkway back to the Old Tower.

“You’re going to end it?”

“Yes,” Beks said without looking back.  “I want to speak to Mom and Dad.  Once the coronation concludes, I will leave with you.”  Her eyes narrowed.  “It’s been a long time since I’ve gone home.”
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She would be lying if she didn’t find some vindictive joy in watching the palace staff, Luther, and the Third Consort struggle to put together a proper coronation in such short notice.  Even with all the resources prepared for Laurence’s coronation being used, there were hundreds of small details that required attention.

Everything from who could do what in the ceremony, what flowers could be used, what banners should be displayed, what ceremonial items were needed, where they were, and did they need to be cleaned before use were small details that weren’t noted, as she had taken care of them.

This had set back the date of the coronation for another two weeks after the initial date the Third Consort wanted.

Beks sat in the great hall of the Old Tower, looking over the chessboard as Thad sat across from her, glaring at the same board as if it had wronged him.  Wrath was sitting on some floor cushions with a book on rare beasts on her lap.

“You should move the queen.”  The little girl glanced up and then looked back at her book.

“It’s too early to move the queen,” Thad said, distracted.

Beks didn’t comment, preferring to allow her brother to make his own decision.  Wrath let out a small snort and turned the page on to a horned serpent.  “You can lose if you want.”

Beks cracked a small smile.

Since she left Luther and the Third Consort along with their faux king corpse, she’d shut herself up in the Old Tower, refusing to see anyone.  Word was spread that she was grieving and unable to accept Laurence’s death, as well as Lady Eleanor’s betrayal.

Her father had told his peers with much distress that Beks saw them as her family and felt it was all moving too quickly.  It was so bad; she couldn’t even review the proposals and projects that she used to.  This effectively distanced her from any decision Luther made.

It also put Luther in a difficult place trying to figure out whether or not to grant approval to courtiers’ requests.  How could he focus on his coronation when he was digging through books of law and policy for guidance?  It affected his time with the new oracle, as well, as he didn’t have a moment to spare while bombarded with work.

Luther had come to the Old Tower at least twice to try to seek assistance, but Deo had intercepted him and reminded him of Beks’ pain, causing Luther to turn back to try to solve problems by himself.

Under past circumstances, Beks would have saved him for the sake of the kingdom, but she’d given up on him.

“Let him struggle,” she had said.  “If the kingdom suffers, it’s by his hand.  Not mine.”

The announcement of Luther’s coronation wasn’t a shock to anyone, as after several weeks, hope of finding Laurence alive had diminished.  What was surprising was that the coronation was happening so soon.

It was enough to make nobles even more uncomfortable.  After all, Laurence’s coronation was to take place a few months after the late Queen’s death.  Luther’s coronation was taking place less than a month after Laurence’s supposed death.

Which was another problem.  Beks had Nexus spread the rumor that the body brought back was fake.  Within a few days, the entire capital wasn’t convinced, which then affected the opinions of the nobles and ministers, which in turn, frustrated the Third Consort.

A few nobles had voiced their opinions in having a coronation so soon and also questioned the validity of the corpse’s identity.

The chaos amused the Carolines to no end, and her parents and brother often returned to the Old Tower to laugh about it.  It was one of the few things that brought them joy while they were prohibited from leaving the capital.

“They’re lifting the ban that keeps us here.”  Her father strode into the great room and looked over the trio around the table.  He craned his neck.  “You should move the queen.”

Thad looked up and gave his father an annoyed look.

Beks glanced at her father.  “When will the ban be lifted?” She’d have to prepare to leave, including resealing some of the workmen's tunnels and figuring out how to smuggle Laurence’s gold plats with her.

“After the coronation,” her father said as he took a seat, leaned back, and crossed his legs.  “The court is displeased with the sudden coronation, so to placate them, the Fourth Prince said that all nobles residing outside the city will be allowed to leave the day after.  Now, the court can’t wait for the coronation.”

Beks sneered.  “The Fourth Prince and his father need approval.”

“The Five Houses, including myself, have remained neutral through this and haven’t voiced approval or displeasure.  The Benevolent House and the Valorous House both want to return to their duchies.  They don’t think the change of monarch will affect them much,” her father replied.

“Then once the coronation is over, we’ll leave,” Beks said without any fluctuation in her voice.  “We should make the travel preparations now.”

“Your brother will arrange it, though I worry that they won’t let you leave so easily.”

Beks let out a bitter laugh.  “I’m sure they can’t wait to see me leave.  The Third Consort has always hated me.  The Fourth Prince has his oracle; what does he need me for?”

“It’s good you know,” Wrath said from her seat.  Beks looked at her and raised a brow.  “I wouldn’t have stayed if my fiancé was having an affair.”  She sounded short of calling her sister an idiot, but Beks didn’t admonish her.

She agreed.

Beks let out a tired breath.  “If our engagement were normal, I wouldn’t have.  I wanted to stay for the kingdom, but I have no place here.  I’d just waste my time and effort, which can be better used elsewhere.”

“I’m excited that you’ll go home with us,” Thad said as he finally moved a piece on the board.  “You left when you were three, so you haven’t gotten a chance to travel around Sagittate.  There are so many things you should see.  We have a lot of waterfalls, geysers, and food we can’t get here.”

“Why limit her to Sagittate?” their father said with a warm smile.  “Why don’t we travel around a bit?  See other places.  Perhaps visit the West Islands, where your mother is from.”

Beks’ expression softened at the thought of traveling around with her family.  It would take time for Laurence to recover and she could assist him to take back the throne then, but a few months, perhaps even a year, of exploring with her family wasn’t a bad idea.

She looked at her two younger siblings.  Thad had been rather open with her, but she still felt that Wrath didn’t want to get too close to her.  She’d like to bond with them more since she’d missed their entire lives so far.

“I’d like to do that,” Beks said as she picked up a piece from the board.  “I haven’t left the city since I arrived.”  She placed the piece down and Thad’s face dropped.  “I win.”

Wrath looked at her brother, gloating.  “I told you to move your queen.”

“Shut-”

“Do you want to play a round with me, Wrath?” Beks asked her sister in a gentle voice.  Wrath turned her head away, appearing to avoid her eyes.

“I don’t want to play with you,” the child replied quickly and re-immersed herself in the book.  Beks let out a disappointed sigh.  Perhaps she needed to find something else to bond with Wrath.

“Beks,” a woman’s voice called from the stairs leading down to the entry way.  She looked across the room as her father and brother stood up at the appearance of the Duchess.  Her lips were drawn into a tight line and her eyes were narrowed.  It looked like she had bad news.  “The Fourth Prince is outside and wants to speak to you.”

Beks frowned, as well.

Thad turned to look at her.  “You’re not going, are you?”

“Did he say what he wants?” Beks asked.

“I don’t know, but he’s with a servant holding a large box.”

“Perhaps it’s a pastry to win you over,” Thad said.

Beks narrowed her eyes and stood up.  “I’d like to see what he’s selling.”  She walked past her father and her mother stepped aside to let her down the stairs.

She emerged from the entrance to the Old Tower and stopped at the top of the stairs.  Luther was standing in the yard, on the walkway, looking a bit out of place as a servant stood behind him holding a wide, flat box in his arms.  Two royal guards stood just behind the servant.

Beks lifted her chin and made her way down the stairs.  Luther’s head snapped up and he stood to attention as he saw her.  Relief filled his face as he gave her a small bow of his head.

“Beks, you came to see me,” he said as he smiled.

“You came to me first,” Beks replied.  “What are you doing here, Your Highness?”

He didn’t seem troubled by her question and took a step forward.  “The coronation is in a few days and I’m hoping you’ll be there.”

Her family was required to attend as a matter of protocol, as were other nobles.  “I will be present.”

Hearing her confirmation seemed to put him at ease.  His gaze softened, appearing almost nostalgic.  “I know you don’t approve of my coronation happening so soon, but, as a matter of solidarity, I know you will support me at that time.”  She didn’t voice her agreement, but offered him a small nod of acknowledgment.  Encouraged, he continued.  “You’ve been grieving for my brother and hadn’t had time to prepare, so I’ve brought you a gift.”

He stepped to the side and motioned for the servant to come forward.  Beks turned his gazes towards the servant proudly holding the box.  “A gift?”  A bribe?

“As my fiancé, many eyes will be on you,” he said.  “I bought you a dress!”  Luther’s face was filled with excitement and pride as he lifted the lid off the box to reveal soft, white fabric embroidered with lace.  She could see orange crystals making flower shapes sewn onto a portion.  It was an easy matter for him to get her measurements, as they were recorded with the royal tailor, so she knew it would fit.

“This is unexpected,” she said, keeping her voice even.

Luther was smiling from ear to ear, used to her calm responses.  “I thought about all the dresses you usually wear and had one made in a similar style so you’ll feel comfortable wearing it.  I also had pockets sewn in.”  He gave her a lopsided smile.  “I know you like pockets in your dresses.”

She smiled a bit in return.  “Thank you for remembering.”  Luther flushed.  He looked down, almost shy before looking back up to meet her gaze.

“I am grateful for everything you’ve done, Beks.  And I’m sorry for having disappointed you,” he told her, straightening his shoulders.  “I will work harder to become a suitable king.  I’ve spoken to my father and told him that you won’t be used as a tool for my reign.”

Beks nodded.  “Your mother bled to keep the kingdom from being squandered and ruined.  It is now in your hands.”

Luther bowed his head and took the box from the servant. He held it out in front of Beks like an offering.  She didn’t give him any trouble, and accepted it with a small bow of her own.

“I won’t disappoint you.”

She didn’t know how to tell him that he’d done so already.  She didn’t answer, instead giving him a curtsy and turning around with the box in her arms.  She had already planned what to wear for the coronation ceremony, but had no problem wearing the new dress.

When she returned to the great room, her parents asked her what was in the box and Beks opened it to show them.  Her mother was examining the dress when Deo arrived and narrowed his eyes.

“Did he send you jewelry, too?” he asked in a voice as his gray eyes glared at the dress, as if it offended him.

Beks shook her head.  “No, why?”

Deo ground his teeth together.  He lifted up a pocket watch from his inner pocket.  Deo was gone most of the day to gather news from around town and to pick up a watch that he’d forgotten to put away and broke during training with their father.

“My watch was finally repaired at the jeweler.  While I was waiting for them to retrieve it this morning, a royal servant was picking up women’s jewelry.”

Beks didn’t bat an eye, nor did she suggest that it could’ve been a misunderstanding.  “It’s probably for the oracle.”

She checked the quality of the embroidery of the dress, but could feel the eyes of her family members boring into her.

“You’re fine with this?” her mother asked.

“Rather than being ‘fine’, I feel unbothered,” Beks said.  She began to gather the dress and put it back into the box.

“Perhaps the jewelry is for you, but he hasn’t brought it yet,” Thad told her.  She smiled and touched his head, knowing he was trying to comfort her.

“Thank you, Thad, but we both know it isn’t,” she said with a slight smile.  She took the box from her mother.  “I’m disappointed, but I’m not sad.”

Wrath scowled as Beks walked towards the stairs.  “You shouldn’t even be disappointed.”

She paused.  Her lips curled into a wry smile and she nodded.  “You’re right...I shouldn’t be.”

She wasn’t disappointed when she tried on the dress.  As expected, it fit and was almost a replica of her everyday dresses except there was more lace and crystal.

She wasn’t disappointed when she dug out old jewelry to wear.  She had plenty that she wore exclusively to royal events at the Gilded Palace.

She wasn’t disappointed when she realized the tiara she’d been given at fifteen had broken a few gemstones off.  Beks had laughed when she opened the case and saw two pearls and a smoky diamond had fallen onto the velvet lining.  It was as if she wasn’t fit to wear it.

Aside from wearing more ostentatious jewelry and a shimmery new dress, Beks didn’t think she differed much from how she usually dressed as she looked in the mirror.  In the past, royal events involved servants doing her hair in elaborate styles, decorating it with expensive hair ornaments.  Her dresses were twice as fancy and following the latest capital trends.

In the past, she looked like a princess.

“You look beautiful, my dear,” her mother said with a warm smile as she stood at the doorway and looked inside.

Beks smiled and turned to face her.  “You don’t think it’s too simple?”

Her mother was wearing the gown she’d brought for Laurence’s coronation, though significantly less jewelry than she originally planned.  She wore a purple sash across her body to represent her status as a duchess and matched the sash across the Duke’s chest, which had several medals and pins on it.

The Duchess shook her head.  “You should wear the clothes and accessories.  The clothes and accessories should not wear you,” she said as she walked into the room.  She lifted her hand and stroked back Beks’ long, orange bangs.  “Are you sure you don’t want to put your hair up?”

“The less elaborate it is, the less I have to deal with it at the end of the night,” Beks replied.  “As soon as it’s over, the ban is lifted and we can leave.  I don’t want to stay here anymore, Mom.”

She saw a flash of heartbreak in her mother’s eyes before the Duchess nodded her head and leaned forward, kissing Bek’s forehead.  “You will be free soon.”

“Are you ready to go?” Deo asked from the doorway.

Beks looked past their mother and nodded.  She touched the large pocket sewn into her dress where a neatly folded royal order was being kept.  “I’m ready.”

The family of five was escorted out of the Old Tower by a set of royal guards in their formal uniforms.  The coronation happened at the church on the palace grounds, where most religious services took place.  From the front of the Gilded Palace, the pathway had been decorated with flowers and banners along the walkway.

The orange carpet that should’ve been laid out along the path hadn’t been rolled out and the pedestals with the statues of popular and successful monarchs of the past hadn’t been set up to line the pathway.  They were supposed to be placed there to remind the new monarch that the weight of succession was on his shoulders.

Guests were arriving for the coronation along with them and, outside of the royal family, guests entered the church and the reception by rank.

“It looks like we’re waiting on the Valorous House of Enidmore,” she heard her father whisper as they arrived.  He immediately put on a jovial smile as they reached their peers.  “I was worried we’d be the last ones to arrive when we’re staying on the grounds!  I have to thank Philip when I see him.”

The other ducal heads laughed and welcomed the family.  Deo and their mother were able to slip into conversation with the children and spouses, while Wrath seemed distracted with the decorated plaza in front of the church where they were waiting.  Thad stood beside Beks and she felt him hold her hand.

“Are you all right?” he whispered.

Beks softened her gaze at her youngest brother.  “I am with my family.  I am all right,” she told him.

“I apologize!” A voice boomed from behind them and they saw a middle-aged man with a bald head rushing forward with his wife and son.  “We may get to enter first here, but not at the palace gates!”

“Are you really blaming it on traffic, Philip?” Duchess Latana asked with a raised brow.

“I’m just not used to Kadmium traffic.  The east isn’t as busy and doesn’t have a thousand carriages on one street,” Duke Enidmore huffed.

“Your Graces, now that you have all arrived, we can seat you.”  A uniformed attendant approached them and they quickly organized themselves into pairs, by family, and in order of oldest to youngest house.  The houses rarely saw each other in person, but they knew how to function as a group.

The Noble House of Caroline was fourth in line.

The Duke and Duchess headed each family and their children followed behind them, youngest to eldest in pairs.  Beks stood behind Thad and next to Deo.

She could smell the incense from the church before they entered.  She could hear the bells ring signaling the beginning of the procession.  In the plaza, various nobles and their partners were organized according to rank and then seniority by attendants.  Unlike the Five Houses, whose immediate families were required to attend, only the reigning noble, their spouse, and their heir could come.

For marches and counties, the heir could bring their spouse if they had one.

Beks held her chin up as they walked past the groups standing around them, gawking.  She’d entered that church hundreds of times, but this time, there was a sense of distance she’d never felt before.

Her family was seated close to the altar, where a large ceremonial throne had been placed and draped with orange fabric.  Her eyes crinkled up.

That was the throne for a reigning monarch to sit on when someone in their family got married, not the throne for the coronation, which was larger, heavier, and had stone plaques embedded in the hardwood.

It’s not as if anyone will notice.  I doubt people will know the difference.

“Why are they using the marriage throne?” Duchess Latana said with a dissatisfied sneer from in front of them.

“Perhaps the coronation throne was damaged,” Duchess Seneca replied.

“Then what’s the use of having royal artisans?” Duke Seneca whispered back.

Beks drew her lips inward.  Never mind.

“They’re also missing the row of monarchs,” Duke Dumott added.

Her father smirked.  “It’s almost as if they rushed this entire fiasco.”  A few of his peers held back their muffled chuckles.

Her mother elbowed her father and cast him a silencing look.  The church quickly filled up.  When the guests were being seated, they weren’t announced, but they would be at the reception.

When the room was packed full, the bells in the bell tower rang once more.  A man’s voice shouted from the back of the church and the guests looked back.  The High Priest of Kadmium led the procession down the aisle with two rows of priests, a pair of priestesses, all holding ceremonial objects.

Then came the Third Consort dressed in what was likely new clothes.  He wore his royal circlet and had an air of confidence about him.  Any additional immediate family members should’ve been next, to come before the new king to be seated.

Instead, it was Oracle Elpidah.

Beks raised a brow.  So that’s why I didn’t see her seated....  The new oracle was dressed in a somewhat fancier version of her robes, as was customary, but instead of a gold wreath around her head as was fitting of an oracle, she wore a glimmering tiara.  A choker was around her slender neck that matched the tiara, and gauntlets that appeared part of the set had replaced gold bangles on here wrists.

According to what Beks read of oracles, the gold wreath was considered an oracle’s crown.  It was a symbol of their ancient, honored position and they were to wear it at all formal events, including the royal events of different countries.

Tiaras were for royal princesses or future princesses.

Luther, in formal robes and a fur lined cloak that trailed two paces behind him, was ignored upon the sight of the oracle’s tiara.  Beks could feel and see curious gazes directed towards her.

Wasn’t Rebecca of Caroline the Fourth Prince’s fiancée?

Why wasn’t she part of the procession?

Why wasn’t she wearing a tiara?

The hour-long ceremony went as normal.  Prayers, oaths, ceremonial dressing, and blessings happened as planned.  Beks watched it all with impassive eyes, as if the most important thing happening in the kingdom at the moment had nothing to do with her.

As the new king raised his scepter into the air to give his final vow, his eyes caught Beks and she saw him falter, as if doing a double take.  He was able to recover quickly and unless someone was watching his eyes, they wouldn’t have noticed.

The ceremony concluded and they exited the church in the same order they entered.  The royal family was ushered off somewhere to rest before the reception, but as Beks stepped out of the church, a servant familiar to her rushed to her side.

This particular young man was close to Prince - no, King Luther.  Beks frowned.  She didn’t want to call him that.

“My lady, His Majesty wishes to speak to you,” the young man told her.

“Right now?” Beks asked.  The young man nodded and she looked towards her parents.  She could see that her brothers didn’t want to let her go, but she gave them a small, comforting nod.  “I’ll see you inside.”

She followed the young man into the Gilded Palace and into one of the spare parlors.  Luther was standing, having the heavy regalia removed so he could attend the reception more comfortably.  As soon as he saw her, he rushed over, ignoring the servant trying to remove his cloak.

“Beks, why aren’t you wearing your tiara?” he said as he reached for her hands.  In the past, she’d raise her hands automatically so he could grasp them, but this time, she kept her arms at her side.

“It’s broken.  Two of the pearls and the center stone broke off.  It looks like the prongs snapped,” she said, matter of fact.

He looked alarmed.  “Why didn’t you tell me?  I would’ve gotten you another one!”

“It was too late by the time I inspected the tiara,” Beks replied.  That wasn’t a lie.  She’d only checked on that tiara an hour before the ceremony.  It seemed she’d forgotten about it.  “It’s nothing to worry about.”

He let out a heavy breath and shook his head, despondent.  “Everyone will wonder why you’re not wearing it.”

“I have a good reason not to,” Beks said with a slight chuckle.  “It’s all right, Your Majesty-”

“Luther!” The door opened once more and the bright, flushed face of the oracle appeared at the door.  She slowed to a stop, her brilliant smile fading a bit as she saw them standing so close together.  “Did I interrupt?”

Before Luther could answer, Beks smiled at her and shook her head.  “Not at all.  He only had a question on an important ceremonial detail,” she said.  She looked back at Luther, still smiling.  “Don’t worry, Your Majesty.  It won’t be noticed.”  She bowed her head and stepped back to give him a curtsy.  “I will see you at the reception.”

She stepped back and walked past the oracle, giving her a pleasant smile as she walked out.  Luther didn’t have a chance to stop her.

At the reception in the freshly decorated Grand Hall of the Gilded Palace, Beks found her family waiting for her.  Before they could ask if she was all right, she waved her hand and assured them everything was fine.  She had some joy on her face, so her family didn’t push for more.

She took a glass of wine and stood beside her brother as her parents chatted with other nobles.  Then, trumpets sounded from the entrance.  All eyes turned to the double doors as chatter stopped in an instant.  The Third Consort, who stood just to the side with members of his family, stood up straight with pride.

“His Royal Majesty King Luther Walter dun Kadmus!”  The vice-chamberlain’s voice filled the room stuffed with people.

A couple appeared at the entrance and before they even set foot in the Grand Hall, guests began to murmur.

“Is he stupid?” she heard Wrath say under her breath.

Beks lowered her head and smiled.  “You have no idea.”

On Luther’s arm, in the position where it was expected she was supposed to be, was the oracle.  The beaming young woman happily walked beside Luther as they entered, giving everyone around them smiles despite the looks of confusion and, in some cases, aghast.  The applause and cheers that they must’ve expected didn’t come the way they thought.

They weren’t overwhelmed with the guests’ welcome.  The confusion and disapproval were palatable.

“Did you know this would happen?” Deo whispered in Beks ear.

“No matter what they think of his affair, I am still his official fiancée and the well-known Daughter with Dawn in Her Hair,” Beks whispered back.  “I had a guess.”

The oracle’s smile faltered as they stopped in the center of the room.  People stared unabashed and continued to whisper amongst themselves.  Even the Third Consort, red-faced, looked as if his eyes were about to bulge out.  At a time like this, the correct escort would’ve been the woman Luther’s mother chose from him - Beks.

Luther took a deep breath and stepped forward.  “Esteemed ladies and gentlemen, my honored guests, I have an announcement!”  Beks’ heart began to quicken with excitement.  “As the King of Kadmus, I have decided to take both a Wife of Choice and a Wife of Convenience.”

Beks screamed internally.  Was having two spouses for the ruling monarch unheard of?  No.  Was announcing taking a Spouse of Choice before one was married to the Spouse of Convenience unheard of?  A hundred times yes.

She could already see the more conservative, older members of the court balk at Luther’s announcement, but he didn’t stop.  He didn’t seem to understand that this was an incredible public affront to her.

“For my Wife of Choice, I have proposed to Oracle Iris Elpidah,” he said, casting the young woman an affectionate look.  “And for my most honored Wife of Convenience, whom the kingdom cherishes and to whom I have the utmost respect, I will have my fiancée, Lady Rebecca of Caroline!”

No amount of flowery words praising her would ever be enough.

He searched the crowds for her and found her with her family, her head held up and back straight, appearing proud and regal like a proper future queen should’ve.  His smile widened and he extended his hand to her.

Beks’ smile also widened.

“I, Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline, eldest daughter of the Duke of Caroline, formally break my engagement to King Luther Walter dun Kadmus,” she said as she reached into her pocket and took out the neatly folded parchment.  “By Royal Order of King Laurence Thomas dun Kadmus.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 13 - You Really Dodged an Arrow


                From the wide-eyed, almost slack jawed fallen expression on Luther’s pale face, it was obvious that he never expected her to respond.  He stood in place, frozen for a moment as the Grand Hall went so quiet that Beks could hear Luther’s sharp inhale.

His eyes crinkled up as his voice shook.  “What...what did you say?”

Beks held open the royal order for the guests to see.  “I, Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline, eldest daughter of the Duke of Caroline, formally break my engagement to King Luther Walter dun Kadmus by Royal Order of King Laurence Thomas dun Kadmus.”  Her voice was steady, as if reading any regular proclamation that didn’t concern her directly.

But each word that came from her mouth seemed to stab at Luther and he staggered back.  The disbelief on his face deepened before he shook his head.  “No..., no you wouldn’t.”  He seemed to shake himself from his stupor and closed the few paces between the two of them.  No one stood in his way and Beks didn’t resist when he grabbed the royal order.

She could almost see him trying to convince himself it wasn’t real as his hands grasped the sides of the parchment and trembled.  As his face darkened and his breathing grew uneven, she was sure he’d try to rip the royal order if a special woven fabric hadn’t been used.

“The date is listed on the upper right-hand corner, just below the royal order number,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.  “If you check the royal order records, this date and number will match.”

She knew it would because she had already checked.  A record book documenting all royal orders was prepared for each new monarch while they were still the crowned heir.  They would begin to use their record book upon the death or abdication of their predecessor.  The original record book was kept with the monarch in their study, but every month, it would be checked and copied by royal scribes so that the royal orders could be referenced by the courtiers and public.

Laurence had just become King and hadn’t made many orders, so no one had thought to make the copy yet.  Then there was the chaos of Laurence’s accident and kidnapping.  The record book was forgotten.

The Third Consort reached them and snatched the royal order from Luther’s hands.  His eyes scanned the document and his jaw clenched.  With his hands still gripping it, he turned towards the entrance.  “Vice Chamberlain!  Check the late King’s royal order records!”

Pulling himself out of his stupor, the Vice Chamberlain nodded and ran out the door.

Luther looked at Beks filled with disbelief and hurt.  “Are you serious?  You want to break off our engagement?”  She remained standing firm and gave him a nod.  His eyes reddened as he choked out.  “Why?”

It’s fairly obvious?  I knew you weren’t the most attentive person, but this is borderline delusional.  Beks tried to keep a straight face so as not to give him a dumbfounded reaction at his ignorance.  Didn’t he notice nearly everyone in the room looking at him as if he were an idiot?

Even if they didn’t know about her efforts being in vain, or her frustration and resentment that the power she was trying to use to not only keep the kingdom functioning, but improve it, was severely weakened, if not taken away, rendering her ineffective after twenty years of training, then they could at least understand if she was upset that Luther showed her immense disrespect by naming a Wife of Choice before he married a Wife of Convenience.

What was worse was that only the King or Queen was allotted two spouses.  With three older brothers, most people didn’t think Luther would one day become king, at least until not recently.  This meant that Beks never thought she would be given the title of Wife of Convenience and have to share her husband.

While she wasn’t as stunned as the other guests in the room, it didn’t mean Luther’s ignorance wasn’t shocking.

Beks didn’t answer him and remained standing in place.  Guests had begun to whisper amongst themselves as gazes lingered on her, Luther, and the new oracle.  Beks looked at the other woman, as well.  From the histories she’d read on oracles, marriage wasn’t completely out of the question, but it was exceedingly rare.

Many Great Oracles had lovers, but a marriage could be used to control them, so the Temple was hesitant to grant them.  Of the marriages Beks read about, they’d all been with common men and women; never a royal.

Which made her wonder if the Temple would allow the new oracle to even marry Luther, as then her interests would be inevitably tied to Kadmus’ interests, which could become a problem for the Temple.

As her mind was questioning the possible outcome of her now ex-fiancé’s marriage, the Third Consort scowled at Beks as if doing so would make her wither up and die.  He didn’t like her; he never liked her, but her action was an affront to Luther and weakened the solidarity of the royal family.

“After all we’ve done for you,” he said in a low, hoarse voice.  “We gave you the best education.  Housed you.  Fed you.  We treated you like a family member!  If it weren’t for us, you’d be dead due to your weak constitution!”

A few people gasped and there were some unintelligible murmurs, but Beks wasn’t troubled.  She met the middle-aged man’s eyes with mocking ones.

“I don’t recall you funding any of that,” she replied.  “It wasn’t you who provided the medical attention to increase my chances of survival.  It was the late Queen.”

She heard her father let out a quiet snort behind him.  “Looks like the new King learned to take someone else’s credit from his father.”

The Third Consort’s face heated up.  One hand almost crushed the royal order as the other pointed at Beks.  “The only reason you’re here is to ensure the kingdom’s prosperity!”

“That didn’t require me to be trapped on the palace grounds and excessively monitored,” Beks replied.  She had the best of everything, but she paid a price.

Before the Third Consort could retort, the Vice Chamberlain returned clutching a white, leather book with gold embossed characters in front of it.  His face was flushed from his run to Laurence’s study and back, but from the expression on his face, he’d already verified the authenticity of the royal order Beks had brought.

He panted as the people in the Grand Hall turned towards him.  He carefully opened Laurence’s record book to the first page.  He swallowed hard.  “Royal Order 47-0004 was issued by King Laurence to break the royal order engagement given by the late Queen with Royal Order 46-0523.”

The hall burst to life with murmurs, gasps, and rapid chatter at the proof that Beks’ royal order was real and documented.

Across from her, Luther looked at her, betrayed.

“Is this about Iris?” he whispered in a choked voice, as if they were the only ones in the room.

“That is part of it.  I never agreed nor did my parents agree to me becoming a Wife of Convenience.”

Luther let out a sharp breath.  “Beks, the situation has changed.  I am now the King.” He stepped forward with a pleading look.  “No one is more fitting to be the Wife of Convenience than you.  You prepared your whole life to support the kingdom!  Everyone knows that!  To step away from the position would be a waste of your talent and ability.”

She’d already seen what working under him would be like and she wasn’t satisfied.  Still, she didn’t want to slander him in front of the courtiers.  She didn’t want Laurence to have to take back a kingdom completely ruined as soon as she left.

“I want to go home with my family,” Beks said instead.

“Your family?”  The Third Consort continued to berate her.  “You ungrateful woman!  Do you think that everything you have, everything you learned, and all the opportunity you had was given to you by your family?  It was the royal family who made you what you are!”

A woman who now speaks her mother tongue with a foreign accent? My gratitude is overflowing. Beks didn’t react to the Third Consort outwardly and watched him yell at her as if his anger weren’t directed at her.

“Then shall we compensate you?” the Duke of Caroline asked in a smooth voice as his lips curled into a grin.

The Third Consort glared at him and grit his teeth.  “The amount is not small.”

The Duke of Caroline shrugged.  “I’m not poor.  Send me the bill.”

The Third Consort let out a bitter, furious laugh.  “It’s you, isn’t it?  You’ve always been an arrogant man, Duke Caroline.  Lady Rebecca has never gone against the royal family before; you must’ve had something to do with her decision.”

“Yes, I support it,” the Duke said, as if it were obvious.  “It is the will of my daughter and I will respect it.”  He narrowed his eyes as his smile turned cold.  “I respected her decision to come to Kadmium twenty years ago.  Or does the Third Consort forget that we didn’t send her or force her upon the royal family?  Beks agreed to be taken here.”

There was some bitterness in his voice.  Beks knew he regretted allowing her to go, but also understood why Beks agreed in the first place.

“I don’t believe this.”  Luther’s trembling voice reached her ears and she looked back at him.  A determined look filled his face as he looked towards Vice Chamberlain.  “Vice Chamberlain Celis, call for a royal scribe!  I want to make another royal order!

Another wave of murmurs filled the room and Beks had an idea of what he’d say.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t do what he wanted just because of a royal order.  There were reactionary laws in place to prevent particular acts of tyranny.

“What is your order, Your Majesty?” the Vice Chamberlain squinted, uncertain.

Luther looked back at Beks with pride and defiance on his face  “Since my brother’s royal order broke our late mother’s, then I will also give a royal order and re-engage Lady Rebecca of Caroline to me!”

He seemed so confident and while a few people gasped at his proclamation, a few courtiers grimaced, as if embarrassed for him.

Beks shook her head.  “I refuse.”

Luther blinked, blindsided.  “What-”

“Royal Protocol Volume One, Marriages and Heirs, Section One, Paragraph Five: Both parties must be in agreement to a royal marriage,” Beks recited.

Luther frowned.  “This is a Royal Order.”

“Your Majesty,” the Vice Chamberlain’s voice shook as he winced.  “Under Royal Protocol, royal family members cannot use their position to coerce a marriage partner.  If the prospective marriage partner is unwilling, they cannot be forced, not even by a royal order.”

“You can thank King Hidalgo, who forced five women to marry him in succession after the wife before them died under ‘mysterious’ circumstances,” Beks said.  “He was executed by his brother for his misdeeds against the kingdom, and the law was created to prevent forced marriage by a royal from happening without agreement from both parties and the guardians of those parties.”

His plan had burst into flames before it had a chance.  Luther looked at Beks, unable to understand why she was doing this.  “We’ve known each other for years...why are you doing this to me?”

She met his gaze and tilted her head to the side.  “I should ask you the same question,” she replied in a soft voice.  She grasped the sides of her dress and stepped back, lowering her head, and bending her knee.  She took a deep breath and then stood up straight, meeting his gaze. “I wish you a prosperous reign, King Luther.”

Beks turned around and seemed to be surrounded by her family without a word.  Her father led the way in front of her, allow the crowds to part so they could leave from one of the side exits.

The Duke of Enidmore stepped forward with some reluctance on his face.  He opened his mouth, but the Duke of Caroline shook his head once.  Duke Enidmore took a deep breath and gave him an understanding nod before stepping back.

They were halfway to the exit, when the Third Consort’s voice filled the room.  “Do you really think you can leave so easily?”

“There is no reason for you to hold us now that the engagement and coronation are over,” Beks replied, turning her head to the side.  She continued following her father as her older brother put his arm around her shoulder, as if worried she’d turn back.

“Hold!  Stop at once!”  The side exit they were planning to leave from was suddenly blocked by a half dozen royal guards, forcing Beks and her family to stop.  Her eyes narrowed just a bit as her father frowned.

Captain Ryger marched in front of them and turned to face the family, a frown across his stern face.

“On what grounds, Captain?” Duke Caroline asked.

“Duke of Caroline, we have reason to believe that you colluded with Marquis von Glasser to kidnap King Laurence!”

Beks jerked her head back as the guards began to surround them.  For a moment, she was in disbelief at such an accusation.  Granted, they did collude to kidnap Laurence, but Marquis von Glasser was not the mastermind.  He didn’t find out until it happened.  She controlled her expression, trying to remain stunned, if not insulted, as the room filled with confusion.

Her father, mother, and older brother moved around her and the children.  Beks reached out, bringing her two younger siblings against her, with her arms in front of them as their father glared.

He slowly turned his head towards the Third Consort, appearing calm as he smirked.  “Do you have any evidence to back this accusation?”

“Captain Ryger,” the Third Consort said, without taking his eyes off the family.

Captain Ryger stepped forward.  “Marquis von Glasser was last seen at an inn in Greenhills before disappearing.  There was a sighting of a carriage bearing the seal of the Duchy of Caroline nearby.”

The Duke of Caroline raised a brow.  “And that is proof of what?”

The Third Consort’s face flushed as Captain Ryger barely contained a flustered expression.  “Duke Caroline, I am afraid you and your family cannot leave until inquiries have been made and your connection to King Laurence’s kidnapping has been made clear.”

The Duke of Enidmore stepped forward with a furrowed brow and frown.  “Your Highness, Your Majesty, the Noble House of Caroline have been loyal to the kingdom for centuries.  The late Queen fostered their eldest daughter.  They would not plot against  King Laurence.”

“I’d like to believe that as well, but they are not without motive,” the Third Consort said with narrowed eyes.  “Lord Anders!  Come forward!”

An older man with graying hair stepped through the crowds and bowed as he reached the Third Consort’s side.  “Your Highness.”

“Lord Anders, you were the one who went to fetch Lady Rebecca from Sagittate over twenty years ago.  Tell us, was the family willing to part with their child?”  Lord Anders didn’t hesitate.  “No, Your Highness.  I remember distinctly.”

The Duke of Caroline appeared unimpressed.  “She was three years old at the time.  What parent would be so willing to send off their child?”

Lord Anders frowned, as if recalling what happened all those years ago.  “The Duke and Duchess were unwilling and even appeared ready to come to an altercation with the delegation sent to retrieve Lady Rebecca.  If Lady Rebecca had not appeared and agreed to come with us, we would’ve had a conflict.”

“And after twenty years, they must’ve harbored immense resentment, especially considering Lady Rebecca was not allowed to leave Kadmium,” the Third Consort said.  “They must’ve seen her as a hostage and have been waiting years for their revenge.”

Luther looked at Beks with shock.  “Is this true?”

She almost wanted to break royal bearing and walk back and smack him upside the head.  Did that fool really believe they’d try to kill Laurence?

“Of course, it’s true!  Why else would they support Marquis von Glasser and his daughter to take away the late King when he was most vulnerable!”  That came from one of the nobles the Third Consort had been speaking to when they arrived.

The Duke of Caroline almost rolled his eyes.  “You’re saying we colluded with a kidnapping as revenge?  If so, why are you only bringing this to light now?”  He smirked at the Third Consort and then looked at Luther.  “Is it because my daughter rejected your son, so this is retaliation?”

More murmuring and a few whispers of agreement.  It was strange that if there was such suspicion, it would only be brought up now.

“We were still investigating, but now that that you are threatening to leave-”

“Threatening?” Her father almost laughed.  “We’re not threatening anyone.  The ban has been lifted and nobles can now leave the city.  It’ll be my daughter’s first time out since she arrived.  I’ve planned an entire itinerary before returning to our duchy so that my daughter and small children can see the kingdom.”

He might as well have told the crowd that his family planned to go on vacation after this and whatever happened here had nothing to do with them.

“Your Grace, as people of interest, you are not allowed to leave until the investigation and trial concludes,” Captain Ryger told them in a steady voice.  “I’m afraid I will have to take you in to ensure that you won’t flee during this time.”

The Duke lifted his chin.  “We are loyal citizens of the kingdom and have nothing to be afraid of.  We have done nothing to harm His Majesty King Laurence.”  That was true.  “Nor did we collude with Marquis von Glasser.”  Also, true.  If anything, Marquis von Glasser had been forced to collude withthem. “We will wait until a trial is held and our innocence proven.”

Deo’s gray eyes scanned the crowds as the guards closed in around them.  “I don’t think he’ll let it end in our favor,” he said in a low voice.

Beks tightened her hold around her younger siblings and narrowed her eyes.  “At worst, it will be an exile to the four winds.”

Her younger brother looked up at her.  “How do you know?”

“I spent an entire year reviewing punishments for different offenses from the last several hundred years,” Beks replied in a quiet voice.

Her brother glanced back at her with some concern in his eyes and squinted.  “What did they make you do?”

Beks took a deep breath, her jaw tight. “Clearly, more than the Fourth Prince.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

The throne room was filled with voices arguing back and forth.  Iris sat in the viewing balcony, watching Luther hold court below as his father and two other nobles explained the findings supporting the Carolines’ involvement in the late King’s kidnapping.

The Third Consort was determined to destroy the Carolines.  In particular, Lady Rebecca, as despite the rumors spread that she was mistakenly identified, the general populace of the kingdom still believed she was the Daughter with Dawn in Her Hair.  The identity had been so closely linked to Lady Rebecca for the last twenty years, it shouldn’t have been a surprise that rumors of misidentification weren’t taken seriously.

But it still bothered Iris.  It was as if that woman’s last two decades set her up to be a saint and it was difficult to tarnish her reputation and make the kingdom - and Luther - forget about her.

She drew her lips inward as she watched the two farmers in thin, patched clothing be shown a drawing of the seal of the Duchy of Caroline, but wasn’t thinking about them.  Her thoughts lingered on Luther.

In the past two days, he’d been upset that Lady Rebecca had refused to marry him.  Iris was overjoyed.  It had taken all her strength not to show any sign of pleasure when Lady Rebecca rejected the engagement and even provided the royal order.  She didn’t want to share Luther with another woman, and was glad that she insisted on being his escort to the reception that night in order to prompt that woman to refuse marriage.

Luther wasn’t convinced that Lady Rebecca would reject him.  He had told her several times since that night that Lady Rebecca had always been loyal, not only to him, but to the royal family.  He didn’t understand how someone so obedient would turn against them and had convinced himself that someone influenced her decision.

“Are you certain that this is the seal you saw on the carriage that night?” Iris refocused her attention on the court floor below.  The two peasants shrunk back, intimidated by the nobles on all sides watching them.  Lord Anders stood beside the large drawing of the seal.

One man in tattered clothes began to nod followed by the other.  “Yes, yes, the carriage it was on was large.  Far larger than normal!”

“It must’ve belonged to someone powerful.  That’s why it caught our eye when we saw it that night,” the other man rushed to support his words.

The Third Consort nodded with approval at their testimony before turning to the courtiers.  In Kadmus, it seemed that if a noble was accused of a serious crime, then their peers would judge with final punishment being approved by the monarch.  In the Temple, the High Council would trial the accused, and in other kingdoms, it was solely the ruler who decided on the fate of an individual.

In this case, Iris wished it were the latter.

Too many people involved meant too many opinions.  The Carolines had supporters amongst them. Even if they weren’t condemned to the fullest, their sentencing could be light due to pressure from allies.  That wouldn’t do.

Rebecca of Caroline shouldn’t appear in front of her ever again.

“Up until the evening before his disappearance, Marquis von Glasser had maintained contact to assure us that he was on his way.  It is too coincidental that he disappeared at the same time that his daughter kidnapped the late King,” the Third Consort seemed to reiterate.  “It would be negligent of us to ignore that and the fact that a carriage belonging to the Carolines appeared near where he had been staying.”

“What if it was just a coincidence?” a noble asked.

“Such a thing can be considered a coincidence?” another snorted with distaste.

“If the Carolines were colluding, wouldn’t it make sense that they would take the King to Sagittate?  We were informed that there was no evidence of King Laurence being taken to the Caroline’s territory during this time.  In fact, the body was found opposite the direction of the territory.”

“Isn’t that a common tactic to confuse pursuers?  Do the opposite of what you think would be done?”

“Oh, then now every prospective criminal will do the opposite of what’s logical?  What kind of backwards reason-”

“Esteemed nobles.” Duke Seneca rose from his seat near the front of the court.  His corner of the stands was where the Five Noble Houses would sit.  At the moment, there were only four, but Iris still narrowed her eyes.  In other kingdoms, high ranking nobles were at each other’s throats to gain dominance over the other.

In Kadmus, they appeared to be allies as Duke Enidmore and Duchess Latana had been questioning the accusing party since the start of the trial.  In Iris’ memory, none of the Five Noble Houses had acknowledged her child, either.  Duke Seneca had even admonished Luther.

At the sound of Duke Seneca’s voice this time, the room heavy with tension quieted down.

“When the carriage was allegedly spotted, it was already night.  In the Greenhills area, only the high street has oil lanterns along the street.  All other locations would require individuals to bring their own light source.  Even then, most hand-held lanterns have a limited area they can illuminate.  From the testimony of the witnesses, they had been on the embankment leading out to a country road when they saw the carriage pass.  The carriage was moving, giving very limited time for any distinguishing markings to be identified by light of a hand-held lantern,” Duke Seneca said in a calm, collected voice.  “Therefore, is it not possible that the witnesses made a mistake?”

“No!” One of the farmers said.  “I know what I saw, Your Grace!  It was indeed a wreath circling a sword.”

Duke Seneca narrowed his eyes.  “Was there text surrounding it?”

“Yes, it looked like that drawing!”

“What did the text say?”

“I...I don’t know.”  The two witnesses looked at each other.  Rural peasants were often illiterate.

“Then how can you be sure?”  “Duke Seneca, you are holding their ignorance against them,” Lord Anders sneered.  “I take it you don’t take the testimony of commoners to heart?”

The two men in tattered clothes frowned at this, but Duke Seneca remained composed.  As expected of someone of his standing.

“I am unconvinced that the carriage belonged to the Carolines.  There is too much room for error.  In addition, aside from a carriage vaguely resembling that of the Carolines’, there is no actual proof that they colluded with Marquis von Glasser,” Duke Seneca seemed assured of this and took a seat.

Iris narrowed her eyes at the stubbornness of the old duke, but at the same time, glared at the Third Consort.  The Third Consort was unprepared for the Carolines to leave, but she had already done her part.

Her attendants had arranged for certain clerics who followed them to ‘heal’ the former King with their biha.  Just enough each day to keep him alive, but unconscious and weak.  They were to lessen the amount day by day so it looked as if King Laurence could not survive and died naturally.  It would take any fault off the clerics.  They couldn’t be held accountable if the former King’s constitution would not allow for biha to be absorbed.

She even had the Third Consort’s assurance that the clerics wouldn’t be held responsible.  For a man who constantly blamed others, it was surprising for him not to blame the clerics.

Both she and the Third consort had a similar goal: for Luther to become king, and he couldn’t until King Laurence abdicated or died.  The sooner he died, the better, as she didn’t want any chance of him surviving and ruining their lives.  He was the bastard who’d kicked them out of the royal family in the first place, refusing to acknowledge their child as a royal, but allowing that woman to remain.

She wouldn’t let that happen again.

“Considering all testimonies and arguments today, We give a vote to the court on whether or not the Noble House of Caroline has a part in the kidnapping and subsequent death of His Majesty King Laurence,” Luther said, sitting up straight, though his voice was strained as he spoke.

Iris watched the nobles vote.  A few people abstained.  The Ducal houses all voted for the Carolines’ innocence.  Regardless, the majority agreed that the Carolines had a legitimate motive and while solid evidence was lacking, there was enough suspicion to condemn them.

However, the most important fact was that someone needed to take the blame.  Lady Eleanor and Marquis von Glasser were still missing.  If no one were arrested, charged, and punished, the populace would be upset and, most importantly, see the royal family as incompetent.  Luther couldn’t have that right now.

After hearing the court’s opinions, Luther seemed to sink back in his seat just a bit.  He turned to Chamberlain Wilton, who was seated to his left with a thick book in front of him.  The man was still healing from his injury, but due to his experience, he was best suited for the trial and was familiar with punishments.

Luther gave him a nod and Chamberlain Wilton took a deep breath.

He turned the pages of the book in front of him.  He stopped and ran his finger down the page.  “In accordance to precedence, for the crime of colluding with a state enemy, the Noble House of Caroline will be stripped of their titles.  Stripped of their land, and exiled to the four winds.”

Luther’s head snapped to the side.  “Exiled?” Iris wasn’t sure he was upset or disappointed.

“The head of the house should be executed for their hand in killing the king,” the Third Consort said in a low voice.

Chamberlain Wilton did not falter.  “It cannot be proven that the House of Caroline took direct action.  At best, the evidence is lacking and it is unknown whether they were aware of the Marquis and his daughter’s plan.  For their indirect involvement, they will split and exiled, their lands, wealthy, and titles confiscated by the royal family.”

“If not of their involvement, we would’ve caught Marquis von Glasser and forced him to tell us where his daughter went!”  the noble with the Third Consort argued.

Iris inwardly sneered.  How sure were they that they’d be able to do that? Still, she wanted the Carolines executed, as well.

A loud thud sounded and all eyes turned to Luther as he brought down the staff beside him.  His hand turned white holding it as he grit his teeth.

“We approve the punishment of stripping the Carolines of their titles, land, and wealth, and exile them to the four winds.  The punishment is final.”  He raised the staff and slammed the base against the stone floor once more, causing his father to look at him with horror.  Luther seemed to notice this, but kept his eyes ahead.  “Execution is too much in light of their centuries of service and loyalty to the empire, as well as guarding the northern passes.  In addition, there are two small children who could not have any connection to the collusion.  Kadmus law says we cannot execute anyone under the age of sixteen.”  His lips pulled into a wry smile.  “Even I know that much.”

Iris sank back against her seat, trying to keep her frown from being too obvious.  Luther was still too soft, but she couldn’t do anything if his decision were final.  He’d announced it to the court and taking it back would be an embarrassment.  As court was dismissed, Iris stood up and left the viewing balcony.

She climbed down the spiral staircase and out into the side hall.  The Third Consort passed.

“Lend me your guards.  I will make sure none of them will return,” she heard him whisper in passing.

She didn’t acknowledge his request and kept walking, but her hand lowered and rested over her stomach.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She wasn’t surprised at the verdict of the trial.

In the face of royal strength and respectability, what was an innocent family?  Someone had to carry the guilt of Laurence’s kidnapping and ‘death’.  Since Lady Eleanor and her father were hidden, she should’ve known that focus would be directed towards them.

This wasn’t how she wanted Wrath to learn what a scapegoat was.

When her family was arrested, though they kept up a proud appearance, Beks was sure that her father, mother, and older brother all considered this possibility.  After three days, the trial was over and the verdict given.

She was right.  Exile to the four winds.

She looked around her single person cell.  The adults in her family had already been split up upon arriving.  Her father and older brother were in a cell one level below.  The cells there were carved with script that severely weakened a person’s ability to gather and use biha, rendering them unable to use it.

However, her mother and younger siblings were held on the same level as her, in another cell.  It was said that they didn’t have biha wells when they passed beneath the bihar gate, which illuminated when someone walked beneath it with a biha well.  Beks wondered if her mother and younger brother’s wells were simply too small to be noticed.

No one said a word to reveal them.

The day before, Chamberlain Wilton had come to tell them their verdict.  Beks was quiet when she heard it and asked how they would be separated.

The adults would be separated and the two underaged children would stay with their mother.  Though expected, Beks was relieved.

“My lady.”  A shadow fell over the metal bars of the cell door.  “The carriages have arrived to take you to the borders.”

She drew her lips inward and took a moment to collect herself.  She turned around, the iron clamped around her ankles and heavy chain clanking as she did, and gave the royal guard a small nod of her head.  “There is no need to address me by a title I no longer have.”

The royal guards didn’t seem to know what to say.  They silently opened the door and Beks, still in the dress she’d worn to the coronation reception, stepped out.  Her hair was down, as her nectaria hair pin had been confiscated.  It could be used as a weapon.

One guard stood in front of her while the other was behind and walked through the damp, narrow dungeon halls that smelled of blood, sweat, and urine.  They passed the cell where her mother and two younger siblings had been.  The door was open, meaning they’d already been removed.

“My lady, I mean Miss Caroline,” the guard behind her said.  “I don’t believe you or your family hurt the late King.”

Her lips pulled in a melancholy smile.  “Everything we’d done was for his sake and for the sake of the kingdom.”

“You have always put the kingdom first, Miss.  Because of your work, my wife was able to give birth safely.  Thank you for supporting us for many years,” the one in front of her said with a tight voice, unwilling to have to part in such a way.

The royal guards had the best benefits of all the soldiers in the realm and it was thanks to her.

“We’re about to exit,” Beks said.  “Put away your thoughts.  Right now, you are royal guards and I am a criminal.  Live your lives well.”

“Yes, my lady.”

The sunlight pierced her eyes and Beks squinted for a moment and almost stopped at the top of the steps exiting the dungeon.  They were in an older part of the grounds and the area was maintained, but not as glamorous as the Gilded Palace or even the Old Tower.

There were many overgrown trees, uneven walkways, and lack of flowering plants.  In front of them were four wooden prisoner carriages each drawn by two horses.  The carriage driver was accompanied by a royal guard and there were about another half dozen royal guards ready to escort each carriage.

Her family stood in a line, waiting to receive their exile markings.  Despite having been in jail for three days and wearing the same clothing, they didn’t look bad.  They’d gotten food, drink, even wine in some cases.  The guards had provided pillows, blankets, and even brought bowls of water and towels for them to wash their faces in the morning and evening.

Beks had laughed to herself then, thinking she was a very important prisoner.

“Beks.” Deo called for her first and as the guards gave them space, she walked towards him.  Unlike him and her father, she, her mother, and the two younger ones didn’t have their wrists bound in iron shackles.  Her eyes reddened.

Her family didn’t deserve this.  The bridge of her nose soured as her eyes brimmed with tears.  She stopped in front of her family and lowered her head.   “I’m sorry.  You are being punished because of me.”

“No one should apologize for existing,” her father’s low, proud voice told her.  “Least of all a Caroline.”

“Raise your head, Beks,” her mother said, not sounding afraid or ashamed.  “You have done nothing shameful.”

Beks took a deep breath and stood up straight.  She looked at her proud parents, her confident older brother, reassuring younger brother, and resentful looking younger sister.  Wrath was young and Beks could understand her anger, so she didn’t defend herself.

“His Majesty King Luther!”

Beks closed her eyes and let out a low breath.  She wasn’t sure if she wanted to see him or not.  She turned around to face Luther as he arrived.  He seemed to have come in a rush and despite being out of breath and flushed, he was gaunt and appeared exhausted.

“Give me a moment with her alone,” Luther told the guards.  He reached forward and grabbed her arm before anyone could stop him.  The royal guards had to step in to keep her father and brother from going after them.

They didn’t go far, just further away where their voices wouldn’t be heard.

“King Luther-”

“I won’t restrain you,” he said as he turned to face her, his hand still gripping her wrist.  “I won’t be like my mother.  I will let you come and go as you please.  If you want to take part in governance, you can be my advisor.  I will pardon you.  All I ask is that you stay.”

She didn’t recall ever hearing such desperation in his voice.  She drew her head back and looked at him with wide eyes.  “Has your father agreed to this?”

“What does my father have to do with this?”  He looked at her with a glint of madness in his eyes.

Beks let out a small chuckle and shook her head as she met his eyes.  “Do you not realize how blindly you follow your father?”

Luther almost choked and frowned.  “What are you talking about?”

“You do everything your father says.  Since we were children, you have been this way,” Beks told him.  “No matter what he says, to you, he can do no wrong.”

“He is my father.  Everything he does is in my best interest,” Luther said.  His casual, matter-of-fact response broke her restraint.

“And what do you think everything I’ve done for you was for!” She nearly screamed as she pulled her wrist out of his hand.  The chains at her feet rattled as she stepped back and shot him a scathing look.  “All that work, time, and energy I put in to try to educate you and make you a responsible, dutiful prince.  Were all my efforts to make you self-sufficient in vain because of your father?”

“Beks-”

“I was groomed by your family to support it and this kingdom, and I have!  And for all my efforts, my family is in chains and going to be separated! I can count the number of months I’ve spent with them in the last twenty years on one hand, Luther.  Don’t you understand?  Your father's efforts have taken away my foster brother, my reason for being raised in Kadmium, and now my family.  Do you think I will want to stay in a place that dares to take everything from me and leave me as nothing?”

Luther’s eyes were wide and red.  He opened his mouth but no words seemed to come out.  He shook his head.  “We...we are partners.”

Beks closed the gap between them and brought her face close, her eyes boring into his. “Then why didn’t you act like it?”

“My lady, calm down-”

“Your Majesty, are you all right?”

Each of her arms was grasped and she was pulled a few steps away from Luther.  Her chest rose and fell, and she took a deep breath to calm herself.

“Beks,” Luther said in a tight voice.  He could barely get the sound out.  “Beks, I didn’t want this to happen.  I didn’t know your family-”

“My family did nothing wrong!” She almost snapped back.  “Do you really believe that it was our carriage?  Did you investigate how many of our carriages have that seal? Could it have been fabricated?  And how stupid do you think we are that if we were doing something in secret, we would brazenly use our seal as if advertising we’re doing a crime?”

Luther swallowed hard.  “We cannot let you off if the court cannot confirm your innocence.”

“It’s not about our innocence, Luther.  It is about the facade of strength that the royal family has.  If no one is captured and punished, what will the kingdom’s people say?  What will other countries say?” Beks said, almost wanting to tear her hair out. They’d come this far and he was still so naïve, listening to his father without question.  “If no one is captured and punished, Kadmus will look weak and weak underyour rule.”  She tugged her arms away from the guards, who released her out of respect.  She stepped back.  “Luther von Kadmus, you are a disappointment.”

Luther sucked in a sharp breath and then narrowed his eyes.  She’d never said such hateful words to him.  She’d always been so supportive and encouraging.  Even when he made an error, Beks would patiently help him figure out a way to correct it.  “How can you say that?”

“From your affair with the oracle, your blind allegiance to your father, your irresponsibility, your ignorance, and to using me and my family as a tool for your own gain without my consent.  It was one disappointment after another.  Any affection I may have had for you is gone and will not return.”

With each spiteful word, Luther twitched, as if struck each time.  He stared at Beks as if he were looking at a stranger who was wearing her face.  This was not the Beks he knew.  This was not the Beks she usually was, but she was angry.

Luther’s jaw trembled and he narrowed his eyes.  “My father was right about you.”

Beks smirked.  “Coincidentally, so was mine about you.”

His glare hardened.  “You are a jealous, self-centered woman who only wants power.”

“And you are an incompetent fool who is so easily led astray that you will lead this kingdom to ruin within...I estimate a year.”

His face flushed with anger.  “Beks!”

“Uncle Timur was right,” she said as she took a step back.  “It would’ve been better for me to be engaged to the twins.”

She turned around and walked back to the carriages.  Several men, including Chamberlain Wilton had arrived.  She ignored Luther’s frustrated and angry yelling.  Two knights followed her and for a moment she wasn’t sure if they were guarding or protecting her.

“Miss Caroline, please bare your right arm,” Chamberlain Wilton said.  A high table was brought forward and a round cushion was covered with a towel.  In front of it was a large man holding a piece of wood while the smaller man next to him held a rectangular plate with a shallow amount of black ink.

Her father stepped forward and first adjusted his arm on the cushion.  He twisted it so the bottom of his forearm was up.  The large man carefully dipped the wood into the plate, then tapped it on a clean plate of the same shape, before positioning it over her father’s arm.

Thad and Wrath both turned their head away as the piece of wood lined with tiny, shallow needles pressed into her father’s skin.  He didn’t flinch.  Rather, his gaze was impassive as he looked down and watched the ink mix with the thicker blood and slide down his skin.  The large man carefully peeled the wood off, revealing a mess of inky blood.

Another man quickly placed a piece of cloth twice the size of the wood over the fresh wound and Beks saw characters glow from between the man’s fingers, where he was pressing down against the mark.  After ten counts, the cloth was peeled off, taking blood and ink with it. There was no swelling or redness.  It revealed the tattooed markings of a Kadmus exile.

The script created by hundreds of tiny needles would react to stele buried around the Kadmus border from three hundred or so years ago.  The stele had bihar infused script that created an invisible field around each stele.  When someone with the exile marking tried to cross into the stele’s field, a burning sensation would spread through the body in an instant.

The closer one tried to push through, the higher the pain.  With stele that overlapped, it was impossible for an exile with the marking to cross over into Kadmus.  They’d die from the pain first.  It wasn’t unheard of to find bodies on the border.  Perfectly healthy when they died with no wounds. It was as if they simply collapsed and died without warning, but they’d have the marking.

“Sir, your neck.”

Beks clenched her jaw as she watched her father tilt his head down, exposing the back of a pale, corded neck.  A piece of wood the size of a gold coin was pressed against his skin, against his nape, and then slapped over with another piece of cloth once the wood had been pressed.

She could see the black ink run down her father’s neck and back.  The cloth was removed and in its place a coin-sized marking.  Beks’ nails dug into her palms.  They were called ‘suppressors’ and it drained a biha well, never allowing a person to gather enough to use their powers.

“Your turn.”  Deo stepped forward to accept his markings.  His reaction was like their fathers.

Before Beks could step forward to receive her mark on her arm, her mother stepped forward.  She’d pulled up her sleeve to reveal light brown marked with several lighter streaks.  “Knife wounds?” Chamberlain Wilton seemed taken aback, having not expected the former Duchess to have such injuries.

“Sword.  The one by the crook is from an arrow,” she replied.  Beks raised a brow.  Her mother almost sounded as if she were bragging.

The large man was just as careful as before and soon, her mother bore the mark of an exile.  Beks stepped forward, but chains rattled and Thad beat her to the table.

“Sister, I will go first,” he told her with reassurance.

Beks smiled fondly as her heart ached.  “Thad, you and Wrath are underaged.”

“Little boy, we do not mark underaged children,” the large man said in a gruff, but somewhat impressed voice.  “Are you not afraid?”

“I am with my family.  What is there to be afraid of?” Thad asked.  Their brother grasped his shoulder and pulled him back.

“Beks will be fine,” Deo said.  “Your sister is stronger than you think.”

“She doesn’t have a biha well or a core!” Thad argued.

Beks’ lips pursed into a line.  “There is no need to remind me, Thad.”  She took her place in front of the table and turned up her arm.  The shade of her exposed flesh wasn’t as pale as her father nor as rich as her mother’s, but it was smooth and flawless.

“Is this your decision?” Luther had been standing a few steps away, watching with a pale face as each adult was marked.  His eyes were fixed on Beks’ bare arm.

Beks looked him in the eye.  She reached up with her free arm and grabbed the large man’s hand as it hovered over her arm and pressed down.

“My lady!”  The man’s voice was horrified, completely forgetting about her title as he tried to pull away, but was too late.

Beks held Luther’s gaze with defiant eyes as the sharp pain shot through her arm.  She refused to let any pain show on her face.  It was in stark contrast to her thoughts.

Why did I do that?  It hurts!  There are hundreds of needles, Rebecca Anastasia, what are you thinking?  Be dramatic now?  Her mind was screaming, but she still removed her hand with grace.

As soon as the large man removed the wood with the needles, the other man placed the cloth on her and began blowing on her skin to try to reduce the initial irritation.  It didn’t take two counts for the arm to become numb at the bihar infused cloth.

When it was removed, Thad was staring at her with awe while Wrath looked at her as if she were crazy.  “That has needles....” the little girl said.

“It doesn’t hurt,” Beks replied.  Now.

Luther stood in place, visibly trembling as he clenched his jaw.  “You and your family will be exiled to the four winds,” he said in a low, angry voice.  “Your father to the eastern desert, your mother to the barren islands to the west, your brother to the frozen north, and you to the Forbidden Valley.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.

“Forbidden Valley?” Chamberlain Wilton tensed up and frowned.  “Your Majesty, Miss Rebecca is going to the Southeast Jungle.”  When he’d explained it to Beks the night before, Beks volunteered to go to the Southeast Jungle.

Her mother was from the West Islands, so she’d fare best at sea.  Her father and brother could go anywhere, so they were the most flexible.  As for her, she wasn’t scared of jungle animals and had even joked ‘maybe I’ll finally find Snowflake’.  Chamberlain Wilton said he would make the arrangements.  The Forbidden Valley was south of that.

“No,” Luther said behind gritted teeth.  “If she thinks she’s better off with my brothers, then she could find them.  Make sure she never sets foot in Kadmus again.”

“That was not part of the agreed upon punishment.  You’ve only been king for a few days and you’re already abusing your power,” the former Duke said with a mocking voice.  “The future of the kingdom is bleak.”

Luther seethed.  He turned around and stormed away.

“Beks, I hate to say it, but you really dodged an arrow with that one,” Deo said, watching Luther’s back grow smaller.  “It’s good that you didn’t marry him.”

“What are we going to do?  Beks is going to be taken to the Forbidden Valley!” Thad said with panic across his face.

Wrath looked at her sister warily.  “Do you like animals?”

“Wrath, no one who enters the Forbidden Valley lives!” Thad said, throwing up his arms.  “There is no guarantee she’ll even get across!”  His eyes reddened and Beks knelt down in front of him to embrace him.

“No one is telling me to go across.  They just want to abandon me there,” she said.  She stroked his hair back and held his hands.  She switched languages and her voice softened.  “I won’t go deep into the valley.  When they’re gone, I’ll come find you.”  She looked up at her parents and older brother.  “I will come find you all.”

Her family’s face softened.  Her father’s eyes reddened as well.  “Then, I will wait for you, my eldest snow flower.”

Beks stood up with tears in her eyes as she reached up to embrace her father.  He smiled weakly and rested his head against hers since his wrists were bound.  She let him go, squeezing his hands and pressing gold plats she’d hidden in her sleeves into his large palm.

She then hugged her brother.  He chuckled as gold was pressed into his hand.  “We’ll see who finds who first.”

Beks then turned to her mother.  The two women weren’t shackled at the wrists, so they wrapped their arms around each other.  Beks quickly slid as many gold plats as possible into the folds at the back of her mother’s dress while she felt something long and thin slide between her shoulder blades beneath her dress.  Her thick hair covered any outline against the fabric.

“Don’t worry about us,” her mother told her proudly.  “I will take good care of your brother and sister.  Just...just take care of yourself.”  She kissed her daughter’s forehead and cheeks, cupping her face for a moment longer as if to bore her daughter’s face into her mind.

This was the second time she’d done this.

Beks looked at her younger siblings.  “Thad, Wrath...Sister will make this up to you,” she swore to them.  “Until then, take care of yourself and Mommy.”

“We’re in less trouble than you,” Wrath told her in a dull voice.  “You should take care of yourself.”

Beks knelt down and wanted to hug her, but Wrath drew back.  Instead, Beks offered her hands.  Wrath hesitated, but reached out and touched her.  Her eyes widened as she felt the gold plat against her hand.  Beks smiled at her.  “A reservation for next time.”

She closed Wrath’s small fingers around the plat and hugged Thad once more, also giving him some gold.

She stepped back and Chamberlain Wilton approached her.  He held up a neatly folded leather cloak.  It looked durable.

“My la-Miss Rebecca,” the man said, his voice a bit choked.  “This is all I can give you.  It is not much, but it rains often in the tropics.  This is made of eldor shark.  Very light, but extremely durable.”

Beks raised her arms and accepted the folded bundle.  It was heavier than she thought.  She glanced at Chamberlain Wilton, who gave her a small nod.

“Thank you, Chamberlain.  For everything.”  Beks bowed her head towards him respectfully.

He stepped back and bowed.

She was led to the last of the prisoner carriages.  She was surprised to find that inside had some cushions on the seats and wasn’t nearly as blood-caked or disgusting as she thought they’d be.  Her ankles remained shackled, but she wasn’t locked onto the carriage structure.

The door closed, making her only source of light the narrow, barred windows at eye level.  Beks heard the horses neighing and hooves on gravel before the creaking.  The carriage began forward and Beks leaned back against the side of the carriage.  Prisoners were taken through a small, separate back entrance so as to be out of sight of the residents of the Gilded Palace.

As they clunked along, she looked out the narrow window and suddenly sat up.

Her chest tightened as she took a deep breath and calmed herself as her eyes watered.  Along both sides of the narrow, dirt compacted path were guards and servants, bowing their heads and giving her a curtsy as her carriage passed.

For twenty years, this was her home.

She lowered her eyes onto her lap and looked at the bundle the Chamberlain had given her.  She spread apart the fabric and looked down at the several gold plats, the small dagger, and a familiar, fist sized urapearl hiding within the bundle.

Her eyes crinkled up as a small smile tugged at her lips.

Well...on the upside, at least now I’m free.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 14 - Pray to Whatever Gods You Believe In That I Don't Survive


                “You exiled her to the Forbidden Valley?”  The Third Consort’s eyes were large, and Iris also couldn’t help but look at Luther with surprise as he took a seat on a large, plush chair in the parlor.  His eyes were red and his lips pulled into a tight frown as his hands rested on the arms of the chair and clawed into them.  “I thought she was exiled to the Southern Jungle.”

“The Southern Jungle is too good for her!” Luther replied, appearing to grow more agitated as he spoke.  He turned his head towards his father.  “You were right about her.”

To an unassuming eye, the Third Consort’s face didn’t fluctuate, but Iris could see the satisfaction in his eyes at his son’s words.  “Was I?” he asked, sounding half-surprised.

Luther grit his teeth.  “She wanted power and influence.  Not to stay at my side.”

There was bitterness in his voice and Iris wanted to lift her head and tell him that she told him so, although she hadn’t said anything about Lady Rebecca.  Luther had been wracked with guilt upon sentencing exile.  Iris didn’t think it was terrible considering her preferred punishment for that entire wretched family was death.

But she supposed it was different from Luther, who grew up with Lady Rebecca.

He agreed to the Southern Jungle because it was the closest southern border. While humid, there were still villages along the border of the jungle and along the river that cut through it that Lady Rebecca could depend on.  Iris had even overheard Luther telling Chamberlain Wilton to ensure that Lady Rebecca had a place to live and a means to protect herself.

Iris had gone to sleep furious, that night and in the morning, had gone directly to the Third Consort to replace all of Lady Rebecca’s guards with men under her control.  The Third Consort reminded her that they needed to be cautious, as Lady Rebecca was familiar with many royal guards and could be able to tell they’d been replaced.

Who cared if Lady Rebecca noticed?  By then, it would be too late. Even more so now that she’d heard the wonderful news that instead of the Southern Jungle, where they’d have to kill her after settling her and do so carefully because there were villages and possible witnesses, Luther had exiled her to the Forbidden Valley.

It was cruel considering its reputation.  It was an untamed jungle still filled with untamed, rare, and dangerous beasts.  Their haunting roars could be heard just beyond the mountains surrounding it.  Everyone knew that anyone who went in did not come out.  She’d heard that the Second and Third Princes were likely lost there.  It had been months, and their whereabouts hadn’t been confirmed.

They hadn’t been lost for so long in her past life.

A small glimmer of hope grew in her heart.  Perhaps they were finally dead?  Those two arrogant princes.  Despite one not being able to have children and the other missing a limb, they had the audacity to look down on her and Luther.  She almost let a sneer appear on her face.

“I told you she would be stubborn,” the Third Consort said as he took a sip of warm cider.  “What is the use of going to see those criminals?”

Luther shook his head, his eyes narrowed.  “I thought I knew her,” he said in a tight voice.  “All these years, I thought I knew her.  I went, swallowing my pride as a ruler, to offer her a way to stay, and she refused.  I didn’t know her at all.”

The Third Consort lowered his cup and looked at him some with pity.  “Of course, you thought so.  You’re young,” he said in a reassuring voice.  “It is different for me. I’m older.  I’ve observed more in my life and can see people more clearly.  Lady Rebecca was spoiled by your mother and only had eyes for power.”

Luther shut his eyes and leaned back against the chair.  “Mother had trained her well.  I can’t deny how useful she was.”

“There are others who are just as educated and competent as her,” the Third Consort told him.  “She is not so special that she can’t be replaced.”  His eyes flickered to Iris and she held back a scowl.

She wasn’t replacing that woman.  She was getting that woman out of the way.

“There is so much to do.”  Luther looked exhausted just thinking about it.  “And now, we’ve lost a ducal family.”  He tensed and suddenly sat up, his eyes wide.  “Does the Northern Pass know?”

“There is time to reorganize the Northern Pass.  The soldiers there aren’t controlled by the Carolines.”

“But the biha users are mostly from Sagittate, aren’t they?” Luther asked.  “What if they refuse to guard once they find out that Duke Caroline and his family have been...deposed?”

The Third Consort frowned at the suggestion.  “Luther, they may be from Sagittate, but they are still citizens of the kingdom.  They are bound by duty to the kingdom, not to a traitor family!”

“But what about the ice beasts?”

“The next eruption won’t happen for another two years,” Iris spoke up, drawing attention to her.  She sat up straight and smiled at Luther with reassurance and affection.  “That is enough time to ensure loyalty.”

The Third Consort let out a laugh as his eyes crinkled with mirth.  “Did you hear that, Luther?  If the Great Oracle says that there won’t be an eruption for two years, then there won’t be an eruption for two years,” he said.

Luther nodded his head.  “I suppose that’s true.  Then, we can make sure those guarding the Northern Pass are still loyal to the kingdom.”

“If you’re concerned about other responsibilities, let me remind you that you will need to appoint advisors,” the Third Consort told him.

“That’s right....” Luther’s eyes lit up, as if he’d forgotten.  Monarchs could select up to three advisors to assist him with governing. Their task was to help lessen the load on the king or queen by overseeing day-to-day concerns so that the ruler could focus on new and urgent business.  They were also typically more experienced elders who could offer guidance on various subjects.

Selecting an advisor was wholly dependent on what the monarch was looking for in terms of support.  As far as Iris knew, the present King Laurence hadn’t yet chosen his, or at least, hadn’t made his choices public.

Her eyes settled on Luther.  He had a few aristocratic friends, but didn’t think he had anyone he could use to become an advisor.  In the past, she didn’t recall him having anyone to depend on, but his father.  Her eyes flickered to the older man.  Of course, she was sure the courtiers would be up in arms if the Third Consort became an advisor.

“Your cousin, Edgar, from our family’s side graduated from Kadmus Royal College and is now working with your grandfather in the county.  He’s your most promising cousin and a bit older than you,” the Third Consort said, almost casually.  “I’d consider him for an advisor, as he has experience helping run a regional government.  The scale is smaller, but it isn’t much different.”

“I remember reading that there are three advisors?” Iris asked, glancing over at Luther with big, curious eyes.  “Is it one advisor for a specific area?  Such as an internal advisor, another foreign advisor.  Perhaps one on the military?”

Luther’s eyes widened as he looked at her.  His face filled with a bright smile as he reached over and grasped her arm.  “I never thought of that!” he said, beaming.  “That’s perfect, Iris!  Then, I can have an advisor specializing in a particularly complex department.  This will surely ease my burden.  Thank you!”

Iris leaned over and squeezed his hand, smiling back as well.

It wasn’t her idea, but she didn’t hesitate to use it.

The past King Laurence had three advisors organized in such a way.  One focused on internal domestic affairs, such as infrastructure, tax, and policy within the kingdom. Then there was the external advisor, who also dealt with economics, trade, and diplomacy.  Lastly was a military advisor who dealt with funding and supply logistics for not only soldiers and royal guards, but garrisons, forts, and support personnel.

Remembering who they were, Iris grit her teeth despite her smile.

That ill-tempered Duke Seneca was King Laurence’s Internal Advisor.  King Laurence’s third brother, the Third Prince, was his External Advisor, and despite having no personal military experience of her own, Lady Rebecca was the “Defense” Advisor.  Despite having no background as a soldier, or even a biha well, Lady Rebecca was well-loved by the military.

At the time, the Legions were at their peak and there was a surplus of supplies, allowing for substantial support to the soldiers and guards.  Though she was ranked third of the advisors, Lady Rebecca maintained her position without question.

Luther had told Iris that Lady Rebecca had initially refused the position, though she’d assist with logistic support in the past, due to the very reason of no practical experience; however, the Second Prince had returned and he aided her where she had knowledge gaps.  The two worked very well together.

This was the reason Iris believed why King Laurence forced Luther to divorce Lady Rebecca and pushed him out of the royal family; so, he could marry Lady Rebecca to the Second Prince, as they were more useful than Luther.

Iris pushed the memory out of her head and coldly reminded herself that their time had passed.  King Laurence had likely died outside without the live-saving aid of a cleric and Lady Rebecca would die soon, as well.  No one would kick her and Luther out of the palace.

“It was something I thought about after your father mentioned it,” she replied with a gentle smile.  “Though I’m not as experienced as Lady Rebecca, I have studied some topics.  I will try to support you where I can.”

Luther’s face softened in an instant and he brought her hand to his lips to kiss the back of it.  “Thank you, Iris.”

“Your Majesty.” Chamberlain Wilton stood by the entrance of the room.  He hadn’t taken up all his normal duties yet, in particular the more physical ones, as the wound across his torso was still healing, but Luther appreciated him for his knowledge and was pleased to have him back.

“Chamberlain.”  Luther rose from his seat.  Typically, as the king, he’d remain seated and Iris caught a faint look of irritation on the Third Consort’s face when he saw Luther stand.  Iris wasn’t so strict.  Luther was kind-hearted.

He rose to his feet and walked towards the Chamberlain so the Chamberlain wouldn’t need to enter and bow, aggravating his wound.

“I apologize for the disturbance, Your Majesty, but the official document of exile must be updated to reflect Miss Caroline’s change of exile location.  Your seal and signature are required to validate the change,” Chamberlain Wilton told him.

The slight smile on Luther’s lips fell when he heard that woman’s name, but he still nodded.  “I understand.  Follow me to my office.”  He looked back at his father and Iris, giving them a small bow of his head.  “I will see you at mealtime, Father, Iris.”

The two rose from their seats to see him off.  Once he disappeared through the doors, Iris’ bright smile faded.

“Who were Laurence’s advisors?” the Third Consort asked in a low, muted voice.

“Duke Seneca, the Third Prince, and Lady Rebecca.”

The Third Consort’s face twisted with disgust as his eyes narrowed.  “Duke Seneca may still be useful.”

Iris didn’t know what that old man was capable of, but if he helped Luther, she wouldn’t complain.  Ensuring Luther’s reign was successful would ensure that their lives would be, as well.

“There were no major problems with infrastructure at that time,” Iris replied.  She sat back down.

“Are you sure your people will succeed?” The Third Consort glanced down at her.  He’d arranged for the guards escorting the Carolines to have been royal guards stationed outside the palace in order to keep them from growing sympathetic with the exiled.  She’d given him a handful of men to use as ‘royal guards’.  Over half of the real guards got food poisoning at the barracks, so he had them replaced by these ‘new’ guards.

She looked up at him and gave him a cold smile.  “I am not so foolish as to have come this far and not commit.  Aside from the former Duchess, nearly all the guards for the others were replaced with men loyal to me.”

The Third Consort raised a brow.  “The former Duke and his son, I can understand. Even with their biha well suppressed, they can fight.” He smirked.  “Are you afraid that she’ll come back?”

Iris narrowed her eyes, her grip on the cup tightening.  Her eyes rose.  “There is nothing wrong with taking extra precautions.  Let’s not forget she’s the Daughter with Dawn in her Hair.”

The Third Consort snorted and looked out toward the window.  “How confident are you that the prophecy can be stopped?”

She glared at the table.  “I don’t question the ability of my men.”

They weren’t half-hearted, unorganized thugs off the street.  They were Temple Paladins.

Not just any Temple Paladins, but orphans she grew up with.  The Temple believed that only those with no earthly ties could fully devote themselves to guarding the Temple and its people, so the highly trained paladins were all orphans.  They were selected in their youth and then groomed for service.

Iris had made a point to remember who all the high ranked, superior paladin officers were, and in this life, befriended them before they were selected and held a sword.  Her efforts weren’t in vain.  The current commander was her childhood friend and a sworn brother.  He was part of her escort.

When she expressed her fear that Lady Rebecca would come and retaliate or that her powerful family would hear of it and come for her because she and Luther had fallen in love, her sworn brother assured her that all she needed to do was find a way to let them escort the exiles and they would take care of the rest.

After all, at that moment, Iris was on track to be the next Great Oracle.  Her safety and well-being were a priority for the Temple.  In this way, the paladins were acting as a precaution by eliminating a threat to her before it happened.

Knowing the Carolines’ backgrounds, the paladins were concentrated amongst the former duke and his two adult children.  The former duke and his eldest son because of their fighting prowess, and the eldest daughter because they couldn’t risk her remaining alive.

Iris was confident that Rebecca of Caroline would die after the final checkpoint.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Beks tucked the urapearl back into her cleavage, adjusting her chest so it nestled comfortably within.  The other contents that had been hidden by the eldor shark cloak were placed into the various pockets of her dress.  She’d need them to buy supplies and survive outside.

She took a deep breath and leaned back against the cushions in the prison carriage provided for her.  It had been several days on the way to the border and she wanted to know the status of her family.  Unfortunately, they didn’t have urapearls with them and even if they did, they’d face the same problem she had.

Urapearls could not be used on their own.  They required a special base to be used to connect to other urapearls.  At the very least, all her contacts were synced to the urapearl.  If she could buy a base, then she could contact Nexus and have them check.

It wasn’t that she feared for their lives, but she wanted reassurance that they weren’t suffering.  When they parted, all of them maintained a certain arrogance, as if to show that their dignity had not been diminished by mere exile and title stripping.

They weren’t worried about Sagittate, either.

Every day, her parents would contact the Sacred Valley while they were visiting her. If they did not contact the Sacred Valley, the entire duchy would be on alert.  By now, after no contact for several days, it was likely that they knew what happened and had moved to protect themselves in case the hands in Kadmium dared to reach too far.

Sagittate was a peninsula connected by a very narrow land bridge to the mainland.  It could be easily defended.  The water surrounding the duchy was dangerous and required skilled sailors.  If people were able to get through the waters, the coastline had a network of sentries.

As for internal matters, the Carolines weren't just her father and his wife and children.  Beks had aunts, uncles, cousins, and other extended family.  Her father’s younger brothers, Erik and Harald, assisted in running the government and her father’s younger sister, Hilga of Caroline, was a master water biha user who specialized in ice biha.

She was the current Commander General of the Northern Pass.

The duchy’s security and rule weren’t a concern as a result.  It was why Beks’ father was so excited to take them on a trip around the kingdom to see sights, as there was no immediate need to return and they could take their time as a family to reconnect with Beks.

She let out a heavy sigh, lamenting that the journey her father had already started planning would not come to fruition.  Wrath had been the most excited for it, as she wanted to see animals.  The child had been quite intuitive with the various birds and small animals around the Old Tower.

Beks suspected that Wrath’s spirit core allowed her to understand animals, or at least, read their nature easily enough for them to become comfortable with her.

Beks pursed her lips.  Her paternal aunt was a master ice biha user, her younger sister could likely talk to animals, and what about her?

I’m useless outside my head.  She scowled.  No, don’t think that way.

There was nothing wrong with not having a biha well or a spirit core.  It didn’t make a person of less worth.  She clenched her jaw.  Her brother and father had been suppressed, and they didn’t lose any grace.

They were the most talented fire biha users in Sagittate, from what Beks could remember.  Her brother could heat the air around them and her father was the only person she heard of who could do distanced ignition.  As long as he could see an object, he could set it on fire without touching it.

The further away it was, the more his biha well was drained, but at least he could do it.

Beks stared at the ceiling of the carriage.  Prisoner carriages were unlike normal ones.  There was one entrance, towards the front on the left-hand side.  The door had a double-sided lock, as in some cases, royal guards would sit inside to watch a prisoner.

The only windows were narrow ones on each side with metal bars over them to prevent escape.  There were various metal fixings along the walls, including metal loops fixed to the corners, ceiling, and floor where chains could be attached in order to secure a prisoner.  The wooden bench went all the way along the sides.

Her chamber pot was a literal hole in one corner with a bucket that could be removed from the outside.  She didn’t need to leave the inside of the carriage to relieve herself.  The ride was bumpy, but at least she had cushions.

She was sure it was Chamberlain Wilton who prepared a thick, folded cushion along the back seat bench.  It was just wide enough that she could spread it out like a mattress on the floor.  She could still feel the metal loops beneath her jutting out, but it wasn’t too bad.  At the very least, she could sleep laying down.

She had a thin blanket and pillows, even a water jug with a cup for her to drink from.  Beks hoped the rest of her family, at least her mother and younger siblings, had similar treatment.

She scooted to the side of the prison wagon and looked out, through the metal bars.  If she craned her neck at an angle, she could see some of the half dozen royal guards escorting her to exile.  She frowned.

She didn’t recognize these people.  She knew practically every royal guard stationed at the imperial palace, but none of these men.

That useless eggplant probably made sure the royal guards escorting me didn’t know me personally so they wouldn’t be sympathetic.  Beks let out a small snort.  They didn’t need to be sympathetic, but they could at least talk to her.

Or to each other, for that matter.  Something to alleviate the sheer boredom of days of travel on the road.  It seemed even longer when no one was willing to talk and the entire journey was done in silence.  It was almost maddening.

The only person she could talk to was Mr. Cleary, the driver, but when he was under the intense gazes of the guards, he could only be quiet.  Beks found herself resenting the guards even more.  Mr. Cleary had been a prison carriage driver for years.  He was a seasoned servant and was kind, but every time they started a conversation, he’d be sent a withering glare.

Beks had cut the conversations short, reminding him that they should limit their talking in front of those men.  He was already doing more than he should for her sake.

While most prisoners would get tasteless, flaky dried food during transport, and perhaps a bowl of whatever water they could get from a stream, Mr. Cleary had ensured that she received decent food.

Beks shook her head.  No, it was more than decent.  She ate what Mr. Cleary ate.  The kind, plump man would give her a share of whatever food he’d purchased at the last town.  He’d get her water when they stopped both for drinking and for washing herself.

“Sir, you need not spend your money,” Beks had told him the first night.  “I can live on dried meal.”

He had smiled warmly and shook his head.  “The task is long, so I was given a bonus by the Chamberlain.” He needn’t say any more.  Who heard of getting a bonus for a single task that was part of one’s job?

Chamberlain Wilton had given him money to buy food for Beks and in order for it to not look so suspicious, Mr. Cleary made it seem as if he were just sharing his food with her out of pity.  She could accept that.  Still, before they parted, she wanted to give him a gold plat or two as thanks. She still had plenty in the pockets of her petti skirt.

If people were good to her, she was good to them.

Her eyes darted to the window once more.  She may have had good feelings towards Mr. Cleary, but not those guards.  She couldn’t wait to be free of them.

The Forbidden Valley was far south with jagged cliffs on all sides that made it difficult for passage.  It was those jagged cliffs that likely kept whatever was inside from leaving and creating havoc outside the valley.  Difficult to get out, difficult to get in.

The border of Kadmus nearest to it was approximately a day’s journey away, and in order to reach it, they had to round another mountain range.  Beks narrowed her eyes and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees.

She knew where all the buried stele were located.  There was an old map in the late Queen’s study.  While outdated with borders growing and shrinking since the map was made, it outlined where the stele were buried.  She’d stared at that map so much; it was burned into her mind.

Stele was buried twice its height into the ground with an effective radius of three hundred paces.  Each was about as thick as an adult human and were carved with script to trigger the exile mark.  That period of time was considered the peak of bihar scripting and it took three generations of royals to get the old border surrounded by stele.

Beks didn’t know if there were any gaps, as measurements were made so that their effective area overlapped a bit, but she didn’t want to waste time trying to find out and possibly causing herself harm in the process.

She knew that their effectiveness was mainly on land and while there were stele buried along the coasts, their radius was severely affected.  This meant that trying to sneak in via land was not a wise decision and sneaking in from the coast could only get her so close.

She could not cut through Kadmus in her search for her family.

Her father was in the east, in the high desert.  If she could make it out of the Forbidden Valley, then she would go east for a certain distance and then north.  From there, she and her father could continue north and once past the northern borders of Kadmus, go west to find her brother.  If they traveled west far enough, they would reach the sea.

From there, they could go find her brother and siblings.

They’d essentially circumnavigate the Kadmus Kingdom, which would take a significant amount of time on foot.  She had enough gold on her to buy some horses and a modest carriage, but she couldn’t do so until she was in an area where they could maneuver.

Which brought about another problem.  Even if she were outside of the stele range and dealt with villages and settlements outside of the kingdom, she would still have to reveal herself when getting supplies.  A small thought of her stealing them in the dead of night crossed her mind, but she frowned.

She couldn’t bring herself to steal from commoners.  What was more, life on the border eras, away from a host of resources was difficult to begin with.  She was in a desperate situation, but not desperate enough to harm innocent people.

Buying it is....  She lifted her hand and touched the orange length of hair over her left side.  I need to do something about it.

How many people had black hair and an orange streak?  No one.  It was abnormal.  Her orange streak was her identification marker, and even if no one knew who she was upon seeing it, it would attract attention, which was not what an exile trying to find her family under the nose of an oppressive regime wanted.

The cloak Chamberlain Wilton gave her had a hood that could be clinched and the collar was high, able to reach high enough to cover her nose.  That would obscure part of her face and her hair, but she would look incredibly suspicious trying to blatantly hide her face.  The best idea was to dye her orange streak.

Which was yet another problem.  It’s one thing after another, isn’t it?

While it wasn’t the first time she wanted to dye her hair, she’d never actually done so, as it was a symbol of her identity so the late Queen forbade it.  Beks had also considered shaving it off at one point, but it would only grow back into an awkward patch of orange fuzz.  She may have been considered casual about her appearance, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have any vanity.

Not to mention a section of bald hair would attract questions and she’d have to continuously shave it to ensure that the orange didn’t show up.  Dying it really was the best way.

While she’d grown used to her hair and didn’t consider dying it for some time, she still remembered asking her maids what she could dye it with.  There were dyes available for purchase, but they were expensive.

As well as not readily available everywhere.  She’d be lucky if she could find such a dye in a rural supply store.

Dyes were extracted from plants and minerals, but she didn’t know how or even what made what color.  Considering her luck recently, there was a good chance she could grind some rocks and make her orange streak even brighter.  She gritted her teeth and pressed her hands against the sides of her head.

She’d learned so much as a child and yet it was useless where she was now.  When was memorizing law books and historical records, planning supply chains and budgets going to help her as an exile with so little resources?  Why didn’t she learn more outdoor survival techniques when Lady Eleanor offered?

She could make a fire and boil things, but that was it and it as a struggle.  Hunting?  She injured her arm with an arrow once, so the late Queen made her stop.  Making a shelter?  She was going to be a princess, was that necessary? Cooking outdoors?  She once set a piece of pork on fire and Lady Eleanor had ended the lesson at once.

She was going to face many challenges when she was thrown into the Forbidden Valley and they weren’t limited to feral beasts and dangerous terrain.

Beks looked down at her clothes.  Chamberlain Wilton had also given her and her mother simple leather flats, as they had been arrested while wearing embroidered heels.  They we would become a hindrance in exile.  She had a cloak for outerwear, but what about her dress?

The corners of her lips curled up into a sneer.  She supposed she had to thank Luther for his lack of foresight.  The dress he got her for the coronation, which she was still wearing, was rather plain to begin with.  After a few days in the dungeon, and then several more on the road, it had lost much of its luster.

If she ripped off the lace, it would look even more worn and plain, so she wouldn’t stand out.  She leaned back against the carriage and let out a heavy breath.

The carriage began to roll to a stop and Beks opened her eyes and looked out the window.  One side was just barren brown with a few small shrubs, but the other side was a wall made of stone.  It was likely an old garrison town.  Her eyes narrowed.

It had been several days and if she were right, this was the last checkpoint.  That meant they had one more day to reach the coast road around the mountain range, and from there, less than a day to reach the mouth of the Forbidden Valley.  She’d heard about it, read about it, but had never seen it.

Her heart quickened at the thought of what she’d find and how she’d survive.  What if the royal guards guarded the mouth of the valley in case she tried to escape?  How long would she need to hide?  What if they went with her to make sure she entered before leaving?

She hated that she didn’t know and could only try to make plans for all possible outcomes.

She heard Mr. Cleary speaking to the gate house and not long after, they were let into the settlement.  Passing carriages and escorts could not go into the heart of the garrison, where there was a small village, but there were small trading areas around the outer areas and close to the barracks from what Beks had observed from other checkpoints.

Once more, they were parked near the wall.  The guards split into two groups, with two remaining with the carriage while four went to look around.

“Miss, I will go and buy some supplies and food for dinner,” Mr. Cleary said as he peeked inside.

“Wait!”  Beks rushed to the window and looked out.  The window was higher than the man was tall.  “Mr. Cleary, can you get me more water?”  She shoved out a small cup.  Thinking nothing of it, the man received it and didn’t conceal his surprise when he saw two gold plats.  “Get some water for yourself, as well.”

He looked up with a soft expression and nodded.  “Of course, Miss.  I will return soon.”  He gave her a comforting smile and Beks nodded.  She made a mental note to give him another plat when he brought her back food as thanks for his attentiveness.

She sat back in the carriage, folding up the cushion into a pile so that she could sit on it and use the bench as a low table for her food.  It was quite homey for a prison carriage if she were being honest.

It didn’t take long for Mr. Cleary to come back.  He handed her back her cup and in it was a fresh bread roll and a scoop of fruit preserve next to it.  He then began to push through other things.  A brown wrapped package was partially opened to show the guards the yellow contents.

“There was some local cheese and they gave me a deal for taking it off their hands.”  The burlap wrapped package looked like part of a wheel of cheese, but when Beks opened it, she found it padded with some flat bread, a whole fruit, and a small bag with jerky.   She smiled sadly to herself.  He’d been constantly sneaking her additional food and had whispered for her to hide it and bring them with her.

Mr. Cleary then separated the food he’d bought for their dinner under the sharp gaze of the guards, as if to assure he was only passing food.   Considering that he had been doing so with each meal, the guards seemed to accept it without much question.

Beks got part of a pheasant, some roasted root vegetables, and a fist-sized chunk of bread.  She thanked him and as they began to eat, she asked him if he’d been to any tropical area south of the kingdom and if so, what she should expect.  Aside from humidity and to be careful of her footing, as well as not to eat anything she doesn’t recognize, there wasn’t much he could offer her.

“I apologize, Miss,” he said with some regret.  Beks shook her head inside the carriage.

“It’s all right.  I’m afraid I’m just lacking in information regarding my exile location,” she said.

“I’ll ask around while we’re here and let you know,” Mr. Cleary told her.

“Even if it helps me survive another day, a day longer is welcomed,” Beks replied.  Mr. Cleary let out a heavy, melancholy sigh.

“Miss, give me your cup,” he said.  Beks wiped the last of the fruit preserve off the side of the cup with the fresh roll and stuffed it into her mouth before handing the cup to him between the bars.  She peered out and watched the man kneel down and untie a jug from his waist.

“What’s that?” A sharp voice cut through the air and Beks snapped her head to the side.  She could see one of the guards approaching with a frown on his face.

“It’s local spirit,” Mr. Cleary said, a bit defensive.  “I thought the lass could use a drink considering we’re driving her to her death.”

The royal guard narrowed his eyes, but drew his head back.  “Where did you get it?”

“At that booth over there.”  Mr. Cleary pointed towards the cluster of booths selling drinks and food and other supplies to travelers passing through.  This seemed to satisfy the guard, who gave Mr. Cleary a nod.   “Here, child.  Have some.”

Beks’ chest was tight and she didn’t want to take the drink as her heart began to quicken.  She forced herself to focus and without a word, she reached between the bars to receive the cup.  “Thank you.”  She tried to keep her voice steady as she spoke.

She sat down, holding the cup in her hands as she shut her eyes and took low even breaths to calm herself.

It was the first time she had heard the guard talk and now she knew the reason why.

He spoke Jasper with an accent, and not an accent from a region of the kingdom.

Beks was trapped in the palace grounds, but this also meant that she had met many people as dignitaries coming to see the late Queen, as well as various nobles coming from other parts of the kingdom.  She was familiar with regional accents.  The closer one was to Kadmium, the more standard their Jasper.

There were very few regions that still maintained the language of their ancestors before becoming part of the kingdom, like Sagittate.

That guard wasn’t from the kingdom.

That’s an Esuser accent.  She took another deep breath.  Esuser was spoken in the Great Rivers Basin.  While the wide, vegetation-rich region had several principalities clutching on to a few pieces of territory, the heart of the basin was the location of the Great Temple. These bastards are paladins.

No wonder they didn’t speak to her or even acknowledge her in any way.  No wonder she didn’t recognize a single face.  The royal guards in the dungeon had been talkative when escorting her; it didn’t make sense that the guards escorting her to the border stayed silent for days.

Temple Paladins were highly respected and known for their discipline, but they lived and breathed for the Temple.  Deception wasn’t something they were known for, but Beks didn’t have to question why they were there.

Her eyes narrowed as her heart calmed.  Her hand tightened around the cup and she tossed back the fruity wine before nearly slamming it down.

She could blame the Third Consort all she wanted, but he couldn’t move Temple Paladins who had no affiliation to the kingdom.  Only High Priests, High Priestesses, and oracles could move them.

That heinous little....  Beks grit her teeth.  So, exile wasn’t good enough.  They wanted herdead.  And if she was being escorted by paladins, then her family was likely being escorted by paladins as well.  They wanted her entire family dead!  Does she think I’ll go crawling back to that disappointing turnip of a man and take him from her?  She can have him!

She shut her eyes again and began to count to calm herself.  She couldn’t lose control of her emotions now.  Loss of control was a disadvantage and one she could not afford in her position.

This changed her end situation from exile to death.  Forget survival against nature.  Now she had to survive against six highly trained men with weapons.

All she had was a dagger.

For the first night in several, Beks couldn’t sleep.  The situation wasn’t in her control since the coronation ball, but she knew that she just had to get past the current situation to get to a goal where she couldregain control.  How could she regain control if she were dead?

She doubted Luther had allowed this.  Even if she screamed at him, he wouldn’t order them to kill her.  She would give him that much credit.  This had been planned.

Beks laid on the cushion, trying to calm herself as her mind raced through possible scenarios and how she could react to them.

Her chances were slim.

The next morning, she was quiet and tried to stay calm.  At the very least, some paladins would die by her parents’ and brother’s hands, as they wouldn’t go down without a fight, if they went down at all.  If she could at least give one a significant stab, then that would give her some satisfaction.

She sat on the back bench of the carriage and looked ahead of her, at the wall separating her from the driver.  Her instinct told her that Mr. Cleary didn’t know about the change of guards and either she would be taken out to be killed out of his sight or they’d kill her whenever convenient and Mr. Cleary would become a witness who also needed to be silenced.

Beks’ lips pulled into a wry smile.  “Honorable knights of the gods indeed.”

“Miss have some breakfast before we leave,” Mr. Cleary said.  “There won’t be any warm meals from this point on.  After our stop tonight, we’ll reach the edge of the Forbidden Valley.”  He was upset as he passed a large cup through the bars with steam coming from it.  “Be careful now.”

Her eyes flickered towards him.  She didn’t want him to die.

She stood by the window and just as she accepted it, she let out a low hiss and spilled the cup.  Half poured out of the window while the other fell inside and splashed on her.  “My apologies!”

“Are you all right? Don’t touch it, Miss.  It’s very hot!” Mr. Cleary rushed to the front of the carriage to get a rag.  As he moved close to wipe at the spill on his side, she leaned towards the window and lowered her voice.

“They’re not royal guards, they’re men sent to kill me.  That’s why their accents are foreign.”  She prayed he’d believe her.

Mr. Cleary’s wiping came to a stop.  His face paled and he seemed to want to not believe it, but as his eyes flickered to the guards and then at her, he dropped his eyes.  “That is why I didn’t recognize them....”

Her chest tightened.  Mr. Cleary was a prison carriage driver.  He would be familiar with royal guards because they’d escort him.  Not recognizing two or three was one thing, but all six?  And it must’ve been strange that none of them had spoken to him.  The man must’ve felt something off, as well.

“When you can, leave.  Don’t get involved or I fear they’ll silence you.”  Her voice trembled as she watched the top of the man’s head slowly nod.

“And you, Miss?”  He swallowed hard and looked at her with reluctance on his face.  His job was to take her to the border to be exiled.  Whatever happened then was out of his hands, but from his actions and the bits of dry food he’d sneaked to her to put away, he seemed to have hoped she’d survive.

“I will run.”  Beks smiled and lied.  He searched her eyes, but slowly nodded.  He slid another rag inside so she could wipe her hands, waiting until she passed it back.  The rag was heavy and she’d given him another two plats of gold.  “Thank you, Mr. Cleary.  Be safe.”

His eyes reddened and he stepped away without question.

The carriage bounced along and inside, Beks cut off layers of her petti skirt, thinning it out so it would be easier to move.  She didn’t know what would happen, but she knew she wouldn't let her dress constrain her.  She wrapped the layers around her upper body, beneath her dress, and then cut and tied additional skirt layers to ease her movement.  The remaining gold was carefully placed into slits in her inner bodice.

If she were lucky, if they stabbed her, it would hit gold instead and buy her time.

By nightfall, all she could do was sit on the cushions and practice even breathing for whatever came next.

“Where are you going?”  She opened her eyes as she heard someone yell.  She looked out the window.  The paladins were around a fire, appearing to cook their meal, while a few steps away, Mr. Clearly was staggering and drinking from the jug.  “Old man, you’ve been drinking all day!”

“I never had to leave a child to die,” Mr. Cleary slurred as he fell back against the side of the carriage, making it shake.  “A good girl...the Lady is a good girl....”  Muttering nonsense, he swayed back and forth.  His face was red and as he slammed his side against the carriage once more, he grabbed on to the bars to steady himself.

He let out a groan, muffling the sound of two keys falling into the carriage.  Beks’ eyes widened.  Obediently, she played along.

“Mr. Cleary, I’ll be fine!  It’s only exile, not certain death!”

“Good girl...good girl....”  Their eyes met for a moment and she saw the clarity in his. “Good-bye, my lady.”

She felt her eyes mist over.  They were so good to her.  Even in exile, they wanted her to live.  When she was being good to them, it wasn’t so they would be good to her in return, but they were.

“Good-bye.”  She smiled at him.  “Until we meet again, good sir,” she replied in a strained, quiet Sagittater so that the guards wouldn’t question her words.

His eyes crinkled up as he stumbled away.  He continued to mumble words that didn’t make sense in Jasper as he seemed to stumble towards the forest.  She understood his mumbled words as heavily accented Sagittater: Then, until next time.

“Now where are you going?” The harsh voice of one of the paladins filled their small campsite beside the road at the foot of the mountain rage.

“Going to piss!” No one questioned him.

Beks tried to force herself to sleep, but her dozing was light.  No noise loud enough woke her, and when she woke up, she knew that Mr. Cleary didn’t come back.

The paladins were yelling at each other and they must’ve no longer cared, as they were speaking in the Esuser dialect.  As Esuser directly followed the traditional pronunciation of Temple texts, it was considered a prestige language, so Beks had learnt it as a child.

The paladins were in a frenzy because they couldn’t find Mr. Cleary.   Four were sent to search the surrounding forest and it wasn’t until midmorning that they came back.  They huddled in a circle and Beks strained to listen to their conversation.

Mr. Cleary wasn’t found, but they found a broken jug, the same jug he’d been drinking from last night, downstream from the river where they’d gotten water the night before.  They also found one of his shoes and from what Beks gathered, they think he got drunk, tripped into the river, and drowned; his body was swept away.

Beks took a deep breath.  She’d seen the focus in Mr. Cleary’s eyes the night before.  He knew what he was doing. In a way, it was rather impressive.  She assured herself that he faked his death and went to hide as she sat by the door, dagger gripped in one hand.

She waited for them to throw open the door, drag her out, and behead her.

To her surprise, the paladins got back on their horses, except for one.  One climbed onto the driver’s seat of the carriage and it jerked forward.  Her eyes narrowed.  Were they going to keep going and take her all the way to the Forbidden Valley despite the main witness having gone missing?

Then again, this road had traffic.  Nothing like the city, but while they’d been waiting for Mr. Cleary’s search party to return, two other carriages and some people on horseback had passed.  Killing her there was messy and they might not have enough time to clean it up.  If they took her to the woods, they couldn’t just leave the carriage unattended.

She frowned, somewhat irritated that she was still waiting for her doom. She’d been tense for over a day and it was becoming tiring.

The carriage continued on the road for some time.  Beks shouted out the windows where Mr. Cleary was and asked why she hadn’t had breakfast, but no one answered her.  She could only look out the window to try to estimate where they were going.

She could smell the sea air before she could see the sea itself and knew they’d reached the coast that curved into a gulf.  It was tropical, so despite the sea breeze, the air was heavy and humid.  The plant life and landscape outside had changed.  However, they’d only be by the coast for a moment before they followed the road north again to go towards the jagged mountains in the distance.

Beks swallowed hard.

She’d run.  That was her best option, wasn’t it?  As soon as she could get out, she would run towards the forest that would likely kill her, but not before six men with swords would.

That is the stupidest plan.  I never thought I’d have to make such a plan.  She let out an irritated groan.

The carriage led out a creak and suddenly began to jostle more violently.  Beks looked out the window and noticed that they had left the main road of hard packed dirt.

“What’s going on?” Beks shouted.  She could see the tips of the jagged mountains in the far distance and they weren’t going towards them.  “Where are we going?”

“It’s clear there.  We can’t be seen from the main road.  The drop is high enough.”

“Is the water shallow?  Rocks below?  The water is foaming.”

“That’s not rocks, those are whirlpools.”

Beks heard the paladins speaking and rushed to the opposite window.  She craned her neck to see the edge of a cliff and frothy ocean water slamming into the cliff below.  In her mind, she could remember the map in the late Queen’s study.  A small portion of the coast had odd lines around it and she had asked the late Queen why.

“There is a section of the gulf that is littered with whirlpools and violent swells.  No one passes through, as ships will be slammed into the shore or marooned on rocks hidden by the water.”

Of all the places for her to die.  It seemed that they hoped her body would be lost to the sea, as well.

The carriage slowed to a stop and she readied herself to be pulled out and forced to jump.

The door didn’t open.

She saw the paladins get off their horses and walk to the front of the carriage.  Fumbled clanking was heard and then one of the paladins led away the horses pulling her carriage.

Her eyes widened.  If they weren’t going to make her jump....

The carriage creaked as it moved forward and she braced herself.  There was a crash and the front part of the carriage suddenly fell forward.  Despite herself, Beks let out a scream and grabbed onto the door handle.  The blankets, cushions, and other things that were piled at the back of the wagon slid forward.

“Let the horses go!  We need to push!  The front wheels are over the edge!”

“What is wrong with you?  You’re going to push me into the ocean?” Beks yelled.  She pulled the key from her bodice and unlocked the door.  If the fall didn’t kill her, then she’d be trapped in the carriage and drown.

She grasped the handle and threw the door open, only to come face to face with a paladin.  He didn’t seem to expect her, as he was reaching for the window bars to help push the carriage.  She took it as an opportunity to jump out.

A firm hand grabbed her shoulder before she could set foot on the ground and threw her back into the carriage.  Something snapped around her neck and she saw a glimmer of silver as her necklace with her pills was snatched off and thrown into the carriage.

She let out a scream as her shoulder slammed into the wooden bench as she fell.  The pain shot down her arm and a thud sounded in front of her. The door was pushed closed, but as there was only one key, it couldn’t be locked.

Yelling was heard outside as the carriage rocked forward and back, slowly teetering further off the edge.  Beks grit her teeth.  She saw the pale hand reaching through the window and clamped against the wood for a hold to push the carriage.

She grabbed the hairpin from her hair and rushed forward.  His scream filled the air with an iron scent as blood splattered across her dress.  She pressed the pin down, through the back of his hand and into the wood.

His wide eyes met hers as he seemed to collect himself and try to pull away.  When he couldn’t his other hand reached in to pry her hand off.  She released one hand and grabbed the dagger tied to her calf and sliced at his other hand.

As he yelled, the carriage began to lean forward.  One or two more pushes and the weight of the carriage would send it over.  Beks grit her teeth.  She met the paladin’s eyes through the bars with defiant ones.

“Pray to whatever gods you believe in that I don’t survive, because if I do, you'll be praying for death!”  She ripped the hairpin out of his hand, taking out some more blood splatter and a few pieces of skin and flesh.  She didn’t bother to watch his reaction as she shoved her weapons into her clothes and grabbed the folded cushion.

She wrapped it around her body.  She laid down beneath the front bench, wedging herself against the pillows and braced herself.

The creaking of the carriage drowned out their yelling and roar of the water below.  Back and forth, back and forth, and then the weight of her body was pulled towards the bench.  She shut her eyes as for a moment, she felt weightless.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 15 - I Can't Die Yet


                A sudden pain shot through her shoulder as her body bounced from one side of the carriage to the other.  If it weren’t for the cushion wrapped around her, she was afraid that there could be broken bones instead of just bruises.  However, her future injuries if she survived this attempt on her life weren’t what was going through her head as the carriage tumbled down the cliffside.

There were three things in Beks’ mind.

First, she did not know enough curse words to keep up with how many times she’d hit the wall, floor, ceiling, or the jutting wood of the bench.  Second, she was glad her memory was exceptional, as she’d burned the faces of those six bastards into her mind.  If she survived, she would make good on her promise.

And third, unexpectedly, she remembered a brief moment years ago, when Uncle Timur was still alive.  The rooftops of the villas were sloped and it had been a rather cold winter, so there were mounds of fluffy white snow on the ground.  She had fled after her lessons to find someone to play with and found the Second and Third Prince.

They were easy to find, as they were on the roof of one of the buildings that framed their shared courtyard.

“Beks!  What are you doing here?” The Third Prince had stopped what he was doing, holding up what looked like the top layer of padding of one of their mattresses, and looked down at her from the roof.

“Can I play with you?” Beks had asked with big gray eyes filled with hope.

The Second Prince, who had a pillow tied to his front and back, had looked down and nodded.  He then waved an arm.  “Sure!  Come on up.  We put the ladder on the side.  Be careful when you climb!”

Her eyes had lit up and she scurried around the side of the building and saw the ladder.  She was quite a good climber, so she didn’t hesitate to shimmy up.  The Third Prince had walked to the edge and knelt down, wrapping his arms around her, and helping her up onto the roof.  He held on to her chubby little body to keep her from falling.

“Hold on to my hand and when I tell you to sit and wait, you sit and wait, all right?” the Third Prince had told her in a stern voice.  “If you slip, you’ll fall, and you won’t have anything to protect you.”

Beks had nodded her head, her small hand holding his as she stepped carefully along the path made through the snow on the rooftop to get to where the Second Prince was, near the peak.  “What are you doing?” she had asked as the Third Prince made her sit.

“Beks, do you see all that snow?” the Second Prince had asked with a mischievous glint practically shining from his eyes.  He had motioned out into the courtyard, at the untouched, fluffy snow.  Beks had nodded.  “We’re going to roll down the roof and onto the snowbank!”

She had gasped, but the Third Prince was quick to reassure her.  “Don’t worry!  It’s only one story and we’ll be fine since we’re cushioning our fall with the mattress cushion and pillows.”

“Not to mention we’ll land on the snowbank that’s already as tall as us,” the Second Prince had said with pride.  He and his brother had exchanged looks.  “This is going to be so fun!”

“This is the best idea we’ve had in a while,” the Third Prince agreed.

However, before they could finish wrapping the Second Prince in the mattress cushion as a final ‘safety’ layer, Uncle Timur had arrived.  In the end, the Second Prince had slipped from surprise when his father yelled at him.  He had rolled down and fell into the snowbank, though not in the position he planned, causing him to let out an ugly yell before the sudden silence of snow shut him up.

Uncle Timur had the servants drag him out while he climbed up to fetch her and force the Third Prince down.  He had scolded them for doing something so dangerous and then scolded the twins for dragging her along with them.

“Adah, it’s perfectly safe.  We were careful.  Everything is under control.   Look, Laz is fine!” The Third Prince had tried to reason while motioning towards his brother who was dazed and had to be helped to stand by a servant after being pulled from the snowbank.

The next time Beks saw the twins, they could barely sit, and were exhausted from a full week of intense training as punishment.  They were forced to apologize to her for putting her in danger, but Beks didn’t think she’d been in any.  She trusted the twins and they weren’t too high off the ground to begin with.

Then Uncle Timur had scolded her for putting too much trust in his ‘idiot sons’.

Still, Beks felt safer then than she did now.

There was a roar of water as the carriage slammed into the sea’s surface.  Beks felt warm water drops on her face and she opened her eyes.  She was on her back, her body curled up and the small of her back digging into a metal fixture.

Water was rushing in through the windows and through the wide-open door, or lack thereof.  She hadn’t noticed while tumbling down, but since it hadn’t been locked after she was shoved back inside, the door had swung open and was ripped off during the descent.  As a result, turbulent sea water was rushing into the suddenly small compartment.

She unwrapped herself from the cushion and trudged to the door.  It was a good idea to thin out her clothes so as not to drag her down anymore.  Beks extended her hands to try to brace herself against the walls.  A glimmer caught her eye on the corner of the bench.

Beks’ hand shot down and snatched the metal canister that had been ripped off her neck just as the water overcame the side of the bench.  She shoved the canister into her cleavage, making sure it was tucked in as securely as possible before gripping the sides of the door and pulling herself out.

The water soaked her dress and she grabbed on to the top, or rather, what used to be the bottom step of the carriage.  The wood and metal vehicle was upside down, and turning in the waves.  Beks clung on to one side, trying to grab one the metal latches beneath the carriage used for hooking things in order to pull herself up.

She heard a creak and looked over her shoulder.

“No, no, no, no....”  The carriage was turning in the water and running into the sharp, barnacle covered rocks jutting out of the water.  A corner of the carriage scraped along one of the rocks before one side of it slammed against another.  If it weren’t for the sturdy metal-enforced corners and sides, the wood would’ve given out under the force.

And if they could do that much to wood, what more to a human body?

Her arms strained forward and her fingertips brushed the metal.  With a final pull, she managed to grab hold of the metal bar and she pulled herself up.  She crawled on to the bottom of the carriage and fell back, pulling her feet up just as the side of the carriage she’d been on slammed onto a rock and shook.

Breathe, Beks, breathe.  She forced herself to take even breaths to try to calm her racing heart as she scrambled away from the side that had hit the rocks.  She looked around and found that the tides were taking her away from the cliffside, but into a gauntlet of sea rocks jutting out from the waves.

Her eyes crinkled up as she gripped the metal bar that she used to anchor herself.

It was fine.  As long as the carriage floated and she held on, she wouldn’t be crushed against the rocks or sliced against them.

She didn’t hear the whistle over the crashing waves, but she felt something cut past her cheek.  As it registered, a thud was heard and her eyes followed the movement on her left.  Her eyes went wide as she saw the arrow embedded on the bottom of the carriage.

“Is pushing me off a cliff not enough?” Beks’ head shot up towards the top of the cliff.  She could see the figures looming over the edge.  Two of them had weapons in their hands that appeared to look like crossbows.  She narrowed her eyes and  scooted to the corner, trying to make herself as small a target as possible.

Another arrow swept past her and ricocheted off a rock and into the water.  Another barely missed her shoulder and went directly into the water.  The carriage was bobbing up and down, as well as turning in different directions with the waves, so she was a moving target.

The paladins continued to point their weapons at her.  Another arrow landed in front of her and she gasped.  She tucked her legs beneath her and glared.

“You wretched Temple dogs!  Why didn’t you just kill me with your swords, you pathetic incompetent bastards!”  She screamed towards them, but didn’t know if her words and curses reached their ears.

Another half dozen arrows flew at her, most missing, but one did slice past her shoulder.  In response, she raised her hand and made a rude gesture with her fingers that she learned from the Second Prince as a child.  In her entire life, she’d never done such a thing.  She may have cursed someone in her head, even sworn to relieve some frustration aloud, but never a rude gesture.

As far as she was concerned, those Temple bastards deserved it and more.

She couldn’t help but look at her upper arm, where the arrow had sliced past.  Her sleeves were red.  Blood spread through the already wet fabric, but it didn’t look too deep.  She’d have to bandage it up.

The arrows that were shot began to fall short.  It was likely that she had finally drifted out of range, and as Beks watched the arrows drop into the sea, she closed her eyes and let out a low, deep breath.  Her heart was beating quickly, but still steady.  Normally, she’d take her pills in the midst of the attack, but having foreseen attempted murder while still in the carriage, she’d taken two pills before they left the camp site.

It seemed that doing so helped restrain the attack and she made a mental note that the medicine might help.  Why hadn’t anyone discussed preventative medicine before?  Then again, it wasn’t as if they knew when she’d have an attack.

Her body was suddenly jerked forward and her hand, which had loosened, slipped away from the bar she was holding on to.  Her body slid forward and she looked back.  The carriage had slammed against another rock.

There were more. Some rocks were as big as a person, some were just the tips peeking out from the rough water, and others were larger than the carriage itself and surrounded by white foam.  Her heart sank as she noticed the obvious pull of water in different directions as they met.  If she remembered correctly, whatever could affect water movement was underneath.

Her chest tightened as she approached water that didn’t look like ordinary tides.  The current was pulling the carriage towards it and Beks felt her breath leave her.  There was a widening hole in the center of the current and it would only be a matter of moments before she and the carriage were sucked in.

For a moment, her mind went blank and her body numb.

She was going to drown.  She was going to be lost in a whirlpool, drown, and never get her revenge on those Temple bastards who were trying to kill her.   She could still see the determination on that paladin’s face as he shoved her back into the carriage and pushed as if his life depended on it.

There was no fear on his face when she stabbed his hand, only surprise, as if he didn’t expect her to retaliate.  Her eyes narrowed as anger and hatred coursed through her.  It was the Temple who prophesied her coming, inadvertently taking her from her family and putting a responsibility on her that no child should carry.

It was the Temple that sent useless clerics to let her foster brother rot to death.

Then, its new oracle beds her fiancé, who foolishly disrespects her in front of the entire court by announcing the oracle as his Wife of Choice.

Now, the Temple’s guard dogs push her off a cliff, try to assassinate her, and the rest of her family.

She’d never felt such rage and a single thought overwhelmed her:I can’t die yet.

She turned around and looked for something to grab on to.  The carriage scraped along the side of jutting rocks on its way to the whirlpool.  The rocks were jagged and slippery, but they were anchored to the ground.

Beks pushed herself up to a kneeling position beside the edge of the carriage.  It moved alongside a large rock that was like a tiny island.  If she were pinned between it and the carriage, she would be crushed.

Her eyes fixed on the rock, looking for a place for her hands and feet to grab on to.  She couldn’t stay on the carriage any longer or she’d be drawn into the whirlpool.

The overturned vehicle passed the rock, crashing into it with a corner.

Beks jumped.

Her body slammed into the rock and she grabbed onto whatever she could.  The sharp edges sliced at her fingertips and her cheeks, the protrusions of the stone poking at her gut and making her breathing short as her legs dangled for a moment before she found her footing.  She couldn’t feel the pain of cuts against her tender flesh as she pressed herself against the stone and looked over her shoulder.

The carriage was tossed more than body’s length from where she was now clinging for her life.  She watched as it was caught in the current and spun in a circle, round and round, until it disappeared into the underwater funnel.  She shut her eyes and relaxed, trying to calm herself as the water continued to roar around her.

After her heart rate seemed to lower, she began to use her hands and feet to find places to adjust her footing and grip in hopes of getting into a more comfortable position.  From that side of the rock, she couldn’t see the top of the cliff and decided to wait until it was dark to move around and try to find a way back.

She was already feeling her way around the rock blind.  It didn’t matter if she couldn’t see well.  She managed to find a narrow ledge on the rock for her to sit.  She secured herself and took a moment to look at her sleeves and hands.  Blood from various cuts and scrapes had mixed with salt water, and her sleeves were almost shredded from the sharp rock face.

She lifted her hand and touched her cheek, hissing as she felt a sharp pain as soon as she touched it.  Her fingertips had blood again.  Still, she tilted her head back and let out a tired breath.

Perhaps the tide would recede or the waves would become less turbulent if she waited.  Ignoring her hunger, she sat in place, watching the water for any changes.  After some time, the tide began to recede and the waters weren’t as choppy.  The whirlpool dissipated, as if it weren’t there to begin with.

Beks wondered if she could take advantage of the lowering tide to climb over the rocks and get back on shore.  Her body ached and her cheeks burned from sun exposure, but she ignored any pain and carefully felt her way around to peer over the top of the rock.  The sun was still out, but it wouldn’t be long before it reached the horizon.

She squinted and couldn’t make out any more figures standing by the cliff’s edge.  She looked long the shoreline, looking for any sign of the men.  Most of the shoreline was rocky, but every so often, between the jagged rocks, there were enclaves that had a small beach.  She hoped to find one to drag her worn body to, but couldn’t see any.

As she made her way down and tried to think of how to get around the jagged cliffs, she caught a movement from the corner of her eye.  She turned around and saw bubbles coming up from the water.  Her eyes widened and she pasted her back against the rock.

Was it an animal?  Now that she thought about it, aside from sea birds, she hadn’t seen any marine life.  Didn’t her mother say there were many dangerous animals in the ocean?  Her stomach sank.  Sharks, murderous whales that tipped boats, giant tentacled monsters, and sea serpents from the deep said to change the ocean currents when they swam.

Her eyes crinkled up at the unrealistic thought of a deep-sea leviathan appearing.  This wasn’t even its habitat, but she couldn’t help but think of the massive serpent as bubbles reached the surface.  She saw something coming out of the water . Something dark and large.

She held her breath.

The carriage broke through the surface and bobbed in the water, still upside down but floating.

Beks let her mouth drop for just a moment.

The overturned vehicle floated in front of her in the relatively calm waters, almost as if inviting her to get back on.  Her eyes crinkled up as she considered her options.  It would take her some time and some swimming between rocks to get back to shore, and even then, she’d need to find a way to get up the cliff.

The carriage didn’t look like it was going to sink any time soon.

Logic said to wait it out on the rocks and attempt to make her way back.

But her gut said to get on the carriage.  Beks narrowed her eyes.  Perhaps if she’d listened to her instinct earlier, she could’ve prepared better for Luther’s inevitable stupidity and his father’s manipulation.  She’d followed protocol and logic, and look where that got her.  Stuck on a rock, like a crippled seal.  When she started to take a chance because a nagging feeling told her to, it was too late.

She crouched down, one hand still clinging on to the rocks while the other reached for the carriage.  As soon as she could grab one of the metal fixtures on the side, she pulled it towards her.  She jumped back on it and froze, allowing it to settle beneath her.  She then sat down and used her legs to kick her away from the rock.

The carriage moved along with the current like a raft without a paddle.  Beks watched the rocky shoreline get further and further away and pursed her lips.

All right, maybe this wasn’t my best idea.  She slumped forward and took a deep breath before falling back and laying across the bottom of the carriage with her arms and legs spread out, exhausted.  She looked at the darkening sky and squinted.

She hoped her family was faring better than her.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“It’s colder than I thought!  I can barely see with all the snow coming down.  And at an angle, too!  I’ve never seen snow come down horizontally!”  The driver had been replaced with the chattiest royal guard Deo had ever met.

Outside the carriage, it should’ve been daylight, but with the snow, it was a hazy, frigid gray.  The temperature had dropped and for those unfamiliar, it would’ve seemed as if they were in the middle of a blizzard.  However, for this northern border area, this was the normal weather.

The reason the Northern Pass was so important was because it had far less brutal weather, allowing for man, beast, and monster to travel through.  It was the preferred area of travel, which was why it needed to be guarded, as when the creatures of the frozen north were stimulated by bihar from the volcanic eruptions, they would stampede through and pour into northern Kadmus.

Deo had spent much of his time in the military there, so even if the carriage did not have engraved bihar script to keep the temperature inside steady, he wasn’t too fazed by the cold.  At least the wind wasn’t cutting his body like it was the men outside.

He sat with his back against the wall separating him from the driver outside.  His wrists were still bound by thick metal shackles connected by a metal bar.  His ankles each had thick metal cuffs around them and a chain that had been anchored to a metal loop on the floor.  He couldn’t even walk to the far side of the carriage.

He took a deep breath and leaned back, waiting for them to stop and release him.  During that entire trek to the northern border, they hadn’t opened the door once.  All his food was served from a small, narrow hole on the floor, at the base of the door.  He could only eat with his hands, though the driver had been careful to give him any liquids in shallow bowls.

It was both good and bad that the driver was no longer with them now that they’d come this far.  Bad in that no one served him decent food now that the old man was gone.  Good in that the old man didn’t need to be put through the torture of baring the weather.  He also wouldn’t be in any danger once they stopped.

Deo hadn’t said a word to anyone about it, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know.  Chamberlain Wilton specially chose the driver, and had been aided by Beks in the past, so he was guaranteed to take care of Deo as much as he could within his limits.  Deo appreciated this; good food meant he could keep up his strength.

The chatty royal guard who was now the driver had spent much of his time talking to the driver on the journey.  This was because Deo was quiet and the other ‘guards’ did not talk.  The chatty guard was from a group of royal guards guarding a royal residence in the Seneca Duchy.  He’d also escorted prisoner carriages before, which was why he knew how to drive one.

Deo had noticed that the chatty guard introduced himself to the other guards, asking where they were stationed and if they were new, as he had never seen them before.  This was the first clue.  Then, those guards didn’t talk.  They seemed to keep to themselves whenever they stopped, even ostracizing the chatty guard.

The chatty guard then told the driver not to mind the other guards, as they were likely ordered to escort the carriage last minute.  Before they left, the barracks for royal guards next to the palace grounds was hit with food poisoning, causing many of the escort guards to be replaced.  The chatty guard had been lucky, as he was off the day before and went out to eat, so he could still come on his assignment.

Deo was sure the food poisoning wasn’t an accident.  The ‘guards’ with them were most likely replaced.  Replaced to do what?

The corners of his lips rose.  He knew what.

They couldn’t kill him before they left the kingdom’s borders and passed the last checkpoint.  They were being tracked, and if the punishment were not followed through, the court would be upset.  If it got out that the Carolines, who were taking the blame and still had allies in court, were killed before they could even be exiled, what did that say to the other nobles?

In addition, they needed to find an isolated place and get rid of any witnesses, including the driver.  If they were killed outside the borders, who is to say that they were killed or just fell victim to the harsh environment they were exiled to?  Wasn’t that the point of exile?  To die outside?

Deo let out a small snort.  He had no plans of dying.  He had to find his family, reunite, and return to Sagittate.  As long as King Laurence was healed, they’d assist him in retaking Kadmus.  His sister’s dud of an ex-fiancé wasn’t going to sit on that throne for long and if his conniving father thought he would, then their wicked House of Caroline would destroy the County House of Hessing.

“Have we gone far enough?”  The chatty guard named Lloyd-something, Deo couldn’t remember his surname...or was his surname Lloyd?  It didn’t matter.  The point was that he was the only real royal guard remaining.  His assignment was to escort the prisoner carriage to the border to ensure that the prisoner did not escape or die before exile.

“This is enough.  We were told we’d reach past the stele borders within half a day of leaving the checkpoint garrison,” one of the other ‘guards’ replied in their Great River Basin accent.   “It has been over a day.  We can stop here.”

Deo’s eyes flew open.

Whether that chatty guard would survive was up to him.

The carriage was turned around and creaked to a stop. Deo felt it bounce as Lloyd jumped off the driver’s seat.

“Surround the door.  He may try to flee as soon as we open it,” one of the men said.

Deo wanted to snort.  They wanted him to run away from a fight?  Who did they think he was?

The wind was howling outside and Deo could barely hear the slight jingle of keys as the heavy metal locks were turned.  The door opened, but Deo didn’t jump out as they expected.

“My ankles are bolted to the ground, idiots,” Deo reminded them in a mocking voice.  They really were too tense right now.

“You, go inside and unlock the anchor chain.”

The ‘you’ was Lloyd and he climbed into the carriage.  He seemed wary of Deo.

“Scared?” Deo asked with his lips curled up.

Lloyd lowered his eyes.  “You are Lady Rebecca’s brother.  She is honorable and good.”

“I’m her brother.  Not her.”

“The tree is not steady if the roots are not good.”

Deo raised a brow.  The rattle of chains sounded and Lloyd stepped back.  For someone who had tried to convince himself that Deo wouldn’t hurt him because of Lady Rebecca, Lloyd still scrambled back, as if Deo would lunge at him.

Deo disappointed him.  He remained seated and didn’t move, though he was no longer chained to the ground.

“Get out of the carriage!” someone yelled.

Deo sneered.  “Make me.”

Scowling, two of the shivering men climbed inside and grabbed Deo by the arms.  They tried to toss him out, but he landed neatly on his feet.

“Stay here and watch the carriage,” one of the men told Lloyd.  “We’ll take him further out.”

“Further out?” Lloyd sounded confused.  “But we’re already past the stele border.  At this point, we can leave him.”

Deo let out a chuckle.  “Yes, you can leave me here.  Where am I going to go?  Back to Kadmus?”  He shrugged, causing the chains metal around his arms to clink.  “At the very least, you can undo my shackles, can’t you?  Isn’t it bad enough you’re abandoning me in the middle of a blizzard.”

“You are from Sagittate,” one of the men said as he drew his sword.  “You are familiar with the cold.”

“I’m familiar with cold, but that doesn’t mean I’ll frolic in a blizzard.”

“Why are you drawing your sword?” It appeared as if the chatty guard was paying attention.  He stood at the threshold of the carriage; his pale brows furrowed as the other men in similar uniform pulled their swords from their sheaths.

“We must chase the criminal out!  Stay in the carriage!”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Lloyd frowned and looked around warily.  “In the past, we can leave an exile-”

“In the past, prisoner carriages were escorted by royal guards,” Deo said as his eyes crinkled up with a smile.  “Not Temple Paladins.”

Confusion filled the real royal guard’s face, but Deo didn’t pay attention to him.  The paladins didn’t move from their spots and seemed to be considering what he just said.

“What are you talking about?  You’re spouting non-sense!” One of the men took a threatening step forward and Deo laughed.

“You’d think that if you took on a mission like this, you’d at least learn a Kadmium accent.  Listen.” Deo grinned and his voice changed from his natural Sagittate accent to a standard one.  “You’re supposed to sound like this.”

“There are many people who have different accents-

“I can prove it,” Deo said.  Without waiting for them to reply, he lowered his shoulder.  Though his gait was limited with the chains, he was quick on his feet and rammed into the nearest man.  As expected, the others began to shout and attack.

Deo turned and raised his arms, using the metal between his wrists to block a blade from coming down.  He kept it between him and the sharp edge, sliding it down until he was close enough to the man to twisted away and slam the metal into his face.

“Someone restrain him!”

“Look at you, holding a hand and a half so firmly with both hands awkwardly.  You don’t know what to do if one hand is free!” Deo yelled into the air as he ducked and then threw his arms to the side, slamming the metal cuffs into someone’s stomach.  “Your stance is different from the royal guards and you’re more aggressive, focusing on the head!  This is not the focus on royal guard swordsmanship!”

“How do you know?” Someone rushed from the side and Deo jumped aside, narrowly missing a blade.

Deo laughed, as if the entire thing were a game to him.  “Because one of my sword instructors was a retired royal guard!”

“Watch out!”

Deo sensed someone run behind him and heard the clang of metal.  “Oh, finally decided to join in?”

“My assignment was to ensure you got to the border and were exiled safely!  Not to execute you upon arrival!” Lloyd said as he lifted a leg and kicked a man away.  “Your sentence was not death!  And my real brothers would honor that!”

The corners of Deo’s lips remained curled up.  “Not bad,” he said.  “In that case, I’ll cover you.  Stay between me and the carriage, and get the keys and unlock my shackles.  Five against one and another restrained isn’t very good odds.”

Lloyd nodded and put his sword away.  The keys were in his pocket and he fumbled to get them out as Deo kept his back to him and stood in a fighting posture despite having no weapons.

Five men rushed towards him and Deo used the metal between his arms to entangle the sword closest to him.  He slid the shackles against the sword  until he reached the man’s arms, twisted them until a faint crack was heard.  Screaming filled the air as the man’s arms dropped.  His grip on the sword loosened and it was just enough for Deo to take the sword from him.

“I can’t find the key!

“What do you mean you can’t find the key?  You were the one who unlocked the chain and door!

“It must’ve fallen from my pocket when I collided with one of the paladins!”

“Then find it!”  Deo clashed with another man, holding the sword awkwardly with one hand while the shackles on his wrists and ankles restricted his movement.  He ducked out the way as a blade came down.  “Find it?”

“Don’t rush me!”  Lloyd was on the ground where their footsteps had crushed the snow down.  He was squinting on his hands and knees, touching the ground.

A sword cut down and grazed the front of Deo’s clothes.  “It’s difficult to defend when my legs can’t move how I want them!”

“Found it!  Give me your arms!”

“My arms are busy!” Deo yelled as he parried another cut and shoved the pointed guards of the sword into a man’s throat.  “Free my legs!”

Lloyd nodded and knelt down.  “Stop moving!”

“How can I stop moving?  I’m making sure they don’t cut off your head!”  He didn’t notice the other man trying to grab onto his ankle so he could unlock it.  Deo’s focus was on the paladins still standing.  “Hurry up!

“I can’t unlock it if you keep moving!”

“What do you want me to do?” Deo growled.  “Stand here frozen, like a sedentary target?” He couldn’t help but take another step forward to get a better position and heard Lloyd yell beneath him.

“I can’t get the key into the hole like this!  It’s hard enough with the snow all over the place!”

“Then do it faster!”

Lloyd let out a frustrated yell.  Deo tried to take another step, but a pair of arms grabbed onto his leg.  His eyes nearly bulged from his face as he resisted the urge to look down and take his eyes off his attacker.

As a sword was parried, he yelled back.  “What are you doing?  Get off!  I can’t move!”

Lloyd was clinging on to his right leg, holding him down by almost laying at his feet so he could get a good look at the lock and unshackle him.

“That’s the point!”

“Are you with them or me?” Deo shouted.  He swung his sword up and almost hopped on his free leg to adjust his position and bring down his sword again.  “Hurry up!”

The pressure around his leg suddenly loosened and before Lloyd could say anything, Deo kicked him off and stormed forward.  He didn’t pay attention to Lloyd rolling to the side, groaning as he rushed the nearest man.

“You dare kill a holy knight?” The last man shouted as he took a step back and seemed to brace himself for Deo’s attack.

Deo’s gray eyes narrowed.  “I prefer to think of it as allowing you to meet your beloved gods faster.”

The spray of blood felt warm against his face as he watched the last body fall to the ground.  His heart was racing as he looked down and raised his sword.  Without a word, he shoved it through the man’s chest to ensure he was dead.  He then turned around.  Ignoring the only real royal guard, he went to each body and ran the tip of sword through their chests and backs one by one.

“Is that necessary?” Lloyd asked with squinted eyes as he fell back against the carriage and shuddered.

“If even one of them survives, by some miracle, and gets back to their handlers, it will decrease the amount of time my family can get ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“Backlash from the Temple,” Deo replied.  “Paladins are only moved by high priests, priestesses, and oracles.”

“Oracles?”  Lloyd narrowed his eyes and after a few moments, an enlightened expression appeared on his face.  “The King’s lover?  But....” His voice trailed off and his mouth opened.

Deo stood in front of him.  “My wrists.”  He raised the metal shackle still on his wrists and Lloyd leaned forward to unlock it.

“Lady Rebecca has already been exiled.  Why would the oracle order her entire family to be assassinated?”

“The only valid reason is that we are a threat to the Temple.”

“How?”

The heavy shackles and metal fell to the ground, and Deo rubbed his sore wrists.  “I don’t know.  I expected this from the Third Consort, but not from the Temple.”  His eyes narrowed.  “Unless they really are working together.”

“From His Highness?”

Deo let out a small scoff as he turned around and began dragging the bodies of the paladins together.  “What are you going to do now?” Lloyd opened his mouth, but no words came out.  “If you go back, you’ll be questioned, so I’m afraid I can’t let you go back.”

His face paled as he looked at Deo.  His hand seemed to grope at the hilt at his side.  “Then....”

Deo chuckled and dumped one body on top of another.  “I’m not going to kill you.  You’re my accomplice now.”

“Accomplice....”  Lloyd’s eyes widened as he seemed to realize what was going on and for a moment, appeared as if his soul had left him.  Deo let out a laugh and shook his head.

“Relax.  If you’re an accomplice, you’re one of my people. A Caroline takes care of their own,” Deo said.

“But...but you can’t go back to Kadmus....” Lloyd muttered.

“Who said I’m going back to Kadmus?” Deo raised a brow.   He looked towards a direction.  “That way is the Giant’s Ridge mountain range.  It goes diagonally from northwest to southeast.  It is passible along its southern mountains.  It’s still well within the arctic zones, but  outside of Kadmus’ boundaries.”

Lloyd nodded, but frowned.  “The Giant’s Ridge is filled with ice beasts.  Hunters only go there during the summer months.”

“You’re familiar?” Deo kept his head down and stripped some of the thicker clothes, including the heavy winter cloaks, off the fallen men, and tossed them to the side.

“A few older guards had been sent to assist in rescuing hunters lost in the area.  They told me,” Lloyd replied.  He looked at Deo suspiciously. “How do you know where to go?”

“My education is extensive,” Deo replied in a smooth voice.

“Then, what about after Giant’s Ridge?”

“The warring states of Brekram, Dranga, and Salgul, which are constantly fighting over the one livable patch of valley there,” Deo replied.  “If we can get past them, we can go down to the high desert.”

“What’s in the high desert?”

“Not what, who.”  Deo said.  He lowered his hands and grabbed onto chunks of cold fabric on the corpses of the men.   He narrowed his eyes and focused.  He could feel a little energy coursing from the pit of his stomach and up through his arms.  It was a drop in the proverbial bucket compared to what he was used to and he grit his teeth.

“What are you doing?”

Deo didn’t answer.  He willed the miniscule amount of biha he could control to move.  He grit his teeth.  He was too cocky.  Suppression markings could fully suppress weak and average biha users, but for the small group at the highest level of ability, it could only limit their strength.  This wasn’t very well known and those that did know kept quiet about it.

He hadn’t had this much struggle working with his biha since he was a toddler, and even then, he’d accidentally set things on fire.  Finally, the biha flowed out and though small, it was enough to light the remaining layer of clothes on the corpses on fire.

Lloyd jumped up.  “How did you do that?”  He looked at Deo and Deo could feel his eyes boring into the back of his neck, at the coin-sized black mark.  “You’re suppressed!”

“Suppressed, but not completely unable to use my biha,” Deo replied.  “I have about as much strength as a match,” he said with disgust.  He stepped back, watching the flames burn the skin and clothes.  “But it’s enough to give us fire when we need it.”  He looked at Lloyd.  “Are you coming?”

Lloyd’s eyes were fixed on the flames, as if looking at a ghost.  He was quiet for a few breaths before he turned his eyes back to Deo.  “Who are you looking for in the high desert?”

“Who else?  The man exiled to the east,”  Deo said.  “My father.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

The screaming died down as the blood gurgled to the top of the long slit across a man’s neck.  He fell to his knees with a heavy thud and then slumped back against the other bodies.  The interior of the prisoner carriage reeked of blood and former Duke Robert of Caroline rubbed his sore wrists before he rounded the pile of bodies and slid through a rectangular hole just enough for an adult man to squeeze through.

“Wash your hands, Your Grace.”  The old driver offered to pour water from a water skin and the man with the dark red hair gave him a grateful smile.

“Thank you, Mr. Reidan.  Much appreciated.”  Robert held out his hands and the old man poured some water over it, rinsing the blood from his hands.  As soon as most of the hot, wet stickiness was gone, he raised his arms and stretched them over his head.  “It’s been a while since I could stretch out like this.  It’s so cramped in that carriage.”

Mr. Reidan nodded.  “It is unfortunate, but that was the largest available with the security measures they assigned to you.”

“They were right to assign some measures.  My arms and legs were chained to the floor and ceiling, the only way in or out was through that ridiculous hole,” he said looking over his shoulder.  The light from the campfire at the mouth of the cave wall shined upon the carriage, but kept the hole dark.  “I really couldn’t get out any sooner.”

“Do you wish to take a horse and leave now, Your Grace?”

“No, the sun is going to rise before I get too far.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to find shelter in time, so it’s best to stay here today and move tonight,” he said, looking up at the sky as orange began to make the horizon glow.

The Shadow Desert was considered the hottest place on the continent. So much that caravans only traveled at night, as heat stroke had taken plenty of lives.  Along the caravan routes, there were man-made places to stop every half day or so, allowing for shelter, but Robert didn’t know where they’d taken him.

All he knew was that they’d go as far from the main route as they could to avoid anyone witnessing his murder, or finding his body.  They’d told Mr. Reidan to go out further away in order to throw him deep in the desert and, following Robert’s orders, Mr. Reidan did as he was told.  After all, Chamberlain Wilton had given him strict instructions to make sure to take care of the former duke.

The old driver didn’t know that the royal guards with them were assassins.

Not that they were able to assassinate anyone.

Six bodies lay inside the carriage and not one of them was the former duke.

“Your Grace, where should I send the information to if there is word on Lady Rebecca?” the old man asked.

Robert narrowed his eyes and let out a low breath.  “In the high desert, there is a trading post before the warring states called Etav.  Send someone there once you hear of my daughter.”

“What about Her Grace the Duchess and your other children?”

“They are able to protect themselves,” Robert said as he lowered his eyes.  “It is Beks who won’t be able to defend herself against assassins.”  His hands clenched and he took a deep breath.  “If my eldest son comes to find me, the most logical place will be Etav.  From there, with or without word on my daughter, we will go south ourselves to find her.  She could be lost or injured.”

The old man nodded, but hesitated.  “Your Grace, what if-”

“There are no ifs,” Robert replied with a sharp voice.  “How often have the Great Oracle’s prophecies been wrong?”  When Mr. Reidan didn’t answer, he nodded.  “Exactly.  I believe my daughter is alive.”  He clenched his jaw.  “Twenty years, I’ve clung to that belief and I won’t stop now.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Her skin was sunburnt; there were numerous cuts, scrapes, and bruises all over her body; and she was hungry and thirsty.  Her gray eyes swept around at the vastness of the ocean.  On the map she’d burned into her mind, there were islands, so where were they?  All she saw was that hateful line of the horizon.

Her upturned carriage drifted along, taking her away from the cliffs she’d been pushed from and out into the open water.  Surprisingly, the current continued to push her in one direction.  If she looked over the edge, she could make out the difference between the current and the waves going in different directions.

It was strange and she could only wonder what was underneath the surface that made the water move in such a way.  It was also the reason she was afraid to jump off the carriage.  If she were swept away, she’d only tire herself.  Once she was tired, that was it.  She wouldn’t have any strength to keep going.

At least right now, she wasn’t exerting any effort.

It hurt too much to move from where she lay.  Her meager consolation was that at least she didn’t have an attack.  Yet.

She didn’t know how long the effects of pills taken preemptively would last.

The sun had risen and was at its peak directly above her.  The air was humid and even with the breeze over the water, without any shade, the sun baked her.  Beks closed her eyes, silently wishing for the islands drawn on the map to appear.

The air began to cool and the sunlight on her face was lost.  Beks furrowed her brows.  That was strange; sunset was hours away.  She opened her eyes and took a sharp breath.  She sat up straight, ignoring the pain shooting through her body as her head snapped around.

The baking sun was gone.

The brilliant blue, cloudless sky was gone.

The flat horizon she’d seen in the distance was gone.

Her chest tightened as an unexpected surge of panic shot through her.  Just a moment ago, she was out in the middle of the ocean on a clear day.

Now, she saw nothing but gray fog around her.  Her skin began to crawl as her fingers clawed into the wood beneath her.

There was no fog when she closed her eyes.  She would’veseen it.  It had been so clear.  Where did this come from?

She swallowed hard.  Even the humid air seemed colder.

All she could hear was the creak of the carriage and the lap of the water around her.

“Where am I....?” she whispered.  She wasn’t even sure which direction she was going.

Her heart hung as she sat stiff on the carriage, afraid that any movement she made would trigger something to appear through the fog.

Breathe, Beks, breathe, her mind chanted.

She was still for so long; her arms began to tremble.  She shut her eyes, counting in silence to try to keep herself calm.  Perhaps she kept her eyes closed longer than she thought and the fog rolled in.  She had those days where one moment she was busy with something in the morning, and then suddenly realized it was afternoon, with all the time in between a blur, as if she’d blacked out.

Maybe that’s what this was?

She opened her eyes.  The fog was still there and her stomach sank.  Not seeing anything was more unnerving than seeing nothing on the horizon.

Then she heard scraping.  She craned her neck and felt the carriage buckle beneath her.

“What-ah!”  Her body shot forward and she nearly slammed her unprepared head and torso on the overturned carriage as it caught on something underwater and ran aground.  Beks gritted her teeth and lifted her head up.

She squinted.  Since when was there a beach?

The fog was still thick, but unlike moments ago, where she could barely see her arms in front of her, she could see a stretch of sand through the haze.  She looked around as the water pushed against the carriage, but couldn’t pull it on to the beach.  She looked to be several paces from where the waves lapped at the sand.

She looked over the side of the carriage and couldn’t see the bottom of the murky water.  Worried that it was deeper than she thought, Beks crawled to the side closest to the shore and laid on her stomach.  She carefully slid herself over the edge and lowered herself into the warm water.

She maintained a firm grip on the carriage as she sank lower and lower, until she was chest deep and could feel fine sand slipping into her shoes.  Her eyes widened as relief flooded her.  Still using the carriage to steady herself she put her feet down and began to step away from the carriage.

Her feet were heavy and the open cuts burned in the salt water, but she pushed forward, towards the shore.  Her dress was soaked and it was difficult to move, but once she was knee deep, she gathered the fabric in her arms and trudged the rest of the way up.

As soon as the sand went from firm and wet to dry and loose, Beks fell to her knees and let out a tired cry.  She never thought she’d be so happy on land.  Her hands dug into the warm sand and she relished the feeling through her fingers.  She hunched over, choking back a cry as the relief gave way to fear and sadness.

She gritted her teeth and clenched the sand beneath her.  Now was not the time.  She needed to find something to eat.  She needed to make a shelter.

She needed to think of what she’d do next.

She opened her eyes and raised her head.  Several paces away was a tree line filled with vegetation she didn’t recognize immediately.  It was a bit worrisome that the environment was strange, but she couldn’t lay on the beach the entire time.  She needed to find food and a place to sleep that was somewhat safe.

Once I rest a bit, I can plan.  She nodded to herself and pushed herself up.  Just as she began to wring out the layers of her dress, her hair stood on end.  She heard a shrill cry from her right and looked towards the tree line.  The top of the trees swayed in the breeze, but there was one particular place where the trees seemed to be coming down.

Another shriek sounded and Beks felt the ground beneath her move.

“This can’t be good....” she whispered as she gathered her skirts.  She caught a movement through the trees and her heart shot to her throat.  A low rumbling filled the air and she took a step back.

A long, slender trunk of a palm toppled down from the tree line and crashed onto the beach.  Large, black, and brown creatures shot out, their loud snorts and growls piercing her as the shaking grew stronger.

Beks had never seen wild boars that large.  As they ran along the tree line, appearing to stay clear of the open area of the beach, she realized that the shrill cry she heard wasn’t coming from them.

The sound cut through the air once more, as if reminding her about it.  She lifted her head, but couldn’t see much over the fog.

But she heard it.  As she stood still, afraid to move, she began to make out a shape in the haze.  Something massive was flying above them.  Her eyes drifted to the boars.  If it was after those boars, then how big was it?

How could the universe leave her question unanswered?

In a break in the fog, the shadows of a massive wingspan covered the width of the beach and Beks held her breath.  The boars were fast, but not fast enough to escape the extended talons of a giant bird of prey.  Its two scaled feet reached down and snatched one of the boars, sending it squealing and grunting as it was lifted into the air and disappeared into the fog.

Two more thoughts rushed towards Beks as she stood frozen in place, like a fool.

First, she never thought she’d see a real, living rokh in her lifetime.  The beasts were legendary and she couldn’t remember the last time someone sighted one, though she was assured they were real.  This was an honor.

Second, she needed to hide before that honor came after her.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 16 - Worst Meal of My Life


                As long as she could remember, water had been a part of her life. Her father was the magistrate of a seaside town on the capital island of the West Islands. Her mother was a sailor and they had brought her to be baptized in the sea before she could walk. She could swim at two and sail at six. Both sides of her family had water biha users.

When a hurricane took her parents from her when she was eight, Sybil’s life went from part time on the shore to full time on the water with her mother’s eldest sister. She went everywhere the water could take her, learning water biha from all sorts of masters.

As luck would have it, her biha well was substantial.

In a place where too much power could make one a target, her aunt gave her a Trident ring with three ocean blue stones meant to keep her biha undetected by skewing the biha around her body, but not actually limit her ability, so enemies would not target her for her gift.

When Thad was born and he showed signs of wind biha, Sybil had the ring taken apart. It was fine for Deo to show his genius with fire biha; he was, after all, the heir to the Duchy of Caroline, but he’d been targeted on the battlefield because of his ability. She kept one stone as a necklace, Thad kept one around his wrist, and later Wrath would have a similar one, that were disguised as traditional Sagittate blessing bracelets of woven wool.

That was why when they walked through the gateway at the dungeon, their biha could not be sensed. She’d also limited her use of water biha in public in Sagittate, and hid it with few expectations when they were in Kadmium. She’d only been to the capital once, and not much was actually known about her.

Very few people knew Duchess Sybil of Blythehaus and Caroline was a master biha user and that’s what she wanted. She was not given a suppression mark as a result, and she almost wanted to laugh. She had an inkling that when the four corners of exile were assigned, she and her two youngest would be sent off the western coast.

Chamberlain Wilton was a fair man from what she knew of him and if Beks participated in negotiating the terms of exile, then her eldest would have her sent to the location she was most comfortable. When Beks was still in Sagittate, her bedtime stories were all about Sybil’s adventures out at sea. Her daughter knew what direction would benefit her most.

As soon as she was able to get far enough from shore, she’d commandeer whatever ship they’d use to exile her and take her children to safety to await her husband and two older children. There was no doubt in her mind that her sweet Robert would find a way to her.

Robert always found her.

The ride to the shore was arguably the shortest of the exile routes, but as such, she hadn’t paid much attention to the royal guards.

“What is the meaning of this?” Sybil maintained her regal posture as she and the children were told to step out of the carriage. She heard the shore and smelled the salt in the air, but they weren’t at a dock or near the port, as expected. They weren’t even near a beach. Not twenty paces from where the carriage stopped was a commanding view of the sea with the Port of Black Sands down the coast. They stood at a cliff’s edge. Her eyes narrowed as she turned around. Her gaze swept over the six guards. “Where is Mr. Morgan?”

Their driver had been going out of his way to make sure she and the children had proper food to eat and were comfortable in the carriage the last day and a half. Now, he was nowhere to be seen.

“He caught a stomach bug this morning, but you have a boat to catch,” one of the guards replied.

Wrath tilted her head to the side and peeked out from behind her mother’s dress. “Why do you sound weird?”

The corner of Sybil’s eye twitched. “Yes...why do you sound strange?” She didn’t recognize their accent and wondered if they were from a more rural part of Kadmus. However, it was a bit familiar, she just couldn’t remember where she’d heard it before.

“You sound like that mistress!” Wrath’s little voice shot up and her big hazel eyes that matched hers grew wide before narrowing with accusation.

Thad tilted his head to the side and furrowed his brows. “Mistress? What....” His voice trailed off before his handsome little face darkened. His voice dripped with disgust. “That would-be oracle.”

As soon as he said it, Sybil’s lips tightened into a line and her hands twitched at her side. “Temple dogs.” She didn’t care about the anger that crossed the faces of the fake guards. “Did that mistress masquerading as an oracle send you?”

“How dare you call the Great Oracle a mistress!” A young-looking man’s face flushed as he took a step forward, grabbing his sword and unsheathing it.

Sybil sneered. “There is nothing great about her,” she replied with a defiant raise of her chin. “Sleeping with an engaged man tells leagues about her character. I didn’t realize the Temple raised such untrustworthy creatures.” The corners of her lips curled up into a smirk. “Your presence here is also quite telling.” The red-faced young man took another step forward, but another held out his arm to stop him. The oldest of the six men stood in front of Sybil and the children, blocking their way back to the carriage and cornering them on the edge of the cliff. She could feel her children’s hands tightening around the fabric of her dress.

“The drop from this point isn’t enough to kill a person, so we’ll leave it up to chance,” the old man said in a gruff voice.

Thad seemed to tense up. “You want us to jump off the cliff?”

While they were correct; the cliff wasn’t so high that a fall could kill a person without fail, it was high enough that survivors would’ve needed to have been experienced cliff drivers. If it were only her, Sybil would’ve taken a graceful dive into the sea with no problem. However, if a child stumbled off and fell, without proper training, they could easily hit the water awkwardly, resulting in their injury, then drowning and death.

“There are rocks.” Wrath was looking over the edge of the cliff.

Sybil’s eyes darkened as she looked at the men. “What a choice place you’ve selected. The height can’t necessarily kill us, but the rocks and shallows will. The water isn’t deep enough.” She wasn’t stupid.

“What’s the difference between making us jump to our death and slaying us with your swords?” Thad said with a trembling glare.

Before they could answer, Sybil smirked knowingly. “Temple paladins are forbidden from taking the lives of children,” she said. “At least...directly.”

“You hypocritical pieces of trash!” Thad pointed at them. “You’re going to kill us through a technicality! Cowards!”

“No wonder they are led by a mistress,” Wrath said in her soft, child’s voice laced with disgust and anger. “Mommy, they are unworthy of the gods.”

“Sacrilege!” one of the men yelled, infuriated by a child’s words.

“I should say the same to you,” Sybil replied. “Did you think that your hands would not be stained red by giving us such a small chance at survival? Did you think that by forcing us off a cliff instead of running us through with a sword, you’d be innocent? That our fates are in the hands of the gods?” She scoffed. “You are both presumptuous and foolish.”

The men took a step closer, brandishing their swords. “Either you jump of your own volition or we make you.”

Sybil took a step back. She could feel the rush of the wind behind her, moving the fabric of her dress and her long, unraveled black hair around her body. She put one hand on either side of her children’s backs.

“Thad, Wrath, hold on to Mommy and whatever you do, do not let go,” she said in a low voice.

Wrath threw her arms around her mother’s legs and not only grasped onto her dress, but wound the fabric around her small hands as she gripped them. Thad took a step forward, wrapping his arm around his mother’s waist and securing his hands together on the other side.

“Mommy, I don’t want to jump,” Wrath said in a shaking voice.

“We’re not going to jump, Starfish. We’re just going for a little ride,” Sybil replied in as soothing a voice as she could speak. “Just hold on.”

She held her arm out and concentrated. The roar of the water behind them seemed to fade.

“What are you doing?” One of the men craned his neck and squinted as he looked past them. His brows knitted together as he saw the white capped waves receding from the shore. “Where...where is the water going?”

The panic in his voice caused the other five men to tense. Despite themselves, they looked past Sybil and the children. The crash of the waves that were directly beneath them had gone silent. For a moment, the cliff they were on seemed to go quiet.

Sybil slowly raised her arms and the water that had receded stopped. One breath was released and she threw her arms forward.

She couldn’t see what was happening behind her, nor could the children with their faces buried in her skirt, but she could feel what was happening. That collected water rushed back to the cliff larger than any wave that these six unfortunate idiots in front of her had ever seen.

“It’s too big! What is that!?”

“What are you doing!” The oldest man shouted and looked directly at her. His eyes narrowed with hate. “You’re a biha user!”

“It’s coming!” Another man yelled. “It’ll hit the cliff! We need to run!”

“Run?” Sybil said with a cold smile in her eyes. As air pushed forward by the towering wave rushing towards them behind her made her hair fly up and cover her face. “You can’t outrun a tidal wave.” Her lips held a frigid smile as a large stream of water seemed to come up from under the cliff and create a wall between them and their assassins. “I will give you the honor of knowing who takes your lives! I am Sybil of Blythehaus, Duchess of Caroline, and the one true heir of Maritime Legacy - the Black Leviathan!”

The rush of water circled around her and the children, enclosing them in a sphere of water as they were lifted off the ground. One of the men turned around, his face pale as he looked at her with stunned horror.

“The Black Levia...you’re a pir-”

Their bodies were tossed like dolls into the air as the wave crashed over the cliff, sweeping them off and into the water below.

Her children trembled against her and Sybil remained relaxed, allowing the water carrying them to bring them out to sea as she watched the six men struggle to find which way was up in the turbulent water. Her eyes narrowed. Perhaps, if it were a normal wave, they’d have a chance to break the surface for air.

But it wasn’t.

No matter where they tried to swim, it was futile. The current would simply turn them around, making them lose direction, lose control, and lose time. Bubbles came out of their mouths as terror twisted their faces. Their flailing limbs and kicking legs began to slow before they finally stopped.

Six lifeless bodies began to float through the water. Her tidal wave had been so precise that the carriage and horses remained on the cliff, untouched.

“Mommy, where are we?” Thad asked as he seemed to finally dare to open his eyes and looked around. They seemed to be floating with part of their bodies supported by water, but a bubble of air around them, allowing them to breathe.

“Underwater. We’ll go up for air in a bit,” Sybil replied as she stroked his hair back. “Then, we’ll take the carriage to get back to the port for a ship.”

“We’re still going to exile!?” Wrath pulled her head back, her small face filled with refusal. Sybil chuckled.

“Don’t think of it as exile, Starfish,” she said with a warm smile as the sphere of water they were in drifted along. “We’re just going to visit some family while we wait for Daddy and your brother and sister.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

As soon as the squealing and rumbling from the boars had faded back into the jungle, and the shrieking of the rokh had ended, Beks dared to move. Her steps started slow and steady before she regained her land legs and made a mad dash for the tree line. She assumed it would be more difficult to be plucked into the sky by an airborne creature if she were between trees.

Nestled between two thick trunks of palms, Beks allowed her trembling legs to give way, and sat down, leaning against a trunk. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to calm her heart. Trembling hands lowered and fished into her cleavage for the little metal canister. She frowned at how wet it was and hesitantly lifted it from between her breasts.

With some reluctance, she shook it. The expected clinking of pills inside was unheard and her heart fell. It was just a metal canister that screwed on to each part. Her fingers were pruny as she twisted the lid off.

Her eyes reddened as she looked at the mush of off-white paste that barely held any resemblance to the pills they once were. She sank in her seat, hunched over and gripping the canister with her hand as her body trembled. The canister had been submerged for just a few moments, but it was enough for seawater to leak through and soak the pills.

She lifted her head and stared at the mush. Where was she going to get replacements? These pills were formulated and made especially for her by royal doctors. She no longer had access to them, nor did she know the prescription in order to get additional pills made.Even if she knew it, where would she get them made?

A cry left her lips a wave for defeat washed over her.

I’m alive, but for how much longer? She bit her lips and stared at the canister, as if willing the contents to change back into pills under her gaze. She shut her eyes. It was a paste right now. What if she dried it out? It would taste a little salty, but the medicinal properties would still work, right?

She took a deep breath and dipped a finger in, taking up a little bit of paste on her fingertips and putting it in her mouth. Her eyes watered at how salty it was, but still allowed it to dissolve.

It was a pre-emptive action. She didn’t know what else she’d expect from the island, but she had to prepare for anything that could cause her emotions to violently fluctuate. The medicinal paste and her breathing exercises might be able to keep any sudden attacks under control. After all, she could think more clearly if she were prepared.

Beks closed her eyes once more and took a few moments to take deep breaths to calm herself. In an environment where she had no control over, the only thing she could control was herself. Her meditation lasted as long as it could before her stomach rumbled. She opened her eyes, trying to remember when was the last time she ate and frowned.

Her last meal had been from Mr. Cleary the night he disappeared and in the chaos of the carriage tumbling down a cliff, she didn’t have a chance to bring the small pieces of food he’d smuggled to her with her. Beks’ eyes drifted back to the back, to the grounded carriage sticking from the water.

Her food would be waterlogged at this point, even if it stayed in the carriage. She ran her hands around her body. Her dagger and hair pin had been tucked into a makeshift pocket of petti skirt layers. She could feel the gold plats still in their pockets, though she was fairly sure she couldn’t spend them on the island.

One hand touched the object nestled between her chest and pulled it out. The urapearl didn’t seem to have any cracks or damage to it. Her arms had been bent during the fall and protecting her head and chest. She could still use it as long as she found a base.

Beks buried it back between her breasts and nestled the canister beneath one. The chain was broken, so she couldn’t put it back around her neck. She then took out her dagger and looked around.

First, food and water.

She needed to take care of her basic needs, then she could look around the island and see if there was anything she could use to contact the mainland or even get back. Beks pushed herself up and gripped the dagger in one hand. She followed the tree line up the coast. There were mostly strips of pale sandy beaches and often jutted out into rocky outcroppings before curving back into another inlet.

As she followed the shore, she looked for anything edible along the coast. She was unfamiliar with the island vegetation, but she knew shellfish. Uncle Timur and the late Queen liked to eat all sorts of seafood and were familiar with them because of the late King Laurence. Paraxes, the kingdom he was a prince of, was coastal with an archipelago territory and he introduced them to seafood.

Beks didn’t think she’d find her favorites, but she did manage to find some familiar sea snails clinging to rocks, two small crabs in a tidepool, and an octopus. Those were edible, but without seasoning or any real idea of how to cook them, she knew not to expect much in terms of taste.

She tied the outer layer of her dress skirt into a bag and awkwardly shuffled around rocks to get to another stretch of beach. She narrowed her eyes as she noticed a stream leading from the jungle to the water. Her heart quickened with hope. Perhaps it came from a drinkable water source inland.

“Okay, this isn’t so bad. I found some food and if I can find water, I’d consider this a successful day.” Beks consoled herself as she glanced around. The fog had lifted, but there was still a lot of low cloud cover. She couldn’t help but be weary of any predatory birds as she dashed from the shore to the tree line.

A breath of relief left her as she returned to the shield of the jungle. The stream was bigger than she thought; appearing rather shallow, but a few paces across. The canopy did not go over it the entire width, but there was enough overlap for her to feel comfortable walking without fear of predatory birds.

She followed alongside it as it curved through the jungle until she lost sight of the ocean. She climbed down to the edge of the stream and brought a handful of water to her lips. She took a small taste and jerked her head back before spitting it out. It wasn’t as salty as the sea, but it was still brackish.

Regardless, the fact that it wasn’t as salty meant that there was a freshwater source further in. Beks continued to follow the stream until the steady sound of running water began to grow louder, slowly drowning out the birds and wind through the trees. The water was flowing faster, appearing deeper.

Beks made her way down to try the water again and almost jumped with excitement. It was fresh water! She dug through her pocket for her hairpin and dunked it into the stream. She held it tight, watching it as it remained its amber color, and let out a breath of relief. It didn’t seem to carry anything harmful.

She knelt down and shoveled handful after handful of water into her mouth, relishing the cool, crisp taste, before she sat down on a flat rock. Beks tilted her head to the side and looked down. Her brows furrowed as she touched the surface. Dirt and debris from the jungle had taken over a good portion of the rock, leaving only a dirty flat surface exposed.

Her hand followed the clean cut, straight edge until she was almost lying across.

She then dug through the debris and found a similar straight edge layered on top, like a step. Her eyes widened.

“These are manmade....” Beks stood up and used her feet to push off the dirt and dead leaves to find another step. She raised her eyes up the small embankment and then looked down at the stream.

She removed her now scratched leather flats and placed them on the stone step. She carefully set foot into the stream. The cool water rushed against her ankle as she stepped down. The ground was soft with mud and stone, but it wasn’t as uneven or rocky as she thought it would be.

It was different from the streams she’d played with in Sagittate, where she could feel the jutting, smooth stones that made up the riverbed and the fine sediment that collected at the bottom. It wasn’t supposed to be flat.

For a moment, excitement swept through her. There was a chance there was some sort of village here where she could get help. She stood up straight, suddenly ready to follow the stream further up, when a wave of dizziness swept through her. The world around her began to spin and Beks flung her arms out to steady herself.

She sat back down on the step and took a deep breath.

First, she had to eat.

She trudged back to the edge of the jungle and gathered dried leaves together. It took her some time to make a fire, but once it was going, she piled up two large rocks on either side of the flames. She untied her skirt and looked at the half dead creatures she’d gathered.

“Thank you for your sacrifice,” she said with a small solemn nod before skewering the two small crabs between the eyes and the octopus through the head with her hair pin. She then placed the hair pin over the two rocks to cook the creatures.

As for the sea snails, she simply tossed them into the fire and made tongs from a piece of thick, palm branch with her dagger to pluck them out. Lady Eleanor had told her to use what was available around her as tools and this was the best she could do.

Beks sat down watching the fire and occasionally turning her skewered crabs and octopus with its burnt tentacles that had fallen into the fire. Her eyes crinkled up.

This is going to be the worst meal of my life; I just know it.

After some time, she began to pluck the snails from the fire and put them aside, then removed the crabs and octopus from her hair pin onto a clean, broad leaf that was her makeshift plate. She gave it a moment to cool before using the tip of her dagger to twist out the snail meat.

It was rubbery with a faint taste of the sea, but otherwise had no other flavor.

The octopus was bitter, mainly because she had charred it. Beks didn’t know what she was doing grilling an octopus and she’d gladly admit that to anyone. She tried to scrape off the black burnt bits, but it did nothing to save the taste. What meat wasn’t burnt was, as the snails, rubbery.

Finally, she turned her attention to the crabs and of all her harvest, they tasted the best. Like crabs.

By the time she finished, the sky was starting to darken. Her next order of business was to find shelter for the night and she was going to use the stream to help her. If there were manmade steps, then there must’ve been a manmade path leading to the stream at one point. A path must’ve led somewhere.

Beks walked the length of stream, trying to keep an eye out for any unnatural clearing between the trees that didn’t match with the rest of the environment and successfully found some stone pavers leading into the forest. She dragged a stick on the ground to keep a check on where the pavers were going until she stopped at the sight of massive mounds of dirt and overgrown trees and tree roots.

She’d seen sketches of archaeological sites in the past, and Laurence used to share his interest in ancient civilizations with her, recounting stories of explorers rediscovering old buildings and monuments. She used to pretend that the workmen’s tunnels beneath the Gilded Palace and the Old Tower were long forgotten temples and palaces that she’d discovered in a distant land.

It was one of her few sources of entertainment as a child unable to leave the palace grounds, after the twins left.

She couldn’t help the wide smile that filled her face or her quickening heartbeat. She was sure she’d found something and almost let out a scream.

Rebecca of Caroline found stone ruins.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She let out a small snort and rolled over, wincing as her body protested against any movement. Beks opened her eyes and stared at her surroundings, taking a moment to remember where she was and how she got there. Her lips pulled into a line.

She’d only had a chance to explore some of the ruins before it got too dark, so she went to one of the first chambers she could find that looked reasonably clear of too much debris and overgrown vegetation. The ruins were made of stone blocks of varying sizes, though the roofs, which had likely been supported by wooden beams, had long caved in.

The chamber she found was around the edge of the site and its roof was now part of a tree. Beks had collected clean leaves and piled them into a corner. As many as she could before she started another fire at the entrance of the chamber. It was still burning when she fell asleep from exhaustion.

If she weren’t so tired and beaten, it would’ve been much more difficult to fall asleep. She’d always slept on comfortable mats and cushions, even in the prisoner carriage. Now she was sleeping on leaves and dirt. She didn’t have a blanket or pillows, just the clothes she wore. Luckily, it was warm even at night and she didn’t need a blanket.

Now that she was awake, and after an exhausting day before, she was reminded of all she’d been through from the way her body cried out in pain. In addition, she felt warm, as if feverish and heavy, but it must’ve been due to the stress her body had gone through in the last two days.

Aside from that, there were cuts and scrapes all over, bruises from her legs to her face. She could feel her face tight and itchy, as well as a bit sore, from her sunburns. She’d never had them before, but she knew people who got them. She’d once tried to console the twins that the sunburns were proof that they had a fulfilling time training outdoors with their father.

They’d just given her a deadpan look and told her to eat her sweets their cooks had brought for them. She was so naive then. If they saw her now, she wondered if they’d laugh and then do their part to console her. Laurence would immediately send for a doctor to prescribe something to ease her pain and Lady Eleanor would bring her cake from the city to cheer her up.

Her eyes watered as an unexpected wave of loneliness swept over her. Beks kept her eyes up, looking at the bark of the tree above her as her vision blurred with tears.

Her parents and Deo would probably baby her. Thad, her sweet little brother, would hold her hand and reassure her. Wrath would judge her, but that was fine. As long as she was there. Just seeing her cute little serious face made Beks happy.

She felt the tears slide down the sides of head and over her ears as she laid on her back. Her heart ached, hoping all of them, from the twins to her little sister were all safe and well. That any harm had passed without hurting them and they were protected.

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath. No matter how much her body hurt, as long as she could walk, she needed to get up and move. She needed to find food, observe her surroundings, and gather water. In addition, she wanted to look around the ruins a bit more and see what she could find.

Ignoring the throbbing on various sections of her body and the sharp, sudden jolts of pain when she moved a particular way or raised an arm too high, Beks made her way back to the stream. It wasn’t too far from the ruins and she’d knelt down by the steps and washed her face, rinsed her mouth, and began brainstorming food.

The shore wasn’t far away; it would take her an hour or so to walk there following the stream, but she also knew she couldn’t live on sea snails and tiny crabs forever. The jungle chorused with the sound of birds, and the birds back at the Old Tower ate seeds and bread that humans could eat. Observing them could help her discover what was edible.

After she drank her fill, she went deeper into the jungle to observe animals and see what they ate. She didn’t get far when she saw a troop of small monkeys sweeping across the treetops above her. Beks gasped and stood in place, her eyes wide with wonder as she watched them jump from branch to branch, yelling at each other.

She’d never seen monkeys in the wild, just tethered to a handler doing tricks for coins. This was much more exciting.

A few monkeys had smaller ones clinging on to them and she beamed. “Babies!” As she watched them, she noticed the adults were giving something to the baby monkeys. Beks squinted and was silent. It appeared like pieces of large, torn fruit. The skin was a greenish-brown, smooth, and the insides were off white.

She nodded to herself and followed the direction where the monkeys had come from. She found a tree with similar fruit and used her dagger to make a sharp point out of a fallen stick she found to pierce a head-sized fruit. She managed to get it down and cut it open. The inside looked like the fruit the monkeys were eating and she took a small piece to eat.

Beks stopped before she could put it in her mouth.

“You know what, I’m going to cook this first.”

A few minutes later, she was back by her chamber, blowing into the fire to get it to grow stronger before carving out a piece of the fruit meat and putting it on the tip of a stick to be roasted. She poked the raw fruit with her hair pin and waited for it to turn black. The pin remained its color. When it started to char, she removed it from the fire and put it on another large leaf to cool before taking a clean stick with a paddle-like tip she’d shaped to scoop out a little.

She poked it with her hair pin again. No change.

Reasonably satisfied that the fruit was not poisoned, Beks blew over the piece of hot fruit and put the fruit meat into her mouth.

Her eyes widened as she took a sharp breath and stared at the fruit in disbelief. It tasted like bread. Fresh, warm bread with a hint of butter and a little aftertaste of sweetness.

“What is this....” she muttered as she took another piece. The fruit melted in her mouth, but the taste remained and she shut her eyes and leaned back against the stone doorframe. Her stomach felt warm and the hunger pain that she’d been ignoring subsided.

She roasted and ate less than half of the fruit before she was full. Satisfied, she relaxed for a bit before getting up to explore the ruins some more.

The first half of the morning, she’d circled the perimeter of the ruin site - or at least what she could make out was the perimeter of the site, and found a square fountain or pond in what appeared to be a central plaza area that the buildings were built around. It was covered with dirt, vines, leaves, and on the pond itself, large pads with white and pink flowers. Beks lifted one up to see if there was water beneath, as a small trickle was coming from one side and appeared to lead down a drain to the stream.

A frog hopped out and she let out a cry before dropping the pad back. It bothered a bunch of other frogs and soon slight croaking could be heard. It looked like she couldn’t get water there with all the frogs. Part of her was tempted to catch and eat one. Frog legs were quite good fried, but she didn’t know how to kill and clean one.

She stopped for lunch and ate the remaining half of her bread fruit before pushing out more dirt and dead leaves from her sleeping chamber and going off to procure more fruit. She made a mental note to try to figure out how to weave a basket out of leaves that night as she went back to where she’d found the bread fruit earlier.

Using the same method, she speared two and tugged down to pull them off their branches. She stepped aside so they didn’t land on her. They were soft, but heavy enough that they’d hurt if they fell on her. She really didn’t need to be injured further.

She put her stick down and gathered one fruit on each arm before walking back towards the ruins, humming to herself about how she found a lovely bunch of bread fruit. She giggled; her humming was rather boring compared to the sounds of the birds. She’d heard all sorts of sweet sounds since she arrived, now that she thought about it. And not counting the shrieking rokh.

Beks’ smile faded as she slowed to a stop.

She didn’t hear any birds. Her eyes narrowed as she lifted her head. She always heard birds and the distant chattering of monkeys since she wandered into the jungle. They were everywhere. The last time it was dead silent, the rokh was chasing boars.

“Oh, no.” Beks tensed up, squeezing the fruit against her as she crinkled her eyes and listened.

A steady thud was coming from the distance and she could hear the rustle of dead leaves as that steady beating grew closer. She whirled around and stared into the jungle’s interior, her breath catching in her throat as her mind raced with possible animals. The ground wasn’t shaking as much and it didn’t sound like boars.

But something was being chased.

The cry of an animal was heard and Beks dropped her fruit. She looked around for a place to hide and not be trampled. She could climb a lot of things, but not a tree. It was best to find something to hide behind or under.

Another cry was heard, throaty and distressed.

I’m distressed, too! Beks turned around and saw something flash by. Her eyes widened as she saw several shadows move between the trees, all fleeing in different directions. They were bouncing through the gaps with agile legs despite their size.

She could only duck behind a tree as one flew by.

Deer? They looked like deer, but were larger, at least her height and a half, and she was not short. They didn’t have antlers, and weren’t as large as the Northern Kadmus elk she’d seen that were taller than a single-story house, but she’d never seen deer that big before.

Several more were running towards her and Beks crouched down. She needed something more secure than a tree.

She saw a large rock wedged between tree roots. She narrowed her eyes. No, not a rock. It was a broken stone block half buried in the dirt. Beks craned her neck behind the tree and waited. When there was a break in the panicked run of the deer, she darted across and slid into the narrow opening of the edge that was enough for her to fit her body through.

Dirt had piled up underneath, but not so much that she’d stick out. From where she laid, she was probably a knee’s height from the opening. It was a tight fit, but she was able to maneuver herself to look out the opening.

The ground shook and above her, the stone trembled. Dirt was knocked down and she covered her head as she shut her eyes. The stone was strong enough not to fall apart and when she realized she wasn’t crushed, she opened her eyes.

Beks took another sharp breath. One of the deer had stumbled into the open space in front of her hiding place. It lifted its head and let out a distressed rumble as it tried to stand up, but as soon as it put weight on to its front right leg, it gave out and fell back down. It cried out once more, its dark, terrified eyes looking up.

Her chest tightened and Beks began to count her breathing.

She made it to ‘two’ before something large and white flew out from the side and slammed into the deer.

The creature’s long, muscular body had sprung up from behind her hiding place, and opened its mouth. Its jaws unhinged and grabbed on to the deer’s neck before its body wrapped around the deer. The deer twisted from side to side, trying to escape the death grip of the massive white snake. They rolled on the ground, one desperate to get up and the other tightening its hold to constrain it.

Smaller trees were knocked over, dust and leaves were kicked up, and Beks grit her teeth and ducked into the hole. She could hear the deer crying out as it suffocated in the snake’s grip.

One...inhale...two....exhale...one...inhale.... It was fine. The snake couldn’t get to her. It was too large to fit through the narrow opening. She wasn’t sure how big it was, but it had to be at least as tall as her shoulder. Furthermore, even if its head could fit, the row of pointed gold horns above its brows and down the back of its head wouldn’t.

Beks opened her eyes. Horns?

Curiosity got the better of her and she raised her head, peeking through the narrow gap. She could see the thick white body of the snake. It hadn’t loosened its hold. It had wrapped around the deer’s head and muzzle, revealing only the deer’s gritted mouth and an exposed tongue hanging out. Behind it, Beks could make out a gold horn shining in the light from a break in the canopy.

A horned serpent was considered a legendary beast and said to have a consciousness. There were stories of them being sacred animals or following around a human they were bound to; however, she’d never actually seen this. Horned serpents were heavily hunted in the temperate regions of Kadmus. There were sightings in the Southern Jungle, but she didn’t recall them being this big. Her eyes crinkled up. Then again, the animals of the island, save for her crabs and octopus from the day before, seemed to be larger than normal.

The deer seemed to take one last breath before its body stilled.

Much bigger, indeed.

Beks swallowed hard, unwilling to move for fear that the slightest movement would attract the horned serpent’s attention. It was best to wait until the serpent finished eating its meal before she squeezed out and returned to the ruins. At that point, the serpent would be too full to move and might even stay in place to rest. It would be too lazy to pay any attention to her.

It was just that she didn’t know how long it would take for the serpent to swallow the massive deer whole.

It took some time before the serpent finally loosened its hold on its prey. Beks crouched down, only the space from her eyes up revealed in the opening, and watched as the smooth, scaly body tensed and relaxed to get into a better position to eat. Its head rose, dropping the part of the deer as its jaw closed.

But it didn’t go in for another bite at a better area to start from.

Its forked tongue darted out, smelling the air. Beks held her breath and couldn’t help the nostalgic heartache as she saw its big, red eyes and remembered her beloved pet.

“Snowflake.”

Those red eyes snapped to her. Trapped in its gaze, Beks froze in her spot. The serpent’s smooth movements unwrapped the deer as its broad head and horns lowered. Its tongue flicked out and Beks knew it knew she was there.

A hot air from two nostrils on its head came into the small crevice and she leaned back, trying to get as far as she could from the head. It couldn’t fit, but it did press its head as far as it could go, which was just against the entrance. The tongue was a different matter. Beks shut her eyes as it flicked out and touched her face.

As soon as it did, the serpent retracted its head before trying to push its way inside further. Beks paled. Why do you want to eat me? You have venison right there!  Yummy, yummy venison!

Failing to squeeze through, the serpent drew back and returned to its prey. Before Beks could be relieved, the creature wrestled with the deer, flinging it from side to side and making the ground shake as their bodies hit the ground over and over. Beks covered her head and turned away to keep the flying dust out of her eyes.

It went on for some time before something wet flew against her face. She lifted her hand and gasped as she saw the red streaks on her fingers. She lifted her head and saw part of a deer leg in front of the crevice opening. Beks paled even further.

The legends were right. They are extremely intelligent and have a consciousness. This one is trying to lure me out with bait!

The serpent lowered its head and seemed to look into the crevice. Its tongue flickered out, but it didn’t let out a hiss. Instead, it pushed the piece of deer leg closer. When she remained wedged inside, the serpent pushed the leg to the opening, almost covering it.

Beks narrowed her eyes. Why did it shove the deer leg into the opening? Was it trying to suffocate her? It couldn’t even get to her inside! “What’s your game, snake?”

It flicked its tongue once more and then returned to its meal. Beks peeked past the bloody deer leg and watched as the serpent began the slow process of swallowing the remaining deer whole.

She had to admit, the beast itself was beautiful with its shiny white scales that were almost luminescent and its ruby eyes. Beks used to love watching Snowflake eat, as it was strangely fascinating and he made a weird face. Afterwards, her snake would roll his head to the side, exposing his chin and Beks would give it a little chin scratch while praising him for finishing his food.

It was very cute...on a snake only as thick as her child-sized arm.

The horned serpent had a massive lump several paces from his head, and even if its eyes and scales reminded her of Snowflake, this was not Snowflake.

It moved its head back to the crevice and then rolled it to the side, exposing its chin in a very familiar fashion.

Beks stared at the bloated creature with a slack jaw. It was impossible. This place was an island. She didn’t know how old Snowflake was when she had him, but even if Snowflake wasa baby horned serpent, there was no way for him to appear on this island. Snakes couldn’t swim.

Could they?

Her eyes crinkled up as she questioned the possibilities and likelihood. It all seemed impossible; it couldn't even be considered a coincidence. The serpent’s tongue flicked lazily and it almost seemed to scoot closer, so that its chin rested against the opening.

Unable to resist the tempting white scales, Beks raised her arm and touched the smooth, cool chin.

“Snowflake?” she said as she gave him a little scratch. “Is that you?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 17 - A Little Girl and Her Pet Snake


                When she was young, one of the reasons she loved Snowflake was because he acted as a deterrent.  Maids, servants, and even two of her instructors were hesitant to approach when she paraded around followed by a white snake with a body as thick as her arm and two and a half times long as she was tall.

The Second Prince used to walk around with Melon Cake, his dog, and no one batted an eye.  Some even thought it was regal and fitting of a young prince.  However, it was ‘strange’ and ‘scary’ when she walked around the palace grounds with Snowflake.  What was so strange and scary about a little girl and her pet snake?

They vastly underestimated how cute Snowflake was with his big red eyes and soft, smooth scales.

“I don’t know if you’re really Snowflake, because I don’t know if Snowflake was a horned serpent,” Beks said aloud as she balanced a chunk of deer meat wrapped in large, broad leaves over her left shoulder and carried one bread fruit under her right arm.  “Which is what you are, by the way.  I guess you already know that with your horns, but you look like my Snowflake, so I will call you Snowflake.”

She heard the slight, breathy response of air pushed through nostrils behind her as the creature followed behind while carrying the remaining deer leg in his mouth.  As much as Beks tried, she could barely drag the deer leg after she squeezed out of the crevice.  It had taken some time for her to work up the nerve to leave, as Snowflake the Second remained sprawled out just outside, with his head so close to the opening.

The soft, smooth scales were cool to the touch and while they appeared white, upon closer inspection, they were almost luminescent.  The tips of the original Snowflake’s scales had the same effect and this only lowered her guard more.  Beks had given the massive serpent gentle scratches under its chin.

His body language was relaxed and he seemed happy, so Beks took a deep breath and came out.  She had frozen in place, readying herself for an attack and to be swallowed whole, but Snowflake moved back, as if to give her more space.

Beks had tried to make a run for it, but the massive tail slid around her, blocking her way.  There was a moment where she cursed herself for being too soft and nostalgic, not even brandishing her dagger.  She’d fallen for the horned serpent’s trick.

The deer leg was pushed towards her.

Snowflake had pushed it forward with his head, and every time Beks took a step away, he would push it closer.  Finally, Beks asked him if the meat was for her.  Snowflake’s tongue had flickered out and he pushed the leg closer until it nudged her.

The deer leg had been ripped off and had a sizable chunk of meat, not to mention bone.  Unfortunately, that also made it heavy.

“I can’t carry it,” she said, after she tried to drag it.  She frowned and took out her dagger.  “I can take a piece.  I don’t think I can eat the whole thing right now.”  She looked around, muttering about getting some leaves to wrap it in so it wouldn’t get dirty.

Snowflake’s tale slid away and the creature turned.  Beks thought he was satisfied that she agreed to take the deer leg, or at least part of it, so he would leave.  Instead, Snowflake extended his body upward, a strange sight considering the massive bulge of his last meal in the middle of him, and plucked a few large leaves from the trees.  He then carried them to her and placed them next to her.

Beks did what came naturally to her and praised him excessively with chin scratches.  It brought them to where they were now, walking back to the ruins where Beks had spent the night.  Just a twenty-three-year-old woman and her possibly reunited pet horned serpent.

“Snowflake, you’ll have to go around the ruins.  You just ate, so you might not fit through the alleys between the buildings,” Beks said as they reached a cluster of stone and overgrown vegetation.

Snowflake let out another little huff and turned into the forest.  According to what Beks read, snakes could smell very well, therefore, a horned serpent, should as well, right?  She wasn’t too worried about Snowflaking losing her.

As expected, just as she began piling on some dried leaves for a fire, Snowflake emerged from the shadows of the forest and placed the deer leg against the outside wall of the chamber.

“Thank you, Snowflake.  I’ll cook my meat.  You can take a nap.”  She prepared her cooking area as the serpent curled his tail closer, but couldn’t coil up because of his meal.  Beks held back a laugh.  Small Snowflake was also awkward after he ate and would be lethargic for a day and a half or more.

Perhaps the larger the meal, the more lethargic he’d get.

She found a flat rock she’d rinsed from the river and used it as a place to grill thin slices of venison.  Her back was to her chamber and she faced the jungle in front of her.  With a massive serpent guarding her door, she didn’t think other predators would approach, even while she cooked meat.

After roasting some more bread fruit and adding the venison, Beks put out the fire and mumbled she was taking a nap.  Some of the heaviness she’d woken up with that morning had subsided a bit, and she figured it was because she was moving around and then dealt with the excitement of the deer herd and Snowflake.

Now that she had a moment to rest, the heaviness returned and she laid down for a nap with the hope that it would be enough rest to dispel her discomfort.

She didn’t expect to wake up at dawn.  Only the faint light coming through the low cloud cover from one direction signaled that the sun was rising.  Beks frowned at once.  This meant she’d been sleeping since midafternoon. Then again, the heart pounding events of that day must’ve made her more tired than she thought.

She tried to sit up and her eyes went wide, regretting her decision at once.  The heaviness had not dispelled as hoped and as she moved, a flash of heat shot through her.  She grit her teeth and let out a low hiss as she laid back down and relaxed.  Beks shut her eyes and ran through all possible reasons she could think of why she felt so heavy, hot, and almost suffocated.

Was it the food?

Her eyes opened and she stared at the tree branch that functioned as a roof above her.  Now that she thought about it, she started feeling the heaviness and felt warmer than normal the day before, after she’d eaten food from the island.

But if it were poisonous, shouldn’t there be some numbness or muscle cramping?  Could it be that I’m allergic?  Beks shook her head.  One of her maids was allergic to a kind of berry and when exposed, she would get hives and start scratching.  One of the royal guards also once told her that his little brother almost died from eating a specific nut, as his throat swelled up and he couldn't breathe.

She lifted her hand to her throat and took a deep breath.  Her breathing passages were clear.  She didn’t choke and there was no itchiness.

I won’t eat bread fruit today.  Perhaps that’s what’s making me feel like this.  She had no choice but to assess what food she could’ve eaten that affected her.  Unfortunately, her current situation left her choices on food limited.  She was fairly certain the meat was acceptable.  Maybe she’d try to find the troop of monkeys for more edible suggestions.  She brought her hand over her stomach at the thought of going hungry.

As a matter of fact, now that she had woken up, she was hungry.  She shut her eyes again and let out a quiet swear.  She really couldn’t win.

The position she prepared for twenty years was gone, and she and her family were forced to take blame for something they didn’t do and were exiled.

Then she was nearly assassinated.

She survived the assassination, but nearly died at sea.

She washed up on an island, but had little survival skills to depend on.

She managed to find a food source, but for all she knew, that food source was slowly killing her.

And despite knowing that he was too ignorant to be the mastermind behind her current suffering, Beks still blamed her troubles on Luther.

If Luther weren’t so easily manipulated, then maybe he could stand up to his father.

If Luther had more will power, then maybe he wouldn’t have slept with the new oracle and somehow gotten temple paladins to try to kill her and her family.

If Luther were competent, then maybe she wouldn’t have forced herself to stay in Kadmium longer than necessary out of concern for the kingdom.

Deo was right.  I should’ve beaten him when I could.  She pursed her lips and stared at the branches.  Then again, maybe it’s my fault that I was stubborn and didn’t try to leave when I should’ve.  Beks took another deep breath and forced herself to get up.  Her body was sluggish and her chest a little tight, but she was able to get up.  She wandered out and found Snowflake sleeping with his eyes open where she’d left him.

Her shuffling around must’ve woken Snowflake.  He didn’t have eyelids and thus slept with his big red eyes open.  If he didn’t move his head and flicker his tongue, Beks would’ve thought that he remained sleeping.

“Good morning, Snowflake,” she said as she came out and twisted her body in an effort to stretch out her muscles.  “I think the last few days have caught up with me.  Granted, having bruises and aching is better than having died tumbling down a cliff, but this is going to stay with me for a while.”  She frowned.  “Come to think of it, shouldn’t the pain lessen with time?”

She didn’t know if Snowflake understood her, but the serpent slid closer and nudged the side of her leg.  Beks knelt down and stroked the soft, smooth scales of his head.  She rested her own head against the side of Snowflake’s and let out a tired sigh.

“All right...I should find something to eat.  I can’t live on bread fruit.”  She pushed herself up and took a step down the stone steps, only to feel some resistance from her skirt.  She looked back and saw Snowflake with part of her tattered dress in his mouth.  She gave him a disapproving look.  “Snowflake, this is the only pair of clothing-”

She was cut off as the serpent tugged her back.  Beks’ eyes widened as she watched her feet slide backwards and she stumbled back up the steps.  Snowflake was cute and gentle when nudging her, but how could she forget so soon that he’d suffocated a massive deer yesterday.

The horned serpent was almost all muscle.

“Snowflake, wait.  Snowflake!”  The serpent released her skirt once she was close enough and then opened his mouth.  Her heart dropped and before she realized what was happening, Snowflake had a gentle grip around her butt and lower back and lifted her off her feet.  “Snowflake, you just ate!  I’m not tasty!”

He carried her in his mouth and twisted his body, lowering her on top of the bulge that was a deer carcass in his stomach.  As soon as she was released, Beks let out a cry as she slid forward.  She shut her eyes and tried to hold on, but there was nothing to hold on to when the creature was covered with smooth scales.

She slowed down and came to a stop.  Beks opened one eye and found herself an arm’s length from his lowest set of protruding horns.  Snowflake flickered his tongue and began to move.  Her legs clamped down around Snowflake in an effort to keep her grip, and despite herself, she grabbed onto the ‘handles’ that were Snowflake’s gold horns.

Beks grimaced and readied herself for the serpent to retaliate for touching his horns, but he didn’t seem bothered.  He continued to slither forward on the jungle floor, weaving through the trees and over piles of fallen leaves.

“Did you want me to ride on your back because I don’t feel well?” Beks asked as the realization hit her.  Snowflake’s tongue flickered and even though it wasn’t really an affirmative answer, Beks’ eyes watered.  She released Snowflake’s horns and hugged him.  “You’re a good baby!  Good baby!  I’m so glad I found you again, Snowflake!”

Her Snowflake was always the most affectionate of her short-lived pets.  If she was tired, or sad, or rubbing ointment on her bruises because the instructors were displeased with the speed of her learning and punished her, Snowflake had been the one who curled up next to her and even draped himself over her chubby little legs.  Even then, he seemed to have some sort of consciousness even though everyone told her she was just imagining it.

Snakes weren’t affectionate, the palace servants told her.  However, Snowflake was special.  The Third Prince sent him and he said that he was a special snake.  Beks had believed him without question. Snowflake being so smart, and seemingly sensitive to her emotions to the point of coming to her when she was low, proved it in her mind.

She loved him so much; it gutted her when he went ‘missing’.

“Snowflake, did you know that my foster mother was the one who had you taken from me?” Beks complained, as if a child.  “I cried for weeks and everyone told me you were lost.  I searched the entire palace grounds for you. The Queen said that you were dangerous and would hurt me, but you were such a good baby.  You must’ve suffered being sent away.  I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

Sitting up with one hand on Snowflake’s horn to stabilize her, she used the other to stroke the back of his neck to soothe him in apology.  They continued through the forest and Beks rambled on, feeling chatty after having no one to speak to for a few days, even if the recipient of her attention couldn’t verbally respond.

“Your horns are very beautiful,” she said.  She leaned forward to get a closer look, expecting the horns to be similar to that of a goat, but from the ridges and patterns, the horn looked to be made of scales.  They felt quite solid as well.  “Why are your horns gold if the rest of you is white?  Is that just how it is with horned serpents?”

She didn’t get an answer, but continued to admire her beautiful Snowflake who’d grown up so well.  Beks looked around and furrowed her brows.

To her, the jungle looked almost the same everywhere she went, but she didn’t recognize the area where they were . She looked over her shoulder and saw a gentle slope.  She turned her head forward.  “Are we going uphill?”

The cloud cover was low and she couldn’t see past the canopy of the jungle in most cases.  She didn’t think the island was flat, as it seemed that it was relatively large, but she didn’t know if there were small hills or mountains, or even what they looked like because of the clouds.

Beks found herself leaning forward to keep her balance on Snowflake’s back.  If she sat up, she’d be leaning too far back and would slide backwards.  This meant that wherever they were, they were going up a steep incline.  Her hands tightened around Snowflake’s horns.

Around her, the clarity of the island floor began to mist over and her eyes widened.  They were passing through the cloud layer.

Excitement bubbled in her as she looked ahead.  Her view of the island, even if there was cloud cover, would be better from the top.  She’d have a better idea of her location and maybe get the general shape of the island if it weren’t fully covered.

Her hunger forgotten as they moved through the mist, Beks took deep, steady breaths to quell her excitement.  The mist began to thin out and Beks looked down.  During the thickest portion of the clouds, she couldn’t even see her feet hanging off the snake, but now, not only could she see her stuffed leather shoes on her feet, but a clear dirt path.

She narrowed her eyes and followed the path ahead of her.  She’d read that large animals that tended follow the same route to feeding grounds often ended up creating paths due to continued usage, but this path was on a cliffside and it looked as if the side closest to the edge had a barrier.

What was more, the path was more than large enough for a serpent as large as Snowflake to slither up.  On the mountain side, there were grooves in the stone every few paces where water was trickling down from above.  Beks followed the water up and it seemed to be emerging from holes in the mountainside.

Not cracks or a stream dribbling off the edge, but a hole with a stone piece sticking out like a spout.

“Snowflake, wait.  Stop for a moment.”  She spoke aloud, but didn’t really expect Snowflake to stop.  She patted his head and then slid off his back, landing on the side closest to the mountain.  She walked towards the nearest mini waterfall and examined the area around it.

The water seemed to fall into a pool beside the path.  Beks rounded Snowflake and went to the other side facing the cliff.  Water was streaming through another hole, meaning the water was going under the path.  Beks rushed back around and reached out to move aside some dirt and roots from the side of the cliff.

Her eyes widened as her heart skipped a beat.  “This is a wall.”  Clear, deep grooves were straight and pressed together like a puzzle.  Beks used her hand to push aside more dirt on the path and found the same stone with similar straight lines.  “This is a road!”  She whirled around and faced the serpent.  “Snowflake, where are you taking me?”

Snowflake flickered his tongue and Beks rinsed her hand on the running water and climbed back on.  Snowflake continued up the road and Beks could hardly contain her excitement.  With the ruins down below, she knew that there must’ve been a civilization here at one point, but she didn’t know it extended all the way up the mountain.

Snowflake followed the road up where it curled to the side and Beks looked up to see more jungle wrapping around thick stone walls.  Behind it, she could see human-made structures peeking out from between massive, overgrown trees and vines.  The stone stood out as pay gray, darkened by the environment and being unkempt for who knew how long.

The road wound to a massive stone gate.  If there were doors, they’d long rotted away, but the heavy, thick stone pillars and capstone remained.  Beks could still make out some carvings of animals and flowers.

Past the gate were wide open grounds with stone foundations. Most of the complex appeared to be retaken by the forest, but as they went deeper and higher up, old stone buildings became more and more numerous.

They also became more and more elaborate.

A familiar screech was heard and Beks saw a shadow sweep over the ground.  She looked up and saw a massive bird flying overhead and immediately tensed.

The rokh circled above them before flapping its wings and landing on top of an old wall.  Beks glanced at Snowflake and wondered if he could beat the rokh.  Snowflake didn’t seem to pay any attention to the giant bird as he kept going.  The rokh stood in place, tilting its head to the side, as if curious as it watched them.

Beks couldn’t bring herself to talk and instead lay flat against Snowflake, hoping to be invisible to the bird.

They passed through several ruins of gates and possible porticos that had toppled over before reaching a large building.  Snowflake moved along the side and finally turned his head out, away from the building with the stone pillars they were next to.  There were plenty of trees around and with their branches, it would cover them from an aerial attack.  At the same time, it provided some much-needed shade from the sun.

Beks tilted her head up and lifted an arm to shade her eyes.  She let out a small laugh as her eyes crinkled up.

There wasn’t a cloud in the sky after they emerged from the cloud layer, and it was blue as far as she could see.

She lowered her head and looked down from their vantage point.

“You picked quite a spot,” Beks said as she looked down at the island covered with a thick layer of gray clouds.  At best, she could see the tops of trees poking out, and to her right, a series of jagged green mountain peaks.  They were similar to the cliff faces of the Forbidden Valley and their highest points were above where they were currently.

She figured that the mountain they were on was suitable for building whereas the others were too narrow and dangerous.

Her eyes swept over the area and found that the island seemed to taper and curve to one side.  The mountains followed the curve, as did the layer of clouds surrounding them.

She couldn’t tell where the island’s actual shores were, as the clouds covered the shoreline, but from what she could see, there was water all around.

Beks tensed in her seat as she looked out towards the water.  Her eyes squinted as she leaned forward.  In the distance, she could see the faint uneven horizon.  She drew her head back and looked at the sky, then back at the horizon.

“That’s the continent,” she muttered as she slid off Snowflake and walked closer to the edge.  “I can see it...it’s closer than I thought.”  She didn’t know how long or how far she drifted to get to the island, but she distinctly remembered not seeing anything around her for what felt like hours.

Her eyes dropped back to the layer of gray.  She hadn’t seen the fog either.  It was as if it suddenly appeared and swallowed her.  She lifted her hand and rubbed her temples.  Of course, being higher up increased her line of vision.  Perhaps she lost sight of the mainland because she was at sea level.

That’s likely the case.  Beks convinced herself and turned around.  She climbed a set of three steps into a large, open room.  It was connected to the main building by a doorway, but it jutted out and was built in a circle with nine pillars holding up a ring of stone.  A patio area, perhaps?

In its center was a round pool and as Beks walked towards the edge, she could see water coming from three spouts evenly spaced around it.  A narrow channel carved into the floor followed the excess water out into a drain. The stone floor was carved with decorative patterns and the carvings were rather deep.

It was likely groves for excess water to drain into and prevent slipping.  Beks nodded in approval.  She’d read that the ancient master builders had impressive techniques and that some might’ve been lost to the ages.

The water inside was clear and a few vines hung around the side from the surrounding trees.  Beks belt down and touched the cool water.  She smiled and stuck her arm in.  The cool water felt amazing against her flushed skin and the humid, hot air of the island.

Since it looked rather deep, it didn’t seem to be an ornamental pool, but perhaps a bathing pool?  She took off her shoes and sat on the edge, pulling up her skirt and dipping her legs in.

“Ooh...that’s nice....”  The cool water seemed to relieve the heaviness for a moment and she leaned back on her arms.  She looked out towards the island and took in the commanding view.  Snowflake was lazing around just outside, basking in the sun.  A sense of relaxation filled her and she closed her eyes.

Her feet brushed against a ledge that seemed to circle the pond.  Beks looked around.  There wasn’t any sign of another person, and Snowflake was a serpent.  She tugged off her clothes, placed them further away so they wouldn't get wet and pinned her hair into a messy bun with her hair pin.

With some caution, she sank into the pool.

A refreshed moan escaped her as she sat down on the ledge with the cool water lapping at her shoulders.  The bottom of the pool felt like stone and surprisingly, there wasn’t much debris, nor frogs as in the pool in the ruins below.

Beks stretched out, her arms at her side as she sank deeper to get the water up to her neck.  Her legs stretched out and she was pleased to find that they didn’t hit the ledge on the other side of the pool.  There was plenty of room for her to soak.

All the hunger and fatigue seemed to melt away.  Perhaps it was all in her head, but she felt that she was breathing better too.

“Snowflake, let’s move here,” she said.  “It feels safer and I like this pool.”

She didn’t get an answer, but Snowflake did flick his tongue.

The two relaxed there until Beks reluctantly dragged herself out.  She wiped the water off and allowed herself to air dry nude, even joining Snowflake to bask in the sun on the steps.  She then went to put on her clothes and told the horned serpent she was going to explore the rest of the building.

Snowflake lifted his head lazily, flicked his tongue, and returned to his basking.  She figured that if he didn’t stop her, it was safe to wander around.  She went through the doorway from the open-air pool and found a wide-open space.  There were various stone foundations and items, but anything that would’ve been furniture had likely been made of wood and was long gone.

She walked through the network of halls and rooms, and was excited to find what may have been a storage or kitchen area, as there was a pile of metal utensils and pottery.  She managed to find a few that weren’t cracked and whole, and carefully gathered them to bring back to the pool to rinse off.

After placing them on a clean area to dry, she returned to the ‘kitchen’, which was an auxiliary building not far from the main building where the pool was.  The counters and stove were built with stone and brick.  There were metal tools and metal grills which, if she cleaned them, should be usable.

She gathered what she could and returned to clean the items and left them to dry.

“Snowflake, we need to get something to burn and food to cook,” Beks said as she put her hands on her hips.  “Let’s return to the forest and gather them!”

Snowflake seemed to come to life and curled around.  He stopped in front of Beks so she could get on and then the two of them backtracked to the jungle.  As Beks gathered dried leaves and branches from the jungle food and used a strip of her dress to tie them up, Snowflake plucked fruit from the trees.

“Not too many!  I can only hold so much!”  Beks said.  She really needed to learn how to make baskets.

The two made two trips to the base of the mountain to gather items.  Beks ate some fruit that Snowflake got her to tide her over.  Snowflake left her to put her things away and when he came back, had brought back the deer leg.

Surprisingly, it wasn’t completely spoiled, and she was able to cut out meat that was still good.  She sniffed it and poked it with her hair pin before grilling it.

Grilling was about the extent of her cooking ability if it could be called that.  Her days in Kadmium were packed with lessons, study times, and one-on-one guidance with the late Queen and Laurence.  When she wasn’t learning, she had sought out play time to relax.  Cooking was not something she considered.

After all, she was a noble daughter who had food brought to her.  She knew good food when she tasted it. She just couldn’t cook it.

She let out a heavy sigh as she looked at the meat on the grill. If Lady Eleanor hadn’t shown her, she’d probably already starve to death.  The sun was starting to set and she wanted to finish cooking before it got dark.  There were no torches, candles, or lanterns that she could find.

Stone sconces didn’t have a place to put a light source.  Instead, there were round rocks inside and Beks wasn’t sure what they were for.

Taking the piece of grilled meat onto a clean plate, she walked outside and sat down on the steps.  Snowflake was basking in the setting sun once more.  He followed her around the complex and would sit outside, nearest to where she was.

Beks chewed on the deer meat and stared out towards the mountains.  There were two sides of the island and she’d arrived on the northernmost side.  The southern side of the island appeared to have less flat land, as the steeper side of the mountains faced south.

She had yet to set foot on the southern side.

She opened her mouth for another bite and narrowed her eyes.  With her gaze still fixed on the southern side of the island, she could make out the low cloud cover, but she noticed something she hadn’t noticed before.

A thin trail of smoke was coming from beneath the clouds.  Beks drew her head back as her chest tightened for just a moment.  The ruins seemed untouched for centuries, perhaps even thousands of years.  There was no sign of human life at all.

But an animal couldn’t make fire.

She took a deep breath and lowered the meat from her mouth.  “Snowflake...I’m not the only person on this island, am I?”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She decided that for the time being, she would not be exploring the southern side of the island.  In fact, she had become more hesitant to go down to the jungle floor on the northern side.  Thank goodness for Snowflake.  As if sensing her hesitation, he left at night and would return in the morning with some fruit skewered to one of his horns and a bird or some sort of large rodent hanging from his mouth.

Thanks to him, Beks was able to eat for a week without leaving the top of the mountain complex, though she knew she had to eventually.

During the evenings, she would look out towards the southern side, looking for a pillar of smoke.

It was strange, but while the smoke came from the same place each time she saw it, making it appear as if there was some sort of campsite there, it didn’t appear every night.

She sat down on the steps, her eyes fixed on the gray cloud blanket below.  “Every two nights,” she told Snowflake, whose meal bulge had finally begun to be less conspicuous.  “Tonight, the fire should appear again.”

She nibbled on bread fruit as she waited.

After two days of avoiding breadfruit, the heaviness she felt as well as the hot flashes didn’t cease.  In fact, every time she woke up, she felt as if the symptoms grew worse each day.  That morning, she’d almost rolled out of her sleeping area to get to the pool.

The cool pool waters were the only thing that relieved her, though she knew it was temporary.  The relief lasted half a day at most, and by the afternoon, she’d take another dip.  The way her body was reacting was still a mystery, though the large bruises she had were almost gone.

She didn’t know if it was because time healed them or if the pool had some sort of healing effect.

Her eyes widened as she sat up straight.  “There it is!”  Her excited and triumphant voice filled the area and Snowflake looked towards the southern side, but continued to rest with his head curled on top of his coiled body.

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “It has to be a person, but why every two nights?  Where are they for the other two nights?”

Snowflake couldn’t answer.  Beks finished her food, cleaned her plate, and put out the fire on the stove before walking to the pool chamber.  Against the wall that connected to the building, there was a stone ledge that she treated as a large bench and daybed.  She’d piled leaves and her attempt at a woven mat on top of one for her to sleep on.

Before she went to sleep, she took another soak in the pool.

On the opposite ledge, she’d laid out a large leaf where she’d smeared the remaining pill paste and made them into little balls in hopes that they'd dry out.  The leaf was held down by two rocks on either side.

She didn’t have the tools to fix the chain of her medicine canister necklace, so she usually kept it tucked into her dress.  Now that it was empty, she put it in a bowl with her urapearl by her sleeping area.

She heard the now familiar movement of Snowflake coming around the building to get to where he slept just outside.  Beks finished wiping herself off and put her dress on before going to pet him goodnight.  It was her now bedtime routine before falling asleep, her mind trying to figure out how to get off the island.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

The fire crackled and he turned the wooden spit propped up on two branches on either side of a fire.  To one side of him, an empty stone lined pit had been turned into a bonfire in order to illuminate the stone foundations of the ruins he used as a place to gather and cook food, as well as warn off any predators.  His blue eyes watched the skin of the game fowl glisten and crisp under the heat.

He hoped that the salt he’d boiled off from the sea would make the game fowl taste better.  He also was getting quite annoyed with the critique from his brother.

“Oh, you burnt it...it’s too dry...you didn’t cook it through all the way...why are you so terrible at this?”

He narrowed his eyes and had never wanted to hit the face that looked identical to his more in his life.  If his brother weren’t recuperating at the mouth of the tunnel, unable to climb out on his own, he would make him hunt his own food.

Lucian let out a tired breath and squatted down by the fire.  It was hot even in the evenings on the island, so he’d stripped down to the base layer of clothes.  His white outer robe remained with his brother while his gray secondary layers, already tattered and dirty, were folded nearby.  The heat from the fire only added to the hot air, and sweat glistened on his sunburnt brows.

Unlike his brother, who had tanned nicely from being outdoors most of his life, he had remained quite fair due to his occupation.  At least, until he was hunted down and forced to flee.  Now, his cheeks were peeling from the sunburn and he had an ugly tan line on his forearms.

Lazarus had laughed at him and his two soldiers had to plead with Lucian not to maim the injured man.

Lucian’s eyes drifted to the basket he’d woven out of tree leaves.  There were some bread fruit and eggs he’d found, but he’d only managed one game bird.  It was the first piece of meat he’d caught on his own.  Lazarus had complained, but his two soldiers were also injured and at most, they could pick fruit near the mouth of the tunnel.

It was much easier to get meat when Snowflake was there.

Lucian frowned.  “Where did he go?”

Since he ran into the horned serpent months ago, Snowflake hadn’t strayed too far from him and would hunt meat for them.  As a horned serpent with a light biha affinity, Snowflake was easy to identify when he first saw him again, though he was surprised to find him here of all places.  He never told Beks that Snowflake was a baby horned serpent when he sent him.  All he knew was that she loved the creature so much, it lived in her room.

Laurence had told him that their mother worried that the snake would strangle Beks in her sleep, so she had him released in the south.  How Snowflake ended up on the island was a mystery, but Lucian suspected that he swam or was adrift somehow.

Or Snowflake arrived the same way he and his brother and his brother’s men did: through an underground cave system that connected the Forbidden Valley to the island.

It took over two days to get to the island and when they reached the opening, it was only Lucian who could climb out, as he wasn’t injured.

He had hoped that his brother would be able to be lifted out soon and that the two soldiers who escaped with Lazarus would, as well.  They’d healed well enough to crawl out, but wanted to remain with Lazarus to protect him.  This left the bulk of gathering food to Lucian.

He was the last of the four people to be capable of gathering food, let alone cooking it under such limitations.

He’d only seen the attendants preparing food when on the road.  The only experience had cooking was when he had just joined the Temple and was assigned to busy work in one of the kitchens of the Great Temple.

Lazarus was the one who enjoyed good food and enjoyed making it.  Even when they were children, Lazarus ran to the kitchen to watch the cooks.  He’d even made them some snacks a few times.  Beks’ favorite egg tarts were a recipe from Langshe that Lazarus learned to make for her.

“As soon as he’s out of that cave, it’s his turn to cook, the ungrateful little....” Lucian muttered with irritation.

He heard a rustle behind him and immediately shot up to his feet and unsheathed the sword he took from his brother.  He turned around, towards the direction the sound came from and narrowed his eyes.

Something was moving through the trees and the light from the fire reflected off of scales.  His shoulders relaxed as he lowered his guard and let out a low breath.

“Snowflake, is that you?  Where have you been this last week?”  He sheathed his sword as the white head of the red-eyed serpent emerged from the forest.  Lucian smiled and raised his hand to pet his head.  Snowflake nudged his hand, as if to say he missed him.  “Oh, I see....”  Lucian noticed the large lump on his body.  “You went to feed.  You didn’t abandon us.”

Snowflake nudged his head against Lucian’s shoulder as Lucian turned around.

“What is it?  Don’t tell me you’re judging me.  I’ll have you know I managed to hunt his game fowl by myself.”  He omitted the part about it already being injured when he found it.

Snowflake nudged him again and Lucian turned back to look at him.  He opened his mouth to ask why he was so affectionate, when Snowflake lifted his head to reveal something metal dangling from his mouth.

Lucian furrowed his brows and took a step forward as the glimmering item caught his eye.  He took a step forward and raised his hand. The cool metal canister rested against his palm as his fingers wrapped around it.  The chain was broken and was tied together to keep it on the metal canister, though it was too short to be worn.

Lucian turned towards the fire and opened his hand.  His eyes dilated in an instant as he recognized the metal canister, where the familiar engraved character initials for ‘Rebecca Anastacia of Caroline’ were worn down, but still visible on one side.  His fingers tightened around it.

His father had given her the canister to keep her emergency medicine close to her.

He whirled around and looked at Snowflake, bringing the canister to his chest.

“Where did you get this?” he said in a firm voice.  “This is Beks’ medicinal....  He trailed off and quickly twisted off the cap.  He should’ve expected as much, but his stomach dropped.  It was empty. “Is she here?”

Snowflake turned his head and seemed to look up into the distance from where he came.  Lucian’s breathing became uneven.  “She has no more pills....Is she all right?”

Snowflake let out a puff of air from his nostrils and flickered his tongue.  Lucian was sure it was some sort of confirmation, but that didn’t quell the fear that shot through him.

Beks was supposed to be in Kadmium.  While he knew his mother prohibited her from leaving the palace grounds, he also knew that Laurence would give her freedom.  Beks wouldn’t run away; she was far too responsible to abandon the duties expected of her.

But even if Laurence allowed her to leave the palace, to Kadmium, what would she be doing there?

His body went cold and a shiver went through him.  “What happened in Kadmium....”  His voice trailed off as he looked back at the roasting game fowl.  He gritted his teeth and lifted the canister for Snowflake to take.  “Go back and protect her,” he told the serpent in a low, authoritative voice.  “Don’t let anything happen to her!  As soon as I bring food back to Laz, I’ll come back here.  It’ll take me another two days, so meet me in two nights and take me to her.”  Snowflake flicked his tongue and took the canister back into his mouth.  He then turned and began to slither back into the forest.  Lucian continued to shout after him.   “Until then, keep her safe!”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Snowflake!”  Beks called out as she pulled herself out of the pool.  She frowned as she climbed out.  The heaviness in her body was now lingering even after soaking three times a day.  Each day, it only grew worse the last few days.  “What is going on....”  She frowned and wiped the excess water off her.  “Snowflake!” She called out again.

She hadn’t seen the massive serpent since the night before and wondered if he’d gone off to hunt.  However, there was still a bit of a lump from the deer in him.  She supposed horned serpents had their own things to deal with.

Beks put on her clothes and stretched out her arms.

She felt a little better now, but by lunch time, she’d feel heavy and feverish again.  Her eyes drifted back to the pool. She couldn’t just sit in the pool every waking hour.  She also needed to go and collect dried leaves to burn and the best ones were at the base of the mountain.

However, the walk down would take some time without Snowflake, not to mention if she got too tired or her body began to overheat and ache, she didn’t know if she could make it back up fast enough to cool herself in the pool.  She drew her lips inward and frowned.  She supposed she’d have to wander around the complex to gather what she could.

Beks began her way down by walking around the side of the pool, following the route that Snowflake first took her up.  The complex was built on tiers with some bigger than others, but at each tier, Beks would stop to come areas beneath trees with overhanging branches to find leaves that were dry enough to burn well.

She gathered them in her arms, using a strip of cloth to tie them together before going back to bring them to the kitchen.

I’ve been spoiled by Snowflake, she thought to herself as she trudged back down, sweat coming down the sides of her face as she tugged on the bodice of her dress to get some air.  Two tiers below the highest one, Beks decided that after she brought the latest bundle to the kitchen, she’d take another soak in the pool.

It wasn’t lunch time yet, but she was very active, causing the overheating and heaviness to return sooner.  She knelt down to tie a bundle when a shadow swept over the tier. At once, she tensed and stared at the ground.  Her eyes rose and swept over grounds where she was.  There weren’t as many trees lining the area as there were in the ruins below, or even on the lower tiers of the mountain top complex.

A familiar screech was heard and she sucked in a sharp breath.  The shadow swept over her once more, fast, and dark.  Her chest tightened as she raised her head and saw the massive bird coming around.

Beks dropped the bundle and ran towards the stairs that led up to the upper tiers, where there were stone walls that she could hide against.  The screech of the rokh sounded behind her and Beks felt a rush of air as she reached the top of the steps and dove into the nearest ruins.

The next screech was closer and Beks pushed herself up.  Her heart was pounding in her chest and she looked around.  The roofs of the buildings had toppled in, but with the stone walls so close together, the rokh couldn’t sweep down and pluck her from the ground.

A shadow fell over the doorway and Beks turned around.  Blood drained from her face as she saw a giant bird nearly filling the massive doorway.  He lowered its head to duck underneath the center stone and then cocked it, keeping its dark eyes on her.  Its clawed feed dug into the debris that lined the entrance as it shuffled forward awkwardly.

“You are a raptor!” Beks said as she stumbled back and clutched her chest.  “You don’t follow prey into their hiding place, like some sort of weasel!”  She wheezed.  She couldn’t help but look at the massive bird with anger that it wasn’t playing its part as it should’ve.

As if to answer her, it let out another shriek and Beks ran into the hall.  The buildings on the upper tier still had their roofs and the doors to the inner rooms were smaller.  If she could go inside, the bird couldn’t get her from the sky or follow her in.

She dashed forward and grimaced as her breathing grew more uneven.  Despite her attempts to calm herself, it was impossible to do so when she was running from a giant predatory bird.  As her hand brushed her chest, panic began to swell inside of her.

Her legs were shaking and her skin was hot to the touch.

The remnants of her pills that had been turned into paste, and were then re-rolled and dried were still by the pool.

Her trajectory changed and she scrambled to stay close to the tree line while making her way to the pool.  She could see it up ahead, but before she could reach the steps, her legs gave way.  Her lungs were burning, as if she couldn't get enough air despite panting.

Sweat came down her face as she looked up and saw the world around her move from side to side.  Her hands pushed her up, clawing her way up the steps as her chest burned and pressure squeezed her head.

Never mind the rokh or where it was, all she wanted was the pool.

Her body was on fire and with each movement, she wasn’t sure if she was going left or right, up or down.  Beks squinted, trying to focus on the water.  She grit her teeth as pain shot through her head, as if an axe were cutting through the space between her brows.

She let out a pained half-growl, half-cry as her arms gave way, and she collapsed onto the floor.

It was so hot, as if her skin were being roasted.

Tears slid down her eyes.  The pool was so close.  So close.

Gathering whatever strength she had left, she tore at her clothes and rolled into the pool.  Her entire body was submerged and she welcomed the cold water against her burning skin.  Beks didn’t want to come up for air; the water was such a relief.

But it was short lived.  Her eyes flew open and she shot up, breaking the surface and scrambling for the edge.  She grabbed on to one of the vines hanging beside the pool as she clawed at her chest and stomach.

It still burned, like there was fire inside her and it was cooking her from within.

Her wide eyes nearly bulged from her sockets as she let out scream after scream.  Her body twisted from side to side against her will, as if trying to fight off the constricting feeling that seemed to close around her and make her body boil.

It hurts!  It burns!

Was this how it felt like to cry tears of blood?

The sharp pain between her brows seemed to spread and cleave her skull in two.

Her body began to convulse.  Water splashed up from the sides, spreading all over the floor outside the pool.

Her screaming filled the complex as the pain culminated.  She couldn’t breathe.

Something inside of her seemed to rupture and her vision went white.

No! Not yet! Her wrist caught as her body went limp and her mind shut down.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 18 - No One is Stopping You


                “Your Eminence, Captain St. Moore is here.”  The attendant bowed as she stood just outside the entrance to the room.  Iris looked up a list of dishes and desserts that the royal kitchen had given her.  As expected of the royals, their list was as thick as a book with different sections sorted by both ingredients and serving type.

It didn’t include recipes, either.  It was just the names of the dishes, their contents and flavor profiles, as well as a few illustrations.  She’d gotten the book the week before and had barely scratched the surface of the first section on finger foods.  There was still the supplementary book on wines and other beverages.

Iris let out a heavy breath and lowered the book.  She gave the attendant a nod.  Under normal circumstances, being alone with another man was reason for suspicion, but it was different when she was the oracle.  In addition, Luther trusted her.  Right now, he was holding court and doing everything he could to become a fitting king.

To support him, Iris took hold of managing the household affairs.  Or at least, what she could.

That blasted old man that was the Third Consort resisted giving any power away, even household responsibilities.  If it weren’t her own wedding, she was sure the Third Consort would argue that she was not yet part of the family and had no say.

Iris sneered.  It didn’t matter what he thought.  Sooner or later, she would be Queen and Luther loved her.  He would give her household affairs as his wife.

“Your Eminence.”  A tall man arrived.  His light armor was replaced with his escort knight uniform of a burnt yellow and white.  He entered and knelt down in front of her, placing his right hand over his chest and his left hand over his knee.

Iris opened his mouth to greet him, but her eyes landed on the hand on his knee. When not on active duty or on the field, paladin wore white gloves.  The Captain’s right hand wore a glove, but his left hand was wrapped with a bulky white bandage.

“Be at ease, Brother Marius,” she said, distracted.  The captain bowed his head and rose to his feet.  Iris looked past him and gave a nod to her attendant, who bowed her head and stepped back, pulling the door closed.

When they clicked shut, Iris stood up and rushed to the man with a distraught expression.  He raised his hand and gave her a reassuring smile.  “I’m all right.”

“All right?  How can you be all right?  What happened to your hand?”  Her voice rose with each sentence, her face frantic.  She’d known Marius since they were children and he was rarely injured once he began to rise through the ranks.  He had a reputation for being so precise that an opponent would miss him by a hair, allowing him to get close enough to attack.

He lowered his eyes and clenched his jaw.  “Someone retaliated.”

“Retaliated?  Who dared?” Iris demanded as she tugged on his good arm and had him sit.  “What happened?”

The Captain took a seat across from her and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.  “Lady Caroline stabbed my hand before she died.”

Iris’ brows shot up and she froze in her seat.  “She what?  How?”  In her past life, Lady Rebecca’s method of dealing with others was never physical.  She never physically fought with others and instead went through other channels to fight back.  And this was with the knowledge that she knew a little sword play.

Iris never expected the noble woman to retaliate.

“It was my fault,” the Captain told her with his lips tight as he shook his head.  “I dropped my guard.  She was not trained as her brother was and I didn’t consider that she’d make such a desperate attack.”  He raised his hand to his chest and narrowed his eyes.  “I underestimated her for a moment.”

Iris drew her lips inward and frowned.  “How did she stab you?”

“Her hairpin,” the man replied.  “I don’t know how she got it.  Perhaps that old man who was driving the carriage gave it to her.  Anything that could be used as a weapon should’ve been taken from her when she was arrested.”

Iris swallowed hard and sat back.  “How deep is your wound?”

He gave her a wry smile.  “Not deep at all.  It just needs to heal.”

Iris nodded and took a deep breath.  “I’m sorry about that.”

“No, it wasn’t your fault,” he replied.  “I didn’t expect that woman to still be so vicious even knowing that she was at death’s door.  At the very least our mission was completed.”

Iris closed her eyes and leaned back against the sofa, her body relaxing.  She looked back at the paladin with a hesitant expression.  “You’re certain?”

“The carriage lost control and tumbled down a cliff, into the rocky shoreline and turbulent waters.  Lady Caroline was unable to fight against the current and she and the carriage were taken under by one of the whirlpools.  When we left, there were no remains in sight.”

Part of Iris wanted to see the body to confirm Lady Rebecca’s death, but it was not wise.  Still, if the paladins confirmed that she had drowned and was taken by the sea, then it must’ve been true.

“Were there any witnesses?” she asked.

He shook his head once.  “The driver got drunk the night before and stumbled away to relieve himself.  He never returned.  We searched the surrounding woods for him and only found his drinking jug and shoe next to a river.  We presumed him dead and left without him.”

“He drowned in the river?” Iris frowned.  “You never found his body?”

“He would’ve been swept downriver for some time.  We did not have time to follow the river and try to find him.  As we passed the last checkpoint and were no longer in need of the driver, we proceeded with the mission.”

Iris nodded.  “Was anyone else injured?”

“No, only me.  I got too close.  She had tried to escape and I threw her back into the carriage.  That was when she rushed forward and stabbed me before the carriage went down.”

She shook her head.  “That woman is crazy.”

“She was facing death and lost her mind.  It is not unheard of,” the man replied.  “Have the others returned from their missions yet?”

Captain St. Moore was the leader of the troop assigned to her personal escort by the Temple and while a handful of them followed her into the palace, most of them were kept outside.  This was both a logistical issue so that the burden of feeding and housing all the accompanying paladins wouldn’t be placed on the royal family, and strategic, as it made it easier for Iris to have her resources at hand without being under the direct eye of the royal guards.

“Brother St. Harvey should’ve returned from the coast, but he hasn’t sent word of his arrival.  One moment.”  Iris reached to the table next to the sofa and rang a little bell.

The doors opened once more and an attendant stood outside, bowing her head.  “Yes, Your Eminence?”

“Has any report been received from Brother St. Harvey, Brother St. Pierre, and Brother St. Killian’s guards?” Iris asked.

The attendant kept her head bowed as she replied.  “No, Your Eminence.  No contact has been received from those three guards.”

Iris’ lips pulled downwards as her eyes narrowed.  She expected such a situation with the two paladin guards who went north and east, as to travel to those exile points were furthest, but for the paladins going west to the coast, it should’ve been, at most, a week round trip.

“Check with the boarding house where they are staying,” Iris said.  The attendant nodded and stepped out, closing the doors behind her.  Iris chewed on her lower lip.  “Brother St. Harvey should’ve returned already.”

“Yes....”  Captain St. Moore frowned.  “They were escorting the former Duchess and her two small children.  Perhaps Brother and his men had some guilt over the two children.”

Iris wanted to shake her head.  The paladins of that troop were all loyal to her and commiserated with her struggles growing up orphaned at the Great Temple.  They wouldn’t have too much sympathy for spoiled noble children.  In addition, Iris had stressed her concern that if any of them escaped death, they would certainly come back for revenge.

How could an oracle without combat experience or training, let alone biha ability, defend herself against nobles trained to kill at a young age?  Killing the entire family was a precaution they had to take for the safety of the oracle.

“Brother St. Harvey has a gentle soul,” Iris replied instead as she lifted a hand to her chest.  “I hate to have put such a burden on him.”

Captain St. Moore’s face softened.  “Don’t feel guilty, my sister,” he told her in a gentle voice.  “Those children are a threat if they grow.  We must protect you.”

His words were satisfying.

“Thank you, Brother-” A knock came from the door and Iris turned towards it.  “Enter.”

“Your Eminence.”  The door opened and the same attendant who’d just left returned holding an envelope.  She held it with both hands, presenting it to Iris.  Iris gave her a nod and she stepped into the room to give it to her.

Iris took the envelope and opened it.  Her eyes scanned it and her head shot up.  “Where did you get this?” she asked as her fingers clenched the parchment.  “Who gave this to you?”

The attendant blinked, appearing surprised at the oracle’s sudden sharp voice and demanding posture.  “A royal guard brought it.  It was delivered to the gate.”

“The gate?” Iris narrowed her eyes more so.  “Who delivered it?”

The attendant shook her head.  “I am unsure-”

“Find out at once!” Iris shot up from her seat and pointed at the door.  The attendant bowed her head repeatedly and scurried out, closing the door behind her.

Captain St. Morris stood up and frowned.  “What was sent?”

Iris didn’t bother hiding it from him.  She handed him the parchment and he unfolded it.  His body tensed and his hand trembled as he looked down at the sheet and the bold, black characters.  There was no name, no date, just a single, mocking sentence.

Your paladins are pathetic.

Captain St. Morris’ face flushed as he gritted his teeth.  “Did any of the other drivers return?”

“I haven’t heard that they have.  The drivers weren’t our people,” Iris replied.

He folded the paper and put it down on the table between them.  He frowned before looking at Iris.  “I will check to see if any of the other drivers returned or if there is word from them.”

Iris nodded as the Captain bowed towards her and headed out the door.  Iris lifted her hand and pressed the bridge of her nose.  Her chest was tight and for a moment, her legs began to shake.  She carefully sat back on the sofa and leaned forward; her eyes fixed on the paper.

There was no reason for anyone to send her such a message unless something really did happen to the paladins she sent.  Over a dozen of them were missing, with six that should have already returned.

She lifted her hands and grasped the sides of her head, wracking her mind to remember what she could about the Carolines.  In her past life, she didn’t have any actual in person interaction with them.  Outside of Lady Rebecca, she’d never seen any of the other members of her family.  Iris had only heard about them.

Duke Caroline was a war hero and a master fire biha user.

His son had been stationed at the Northern Pass and also a fire biha user.

Nothing much was known about Duchess Caroline or the two children.

Iris pursed her lips.  Did she underestimate them?  Was there something about them that she didn’t know?

She grit her teeth and restrained the urge to kick the table.  Since they were uninvolved in the past when such a scandal was affecting their daughter, Iris didn’t think they would do much in this life.  After all, the Carolines spent their time in their duchy.  They didn’t come down when Lady Rebecca was divorced or planned to remarry.

She knew they had power and influence, as did any of the Five Houses, but why had she overlooked them? She thought she had taken additional precautions because she’d send several paladins with them. Shouldn’t they have been enough? She chewed on her lower lip.

This was her fault.  Like Captain St. Morris she’d lowered her guard.  She thought that having them exiled and killed would be enough, but what if they weren’t killed.

Her eyes narrowed.  But one person against six paladins?  The paladins aren’t useless.  There were strict requirements to be selected and their training was comparable to any elite warrior.  Iris sat up straight and shook her head.

Now that she had thought about it, she didn’t know where the note came from or who sent it.  It was impossible for one person to fight against six highly trained paladins.  Even if the Carolines were well trained, their biha was also suppressed, and she was told that they were in chains when they left.

Perhaps a Caroline did not send the note.

She felt a chill on her back.  There were two other people her paladin guards had been tracking and she’d lost track of.

“Josephine!” she called out as she rose to her feet.

The door opened and another of her attendants bowed.  “Your Eminence?”

“Brother St. Henry and Brother St. Patrick, have they sent back word of where they are?”

“They are still running an errand for you in the south, Your Eminence.”

They hadn’t found the Second and Third Prince yet.  Those two had seemingly disappeared.  Iris frowned.

“Send word to call them back.  I have another errand for them.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Her eyes opened and above her was a dark, clear sky littered with stars.  Beks laid in place, staring above her as she took deep, slow breaths.  She turned her head and squinted.  It was night, but it was well lit.  She could make out the stone pillars around the pool area well and pushed herself into a seated position, as if unsure if she were seeing things.

Each pillar had two stone sconces shaped like stars with a hole in the center where a stone of sort was caged inside: one sconce faced the pool and the other outside.

Beks thought that these were used to hold lanterns or candles, but there was no place to put lanterns or castles without removing the stone.  It seemed that there was no need to, as the stones themselves were glowing bright enough to illuminate the area.

She felt something slide off her chest and looked down.  Her eyes widened as she saw the top of her dress fall onto her lap and reveal the top of her breasts.  She wasn’t wearing her clothes; they were just placed on top of her body.

She grasped the fabric and pulled them close, turning her head towards the pool.  Her eyes narrowed.

She remembered throwing off her clothes, as she was too hot and the clothes were restricting her.  She then fell into the pool, naked, and then lost consciousness.

Beks swallowed hard as she clutched her clothes against her.  Her eyes swept over the brightly lit room and found nothing was amiss.  Next to the ledge where she usually slept, the salvaged bowl with her urapearl remained untouched.

But there was no way for her to drag herself out of the pool.  She’d remember doing that, wouldn’t she?  She drew her legs closer to her and looked around before hastily putting on her dress.  She could feel the heavy weights of the gold plats still in the pockets of her petti skirt and furrowed her brows.

It would’ve been obvious that she had gold on her if someone lifted the dress and skirt.  It simply weighed too much to only consist of fabric, yet the gold was untouched.

Did I climb out myself?  Her brows shot up and the tenseness around her chest relaxed.  There was an obvious answer that wasn’t alarming at all.

It must’ve been Snowflake.

Snowflake was so smart and knew how to carry things.  He also had no value in gold plats.  If he returned and saw her unconscious in the pool, he’d pull her out and even try to cover her body so she wouldn’t get cold.

Beks froze once more.  There was no reason for her to get cold on a tropical island, even at night.  Her eyes narrowed for a moment, but then told herself that if Snowflake was her Snowflake, then he would’ve known that she buried herself in blankets back in the Old Tower.

Beks silently praised the horned serpent before sitting up on her knees and adjusting the now loose and tattered dress.  As she tugged it down, her brows furrowed once more.  She moved her arms from side to side, twisted her waist, and rolled her shoulders back.

Her eyes widened, pleasantly surprised.

The heaviness that had weighed her down since she arrived was gone.  She touched her skin and while warm, it was a normal temperature.  She didn’t feel hot or overheated.  She touched her face.  She wasn’t sweating.

Beks rose to her feet and gasped. She threw out her hands to try to balance herself and found that her legs were a bit shaky.  They didn’t ache and there was no lack of strength.  Her balance did feel a bit off, so she took small, slow steps towards the edge of the stone patio.  She reached out and placed her hand against a stone pillar to brace herself as she stood in place and took a deep breath.

“You’ve been asleep for three days; you shouldn’t be standing right now.”

A man’s voice came from behind her and she whirled around as her heart leapt to her throat.  She stumbled back and almost slipped down one of the steps if she didn’t hold on to the pillar.  Despite her stumble, she didn’t take her eyes off the man standing at the threshold of the building.

He’d taken a step towards her and extended his arms, but Beks held out her free arm to stop him.

“Don’t come any closer!  Who are you?” Beks glared at the man and reached to the back of her head.  Her eyes widened as she realized her hair was down.  Her hair pin was missing and her dagger....  She didn’t know where her dagger was.

The man didn’t move from where he was and he lifted his hands to show he was unarmed.  “I don’t mean any harm,” he told her in a calm, gentle voice.  “I’m the one who pulled you from the water.”  He motioned to the pool.

Beks bristled.  If he pulled her from the water, then he pulled her naked from the water.  “Who are you!”

“I’m a survivor on the island, just like you.  Aren’t you also a survivor?”  He drew his head back, as if suddenly seeing her as a danger.

Beks nearly balked.  Why was he cautious?   She was the one who woke up after three days.  She gritted her teeth and narrowed her eyes.  “Did you say I was asleep for three days?”

The man nodded his head once.  “Yes.  I was nearby and heard screaming, so I ran here.  When I arrived, you were thrashing in the water.  Just as I grabbed you, your body went limp.”  Beks frowned.  His answer made sense.  “I really don’t mean any harm.  If I wanted to hurt you, I wouldn’t have waited until you were awake.”

Once more, a sensible answer.  Still, after everything that happened to her, she forced herself to be on her guard.

“Perhaps you’re waiting for another opportunity.  One with better rewards.”

A flash of surprise went across his face and for a moment, he seemed speechless.  His brows knitted together and he shook his head.

“It seems that whatever I say, you won’t believe me, so I’ll save my breath,” he said with some reluctance.  He took a step back.  “But you’ve been asleep for three days.  I have some food.”  Beks opened her mouth to reject him, but he cut her off.  “It’s jungle fowl and some fruit.  I just cooked them.  I’ll split it in front of you and we’ll eat from the same piece.  I couldn’t have tampered with it otherwise, right?”

He seemed wary as well.  Beks drew her lips inward and bit them, then lowered her hand to her stomach.  Now that she was a bit more awake, she was indeed hungry.  That might’ve also been why she was dizzy when she stood up.

She looked at him and gave him a small nod.  “All right.”

“All right,” he repeated.  He backed away slowly, as if trying not to startle a wild animal.  She curled her lip up a bit.  Who was the wild animal?  She was the one who clearly needed to be cautious.

Beks made sure he’d stepped further away from the entrance before walking towards the ledge against the wall to sit.  Her body wasn’t heavy or aching, but she was weak from hunger.  As she sat down, she kept her eyes on the threshold the man had walked through.

Her brows furrowed.  There was light coming from inside.  Did he light the sconces?  And if so, how?  She couldn’t help but raise her guard.

When the man returned, he had a small roasted carcass of a bird and half a bread fruit on two plates stacked together.  He put them on the ground and knelt down.

He glanced at her as he reached back and took out a dagger.  “This is yours, right?  It was near the pool.  I’ll give it back to you.   It’s just easier to cut things with a blade than tear it apart with your hands.”

Beks gave him a nod and he proceeded to cut the bird down the center.  Everything was split evenly and he placed her portion on the empty plate.  He also placed the dagger across it before pushing it forward.  Without a word, the man picked up his plate and stood up, then walked to the opposite end to keep as far a distance from her as possible.

She let out a small breath of relief.  She stood up and carefully walked to the plate, looking at him before she snatched it off the ground and hurriedly returned to her seat.  The two ate in silence.  Beks tried not to take her eyes off of him while he casually ate on the floor, one leg hanging off the steps while leaning against a pillar.  He didn’t look back at her and instead gazed out at the night sky.

Now that she had a moment to observe him, Beks ran her eyes down his clothes.  His pale, baggy pants were cut and he wore leather sandals on his feet.  They looked warn and his feet and exposed ankles were scraped.  It was likely that he wasn’t used to being outdoors.  His top was a loose, sleeveless black linen top, wrinkled and snagged in a few places.  His arms were red and peeling from the sun.

From those alone, he didn’t seem to be lying about being a survivor on the island.

He didn’t seem to wear any jewelry except for the metal clasp on top of his head.  Beks tilted her head to the side.  She didn’t notice it earlier, but his hair was pulled back into a high ponytail with just a few strands falling over his forehead.  Straight black hair reached well past his mid back.

Her eyes moved to his face.  His features were familiar and a sense of nostalgia crept in.

“Are you from Langshe?” she asked.

The man froze for a moment.  He lowered his hand and looked towards her with a gentle smile.  “What makes you think that?”

“I had an uncle from Langshe,” Beks replied.  It wouldn’t hurt for him to know.  “He used to keep his hair like that, too.”

The man’s eyes seemed unreadable for a moment.  “You were close to him.”

She nodded without hesitation and swallowed a piece of bread fruit.  “I loved him very much.”

“I’m sure he loved you, too.”

Her head perked up and she narrowed her eyes.  “What did you say?”

“I asked what happened to him.”

Beks paused.  “He passed away.  He was riding a horse and had an accident.”  She lowered her eyes and hoped he wouldn’t ask for details.  She herself didn’t know what exactly happened, only that one morning she woke up and the maids told her that Uncle Timur fell off his horse.

By the time she was able to run out and find out what happened, Laurence had arrived and told her that Uncle Timur had died.  She didn’t believe it at first, as Uncle Timur was an amazing equestrian.  Now that she thought about it, his death seemed to start the end of her childhood.

The two drifted into silence once more.  Beks finished eating her bread fruit.  She must’ve been hungrier than she thought.  She opened her mouth to thank the man when she caught a movement outside.  Her eyes widened as her heart leapt to her throat once more.  Joy and relief filled her face.

“Snow-”

“Where have you been?” The man’s stern voice cut her off and Beks snapped her head to him in question.  The man stood up.  He was tall and lean, and his movements were smooth.  He stood on the top step and seemed to glower at the massive serpent.

Snowflake ignored him and slithered around the rotunda to get to the side where Beks was.  He flickered his tongue and, for the first time, stuck his head through the pillars to get close to her.

“Snowflake!”  Beks put her plate aside and rushed up to hug him.

“Snowflake?” As she draped herself over the side of Snowflake’s head, the man let out a small chuckle.

Beks was instantly taken back to when she was a child and named her snake.  Everyone had been amused.  Snowflake was a good name for any white pet, but a snake?

“His scales look thin and delicate, like snowflakes.  He’s white.  The name is fitting.”  She defended herself and Snowflake, who flickered his tongue and remained nudging his head against her.  Beks narrowed her eyes at the man.  “Has he come often?”

The man raised one dark brow and looked at the serpent.  “He brought me here.” Beks snapped her head back and looked at Snowflake with a frown.  “He’s very good.  When I first arrived, I ran into him.  I thought he was going to eat me, but he brought me food instead.”

Beks’ brows shot up, then she smiled.  “My Snowflake is very smart and kind.”

“He’s yours?”

“Yes.”

“You tamed him?”

“No, he has always been tame.”

“Always?”  Now the man looked uncertain.  Beks closed her mouth tight. She’s said too much.  He wouldn’t believe her if she said that Snowflake could be her childhood pet.

“Since I arrived, he hasn’t hurt me, either,” she replied, choosing her words carefully.  “He has also brought me food.”

“I see....”  The man said with a nod.  “Then, we’re lucky.  We might’ve starved without him.”

Beks nodded.  Despite herself, she lowered her guard against the man simply because of Snowflake.  If the horned serpent wasn’t aggressive at the man, then he wasn’t likely a threat.  In addition, she felt safe with Snowflake there, literally between them.

“Thank you for the food,” Beks told him.

“I just roasted it.  He...Snowflake, caught it.”  The man picked up his empty plate.  “Leave your plate there and I’ll wash it so we can reuse it.”

Beks nodded.  “Thank you.”

“No need.”

“For taking me out of the water, too,” she said as she climbed on top of Snowflake’s neck.  “I held on to a vine, but if my body went limp, I would’ve released it.  If you didn’t come, I could’ve drowned.”

The man lowered his head and seemed to think for a moment before nodding.  “You’re the first person I’ve met on his island.  I couldn’t sit there and do nothing.”

Beks nodded as Snowflake slithered back out.  “I’ll get some air with Snowflake.”

He nodded.  “Don’t stray too far.”

“I won’t,” Beks said.  She felt her lip curl up a bit.  The conversation sounded a bit familiar.  She paused and looked back at him.  “What is your name?”

He tilted his head to the side and the light caught his eyes.  She restrained the urge to look surprised.  Langshe people usually didn’t have blue eyes.

“My father named me Jargal,” he replied.

“Jargal....” she repeated, as best as she could to mimic his accent.  It was a strange mix and she thought that perhaps he just moved around a lot.  “Please call me Beks.”

He paused.  “Beks,” he said, his voice sounding almost thoughtful.  “You’ve just woken.  Don't go too far.”

“I know.  It’s dangerous on the island.  Have you seen the rokh?”

The man reached the spot where she had been sitting and picked up the plate.  “The rokh?  Yes, but it’s not dangerous,” he said as he turned around.  “Rokhs have a strict diet.  They don’t eat people.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Beks stared at the large bird on its roost on a tumbled tower.  The room was lined with stone blocks that used to make up the domed ceiling and the layers of branches and stray feathers nearly took up its diameter.  She shouldn’t have been surprised that there wasn’t one rokh, but four.

A mated pair and their already large babies.  There was a chirp beside her and the down-covered chick as large as her thigh opened its sharp beak at her.  It let out a high squeak and she tossed another strip of boar into its mouth.

Not to be ignored, the other chick on her right side nudged her side and opened its beak, as well.  Beks dropped another strip of boar into its mouth.

“I’m out,” she said as she lowered her arms. “No more food.”

She held out her empty hands for the birds to sniff and then returned to their nest, stumbling on their feet as they waddled away.

Rokhs ate boars and deer.  In particular, the giant boars and deer on the island.  They’d chase them out of the jungle to pluck them up and bring them to a nearby ledge, where they’d then rip apart strips of meat to bring back to the nest to feed the little ones.

Snowflake had taken her to see them.  Contrary to what Beks worried, the animals didn’t seem to be in conflict with each other.  In fact, the male rokh let out a screech and Snowflake seemed to snub him as he slithered up the old stone stairs wrapping around the exterior of the tower.

He stopped by the main entrance and just as Beks slid off, two balls of gray fluff appeared.  Of course, considering the size of their parents, they were far bigger than any baby bird she’d ever seen.  They seemed to have no fear as they waddled over to her.  The female rokh remained in her nest.

It was the female rokh who’d chased her and though Beks had asked her why it chased her, the rokh only looked at her with her head tilted to the side, not understanding.

Beks supposed it didn’t matter, as long as the rokhs did not see her as a food source.

“I’m going back.”  Beks climbed on to Snowflake, who was waiting outside, and then went back to the building that she now shared with Jargal.

While she was curious about how he ended up on the island, he didn’t ask much about her, so she restrained her curiosity so as not to be rude.  She’d only known him for two days, and though she was reasonably comfortable, as Snowflake was there, she didn’t know much else about him.  The two maintained a respectful distance, though they gathered things to burn and cook, and shared food and made light conversation.  Jargal was also very good with his hands and had made numerous baskets using the palm leaves all around them.

Beks figured that since he could make baskets, she could weave a mat.  Jargal had shown her and she was almost done with it.  Meanwhile, the other morning, she’d found where he slept inside and found that he had already finished two mats to sleep on.

She and Snowflake returned and after she slid off, Snowflake nudged her, flickered his tongue, and turned around.  She furrowed her brows.  Before, Snowflake would only return to the forest at night, but now he was leaving in the middle of the afternoon.  Beks didn’t know where he went.

Sighing, she walked around the building to get to the pool rotunda, which in her mind was her room.

Since she woke, she hadn’t had any heaviness or fevers at all, and so her need to soak in the pool no longer felt like a necessity.  Her entire body felt light and relaxed.  That didn’t diminish the pleasure of soaking the pool.  It was still hot and humid and the cool, refreshing water was welcomed.

Thinking of it, the urge to soak in it rose.  Jargal proposed for the two of them to split up and comb the mountain top complex for any items they could use, specifically cookware or weapons.  He went out to a series of buildings further away while she covered the buildings closer to where they were staying.

She’d spent the morning scouring rooms with no roofs and overgrown vegetation and found rusted metal sticks.  They thought that the items were nails that once held together wooden furniture.  Jargal thought that perhaps they could be repurposed to fishing hooks.

Beks had only nodded.  It was at least half a day’s hike back to the shoreline.

The shoreline itself was also curious.  When Beks first arrived on the mountain top, the entire island was covered with low clouds and fog that stretched out over the water.

On the first morning after Beks woke, she and Snowflake had watched the sunrise from the pool rotunda and Beks almost couldn’t believe her eyes.

The fog and clouds were gone.  There was no hint of them dissipating, it was as if they never existed.

She could see clear across the island on every side.  The shoreline was a clear divider between island and sea.  She’d asked Jargal when the fog lifted and he had to think for a moment.

“I didn’t notice it until you pointed it out.”

She couldn’t help but wonder if there was some connection to her attack and the pool to the island’s weather.

She shook her head.  That was a ridiculous idea.

Beks walked around the corner to the rotunda and saw a movement between the pillars.  Knowing that she wasn’t alone, Beks didn’t think much of it and continued to approach.  Perhaps Jargal had returned and was looking for her.

She began to climb up the steps.  “Jargal, are you-”

A splash of water was heard and she froze one step away from the deck.  Her eyes were wide as the man in the pool stared back at her.  Neither seemed to move.  Beks wasn’t sure what to do.

Jargal had asked if he could use her pool to soak, as well, as he believed it had healing properties, and she agreed.  She knew he’d use it when she wasn’t there.

She just didn’t think that he’d use it now.

In broad daylight.

Where she could watch the narrow slivers of water slide down flushed skin over taunt muscle, down between the narrow valleys before returning into the pool from which they came.  For a man who had been on the island for some time, he was surprisingly fit.

“Snowflake really did bring you enough to eat.  You’re not skin and bones at all.”

Jargal, who was standing and reaching for his clothes at the edge of the pool when she called for him, seemed to  flush even further.  The water line was just below his belly button and his hands had lowered to cover himself underwater.

“Miss Beks, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get dressed.”

No one is stopping you.  Beks bit her lips and turned around.  “I’ll face outside.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were bathing.  I’ll be more cautious next time,” she said as she heard water hitting the floor as he climbed out.  She grimaced.  “Why don’t we talk when you’re done?”

“It’s all right.  I just need to wipe the water off and dress.  Part of this is my fault; I should’ve told you when I was going to use the pool.”  He let out an awkward laugh.  “I’m afraid I showed you something embarrassing.

Oh, you most certainly did not.  “The human body is not shameful.”  She’d seen statues that weren’t as pleasing as what she saw in the pool.

She heard him laugh once more.  “I never apologized for seeing you undressed.  At the time, it was urgent and I acted without thinking.  I’m sorry.”

“You saved my life.  Don’t apologize,” Beks told him, her voice firm.  She meant it.  She’d rather him see her naked than her drowning.  She paused and narrowed her eyes.  Wait, does this mean he thinks my body is something I should be ashamed of?  She looked down at her protruding chest and narrowed her eyes.  No, my body is fine.  It is Jargal who is wrong.

“Soaking in the cool pool when it’s this hot is very relaxing.  I also lost track of time and didn’t realize you were coming back,” he replied.

“Have you been back for long?”  Was it time to cook?

“Not too long.  I found what I think was a study.”  At this Beks’ ears perked up.  Jargal continued.  “There are ink sticks there, as well as some metal nibs for writing.  There are also many stone plates with carvings.  Unfortunately, I can’t read them.”

“Do you recognize them at all?” Beks turned around, excited, and watched as Jargal pulled his shirt over his head.  His long, dark hair was in a knotted bun at the top of his head.  He pulled the shirt over his defined stomach and didn’t seem at all bothered that she had turned around.

Instead, he frowned and shook his head.  “I’m versed in several languages, including Classic Esuser, but I don’t know what those carvings say.”  He reached up and undid his bun.  Beks watched, almost entranced as thick, black hair tumbled down.

How is it so shiny?  And tangle-free?  What is his secret?  Beks narrowed her eyes.  More importantly...where did he find a comb?

Jargal turned to look at her and seemed a bit taken aback by her intense gaze.  “Miss Beks?”

She shook herself out of her stupor.  “Can you take me to the study?  Maybe I can recognize the carvings.”

He looked pleasantly surprised.  “Do you know languages?”

“A few.”

“Wonderful!”  He raised his arms and pulled his hair back before fastening it into a high ponytail.  “Let’s go.  I don’t know what's written in them, but it may have something to do with the island or the civilization that once lived here.”

He led her around the complex and down one of the paths.  The stones were covered with a layer of dirt, but even with part of it reclaimed by the jungle environment, they could tell where a path was.

The tier was situated on the southern side of the complex and about halfway between the top and second to the top tier.  Like a lot of buildings, much of the roof was either gone or partially caved in.  Jargal led through the side and through a large doorway.

The chamber had no windows, but the domed top did have an oculus.  It wasn’t very large, so instead, the large room had six chains dangling from the ceiling, all holding metal cages with a glowing object.  The perimeter of the room was surrounded by piles of broken tablets.  Perhaps there were wooden tables and chairs at one point, but now, there were just broken pieces and dirt.

“Take a look at these tablets.  They all seem to have the same writing.”  Beks was drawn out of her thoughts as Jargal picked up a tablet that was still whole.  There was a small pile that was to one side and he had likely gathered them and cleaned them off before he left earlier.

The stone itself wasn’t very thick and they were smaller than the size of her head.  Along one side was a deep groove with dirt caked inside.

Beks took it from his hand and looked at the straight lines of vertical carvings.  The characters were rounded.  “I don’t think this is solid stone.  It feels like cement.”

“I thought so, as well.  The carvings look like they were written when the material was wet and then allowed to harden.”

Beks touched the lines with her fingertips.  She fixed her eyes on the characters and then compared them to every unfamiliar script she’d seen in various books back in Kadmium.  She was quiet for some time and Jargal didn’t say a word.  They stood still in the center of the room in silence.

Beks’ blank expression made it appear as if her mind was no longer with them.

Suddenly, a flight filled her eyes once more and she took a sharp breath.  “I recognize it.”

Jargal’s eyes widened.  “What is it?”

“Berup.”

Jargal drew his head back and shook it with a look of disbelief.  “Berup doesn’t have a written form.  It was purely a spoken language along the ancient coast.”

“No, I read in a book that Berup had a written form called High Berup.  It was associated with the Gurani society, which vanished five thousand years ago....” She trailed off and squinted.  “When a volcanic eruption sank it.”  She looked up and around.  “The language was widely spoken because of trade and Gurani’s influence, but the written High Berup was a prestige language of the Gurani and only the educated could read and write it.”

The man opposite her looked at her curiously.  “How do you know this?”

“My eldest foster brother has an interest in ancient civilizations and he liked to share it with me.  I’ve read all the books in the pal- in his family’s library on the subject,” Beks said, trying not to shift her eyes away.

Jargal nodded.  “Then...can you read what these say?”

Beks bit her lips and reluctantly shook her head.  “I can identify it, but I don’t know how to read it.  High Berup has been lost.”

Jargal’s shoulders fell and he let out a heavy, disappointed sigh.  “I suppose we won’t know what these say.”

“High Berup wasn’t the only language written at the time, if we can find something written in a language that is still understood and High Berup, we can decode out the language.”

“I’m afraid the chances of that are slim to none.”

“Not if we find an important tomb,” Beks replied.  “Many ancient tomb inscriptions for the powerful were written in multiple languages.”

He chuckled.  “I don’t know if we’ll find one here.”

Beks frowned a bit.  “I’d like to try.  The hard part is that it will be difficult to read if it’s inside....”  She furrowed her brows and looked up.  “That reminds me, I haven’t asked yet, but how did you get light inside?  All the sconces in the rotunda and the main building now light up.”

Jargal was climbing over the piles of stone tablets littering the chamber floor.  He looked up.  “Those are light pearls.  They absorb light biha and in the absence of light, they will start to glow.  When there is enough light, they will dim.”

“Where did they get the light biha?”  Jargal lifted his hand and there was a faint glow over his palm.  “Light biha.”

Beks gasped and rushed forward, easily stepping over the tables.  “You can use light biha?  I don’t know anyone who can use light biha!”

“It’s one of the rarer abilities,” he said with an amused smile.  “It’s also not as strong offensively, like fire or water, so I’m afraid it’s not a very useful ability.”

“But it means you have a biha well!” Beks told him, unable to hide her envy.

Jargal chuckled and looked at her curiously.  “So do you.”

She tilted her head to the side and gave him a wry smile.  She shook her head.  “I can’t use biha.  I don’t have a biha well or a spirit core.”

Jargal lowered his hands and squinted at her.  “But...you do have a biha well.  I can sense it.  In fact, it feels rather large.”

Beks shook her head once more.  “No, you’re mistaken.  I was born without one.  People are born with biha wells and spirit cores.  I didn’t have either when I was born,” she repeated.

“I thought so, too,” Jargal said in a quiet voice.  “But when I entered the rotunda that night and found you, I was nearly thrown back by the amount of biha in the air and it was coming from you.”

Beks drew her head back.  She was sure wasn’t lying, but what he said went against everything she knew.  Perhaps he saw something wrong.  “Me?”

“Yes,” Jargal nodded.  “Light, dark, and life biha users are extremely sensitive to bihar, both in the environment and with people.  All that biha in the air was pouring out of you until it burst.”

Her eyes widened, unable to comprehend what he was saying.  “It burst?”

Jargal furrowed his brows.  “Isn’t that why you passed out?” he asked.  “The island is more bihar-rich than any place I’ve ever been, and it seemed as if your well were so full that it couldn’t contain all the bihar it was absorbing.  Think of a wooden barrel...you put too much into it and keep forcing more in, what happens?”

Beks swallowed.  “It bursts apart and everything comes out.”

Jargal nodded.  “That’s what I sensed with your biha.”  He shook his head.  “I thought you knew.  I was going to ask you about it.”

Beks shook her head.  “I don’t know...I’ve never had....”  She squinted and trailed off.  “Are you sure? I thought biha wells would simply stop absorbing when they were full.”

At this, the man appeared a bit hesitant to agree.  “There was something strange I noticed above the flow of biha when it...overflowed.  For a moment, the biha was still, and then it began to collect back into you.”

“My biha well....”  She lowered her hands to her stomach.  “It was absorbing biha?”

“Bihar is absorbed at the same rate, it’s just that the larger the well, the longer it takes for the well to be full.  However, the biha was moving faster, as if being controlled.”

Beks frowned.  She had been unconscious then.  “Controlled by what?”

Jargal’s blue eyes rose and seemed to look at her forehead.  “A spirit core.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 19 - Another Set of Clothes


                “But I don’t have a spirit core.” Beks furrowed her brow and looked at the man across from her with disbelief.

Jargal’s lips curled into a slight smirk. “You said you didn’t have a biha well either.”

“Even if I did, wouldn’t that mean that I couldn’t have a spirit core?” Beks replied. “You are either born with a well, a core, or nothing at all.”

“I’m sensitive to biha,” Jargal said as he lifted a hand and pointed his index finger over her forehead before lowering his hand and hovering it over his stomach. “One’s biha well is here. When it is controlled, biha comes from the torso. Depending on its location in the torso, it corresponds with an element, but a spirit core is located in what is called your third eye.”

Beks couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose and draw her head back. She’d spent a lot of time as a child reading everything she could on biha wells and spirit cores in hopes of finding some way to activate one in herself, but every book said the same thing.

“Then why haven't I been able to access it until now? There are no records of individuals discovering they have a well or a core as adults,” Beks said. “It’s too late. Even if a small child doesn’t show any sign, most children who come from families with strong biha well lines are given an immersion to check.”

She had one when she was one year old. Deo had shown an affinity for fire biha before he was one, but she hadn’t shown an affinity for anything at that age. Life, light, and shadow biha ability were known to be more difficult to ascertain, resulting in many children being identified late, so an immersion into a small pool of bihar rich water would assist in identification.

Beks had seen another baby immersed before she left Sagittate. The baby was placed in a cloth sling and dipped into a pool of water. The pool was usually made of stone and carved on all sides. When the baby was dipped, water would flow out into a narrow gutter and depending on what carving the water was pulled to, it would identify the affinity.

Children who had neither would simply have the water flow over without being pulled to any particular carving, as if they were in a normal pool with regular water.

Beks was one of those children.

“Miss Beks, do you really believe that simply because an event is not recorded, it never happened, let alone is possible?” Jargal asked as he cocked his head a bit. “If our being on this island was not recorded, is that to say we were never here?”

Beks frowned. “You know what I mean. You may not know this, but I spent many years studying the subject. My entire family has biha wells, with my youngest sister having a spirit core. I am the only one without one.”

“That’s right. You have both.”

“What proof do you have?”

The corners of his lips curled up as he stepped forward, his blue eyes never leaving hers. His voice lowered as he stopped in front of her. “Miss Beks, I saw it with my own eyes the night I found you.”

She opened her mouth to tell him that he must’ve been seeing things, but also remembered that the night he found her, she was naked in a pool of water. She clenched her jaw, reminding herself that it was an emergency and there was no need to be embarrassed for being caught in a vulnerable state.

After all, he saved her and had been working well with her. He cooked, despite his culinary limitations, and was respectful. He only came into her space when she wasn’t there and with her permission. Even when they were eating, he wouldn’t get too close.

It was her who had brazenly walked in on him taking a bath and then stopped to gawk.

I was just surprised and appreciative. Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I am unconvinced. It was chaotic. You may have been seeing things.”

He let out a slight tired sigh. “Are you against having a biha well and spirit core?”

“Of course, not.” Beks turned around and began to look over the piles of stone tablets on the ground. “It’s just that it’s unbelievable. I’m twenty-three years old. By now, I should know whether I have a well or core.”

She walked around the perimeter of the chamber, examining the stone walls. There were grooves along the walls that appeared to have been shelves. Some still had whole tablets piled on them and she picked them.

Every single one seemed to be carved with a script she couldn’t read and she frowned. She’d never considered herself illiterate, but now that she was, the feeling filled her with discomfort and frustration, as if priceless artifacts were right in front of her, but she couldn’t get through the glass to access them.

“Do you feel any different?” she heard Jargal ask behind her.

“No,” she said as she placed her hands along the stone walls and moved them across various crevices. There were holes along the walls, as if something had once been attached to it. Perhaps some built in furniture? If this was a study, there must’ve been a desk at one point. She turned around and scanned the room. Her lips pursed into a frown. Even if there was a desk, it likely would’ve been made of wood and deteriorated by now.

“Then, how do you feel?”

Beks gave him a strange look. “I feel fine.”

“How did you feel when you got to the island?”

“Battered,” Beks replied in a dull voice. She avoided his eyes and kept her gaze on a stone groove that seemed to be bordered with metal. She touched the corroded metal and peered into the dark groove. It didn’t look like it went in too deep.

“Why battered?”

Beks took a deep breath. “A lot of things happened before I arrived on the island.”

“Are you running from something?”

She almost tensed up, but caught herself. She looked over her shoulder and raised a brow. “Are you?”

The two were at a stalemate. Jargal’s handsome face continued to hold a slight, amused smirk. His gaze became a bit challenging. “And if I am?”

She could hear the underlying question: would you be scared?

“What if I am?” She countered.

His eyes seemed to sparkle. “I’m not afraid.”

She narrowed her gaze and turned to face him. “Neither am I.”

His lip curled up. “Good.” He took a few slow, steady steps towards her and stopped less than an arm’s length away. Beks initially wanted to step back and open more distance, but she refused to retreat. She held her ground and met his eyes with confidence. “There is nothing for you to be afraid of, Beks.”

Twenty-three years and there hadn’t been a single sentence that provoked her the way his words did. No, it wasn’t just the words. It was the tone of his voice being both reassuring and teasing. It was the close distance between them and his eyes fixed on her.

It occurred to her that he was taller than she was now that he was so close. She’d thought they were roughly the same height; after all, she was considered rather tall for a woman, at least in Kadmium. Both Laurence and Luther were close to her height and the Third Consort was actually shorter than her.

She didn’t know if she’d be taller than Uncle Timur if he was alive, but she did recall he was significantly taller than the Third Consort. Aside from them, her brother and father were taller, which was expected.

As a result, she never grew up feeling physically intimidated by most men. Beks looked up at Jargal. In truth, what she was feeling right now wasn’t exactly intimidation.

Her own lip curled up. “How can I possibly be afraid?” she asked in a calm voice. “When I’m facing a face like yours?”

She saw a spark of surprise in his eyes before the tips of his ears began to redden. He may have controlled his facial expressions well, but could he control where his blood rushed? The lump on his throat rose and fell as he swallowed hard. Satisfied that he was speechless, Beks lifted her chin and turned around, continuing her examination of the chamber.

“Since when did you learn to say words like that?” She almost didn’t hear him.

Beks paused for a moment, her brows furrowing as she looked back at him. “What did you say?”

“I said your words are unexpected.” He crossed his arms over his chest and raised a brow. “Then again, you did take quite some time before turning away when I was bathing.”

“I was only surprised and didn’t know what to do during such an awkward moment,” Beks replied, turning back around so she didn’t have to meet his gaze. “Once more, I apologize. We’ll plan better next time to avoid such a situation.”

She heard him chuckle. “Just don’t watch me from behind the trees.”

“I’m not so curious that I’d do such a thing,” she said with her own laugh.

“Is that so? Then that must mean you already have someone,” he said. He didn’t move from his spot and lowered his head in an apologetic bow. “I should’ve maintained my distance. I apologize.”

Beks raised her hand as she examined the carvings in between each set of built in shelves. She frowned, still not being able to recognize the script. “Had. Past tense. I ended an engagement before I came here.”

She only noticed his head snap back up, but not the look of shock on his face. His lips seemed to pull into a tight line, but he averted his eyes and picked up a random tablet from one of the shelves.

“Why did you end it if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I don’t. It’s not a secret,” Beks said. What was there for her to be ashamed of except for staying in an unfavorable position for too long? “Amongst many things, my fiancé was sleeping with another woman.”

The sound of something cracking sounded and she looked over her shoulder. Jargal quietly returned a stone tablet with a visible crack back onto the shelf.

“That’s terrible. You had caught them?” Jargal’s voice was a bit uneven.

“It wasn’t exactly a well-hidden,” Beks said, almost wanting to laugh. That idiot Luther had announced the other woman as his Wife of Choice. “Our engagement was arranged and we had agreed upon a set of rules of engagement. One of them was that any outside affairs were to be kept private and should not interfere with the status of the other partner.”

The man looked taken aback. “You agreed to such terms?”

“Our relationship wasn’t romantic. It was a partnership. I wouldn’t deny him romantic fulfillment if I couldn’t do it myself,” Beks replied. It had also been a way out for her, as well. Though she didn’t plan on seeking such a relationship with another person, having the option was a good way to be prepared, as their situation would make it difficult to divorce. She didn’t know what would happen in the future, after all.

Beks frowned to herself. Considering where she was now, it was clear she really didn’t know what would happen in the future.

“And the other woman’s presence threatened your status?” Jargal put it together quick.

“He announced it in public. Can you imagine what that meant for me?” Beks asked with a bitter smile. “I had already been dealing with issues because of my ex-fiancé’s father. Much of my responsibilities were taken from me.”

Jargal’s brows knit together as he frowned. “It's difficult to be engaged in a noble family.”

She raised a brow at him. “What makes you think it’s a noble family?"

“It seems to be a political engagement, coupled with a power struggle. If not noble, then at least quite wealthy.”

“If I told you the family, you wouldn’t believe me.”

“I can guess.”

Beks chuckled. “Can you?” she asked as she turned around and picked up another tablet.

“Of course. It’s rather obvious, daughter with dawn in her hair.” His confident voice made her freeze. She stood in place, her entire body tense as he continued to speak. “Or should I call you Lady Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline?”
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Her hair.

It was the brilliant, undyed streak of orange in her hair that was so obvious and gave her away at a glance. Even a foreigner like Jargal had heard of her. Beks had forgotten in the flurry of things and had only been able to laugh it off. When she had turned around to face Jargal, there was no look of satisfaction or arrogance, just concern.

Why was he so concerned?

“I think this is going to be good this time.” Jargal brought over two recovered ceramic bowls with a thick stew. “It’s a root vegetable with boar meat. The peppers I ground the other day are still fresh. It brings out the flavor.”

He placed the bowl on the stone table top they’d salvaged and placed on rocks to function as a low table for them.

Beks looked down at the stew. “Why is it so thick?”

“I think I left the root vegetable in there too long and it got too soft. When I stirred it, the roots fell apart and became like this,” Jargal said, trying to explain it. “I tasted it. It’s not bad.”

Beks took the metal spoon and cautiously dipped it into the stew. It wasn’t as thick as she thought and she brought it to her lips. She took a small taste and then a larger one before nodding. “It’s not bad.”

“It’s a good change of pace from grilled meat, isn’t it?” he asked, appearing proud. “Trust me, Beks, I’ll keep improving with time.”

Beks let out a small hum and continued to eat. After she told him about her somewhat tragic backstory, if it could be called that, the gap between them seemed to close. He appeared more familiar, even dropping the honorific when calling her name. She didn’t mind.

She didn’t know how long she’d have to live with this man and his company wasn’t bad. Snowflake liked him, which counted for a lot.

“Have you seen Snowflake?”

“Not since this morning,” Jargal replied. “I’m sure he has things to do. Horned serpents are legendary beasts; he must be off doing legendary beast things.”

She could only picture the legendary beast basking in the sun, doing absolutely nothing except being cute. Beks sighed and continued to eat. “Do you think we’ll get off this island?”

“Yes, eventually,” Jargal replied, as if it were a fact that was so obvious, there was no need to question it.

Beks gave him a curious look. “You sound so certain.”

“I am certain.”

“Why?”

“From here we can see the mainland. It isn’t far,” he said. “I’m sure if we can figure out a way to attract the attention of passing ships, we can get rescued.”

“If you’re so confident, why haven’t you tried to find a way to attract passing ships yet?”

“Didn’t we confirm it in the chamber?” Jargal asked as he raised his eyes over his spoon. “I’m running from something.”

Beks’ lips pursed. They didn’t technically confirm it. It was more that she assumed it. “Are you going to tell me from what?”

“Obviously, people who want me dead.”

“What did you do that made someone want to kill you?”

“Exist.” His reply was so nonchalant, Beks stopped eating. He chuckled and continued to eat. “I really haven’t done anything wrong except being born in a position where if I’m dead, someone will greatly benefit.”

“Is this a matter of inheritance?”

“Yes.” Jargal paused and his eyes clouded over for a moment. “Although I was so far down the order of inheritance, it should’ve never gone to me. The fact that there was an assassination attempt on my life should’ve told me something had gone wrong. I didn’t realize what exactly it was.”

Beks took a deep breath and lowered her head. “Then you are hiding here.”

“Until I can sort things out. I’d hate to join a fray with no plan of action.”

She couldn’t help but smile and lifted her chipped cup to give him a small toast. “What a coincidence. Neither do I.”

Jargal smiled and brought his cup to gently tap hers. “Then what are your plans?”

“To be honest with you, considering how I told you I arrived on the island, signaling a passing ship seems difficult. The island is strange. It’s so close to the mainland, but there are only ruins and the animals don’t seem to have a fear of anything but their own predators,” Beks told him. “Returning to the mainland depends on if I can make it back myself.”

“Can you swim?”

Beks gave him a deadpan look. “Not well.”

“Sail?”

“I can’t even swim. What makes you think I can sail?” A small part of her felt ashamed. If her mother could hear her, it would break her mother’s heart, wouldn’t it?

Jargal drew his head back. “Then how do you plan on getting off the island?” Beks turned her head and looked towards a stout, broken tower in the distance. Jargal followed her gaze and his eyes widened. “You’re serious?”

“Yes.”

“You sincerely think that’s a viable option?”

“If Snowflake lets me ride on his back, why won’t Thunder or Tempest?”

Jargal looked at her. “You’ve named them?”

“The chicks are Cloud and Wisp.” What was wrong with naming them? How else was she going to refer to the? Rokh One and Rokh Two? She should have more respect.

Jargal closed his eyes and seemed to take a deep breath. “Beks, Snowflake is different. In addition, if you fall off Snowflake, it’s not much of a fall, but if you fall off one of the rokhs, you’ll plummet to your death.”

“What if they carry me?”

“In their talons?” Jargal opened his eyes and stared at her. “Do you have any idea how sharp those are?”

“In a basket!” Beks said, motioning to the pile of woven baskets by the entrance to the kitchen.

Jargal seemed unconvinced. “Baskets woven out of leaves may not...er...are not sturdy enough to...properly hold you.”

Beks stared at him. “What if they’re layered? Isn’t that what you did with some of the larger baskets?”

“They’re meant to carry what food we can forage,” Jargal told her with a frown. “Not people.”

“You don’t know until you try. I just need it to be strong enough to get me to the mainland’s shore. I can figure out a way back from there,” Beks said with a low breath. “As we’ve agreed, the mainland isn’t far. We can see it from here. Even if the basket isn’t the most durable, it should be enough to get me to the shoreline.”

“There is wind to consider and it’s cold the higher you go up.”

“I don’t have to go too high. In fact, if one of the rokhs fly low, even if I fall, it won’t kill me.”

“Fall into theocean? Says the person who can’t swim.”

“Can’t swim well.”

“Beks, have you always been this stubborn?” he frowned, almost slamming his spoon down.

She chuckled and continued eating. “You make it sound like you know me well.”

Jargal closed his eyes and let out a low breath. “I just don’t want you to take unnecessary risks. There are other ways to get across.”

“But none that are as fast,” Beks said. She looked back towards the horizon. “If the basket is sturdy enough, perhaps I can go further east.”

“Why east?”

“I told you I was exiled, didn’t I? My family took the blame for something. I can’t set foot in Kadmus territory.”

Jargal gave her a confused look. “Why not?”

She rolled her eyes and pulled up her sleeve. “Don’t you know about exile markings?” She held out her arm and turned it over, then froze. She pulled her arm back.

“I know about exile markings, but you don’t have one,” Jargal said with a slight scoff. “I think I would’ve seen such a marking on you when I pulled you from the pool.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. She ran her hand over the underside of her arm, where the bold black mark had been pressed into her skin. “Where did it go?” She rubbed her arm. “I had a mark!”

“Where?”

“Here! On my arm!” She shoved her arm forward to have him take a look. He looked down at it, unconvinced.

“What am I looking at?”

Beks scowled. “When we left, my parents, older brother, and I were given marks of exile here, on the underside of our right arms,” she said in a firm voice. “But...it’s not here.” She rubbed the space once more, making it redden. She lifted her head to look at Jargal. “When you pulled me from the pool, you said you didn’t see it?”

“I didn’t. You have the most flawless skin I’ve ever seen.” He looked down and continued to eat, but paused. “Not that I looked.”

Beks didn’t pay attention to him. She didn’t have a mirror, so she didn’t know if the scrapes on her face had healed. She began to check her arms, her legs; even pulling up her dress to examine them. Jargal didn’t say a word and held his bowl in his hand before shifting in his seat to turn his back to her.

“Nothing....” she said. She thought her body had felt great since she woke up and figured time had eased the pain of her bruises, but she didn’t notice that all her little cuts and scrapes were gone.

Her legs were as smooth as any day she’d lived at the Old Tower. Her hands were fine with no traces of scarring from the sharp rocks. Her hands rose and she touched her face, carefully examining the soft plump skin for any scabbing. Nothing.

What was going on?

“Have you considered it was your biha well or spirit core?” Jargal still ate with his back to her.

Beks frowned. “It’s not.”

“Then have you considered the bihar-rich air, water, and food on the island that may have healing properties?” Jargal asked.

Beks was about to nod, but before she passed out for three nights, she’d been feeling terrible on the island. She felt heavy and feverish, her head and body aching, as if she were sick. The only thing that made her feel better was the pool.

Beks snapped her head up. Without a word, she pushed herself into a standing position and walked down the steps. Jargal looked up and frowned before calling out to her.

“I’ll be right back! I just want to check something!”

She quickened her pace, rounding the building and going up a ramp to get to the terrace where the pool rotunda was. Though the sun was just setting, the light pearls on each of the pillars had already begun to shine, illuminating the clear pool. Beks walked in and stood at the threshold.

The pool water came from stone spouts on the sides and excess water would run off the sides and on to the grooves on the floor that would feed into a drainage path directly across from her. The water was bihar-rich, likely coming from an aquifer deep beneath the island. Such sources were good carriers of bihar.

The water had always been refreshing and she never thought much about it. Beks removed her shoes and walked over the grooved floor to get to the edge of the pool. She knelt down and touched the water. Cool and refreshing in the war, humid air, but even with just her fingertips, the cool feeling spread through her body.

It was relaxing, as usual.

She narrowed her eyes. She’d played in the stream and the feeling was the same, though the water must’ve come from the same source.

Beks stood up and looked around. The stream was lined with stone slabs, so there was some human involvement at one point. She wasn’t sure if it was a natural stream and reinforced for humans or completely man made. However, the pool was obviously manmade. Shouldn’t natural things contain more bihar?

Her feet rubbed against the grooves in the floor stone. She looked down and stepped back.

Most floors with decorative work had repeated patterns that could easily be followed. If the pattern broke or varied out of place, it was jarring and would bother the eye.

The floor around the pool was made of stone and carved with grooves for both grip and drainage.

But the pattern wasn’t repeated. Beks walked back to the threshold and stood in place. At first glance, the pattern was the same, but upon closer look, there were variations in the lines. She cocked her head.

“Where have you seen it before?” a voice asked behind her.

She didn’t need to know it was Jargal. “You noticed?”

“When I saw the tablets,” he replied.

Beks ground her teeth. “It’s High Besup.”

“What else does it remind you of?” Jargal asked. “A pool of water surrounded by carvings that have meaning. Even if we can’t understand what the carvings say, the format is familiar, isn’t it?”

Beks drew her lips inward. She’d only seen one, but with her memory, that’s all she needed. “A biha immersion pool.” She turned around to look at him. “You know what it is?”

“I think it’s too big to be considered what we call a biha immersion pool, as all the ones I’m familiar with are small and built for babies and children,” Jargal said as he walked past her and looked over the grooves. “In the mountain palace of Langshe, there are decorations like these grooves everywhere, and were said to be carved or engraved into the buildings to fortify strength and increase luck. In places like the imperial study room, carvings were to calm emotions and focus attention. Although, those engravings were in an old script that those familiar with modern Langshe can’t understand.”

“What did you see when you found me that night?”

“I felt the biha from your body exploding out and then reigned in, but you were thrashing around when I first arrived. Thrashing and screaming as if you were being ripped apart.”

“It almost felt like it.” Beks shrugged.

He glanced up. “Was it very painful?”

“Do you know how it feels like to be burned from the inside out while your skull is being cleaved in two?” she asked. “That’s how it felt.”

Discomfort crossed his face as he seemed to grow a bit green from the thought. His hand moved to his head, as if thinking about his skull being split open. “Pain can make one pass out.”

“That I already know,” Beks replied. She looked back at the pool. “Was water displaced? Did it go to any particular set of grooves?”

“To be honest with you, I wasn’t paying attention to that,” Jargal told her with a serious look. “You looked as if you were being driven to madness and the bihar in the room overwhelmed me for a moment. From your thrashing and screaming, I thought perhaps you were being boiled alive or it was the water causing your pain. All my focus was on trying to get you out, but afterwards, I realized that the water had no negative effects, and it must’ve been related to your biha.” He let out a heavy breath. “Though, I admit, I’ve never seen such a thing before. I’m in as much of a loss as you are.”

Beks frowned. “Well, you recognized that this may be an immersion pool. If it is, then if I can figure out what script corresponds with the Classic Esuser usually engraved around biha immersion pools, I may have a starting off point in translation.”

“Your Classic Esuser is good enough to do that?”

“No, but you’re here,” she said. “Didn’t you say you were well versed?”

“Isn’t it a bit difficult to try to use me as a translation point?” he asked.

“I just need a starting off point,” Beks replied. “Afterwards, I can study on my own.”

It was obvious that he didn’t believe her. “What are you studying?”

Beks pointed to her head. “Books I’ve memorized.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

It was fine that Jargal didn’t believe in her. She believed in her, and that’s what mattered. Almost all the books she was able to get her hands on while in Kadmium had been relating to politics and government, law, or historical books. Not counting novels that she read for entertainment or books on ancient civilizations that she and Laurence read, there was little variation.

Those were the books she’d focused on and paid attention to, but after the late Queen discovered that Beks didn’t only read to understand, but could memorize an actual page character for character without knowing what was written, she set aside time in Beks’ busy schedule to memorize all sorts of random books on subjects that Beks would never have an interest in or need to touch.

She was constantly praised for being brilliant and someone who knew how to do everything, but really she wasn’t. She just knew how to pull useful information from her head and apply it, as if she carried a reference library in her head at all times.

And somewhere in her head were dictionaries and grammar books on different languages. She may not be able to speak the language - text could only give her so much, but she could figure out what words and characters meant, as if deciphering a code. Aside from the languages she was required or wanted to learn, Beks ignored others.

She only had so much time and energy to focus on particular things. In fact, she thought the late Queen’s obsession with training her to the point of making her memorize pages in books would be a waste of time. It turns out, it was useful.

It would’ve been even better if the late Queen had the foresight to have her study survival books and books on foreign flora, but the situation was what it was.

For two weeks, Beks had split her time between trying to decode Classic Esuser and connect it to the carvings around the pool, and day-to-day survival needs.

“If this is a biha immersion pool, then one of these carvings should point north,” Jargal had told her. “Since the mainland is north of us, I’m guessing it’s this one.”

He’d stood over one of the carvings and then took a step to the right. North was earth, east was wind, south was fire, and west was water. Light biha was identified if water was pulled east and west, while shadow identified north and south. Life biha was all four, and spirit cores triggered bihar-rich water to start to glow regardless of where the water went.

Jargal then used some pale stone and drew out the Classic Esuser characters for her that corresponded with the pools and what they translated to in modern Esuser.

While Beks wanted to test all this out, once a person had been immersed and evaluated, it could not be repeated. Both she and Jargal had already been immersed; their bodies wouldn’t work, so Beks tried the next best thing.

“Wisp, you are a good baby,” Beks said as she carried the rokh chick in her arms. “I promise you several rabbits once this is over for your hard work, regardless of the outcome. Snowflake has them ready.”

The rokh chick had a few large feathers on her head that separated her from her brother. Despite being as big as Beks’ leg, she was very light and there was no problem carrying her from the dilapidated tower back to the pool. Wisp let out a chirp and lazily rested her head against Beks’ shoulders.

As Beks climbed the steps into the rotunda a shadow fell over the pool and she looked up. A massive brown and black raptor perched on top of the building and looked down.

“You can’t fit in the pool, Thunder,” Beks told the adult rokh. “That’s why I didn’t have you or Snowflake get in.”

The father rokh cocked his head to the side. Beks carefully placed Wisp on the water, giving her gentle instruction to relax and that she would save her if she began to sink, which she wouldn’t. Wisp was chosen, as she was the lazier of the two chicks. Beks assessment paid off and Wisp floated towards the center of the pool without a thought in her head.

Beks stood up and watched the water disperse. First, the water displaced by Wisp went over the edge into a narrow ring surrounding the pool. The ring had notches that led into the grooved patterns.

As soon as the ring was full, all the water began to drain in two directions: north and south. Beks tilted her head and knit her brows together. “Shadow affinity?” If the water weren’t draining so precisely in two directions, bypassing the other drainage points, Beks would think her experiment didn’t work. “I would’ve thought you’d be air....”

Thunder let out a squawk, as if in protest. Beks rolled her eyes. “I said I thought. I didn’t say I was certain. I figured you’re birds who fly, therefore air.” Another squawk of protest. “All right, I apologize for my misidentification. I am not a master at this process, nor do I have much experience.”

She turned her attention back to Wisp, who had drifted to the north end of the pool, as that was where the water current was taking her. Beks walked over and lifted the large chick. Wisp still had a lot of down, so she didn’t get too wet.

Wisp let out a little chirp and Beks nodded. She carried the chick down the steps, towards where Snowflake was coiled up, basking in the sun. When he noticed her coming, he moved his body and revealed a pile of dead rabbits.

“Here you go, Wisp, my good baby. As promised. Three rabbits for your hard work.” She placed the chick down and stepped back to let the baby rip apart the rabbits. She felt a nudge at her side and turned to see Snowflake looking at her, as if accusing her of favoritism. Beks smiled and draped her body over Snowflake’s head. “You’re my favorite, though.”

She waited until Wisp was finished before she carried the chick back to the nest. She rushed back before Cloud could figure out that his sister had eaten a snack without him.

Beks then returned to the rotunda to sit in the shade, close her eyes, and go through the library in her head to continue learning Classic Esuser. At dinner, she would write out what she learned and have Jargal check her progress. Her pace of learning was high, all things considering, but it wasn’t as if she spent the entire day studying.

In the mornings, she continued to explore the ruins, looking for anything that they could reuse or help decipher High Besup. So far, all she managed to figure out was that the carved grooves on the ground were the names of the cardinal direction and element.

She’d pick up what firewood she could on her way back to lunch, then retreat to the rotunda to study until the afternoon. Snowflake helped Jargal gather food and since Jargal cooked, she would clean up. Most of the time, she only saw Jargal at meals.

Today was no exception and she’d last seen him at breakfast. He said he was going to the shore to try his luck with a net he wove and would be back in the afternoon to make dinner, so she had some roasted bread fruit waiting for lunch.

A savory scent filled the air. Despite herself, Beks sniffed. She almost began to drool. It wasn’t that the food was exquisite, but compared to her bitter, charred attempts, anything was better. And true to his word, Jargal’s cooking had improved.

Her lips tightened into a line. It would be good if her cooking could improve, but she didn’t dare subject her one human companion to the tragedy that was her cooking. Why should they both suffer when he could make edible food? It wasn’t good to waste what little food they had.

Beks opened her eyes, the memory of a page filled with various characters vanished, and all she could smell was something delicious. Her hand lowered to her stomach.

How long had it been since she ate?

Bread fruit was filling, but she had been so focused on studying, maybe she’d used up all the energy from her quick lunch concentrating. It may have been just her, but she did often get hungry in the past when she was studying. It was why she had snacks in her study.

Beks rose to her feet and stretched her arms over her head. She looked out on to the yard and found that Snowflake was still coiled and sleeping. The sun had yet to touch the horizon, but it wasn’t abnormal for Jargal to start cooking at this time. She was more surprised that he’d returned so soon.

She headed out towards the kitchen, sniffing the air like a hound and almost licking her lips. She had to compliment Jargal. The food smelled amazing.

As she approached the kitchen, she could see smoke rising from the vents on the roof. The delicious smell grew stronger as she approached and she quickened her step.

“Jargal, when did you get back?” she called out as she walked up the steps, past their little table, and to the doorway to the kitchen. The kitchen only had one light pearl and it wasn’t very strong. It usually relied on light from the windows, but during that time of day, it was a bit dim inside the kitchen. The smoke in the air didn’t help. “Did you catch anything with your net?”

There was a clang that came from inside the kitchen and she froze. Jargal was standing by the stove, scrambling to pick up a wooden spoon from the counter with his left hand. Beks could make out some drops of liquid and bits of vegetable mush had splattered around the counter.

Beks immediately looked for a piece of woven leaf that they used to wipe up small spills. Before she could reach for it, a raspy voice stopped her.

“It’s all right! I’ll clean it up!”

Beks furrowed her brows and turned to look at him. “Is your voice all right?”

Jargal let out a small cough and stood where he was, as if afraid to get close to her. “A bit of wind from the shore.” He let out a small cough to clear his throat. “It’ll be fine. I found that the island has some sweet ash trees. Their bark can be made into tea for a cough.” He sounded back to normal.

Beks’ eyes lit up. “I didn’t know you knew medicinal plants.”

“Just a few that I picked up on my...er...travels.”

She nodded, impressed. “That’s great! It’s useful to have such knowledge.” She paused and then grinned. “Is that why tonight’s dinner smells so good?”

“What?” He gave her a confused look. Beks walked towards him and he took a step back. She paused as soon as she noticed his tense actions.

“Is something wrong?”

“Wrong? No, nothing. I just...don’t want you to catch whatever I may have caught.” He threw her a bright smile and she nodded. In the few days she’d known him, she figured he was concerned about her health. She couldn’t blame him if the first time they met, she was screaming to death in a pool.

“Then, how long until it’s done?”

“Soon.”

“What is it?” she asked, craning her neck. She unknowingly licked her lips. “It actually looks good.”

“Some wild vegetables and salt and pepper jungle fowl.”

That sounded like a real meal. Beks eyed the clay pot and its savory bubbling contents. “Can I have a taste? It smells so good.”

She was sure he’d sigh and send her out, telling her to wait just a bit longer and then they’d eat together, but when she looked at him, she saw a hint of indulgence in his eyes. His lips curled up and a warm smile and he put the wooden spoon back into the pot.

He turned to the countertop next to him, where their bowls and utensils were in a little pile.

“Just a little,” he said.

Success!  A small triumphant voice yelled in her head as she greedily snatched the spoon from the top of the small pile and got a bit of the stew on it. She brought the spoon to her mouth, but his left hand rose to stop her.

“Blow on it first. It’s hot. Don’t burn your tongue.” For a moment, such nostalgic words filled her with warmth.

Beks smiled and paused. The heat of the stew could be felt though she hadn’t touched it yet. Somewhat embarrassed that she’d almost burned her mouth for the sake of flavor, she blew on the spoon a few times before she actually put it in her mouth.

Her eyes dilated as the rich taste filled her senses. Her eyes closed.

She was exiled not too long ago, but it felt like ages since she had anything this flavorful. She immediately took out the cleaned spoon and prepared to get another spoonful.

“Beks,” his voice was firm. “One spoonful is enough. We’ll eat soon.”

“Fine.” She was so hungry. Hungrier now that she’d had a taste. Filled with reluctance, she put her used spoon on a bowl, claiming it as her own, and wandered back outside. She took a seat on the steps and let out a heavy sigh as she put her hand over her stomach.

As she watched the sunset with occasional hopeful glances back at the kitchen, she snacked on some remaining breadfruit. After what seemed like an eternity, she heard footsteps and Jargal came out of the kitchen with two bowls.

“I’m sorry it took so long,” he said with an amused look. “Didn’t you eat lunch?”

“I had a busy day. Half a bread fruit will hardly suffice,” she replied as a bowl was placed in front of her. She waited for him to sit down before lifting her spoon to eat. After taking and savoring two bites, she looked back at him. “I take it you didn’t catch anything at the shore?”

Jargal let out a small defiant snort and lifted his chin. “How little you think of me. I’ll have you know; I did catch something.”

“Then why didn’t you cook it for dinner?” Beks asked with a slight chuckle.

“It requires time to marinate.”

“Oh, you’re marinating now.” Beks pretended to be more impressed than she was. “It looks like you’re an expert now.”

“I wouldn’t call myself an expert....”

“Even if you don’t, this is the best thing you’ve cooked since we’ve met!” She praised him as she ate with gusto, but he seemed to frown a bit at her words.

“I...I’m glad you like it.” He took a spoonful of the stew into his mouth, but didn’t seem to enjoy it.

“What’s wrong?” Beks asked. “You’re not satisfied with your own cooking?”

“I’m not.” He sounded annoyed. Beks chuckled.

“Don’t be so critical of yourself. You’re improving every day. Compared to when all you did was grill and under cook meat, you’ve improved greatly!” She beamed to encourage him, but could only see the corner of his eye twitch. Her smile faded a bit. Perhaps she’d misread him and Jargal was one of those who didn’t like to bring up their past failures. She returned her focus on her food and knew it was time to change the subject. “So, how was the trial with the net?”

“I didn’t expect too much. The net isn’t very large, after all, but I managed to get two fish. I couldn’t stay for long, since it’s quite a trek back,” he said.

“If we’re able to get a rokh to carry us, it would be much faster.”

Jargal let out a small snort and grinned. “You really want to fly, don’t you?”

“It seems very convenient. Who wouldn’t?” Beks said. She looked down at her bowl and almost wanted to lick the remaining strew off. Her burning gaze must’ve given her thoughts away as she heard Jargal chuckle.

“Do you want more?”

“Do we have more?”

“Enough for another bowl for you.”

“Then, if you please. Thank you.” She pushed her bowl towards him and picked it up without a word. As he stood up, Beks cocked her head to the side. Her eyes swept over his clothes and she squinted. She hadn't noticed it when he came out, as she'd been so focused on the food. Then again, perhaps she didn't see clearly the first time, as it was dark in the kitchen.

He disappeared into the kitchen and came out a moment later, holding the bowl. “Here you go.”

“Thank you.” She watched him take a seat. “Jargal.”

“Yes?”

“Since when did you have another set of clothes?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 20 - Hello, My Little Egg Tart Monster


                Two drivers returned, frustrated and confused.  One of their prison carriages had gone missing while the other was left abandoned by the side of the road.  There were seventeen ‘royal guards’ and the other two drivers.  Granted, one of those missing drivers was accounted for because of an accidental drowning after drinking.  It was just that his body wasn’t found.  The driver that went east with the former duke was also missing and there was no news of him by the border.

Iris tapped her fingertips on the tabletop, her eyes closed and brows knit together.

Her paladin guard was made of paladins from different groups.  All were hand chosen by Captain St. Moore for their skill and loyalty.  Oracle Paladins were the private guard of their oracle and her orders were absolute.

To an extent.

To suddenly lose almost half of them at once, the Temple would have questions before they would authorize new paladins to join her guard.  Iris would have to answer to the Temple, but she couldn’t brazenly tell them that she’d sent her paladins to assassinate Kadmus exiles, including two children.

Since when did assassination fall into ‘protecting the Oracle’?  If she couldn’t properly explain it or if her explanation was not good enough, the Temple would need to be further involved, which was the last thing she wanted, as while she wanted their backing, she did not want them to control her every move.

The Temple claimed to be neutral in political matters, but in truth, they held a great deal of subtle influence.  It simply wasn’t flaunted in order to avoid attention and be seen as a threat by the larger kingdoms.  If a non-political entity was perceived to wield too much power, they would either be wooed or targeted.

It was fine if countries wanted to win them over, but if they became an enemy to a sizable kingdom with a large military force, it wasn’t certain if they’d remain standing.  The institution was thousands of years old, older than most kingdoms on the continent.  It wasn’t going to risk itself for a new oracle who had yet to prove she was the next ‘Great’ one.

Oracles were held on pedestals, but the moment those pedestals cracked, the Temple itself would tear them down to protect itself.

Nothing was infallible, after all.

Not Kadmus.  Not the Temple.  And not her.

“What do you think?” Iris asked as she opened her eyes and looked at the middle-aged man seated across from her.

The Third Consort was dressed in a rather eye-catching manner.  While he technically had no political standing even as the king’s father, he held influence.  Everyone at court knew that the new king listened to his father well.

The man leaned back against a carved, gilded seat with plush red cushions.  One leg was crossed over the other and he seemed relaxed.

“How is this a problem?”

His words made Iris sit up and her eyes darken.  Standing at guard on her left, Captain St. Moore’s eyes narrowed and bore into the middle-aged man.

“Is that all you can say after over a dozen men went missing?” the Captain nearly barked at the other man and Iris raised her hand to calm him.  Her eyes narrowed as she leaned forward.

“Brother, calm down.  I’m sure if the Third Consort is so at ease about this, then he has a solution,” Iris said.  Her voice lowered.  “Don’t you?”

The Third Consort raised a brow and the corner of his lip curled up.  “Isn’t it just a matter of reporting to the Temple that those men were lost?”  “Those men were to stay at the Oracle’s side.  What business did they have to join an escort to the Kadmus borders to send off exiles?” Captain St. Moore said in a low, graveled voice.

The Third Consort’s eyes shifted towards him.  “A bout of food poisoning spread across the Royal Guard, causing a significant number of them to be bedridden with illness for several days.  Is this true?”

“Yes,” Captain St. Moore replied.  “What’s your-”

“This put available royal guards in short supply, right?”

Iris frowned.  “That’s right.”

“However, the exile could not wait, so...did Kadmus not ask for assistance to simply ‘escort’ the prison carriages from the benevolent Oracle?”

The Third Consort was smiling, but Iris drew her head back.  Most of what he said was true.  In fact, in a way, what the Third Consort was saying wastrue.

“They weren’t sent to merely escort the exiles,” Captain St. Moore said in a low voice.

The Third Consort’s eyes rose to his as he continued to give a self-satisfied smile.  “My dear boy, does that need to be said?  At its core, was the Oracle’s paladin guard simply doing us a favor to ensure that prisoners were properly exiled?  After all, the Oracle was involved with my son while my son was engaged to Lady Rebecca.  This is an insult to her and her entire family.  Would that not be enough reason to suspect that they could retaliate against the Oracle?”

Iris narrowed her eyes.  That was their reason to begin with to justify the paladins.  “You’re telling us to tell them the truth?”

“Only most of it,” the man replied in a cool voice.  “It’s not a lie, is it?”

“Those men knew they had a mission other than to simply ‘escort’ the exiles,” Captain St. Moore replied.

The Third Consort raised a brow.  “Yes, and where are they now?  Are they going to contest your words?”  He almost sneered and Iris clenched her jaw. Beside her, Captain St. Moore’s hand gripped the hilt of his sword at his side.  The Third Consort let out a low, heavy sigh, and gave them a sympathetic look.  “You two are young,” he said, almost lacing his voice with affection of an elder for his juniors.  “And both of you were raised within the Temple.  It is understandable that you don’t know how...muddled this sort of situation can be.

“The more truth your explanation has, the more it can be proven and thus, questioned less.  Besides, I’m not asking you to lie or even hide what happened.  You are just omitting parts of the truth.  Parts that can’t be verified...unless of course, you open your mouths.”  The Third Consort cocked his head to the side and gave them a curious look.  “Would you?”

He knew very well that they couldn’t.

“Then how do you explain what happened to the missing paladins?” Iris asked.

The Third Consort’s smile grew even wider and Iris began to wonder if he had planned this all out to begin with.

“The men who are missing escorted two of the most experienced warriors from Sagittate.  Is it not a simple matter to say that the exiles rebelled and escaped?”

Captain St. Moore let out a low scoff and sneered.  “Six paladins against one man?  Perhaps if the former Duke and his son’s biha hadn’t been suppressed, but they were.  They also didn’t have any weapons and were properly chained.”

The Third Consort let out another sigh, this time more exasperated.  He leaned forward and shook his head.  “You see, this is why they’re no longer with us,” he said, earning him a hateful look from the Captain.  “You and your men underestimated them.  Greatly underestimated them.”

Iris clenched her fists beneath the desk.  She already knew that, but it was too late.  “Unfortunately, the time to make an adjustment to properly deal with them has passed.

“So, it has,” the Third Consort replied.  “But that doesn’t mean their deaths have to have been made in vain.  After all, it is a few exiles who have wronged you.  Was it necessary for the paladins to die?”

“No one says they’re dead!” Captain St. Moore shouted as he slammed his fist on the table.

“Brother, do not be angry!” Iris gasped and stood up, pulling him back.  “The paladins know how to contact us if there was a delay in the matter.  I don’t want to believe it, but there is a possibility that something worse has happened than simply going missing.”

Captain St. Moore’s eyes reddened and he looked at her.  “You believe my brothers are gone, too?” he asked in a choked voice.

Iris drew her lips inward and shook them.  “I don’t want to believe it, but it has been weeks.  They should’ve contacted us by now.”

“The northern and eastern borders aren’t far from turbulent areas.  It is always possible that they were swept up in another kingdom’s affairs,” the Third Consort told them.  “However, unless you send someone to check, you can’t be certain.”

“With whom do we have left to check with?” Iris snapped her head back towards the middle-aged man and glared.  “My remaining paladins are spread thin as is!”  A few were still trying to find the whereabouts of the twin princes.  Until she saw their bodies, she wasn’t convinced that they were dead.

After all, in her past life, both men had been lucky beyond belief.  They’d survived various attacks and assassinations only to return to the palace to take their places in the royal family.  The second prince had ultimately been injured to the point that it was difficult for him to stand for long periods of time, and needed a wheelchair, but he still held some power.

In fact, he had been the one to marry Lady Rebecca because his twin brother could not have children despite being in perfect health otherwise.

“All the more reason to spread that they are no longer with us.”  The looks on her and the Captain’s faces twisted with anger, but the Third Consort continued quickly.  “Whether or not it’s true, what matters is that it can’t be validated, but will also mark the exiles as having insulted the Temple by attacking its paladins.  The Temple will not stand for this, will it?”

Iris’ shoulders relaxed.  She squinted her eyes at the old man and pursed her lips.  He had a point.  The paladins were a holy order.  If they were wronged, the Temple hunted down those who wronged them in retribution and to show the strength of the Temple.

“What about the missing paladins that escorted the former Duchess?” Captain St. Moore asked with a frown.  From his tense expression, he wasn’t comfortable using his brothers as an excuse to send more people after the exiles.

“The report said that the carriage was found abandoned not far from the Port of Black Sands.  There have been no reports of the former Duchess or her two small children being sighted anywhere near the port.  It is possible that they’d fled before they could be exiled,” the Third Consort said with a frown of his own.  “You can’t use the same excuse.  The former Duchess was just a simple woman from an old and fallen magistrate house in the West Islands.  She has neither strength nor influence, let alone ability.”

“Then how do we explain the missing paladins that were escorting her?” Iris asked.

This time, the Third Consort seemed more irritated.  If the Duchess couldn’t kill the paladins, it made it difficult to use the same excuse as they used with the former Duke and his son.  “Spread a rumor that she fled with her children and used contacts from the West Islands to hide.  The paladins went missing looking for her.”

“I thought you said she came from a fallen house with no strength or influence?”

“Even rats have friends,” the Third Consort replied.  “What is most important is that if they are on the continent, everyone is hunting for them.  It will make it difficult for them to survive.  The woman is being weighed down by two children.  Perhaps if she were by herself, she’d be able to hide, but she has to take into consideration the safety of the children, which puts her in a vulnerable position.”

In this way, it wouldn’t necessarily have been the royal family’s resources or the Temple doing the busy work of looking for the former Duchess and her children.

Iris nodded her head.  “That will work.”

A wide smile spread across the Third Consort’s face.  “What did I tell you?  This is an easy matter to deal with.”   He patted his legs and stood up, brushing off his pants.  “I will return to the Gilded Palace now.”

There was a knock on the door and Iris looked over.  “Enter.”

Attendants pushed the door to the study open and Luther stepped through the threshold, smiling.  He paused for a moment as he walked forward and saw his father standing in front of the desk.

“Iris.  Father.”  He greeted both of them and then gave a curt nod to Captain St. Moore.  He looked back at his father.  “What are you doing here?”

Without the slightest hesitation, the Third Consort let out a heavy sigh.  “The all-consuming work of planning your wedding, my son,” he replied, as if he’d taken on a tireless task.

Luther’s smile widened as he let out a laugh and walked in.  He patted his father’s arm and beamed.  “Thank you for your hard work, Father, but don’t work too hard.  Your efforts are better put elsewhere.”

“What else is more important than my son’s wedding?” The Third Consort looked so pleased, even down to the sparkle in his eye, that Iris wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth.  The Third Consort glanced at her and then at his son, before his smile grew and he put his hand on Luther’s shoulder.  “You’ve had a long day.  I should leave you some time with your fiancée.”

At his words, Luther’s cheeks reddened a bit, and despite herself, Iris felt her own face heating up.

“Thank you, Father.”

“I’ll see you two at dinner!”  The Third Consort strode out of the room.  Captain St. Moore bowed his head and excused himself.  The door closed behind him and Luther stretched out his arms.

Iris quickly rounded the table to run into them.  As she felt his arms wrap around her, the tension in her body seeped out.  She closed her eyes and rested her head against him, tucking it beneath his chin.  Her arms held him tight.

“Did you have a tiring time?”

“Planning a wedding is more difficult than I imagined,” she said.  At least, it was when she was dealing with missing paladins and the discomfort of knowing that the late Duke and his son were exiled, but likely still alive.  Had she known their abilities, she would’ve taken additional precautions to ensure their deaths.  She looked up at Luther and smiled.  “What about you?  How was court?”

The joy in Luther’s face momentarily vanished.  His shoulders slumped and he lowered his head.  “There is so much to do and so many proposals.  My eyes have started to ache reading into the night.”

“Luther.”  Iris stepped back and gave him a frown.  “I told you not to stay up late.  You’re already in a stressful position.  You should rest.”

His expression softened as he looked at her.  “Right now, there are many renewals to existing programs and projects that need to be reviewed.  Before my brother and Lady Rebecca were handling them, but now....I don’t have as many resources to depend on.”

Iris’ eyes crinkled up.  She studied his handsome face and raised her hand to touch it.  There were bags under his eyes and he looked a bit gaunt.  “I heard that many leaders have plans several years out that only need minor adjustments.  Have you tried to find anything in their studies that may help?”

Luther’s eyes suddenly filled with light.  “The annual operating plans....” He muttered.  His face broke out with a wide smile.  He lifted his hands and cupped the sides of her face before lowering his head and giving her a long kiss on the lips.  “Iris, you are brilliant!  How could I have forgotten!  My brother works within a pre-planned budget every year and makes adjustments to it.  I remember hearing him and Beks discussing this as my mother taught them.  If their ongoing budgets remain, I can simply use them with a few adjustments!  There is need to start from nothing!”

“That’ll also give you something to study to base future plans on,” Iris added.

Luther looked at her with eyes filled with affection.  “You are too good.  What would I do without you?” He kissed her again, this time longer and deeper.  Blood rushed to her ears as her heart slammed against his chest.

Her hands curled into his clothes as she held onto him, relishing his warmth against her.  After a few moments, he released her, his face also flushed.  They both giggled and he took a step back, still holding her hand.

“Do you feel better now?” she asked in a thoughtful voice as she raised her hand brushed back his hair.

Luther nodded.  “Aside from the demands of today’s court session, I also received troubling news a few moments ago.”  No wonder he’d come to see her.  Whenever he was tired or in a frustrating position, he would come to see her to ‘soothe him’, as he put it.  Iris softened her face and caressed his cheek once more.

“Is it something you can tell me?  I am willing to share your burdens, Luther.  I am going to be your wife.”  Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as she said it and a wave of embarrassment swept over her.

Luther hesitated, but nodded.  She felt him squeeze her hands as he lowered his eyes.  “In order to secure the loyalty of Sagittate after the Carolines were exiled and stripped of their position, the Marquis De Riviere was sent to govern until a more suitable noble with royal merit, but no land, can be determined.  Sagittate is connected to the mainland by an isthmus  When our men arrived, they couldn’t get to Sagittate.”

Iris furrowed her brows.  “Did the Caroline’s people block the road?”

Luther’s eyes crinkled up and he seemed at a loss for words.  “That is a strange thing.  There is no road.  The land route is gone.”

Iris drew her head back with disbelief on her face.  “How can that be?  Did a storm cover it with snow-”

“It sank into the ocean,” Luther said, making her eyes widen.  “At least, that is what it seems like.  The road leads into the sea.”

“The sea!”

Luther nodded.  “No one understands what happened, or how such a piece of land could suddenly disappear into the water, but across they were able to see the peaks of mountains in the distance.”

“How is that possible?” Iris choked out.

Luther shifted in front of her, as if he himself was unsure how to answer.  “Sagittate is rich in biha.  There are more biha-users in Sagittate than anywhere else in the kingdom, but in addition to that, they are stronger....”

Iris narrowed her eyes.  “Are you saying that earth biha was used to collapse the isthmus?”

Luther nodded, but still appeared uncertain.  “There is a large fluctuation of bihar there, but no one on our side can say for certain.  We’ve tried contacting the Sacred Valley, but our urapearls cannot reach them at all.”

Iris gritted her teeth.  “They’re ignoring us.  They know what happened and they want to break free from the kingdom because their Carolines have been disposed of?”

“I won’t let them!” Luther said, stomping his feet.  “Sagittate has been part of the kingdom for hundreds of years!”

He couldn’t lose such a territory when he first became king.

Iris nodded and lowered her eyes.  “Then, if we can’t get through by land...what about by sea?”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Tempest, I can only depend on you and Thunder.  If I can’t get across by sea, I need to cross by air,” Beks said as she put a large woven basket on the ground.  The two rokh chick approached to examine.  “So, here is the plan.  I will train you to carry a basket similar to this with me inside.  Watch carefully.”  She looked at the larger of the chicks.  “Cloud, get in the basket.”

The chicken stumbled forward and leaned into the top of the basket, crushing one side of it at once.  Beks pursed her lips.

Jargal was a liar.  He said the basket would be able to hold at least one rokh chick.

Was he humoring me when I said I wanted to train the rokhs?  Beks frowned and bent down, lifting the chick up and off the basket that Jargal had spent a considerable amount of time weaving.  When she first lifted it, it seemed sturdy enough.  The leaf fibers were woven together to create a braided rope before Jargal wove the basket with them.

She put Cloud down and knelt beside the basket.  It had been bent awkwardly to the side, but it didn’t tear.  It seemed as if the weight simply was too much for the wall to hold up.  She looked back at Cloud and lifted him up, then put him in the basket.  The chick appeared confused and squawked a bit.

“Stay still.  I’m going to lift it.”  She grasped on to the woven handles on either side of the basket and lifted it up.  Cloud stumbled a bit and then looked around with his big eyes, as if unsure what was happening.  He let out another loud squawk and this time, Tempest, who was on her nest, squawked back.

Beks carried Cloud around in front of the female rokh for a bit before stopping in front of her.  Before she could lecture the legendary beast, Cloud nudged her hand and let out another squawk before nipping at the handles and looking at  her.

That was how she ended up carrying around Cloud for part of the afternoon.  When she decided to give Wisp a ride, she carried Cloud off and replaced him with his sister.  Wisp enjoyed it in her own lazy way and any time Beks put the basket down to rest, the two chicks fought over the basket.

There were down feathers and broken leaf ropes all over the roost.  It was enough for her to give up for the time being.

Beks returned to the ruins where she lived, tired as she climbed up the steps to get to the table.  She sat down and draped herself across.  Legendary beasts were supposed to be able to understand people.  Did rokhs just not understand more complicated concepts?  Did they not understand at all or weren’t as intelligent as a horned serpent like Snowflake?

“I thought I heard a noise.”  A head stuck out from the kitchen’s smoky entrance and a man smiled at her.  “Did the rokhs understand your example?”

She turned her head to look at the kitchen.  Jargal was leaning out, but most of his body was inside.  He seemed to have been cooking from the delicious scent in the air.  He was in his ‘cooking’ clothes.

She hadn’t noticed before since she rarely went into the kitchen.  She had no reason to.  Jargal had a small bundle with him, including another set of clothes, when he left.  It had been strapped to his back, so it didn’t fall off and get lost when he was coming to the island.  Usually, he was in a sleeveless black linen shirt, but when he cooked, he wore a long sleeve, stained off-white shirt of coarse fabric.

He said it was because the fabric carried scents and when he was cooking, the scents would get on his clothes.  The scent of food made it difficult for him to sleep, so he would change into a specific set of clothes when he cooked.  She was a bit envious.  At least he had another set of clothes.

She would take turns washing the different layers of her clothing, as she only had one set.  She made a mental promise to herself that once she was back on the mainland, she would buy herself some new clothes.  She had to anyway, as she couldn’t run around in stained rags, but she planned to buy something nice.

“I don’t think they quite grasp the concept of carrying a basket,” Beks said in a dull voice.  “What’s for dinner?”  Only a good meal would relieve her burden.

Jargal’s mouth curled up.  “I cooked some jungle fowl with a sweet fruit glaze and toasted bread fruit.”

She licked her lips.  “When are we eating?” That was the next more important question.

Jargal tilted his head back and let out a laugh.  When he was in the kitchen, he seemed much louder and unrestrained.  His tone was more relaxed and even his expressions seemed brighter.  Usually, he was much calmer.  Perhaps the excitement of his improved cooking had a good effect on him.

“The same time as usual,” he told her.  “If you’re hungry, I have some berries.”

“Berries are good!”  She perked up and stood up to get them.  Jargal leaned past the door and handed her a woven leaf basket of a few berries.

“You have time before dinner.  I can call you when it’s time to eat.”

Beks let out a small hum and plucked a berry before tossing it into her mouth.  She wasn’t suffering too badly on her exile.  There were worse environments than a tropical island.  She had warm meals and a place to sleep.  There weren’t any dangerous animals that she knew of that would enter the ruins to attack her.  She also had good company, so she didn’t feel lonely.

She also didn’t need to forage for her own food.  Snowflake and Jargal took care of that.

All she needed to do was study, look for useful items, and do her own laundry.

She looked up at the sky and wrinkled her nose.  It was too late to do laundry, and so she made a mental note to do so first thing in the morning.

After borrowing Jargal’s broom to sweep out the rotunda, she was called for dinner.  Jargal had changed back into his black shirt and served her a meal that didn’t just smell good, but also appeared aesthetically pleasing.

Beks couldn’t help but smile at the presentation of the meal.  The bread fruit had been sliced and layered on to the fruit glazed jungle fowl.  There was even a garnish made of what appeared to be a flower shaped out of a leaf.  The excess glaze was drizzled on, like the palace chefs did.

“I see that now you’re so comfortable with the taste, that you’ve moved on to the sight.”

“I drizzled on the glaze myself.  I think it came out very well.”

“It’s the taste that matters.”  Beks carefully brought a partial spoonful to her lips and narrowed her eyes.  Across from her Jargal watched her face expectantly.  He hadn’t touched his food yet.  After a few moments, Beks gave him a nod.  “I approve.”

“Hah!” Jargal let out a laugh and smiled.  “Well, until you are able to train a rokh to take you across the sea, at least you won’t suffer during your meals.”

Beks shot him a look as she chewed.  After she swallowed, she gave him an incredulous look.  “Are you saying that if I were alone, I would suffer?”  Jargal gave her a gentle, knowing look and she let out a sigh.  “You’re right, but I’d rather not hear it.  It’s a waste of resources if I cook a meal.”

“Consider your dagger being used as a kitchen knife to be your contribution to the meal,” he told her.  “I almost worry about how you’ll fare when you’re on your own.”

Beks knit her brows together.  “Aren’t you coming with me?”  He wasn't exiled.  He could go back to the mainland without a problem.  Even if he was exiled from Kadmus, as she was, he didn’t need to go back there.

He looked up and gave her a wry smile.  “Do you want me to come with you?  I don’t know if they’re still looking for me, after all.”  His voice trailed off and he tried to focus on his food.  Beks chewed on her lower lip for a moment.

“Can you tell me more about it?  If I get back, I can investigate for you.”  All she needed to do was connect her urapearl to a communication base and she could get Nexus to find out.

“Perhaps some other time, Beks.”  There was no promise of some other time in his voice and she look it as a signal to drop the topic.  “Aside from that, how goes your Classic Esuser?”

After the meal, they spent an hour by light pearl reviewing what she had learned.  Jargal wrote some characters with damp ash from the kitchen and Beks was able to translate it.  “The only thing left is to find a document written in both Classic Esuser and High Besup.”

“I found on the lower tier, there is a complex that has several shelves carved into the wall with features similar to that in the study.  There tablets littering multiple rooms and I haven’t scraped the surface of what’s there, but some of the carvings are different.  It may have been my wishful thinking, but I may have seen some tablets that had character similar to what I’ve seen in ancient works in the Langshe palace.  Unfortunately, I’m not fully convinced the two scripts are the same or even related,” Jargal told her.  “However, perhaps you can find something there.”

Beks nodded, though she didn’t have much hope.  Still, it was worth a try.

The next morning, Beks sniffed her clothes upon rolling off her sleeping mat and confirmed that it was time to wash her clothes.

Each tier of the mountain top ruins had several water sources.  Beks maintained that whoever built it had impressive skill in city planning.  There were fountains, though some of the ornamental pieces had long toppled over, and various wells and ponds.  After some exploration, Beks and Jargal decided that some of the shallower ponds lined with slanted stone blocks with rows of ridges could be used to wash clothing.

The more Beks studied it, the more she felt that such ponds had been used for laundry to begin with and was more impressed with whoever built the ruins.  Since she didn’t have a spare set of clothing, when she washed her clothes, she’d have to do it in the morning to give the clothes as much drying as possible.

However, though there was only one person on the island with her, she still didn’t feel comfortable walking around in just underwear, so when it was time to wash her outer layer of clothing, she summoned her helper, Snowflake.

He was just big enough that he could coil around the laundry pond to create a wall out of his body that would shield her while she scrubbed and beat her clothes.  Beks walked around the back of the main building that the rotunda was connected to, as the path down to the nearest laundry pond was on the back side.

She passed the inner area and caught sight of the doorless room where Jargal slept.  He was quite a neat man and when he was inside, he would leave his shoes at the door.  He’d even managed to create a broom out of a bundle of leaves, which she borrowed.

A small woven basket was just outside his door that had a bundle of stained white cloth.  She remembered when she’d woken up, she’d been using it as a pillow.  Jargal had been somewhat embarrassed, as he said it was stained and smelled strange, but she had appreciated the gesture.

She furrowed her brows.  She didn’t remember seeing him wearing the clothes.

She looked around and didn’t see him anywhere.  She walked over and picked up the basket.  If it was outside, it must’ve been dirty.

Since he’d been the one to show her how to hand wash her clothes, she decided to return the favor.  She tucked the basket under her arm and continued on her way down.  She passed the side of the kitchen and could already see smoke coming out.

“Jargal!  I’m going to do laundry down below!”

“All right!” She heard him shout in response.

Beks made her way down the steps and saw the white horned serpent already on the lower tier.  He had yet to coil around the pool and was stretched out lengthwise, appearing longer than she thought he was.

She walked down the steps and approached, calling out for the serpent before approaching the pool.

Snowflake flicked out his tongue and once Beks was ankle deep in the pool, he coiled around and rested his chin on his languid body.  With her privacy wall up, Beks stripped down to her underpants.

In the warm, humid air she didn’t feel any discomfort.  In fact, it was a bit refreshing to feel the breeze against her bare skin.  Once she scrubbed and rinsed her clothes, she laid them across Snowflake’s back, on the topmost coils, to dry in the sun while she sat around and tried to concentrate on the book pages she’d memorized.

“We got an early start today, Snowflake.  The dress shouldn’t take long to dry.  It should be ready to wear by lunch,” Beks said as she draped her clothes over Snowflake’s back.  She then went to the basket on a stone bench next to the pool and grabbed Jargal’s bundle of cloth.  She unfurled it and noticed at once that it was long sleeved and rather long.

No wonder she never saw him wearing it. She ran her hand across the fabric.  It wasn’t thick or thin, but it would take longer to dry than her dress.  She flipped it around and prepared to dunk it into the pool, when she froze.

At first, she’d thought it was a jacket of some sort, but now that she saw it clearly, it was a layer of outer robe.  The stitching was well done and there was embroidery on the cuffs, hems, and collar.  Beks furrowed her brows as her pruned fingers touched the gold thread of a pattern she’d see numerous times.

Her chest began to tighten as she took in a shallow breath, and her eyes crinkled up.

This was a priest’s vestment.

The pale fabric didn’t look much at first, but the fine details included gold embroidery with blessings in Classic Esuser and various sigils.  The metal buttons also had a familiar Temple seal.

Dozens of scenarios shot through Beks’ head from that he stole the garments to he was given them by the passing priest.  After all, the fabric was stained and worn, with a few tears and frayed edges.  Her eyes reddened.

But how long had he been wearing them and through what?

Her dress was new when she wore it the first time.  It was only when she went down with the carriage and started scraping and snagging the fabric against the sharp rocks and barnacles did it start to get visibly damaged.  Any ordeal like hers was guaranteed to take a toll on one’s clothing.

The stitching on the vestment had not been worn and the gold thread still had some luster.  The seal on the buttons wasn’t worn down by constant use, nor had it discolored.  It wasn’t new, but it wasn’t old or worn out, either.

She closed her eyes and took low, deep breaths.  She had to calm down.

Jargal had told her that he was running from something related to inheritance.  The Temple usually wouldn’t be involved in such a thing.  It really had no reason to.  However, they did keep record of where all their clergy were.  If Jargal needed to hide, he’d also have to hide from the Temple.

Beks stared at the outer robe, her body heavy and listless, as if all her energy had been taken from her the moment she realized what the fabric in her hands was.

No matter what was considered, it was still very likely that Jargal was a priest.

She cocked her head to the side.  But that was surprising, as Jargal was from Langshe.  In Kadmus, priests wore pale color.  The vestment was white, or used to be white when it wasn’t stained.  It was a very normal, average piece of clothing for a priest of the Temple, but in Langshe white was considered a bad omen color, and it should never be the main color in an ensemble.

It was why Uncle Timur’s clothes were also deep, rich and earthy colors and he never wore white.

Therefore, Langshe and several eastern countries’ priests wore black vestments.

If Jargal really was a priest, he either lied to her about being from Langshe, or he just had Langshe blood and was raised outside the culture.  It could even be possible that he was an orphan.  The Temple ran many orphanages and many attendants, servants, and paladins often came from the orphanages as a way to repay having food to eat and a roof over their heads.

It wasn’t unheard of for an orphan to join the clergy itself.

Wasn’t the new oracle an orphan, too?  Beks had read that nearly all the Great Oracles of the past were.

She sat in place and took a deep breath.

She could pretend she didn’t see it.  She could roll the vestment back into a ball, place it back in the basket, and drop it off at Jargal’s door.

But how could she stand the unknown?

She was in a precarious situation and she didn’t want any more unexpected variables to appear, especially regarding someone she was living with.

All things considered, Jargal hadn’t shown any animosity towards her since they met.  Even if he didn’t know who she was when he dragged her out of the pool, he had three days to kill her before she woke up.  It could be that Jargal was just a regular priest who was running from his family.

She could only imagine him waking up to an assassination attempt one morning and being forced to flee as soon as possible.

Without a word, Beks dunked the garment into the water and began to scrub it against the stone washboard.  Jargal had been good to her since they met.  He saved her life.  He had opportunities to hurt her, but he didn’t.  Experience told her he didn’t mean any harm.  Simply because one was a Temple priest didn’t mean that he was there to kill her.

In fact, since the paladins had been dressed as royal guards, it was unlikely that the Temple itself would give the order to assassinate her.

With these thoughts quelling her worry, she draped the white vestment over Snowflake and took her seat on the bench to review Classic Esuser in her head.

Usually, her stomach would tell her that it was time to eat, but today, seemed distracted by the priest's garb and lost herself in her review.   It was Jargal’s voice calling for her from outside of the wall of Snowflake that brought her out of her thoughts and opened her eyes.

“Beks!  Beks, where are you?  You haven’t come for lunch!” He sounded a bit worried.

It was somewhat embarrassing, but she hadn’t been late for a meal yet.

“I’m still doing laundry!” Beks uncrossed her legs and stood up, wading across the shallow pool to check on her clothes.  They were dry and she pulled them down.

“All right.  When you’re done, come to the kitchen!”

She’d told Jargal before that though he’d already seen her naked, she would still require privacy for bathing and laundry.  He’d laughed and assured her he would respect her wishes.  He’d then casually told her that this meant she’d have to give him her privacy, too.

She put her dried petti skirt and dress on before checking on the vestments.  They were still a little damp, mainly because the fabric was thicker, especially along the embroidered areas.  Beks tapped Snowflake.

“I’m going to eat.  Let me out, but keep drying his clothes.”

Snowflake flickered his tongue and Beks put on her shoes and headed back to the upper tier.  Jargal was sitting in place.  When he saw her, he got up to fetch her some food and brought it out for her.

As he placed the bowl in front of her, Beks couldn’t help the slight guilt that came with distrusting him.  He was so kind to her and she’d been unsettled by his clothing.  She thanked him as she sat down and began to eat.

Halfway through, as she listened to Jargal describe his most recent net, Beks approached the topic of his priest vestments as smoothly as she could.

“Oh, by the way, speaking of water, I passed by your room when I went to wash my clothes this morning and saw that you had left some dirty clothes out.  I hope you don’t mind that I washed it.”

She could almost feel the air cool around her.  She gathered all her strength to raise her eyes to meet his.

“You...washed my dirty clothes?” A serious look had taken over his earlier relaxed face and she let out a small cough.

“If I overstepped, I apologize.  It’s just that you’ve done so much for me, I thought the least I could do was wash a garment.”

He remained tense in his seat, his eyes unreadable.  “Then...you know what it is.”

Beks lowered her spoon and slowly nodded her head.  “Temple priest vestments.”  He took a deep breath.  “You didn’t want me to know.”

“I didn’t think it was necessary to bring it up,” he replied.

“This explains why you know Classic Esuser.”

He furrowed his brows and lowered his eyes.  “I’m sorry I hid it from you.”

“May I ask why?” Beks asked as her eyes narrowed.  She was sincerely curious.  Being part of the Temple was the life of a clergyman.  At this point, he should’ve mentioned it at least a few times, unless he really did mean to hide it from her.

“There was some work I was doing for the Temple that is sensitive in nature,” he said.

She frowned and sat up straight.  “What do you mean by sensitive?”  Sensitive wasn’t a good description in this case.

Jargal took a deep breath.  He exhaled slowly and offered her a smile.  “Does it matter?”

“It depends on what it is.”  Beks looked him up and down, her meal forgotten.  “You seem to know a bit about me, but I don’t know about you.”  She could feel her skin begin to curl and she wanted to put some distance between them.

“Beks, I’m not dangerous.”

“That’s something a dangerous person would say.”

“I....”  He couldn’t help but laugh tiredly at her words.  He met her eyes and shook his head.  “Beks, you must believe me.  I don’t mean any harm.”

“For now,” Beks said.  “People change.  Their goals and motives shift.”  She knew that firsthand.

As if noticing how defensive she was becoming, Jargal remained in his seat.  He seemed to take a moment to think about what he’d say next.

“Can’t you give me the benefit of the doubt and trust me?” Jargal asked as he gave her a beseeching look.

This only made her more nervous.  Beks slowly stood up, as if trying not to make any sudden movements so as not to startle an animal.  “It’s hard to trust someone who refuses to tell the truth.  You’ll forgive me, but I’ve been betrayed before, so I’m a bit unwilling to take the risk.”

Jargal stood up.  “Beks-”

“Stay where you are!”

“Beks-”

“All right, that’s enough.”  A second voice identical to Jargal’s cut him off and made him freeze in place.  Beks snapped her head towards the sound of the voice and saw a figure peer out from the doorway.  Her eyes went wide as she looked from Jargal across the table to Jargal at the doorway.

Jargal across the tablet lowered his head and let out a low breath.  “I thought you’d wait a few more days before you were ready to tell her.”

“She wasn’t uncomfortable, but now she is.  I’d rather tell her the truth than make it worse,” the Jargal at the kitchen doorway replied.  He looked at Beks with a helpless expression and opened his mouth, appearing to try to figure out what to say.

It was then that she realized that he was wearing the ‘cooking clothes’.  Jargal didn’t have another set of clothing, he had another him.  No wonder she felt that there was something different about him when she saw him in different places.

No wonder the food was drastically different, too!

“You lied to me!”

“You didn’t recognize me and I was worried you’d panic if you did.”

Her eyes narrowed.  “What do you mean recognize you?  Who are you?”

The Jargal at the kitchen winced.  “Well...that hurts.”  He stepped out of the doorway and the first thing she noticed was that his right hand was missing.  At once, her wariness faded as she saw the stump bandaged with stained strips of cloth.

Whenever she saw this Jargal in the pale shirt, she’d only see his left side.  Part of him was always hidden from view.  He kept his right side hidden.

“What....”  Her voice was breathy for a moment as her eyes crinkled up.  “What happened to your....”  She looked at the two of them, putting their identical faces together.  Independently, it didn’t cross her mind, but now that she saw them together, she was instantly reminded.  Every time she saw twins, she’d think of them.  They were her default.  She hadn’t seen them for fifteen or so years, and they’d grown taller, their features sharper and more distinct.  One was missing a hand.  Her eyes began to water as her lips trembled.  “Second and Third?”

The one who lost his hand gave her a familiar smile.  He held up his arms in a welcoming motion, seemingly unbothered by his missing hand.  “Hello, my little egg tart monster.  Did you miss me?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 21 - We're Here Now


                She hadn’t been called that in years.  Whenever he had teased her, and called her by that name, she’d bristle up, crinkle her eyes, and scrunch her face with indignation before retorting that she was not an egg tart monster - even if as she said it, she was holding an egg tart or two.

When she heard him call her that now, her heart swelled and tears rimmed her eyes as long missing warmth spread through her.  The Second Prince teased her, but his voice was like always: filled with affection.  Despite his welcoming posture, Beks drew her lips inward and refused to take a step towards the Second or the Third Prince.

Her heart ached seeing them again, but anger momentarily overwhelmed it.

How long were they going to keep it a secret?  And why did the Third Prince say his name was Jargal?

“Why did you lie to me?” she said in a low voice as she remained rooted in her spot.  She saw the two of them exchange glances and cut them off before they could speak.  “And don’t claim that you didn’t lie, only omitted the truth!  Both you and I know that it may as well be the same thing.  You deceived me for weeks!”

The Second Prince looked at his younger brother with a mixture of pity and disappointment in his eyes, as if blaming him.  The Third Prince, who had introduced himself as Jargal, returned his brother’s pity and disappointment with an irritated frown, as if telling him it wasn’t entirely his fault.

“Didn’t I say that Jargal is what my father named me?” the Third Prince asked as he closed his eyes and released a low breath.  He turned to meet her eyes with a serious gaze.  “Both Laz and I have our official legal names in Kadmus: Lazarus and Lucian, but Gan and Jargal are our names in Langshe, where we’re recorded in the lineage of the Langshe Imperial Family as the children of the Empress’ youngest brother.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  Timur, Prince of Langshe, was indeed the youngest brother of the current Langshe Empress.  She continued to frown and narrowed her eyes.

“Even so!  Why didn’t you tell me who you are to me?”  Not only had they been missing, but she’d been alone and didn’t know who she could trust.  She could’ve used the comfort of familiar people.

The Third Prince hesitated for a moment, but seemed to concede.  “When I first saw you, you were writhing in the pool, screaming as if you were being tortured to death.  There was no time for a proper introduction.  When you woke up, you didn’t recognize me and I was afraid that the sudden stimulation of my appearance would trigger another flare up.”

“You didn’t have any more medicine to control it, did you?” the Second Prince asked with a slight frown.

Beks’ suspicious eyes darted from one to the other.  “How did you know?”

“You wouldn’t have gotten to where you were in the pool if you did,” he replied in an almost deadpan voice.

The Third Prince took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “In addition, it was Snowflake who found me.  He held your pill canister in his mouth and it was empty.  That’s how I knew you were on the island and that you didn’t have any more medicine.”

“You are right to be angry that we hid it from you, but we didn’t know if seeing us would cause a violent reaction.  Seeing you in a flare up is the last thing we want to see,” the Second Prince told her.

His younger brother nodded.  “None of us, not Eldest Brother, not even that idiot Luther, can stand watching you when you have a flare up.  We can do nothing to help you, only stand there, useless, as you’re filled with pain.”  For a moment, the Third Prince’s eyes glazed over, as if remembering something in his past that filled his face with a haunted expression  “It is painful for you, Beks, but we are not left unaffected by it either.”

She drew her head back.  She believed them when it came to their reactions to seeing her have a flare up and then go through the recovery, which used to take much longer when she was a child.  It was traumatizing for everyone to have witnessed a little girl screaming and burning up, only to become comatose and then bedridden for weeks.

The first time she’d had one in front of the twins, the medicine she took was strong enough to knock out her small body.  She’d woken up with one twin at each side of her bed, watching her diligently and refusing to leave.  The Second Prince had tears in his eyes when he asked if she was going to live and that he was sorry.  At the time, he hadn’t really done anything excessive, it was just that Beks’ body could not handle the stimulation of seeing him jump off a tree branch and into the pond.

Since then, they’d been very careful with her.  The Third Prince in particular would often coax her so as not to follow the Second Prince’s recklessness.  They’d only allow her to participate in things they were absolutely sure were safe and somewhat mild, though in retrospect, it was questionable whether they were.

But it was different now.  She was an adult and had far better control of her emotions.  In addition, since she woke up after her three-day coma, even when she began to get too excited or anxious, the familiar feeling of burning up from within hadn’t reappeared despite the usual triggers of a palpitating heart and uneven breathing.

Her gray eyes glanced at the two men across from her and felt some of her anger and irritation wane.  She could understand why they’d be hesitant to tell her in the beginning.

“What about after I woke up?  We were getting along and exploring the ruins.  We ate together every day.  Why didn’t you tell me then?” Beks asked, her voice rising with each word as her eyes bore into the Third Prince.

The Third Prince turned to his older brother.

The Second Prince sighed.  “Because of this.”  He lifted his right arm.  Her eyes had kept drifting back to the stub wrapped in cloth and the more she looked at it, the more she felt suffocated.  “I was worried you’d panic, nor did I know how I’d explain everything to you.”

“I’m not panicking!”  She ignored the hot tears sliding down her face.  Of the four princes, the Second Prince loved swordsmanship the most.  He not only enjoyed it, but was the best at it.  He’d become the leader of a battalion at such a young age because of his skill.

How it must’ve killed him inside to have lost the hand that he used to proudly wield a sword.

Both men’s faces softened as they watched her cry, still refusing to step forward.

“Beks, I’m sorry,” the Third Prince said in a quiet voice.  “We did plan to tell you; we just didn’t know when would be the right time.”

“I’m sorry, as well.  We considered doing so multiple times, but kept pushing it back,” the Second Prince told her.  “And that day you caught me cooking in the kitchen, I was caught off guard and didn’t know how to react.  I was afraid you’d be angry.”

“I amangry!”

“Angrier,” the Second Prince said with a fond smile.  “Because I lost my hand.”

“Why would I be angry that you lost your hand?” She yelled in denial.  She was angry, but not at him.  At the situation.  At whoever took it from him.  At whatever forces were in play that caused it.  Her voice choked up.  “Who did this to you?”  She would kill them herself if she could.

The Second Prince gave her a soft smile.  “If my aim was good enough, he’s already dead.”

Beks clenched her jaw.  “Why are you telling me now?”

“You’re already suspicious.  Why continue to hide it?” the Second Prince replied.  “And, we’ve noticed that you’ve been much calmer with no signs of a flare up since you woke.  This is promising, so I’ve decided to take the risk.”

“You could’ve told me you’ve decided....” The Third Prince muttered.

The Second Prince ignored his brother and took a step towards her, opening his arms once more and beckoning her forward.  “I’ll tell you everything, Egg Tart Monster.  I promise.”

Beks swallowed hard.  Her eyes lingered on the stub at the end of his arm.  She could still hear his voice as a child yelling for her to watch him as he showed off his latest strikes and cuts.  She could remember his flushed, sweaty little face as she watched, clapped her hands, and encouraged him from the side while the Third Prince wiped the egg tart crumbs off her mouth.

She took a step forward, slow, and hesitant, before stopping in front of his arm.  Neither twin made a move, for fear of alarming her.  Beks’ hands trembled as they lowered to the bandaged stub.  Her hands floated over the wound, wanting to touch him to comfort him, but afraid that the slightest graze would be painful.

“Your hand....”

“It’s gone,” the Second Prince replied, his voice a bit raspy at the thought.  “Somewhere on the mainland.  We had to flee and left it behind.”

Her eyes watered as bitterness filled her.  “No...no, you’re a warrior...you need your hand.”

“The hand was just what I used to hold on to a sword,” the Second Prince told her, his voice gentle and reassuring.  He let out a small chuckle.  “I’m sure I can just tie a sword to my arm.”  She snapped her head up and looked at him, unsure if he was being serious or not.  He gave her a gentle, reassuring smile and her lower lip trembled.  “It’s all right, Beks.  It doesn’t hurt.”

He was trying to protect her even now.  Her eyes watered.  “Liar.”

A moment later, the Second Prince’s good arm had wrapped around her shoulder and brought her against him.  Her face pressed against his shoulder as the side of his head touched hers, and she tensed up, unable to move.

“We’re here now,” the Second Prince’s hot breath whispered against her ear.  “Everything will be all right, Beks,” he told her.

She swallowed hard.  Such familiar words were often told to her by them when they were children.  As long as they were there, she had playmates and little protectors.  They’d coax Laurence and the late Queen into allowing her more play time, and when Luther took her snacks, they’d take them back for her and beat up their youngest brother in retaliation.  When she was tired from her classes or punished for not doing well enough, they would comfort her.

The familiarity of being held against him soothed her.  It was unexpected, but not unwelcome.  Her arms wrapped around his body and she shut her eyes.  She tilted her head down and pressed it against his shoulder as she let out a muffled cry.

She cried because they hid the truth from her.  She cried because the Second Prince lost his hand.  She cried because she was relieved they were alive.

The Second Prince held on to her tight, whispering reassuring words in her ear as she let out the frustration, stress, and fear that she’d buried inside of her for the last few months.

She’d kept herself disciplined at the palace, and tried her best to reassure her parents that she was fine as they were exiled.  After all, they had a plan to get Laurence back on the throne.  Even when she was alone on the island, she tried to keep her focus on survival, as crying wouldn’t feed or shelter her.

But now someone was willing to comfort her.  She vaguely remembered the few times as a child when she could complain, sulk, and cry bitterly.  Uncle Timur told her it was all right to be sad, frustrated, or angry; that she didn’t need to be the perfectly disciplined, studious child expected of her all the time.

He was gone, but it seemed his sons were willing to take his place.  Beks didn’t hold back, sobbing into the Second Prince’s shoulder until her throat was hoarse.  She was sad.  She was disappointed, frustrated, and angry.  She was tired.

It was cathartic to release it all.

When she finished her out of character sobbing, she found that she was seated across the Second Prince’s lap.  Next to him was the Third Prince and her legs had been draped over his.  It was a seemingly natural position, as the two of them were attentive in soothing her.

“Drink some water.”  The Third Prince extended a small, chipped cup towards her and she leaned her head forward to drink from it.

“Do you feel better?” the Second Prince asked after she finished drinking.

Her eyes hurt and her throat was scratchy.  “No.”

“That’s fair,” he said with a slight chuckle.  He lifted his arm , but paused when he seemed to realize that he was trying to sweep her hair back with his stub.  He gave her a weak smile and lowered his arm.  She could see the disappointment and defeat in his blue eyes.  “How did you end up on the island, Beks?”

Her eyes lowered.  “My family and I were exiled.”

At once, both brothers drew their heads back in surprise.  The Third Prince’s brows knit together while the Second Prince frowned.  “Impossible.  Eldest Brother wouldn’t do that to you or your family.”

“The Carolines have been highly honored for centuries,” the Third Prince added.

As one of the Five Great Houses, it was well known how much the family had given back to, and supported, the kingdom.  It was also said that every ruler supported by the Carolines had a successful rule, including the late Queen, whose predecessor was the source of disappointment to not only the Carolines, but the rest of the Houses.

“It wasn’t Brother Laurence.”  She raised her puffy eyes and met theirs.  “My family came down for Brother Laurence’s coronation, but before it could happen, there was an accident.”  Her lips drew into a bitter smile.  “At least, we think it is.”

She backtracked a bit to cover their initial suspicion that the Third Consort had been gone too long and delayed in returning after the late Queen’s death. She told them about the new oracle and Luther’s affair, and then how she had Lady Eleanor and Brother Laurence smuggled out of Kadmium.

Every so often, one of the twins interjected, asking for more information.  Beks either explained what she could, or shook her head, uncertain herself.  The Third Prince had her take a drink to moisten her throat once in a while, but for the most part, the twins were quiet with pensive looks.

She couldn’t tell what they were thinking.

“I drifted for what seemed like hours before the carriage washed up on the north shore.  It was foggy and I didn’t see the island at all,” Beks said, squinting at the memory.  Even now, she thought it was strange that the fog and the island it surrounded appeared suddenly.  “I wandered around, looking for food.  Found some ruins.  Then I found Snowflake....”

“When you were in the water, your medicine canister got wet,” the Third Prince said with a frown.  “That’s why there were no more pills?”

“The pills had turned into a paste with the salt water.  I took a little every day to pre-emptively prepare for an emergency situation here.  I scraped the remaining paste to try to dry it back into a pill ball, but they didn’t do well.”  They held their shape, but the moment she touched them, they turned back into powder under the slightest pressure.

She’d returned the powder into her medicine canister, but hadn’t used any since.

“Perhaps the pool and the biha explosion has helped with possible flare ups,” the Third Prince said, looking at his brother, as if asking for his opinion.  The Second Prince nodded; his brows creased with thought.

“There have been cases where injured biha-users required time to heal before they could properly use their biha again.  In some cases, they couldn’t use their biha at all for some time,” the Second Prince told them.  “However, Beks didn’t have a biha well or a spirit core.”

“That we know of,” the Third Prince replied with a raised brow.  “There is no historical record of anyone having both.  Perhaps the immersion pool Beks was dipped into as a child could not properly identify both at once, and as a result....”

“A false negative.”

“Exactly.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “But shouldn’t I have at least sensed it or been able to use them if I did have them?”

“It is possible that your body reacted in the same way as the immersion pool and would not let you use either when you had both,” the Third Prince told her.  “But this is all speculation.  We have nothing to base it on.”

Beks frowned even further.  If she had what he insisted she did, and still couldn’t utilize it, what was the point of having it?  She grit her teeth and shook her head.  That could wait.

“It’s your turn.  Tell me why you’re here.”  Her hand rose to tug his shoulder.

“Eat first.  We can tell you while you’re eating,” the Second Prince slid her off his lap and placed her in the space between him and his brother as the Third Prince scooted to the side and slid her legs off his.  The Second Prince held his remaining hand over her bowl of food and nodded, satisfied.  “It’s still warm.”

“Eat while it’s hot,” the Third Prince said.  “Laz, I’ll bring out your bowl.”  The Second Prince gave him a small grunt of acknowledgement before he got up and headed back into the kitchen.

“No wonder the food got better so quickly,” Beks said as she brought a spoonful to her lips.  “You’re the one who can cook.”

The Second Prince chuckled as he watched her eat.  “When we’re able to get the ingredients, I’ll make you egg tarts.”

She let out a small hum.  “Are you and the Third Prince here alone?”

“No, two of my guards had come with us,” he replied with a heavy breath.  “I had lost a lot of blood and needed to be carried.”

Beks frowned and lowered her spoon as she heard this.  “From the loss of your hand?”

He hesitated and his blue eyes darted to the side.  Beks put her spoon down and reached forward, grabbing his shirt, and lifting it up.  Her eyes went wide and she took a sharp breath as she saw the strips of cloth still wrapped around his stomach.  They’d been washed for reuse, but were still stained with blood.

The Second Prince sat without protest, as if resigned to his fate.  “We were chased, Beks.  There were a few close calls and it was difficult to get it properly taken care of.”

Her eyes crinkled up as she stared at the stained makeshift bandages.

She didn’t notice the Third Prince returning to them and placing another bowl in front of his brother.  He knelt down and wiped the tears in Beks’ eyes.  “It’s all right now, Beks.  The wound has scabbed over.  As long as he doesn’t do anything strenuous, it won’t crack and bleed again.”

She lowered her head, biting her lower lip as she nodded.  “Tell me what happened,” she said in a tight voice.  “Why are you here?  Brother Laurence and I sent so many people to look for you.”  Even if she didn’t want to blame them, there was still some resentment in her voice.

“After the last message I sent to you and Brother Laurence, I was trying to track Lucian,” the Second Prince told her.  His face hardened and his lips tightened into a line.  “I inspected the site of his caravan attack and it had been attacked twice.”

Beks already knew that, but nodded.  “Do you know who?”

“The first set of attackers were bandits.  Although, considering their state, I wouldn’t call them professionals,” the Third Prince said as he sat beside her and knit his brows together.  He stared off into the distance and squinted, as if trying to remember.  “They were a haphazard group of people and at least two dozen of them.  Their clothes were worn and they were thin.  They had rocks and broken farm tools, and appeared desperate.  It was late and the caravan had stopped for the night, so I suspected they waited until we were settled to rush in.  They caused trouble, but ultimately, they just took whatever money pouches and loose coins we had.  We had a dozen paladins with us to guard, but these ‘bandits’ were likely refugees from some troubles along the Meskra border, and just wanted some money, so the High Priests told the paladins to stand down.”

Beks nodded.  Perhaps the High Priests saw the would-be bandits and rather than be angry, took pity on them and treated it as alms, instead.

“Then they fled,” the Second Prince surmised.  “They didn’t want any more trouble.  It’s quite common to just attack, take what they can, and then flee before authorities came.”

“Not that they did,” the Third Prince frowned.

Beks frowned as well.  “The site was on a religious pilgrimage route, wasn’t it?”

“Yes, that’s why we were traveling lightly in terms of escort.”  The Third Prince took a deep breath and leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest.  “We were caught by surprise that we’d be accosted on the pilgrimage route.  Putting aside the abnormality of it, it isn’t impossible that it would happen.  With Meskra starting to encroach on other territories and displacing people, it’s driven those displaced to dire circumstances.  They were desperate, but at most they caused light injury and wrecked part of our camp for the night.  Overall, nothing too terrible.”

“And the second attack?”  She kept her eyes on the Third Prince, wanting to read his reaction to the fact that Temple Paladins attacked his caravan, or if he’d admit it at all as a priest.

The Third Prince’s face darkened.  “They tried to dress like commoners, but I know riding equipment and weapons of the Temple Paladins when I saw them.”  His voice had dropped and his words were laced with disgust and anger.  She looked down at his hands gripping his arms until they turned pale.

“Tell them what those supposed holy knights did,” the Second Prince said as he began to eat.

The Third Prince let out a heavy breath.  “We had several injured attendants and a few guards who had been injured moments earlier.  It wasn’t anything serious.  We were barely able to bandage them up when the paladins arrived.  I and two of my attendants had walked back down the route to fetch water from the last communal well along the pilgrimage trail.”  His breath hitched and he narrowed his eyes.  “We returned to screaming and bodies on the ground.  Arrows must’ve come down first, as they protruded from the bodies of the paladins guarding us.  They’d been attacked first and we were taken by surprise.  The fires were still going and there were many paladins attacking, so I held back my attendants to hide.  None of us were armed. We’d be slaughtered if we revealed ourselves.”

“But why would Temple Paladins attack a religious caravan?”  That was one of her biggest questions.  She only had two theories: the first that the paladins were targeting the Third Prince.  While he didn’t hold an important position in the Temple, the Temple kept track of who went where, and as the Third Prince was with other priests, including two High Priests, it was an easy matter to find out where he was and when.

The second theory was that there was something on the caravan itself that was targeted and the Third Prince just happened to be collateral damage.

“At first, I thought they were after the relic we were transporting.”  The Third Prince glanced at them, appearing tired.  “Officially, we were doing a pilgrimage for prayer, but we had been sent to retrieve St. Cormac’s hand.”

Beks’ brows shot up.  “St. Cormac’s hand? You were taking the relic of the monastery of St. Cormac?  Why?  Where?”  She didn’t know if he knew that it was now missing; that when the chest returned to the Temple, the relic was gone.  Why had it been secured so weakly to begin with knowing how important it was?

The Third Prince looked helpless.  “I am not privy to the reasons behind the orders.  We had two High Priests with us, which was unexpected in itself.”

“It still doesn’t explain why Temple Paladins attacked a religious caravan, especially one with two High Priests,” the Second Prince said.

“Temple Paladins aren’t a single entity.  They are assigned to different orders and prominent figures and then are ordered by their masters.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Such as High Priests?”

The Third Prince paused for a moment and frowned more so.  “We had a dozen of our own paladins.  The personal guards for each of the High Priests.  They were killed by the attacking paladins during the surprise raid.”

“Then the paladins must’ve been from another order?” Beks said.

“Or another powerful figure.  Despite being on the same council, not all the High Priests and Priestesses are...cooperative with each other,” the Third Prince replied.  “There is a power struggle within the upper reaches of the Temple.”

Beks pursed her lips.  “What about the new oracle?”

“Iris Elpidah, the recently recognized one who our idiot brother seems to be close with.”  The Third Prince almost sneered.

Beks drew her head back.  “You know about that?”

“They were on friendly terms at the Great Temple,” the Third Prince replied in a cold voice.  He looked at Beks and squinted.  “I should’ve known that if you were here, it had something to do with her.”

Beks turned her head away and took a deep breath.  “But does she have her own paladin order?”

“She’s rather infamous for having made her prophecies sequentially and in such a short period of time.  She was assigned paladins to guard her because of this.”

“Do you suspect she has something to do with the attacking paladins?” the Second Prince asked Beks.

“Paladins pretended to be royal guards to escort me to the border and then tried to kill me,” Beks told them.  “The Temple doesn’t get involved with internal politics of a country unless it has something to do with them, and in Kadmus, Luther has relations with the new oracle.”

The trio went quiet, each bringing a few spoonsful of food to their mouths, their thoughts wrapping around the connection between Luther, the new oracle, and the attacking paladins.

“Putting aside the attacking paladins and their reasons, the fact is that they killed everyone at the caravan’s campsite,” the Second Prince said in a low voice.  “Then, they went after Lucian.  If they were only there to deal with the High Priests by order of a rival or take something important, once the High Priests were dead or they got their loot, they should’ve left.  Why would they go out of their way to search the surrounding area for Lucian?”

Beks looked over at him and then turned to the Third Prince.  “They followed you?”  The Third Prince’s grip on his spoon tightened.  “We tried to hide and wait for them to leave, but they began to comb the surrounding area.  I thought perhaps they knew how many people were present and didn’t want any survivors, so they came to look for us in order to silence us.  We tried to sneak away.”  His eyes crinkled up, reddening at the corners as his voice tightened.  “My attendants...they tried to distract the paladins so I could escape.”

Her stomach twisted.  The Second Prince had told her there were two others with them on the island, but they were his guards from the battalion.  Beks put her bowl down and put a hand on the Third Prince’s arm as he stared ahead of him, pale and in a daze.

“I found Lucian hiding in a cave about a half day’s travel from the site of the attack,” the Second Prince said behind her.  “He was guarding the body of one attendant who had lost too much blood. There were arrows in his body.”

“What about the other one?” she asked, almost hesitant to find out the answer.

The Second Prince lowered his eyes.  “He was found in the opposite direction, shot from behind and then stabbed through the back.”

Beks swallowed hard and looked at the Third Prince.  “Third...I’m sorry.”

He shut his eyes and shook his head.  “My attendants were assigned to me when they were sixteen.  They were sons of poor farmers who couldn’t feed all their children, so they joined the Temple as servants.  They were very diligent...even protective of me.”  He clenched his jaw.  “I should’ve forced them to continue hiding.  I shouldn’t have let them go.”

This time, Beks was the one wrapping her arms around him and bringing him against her.  She shut her eyes and pressed her head against his as his shoulders shook.

“We buried his attendants, but by the time I reached them, authorities and the Temple had already come to clean up the mess left behind,” the Second Prince said as he put his empty bowl down.  “The plan was to reunite with the rest of the battalion.  The battalion is too big, so I put the majority on leave and sent them home while I and a few remaining trusted men dealt with personal matters.  I’d split my group to cover a larger area searching for Lucian and to avoid attracting attention.  One of my squads sent a messenger hawk that they were being followed.  Another reported an attack at night.  I dispersed them and took my group south.”

Beks glanced over at him and frowned.  “Why south?”

“Because the squads that were attacked were northwest,” he told her, meeting her eyes.  “On the road back to Kadmium.”

Her heart clenched.  “Then they were looking for you?”

She felt the Third Prince move against her and lift his head from the crook of her shoulder.  “They may have been looking for us.”

“If we could get to the coast, we could take a boat around the kingdom to the Port of Black Sands and rush back to Kadmium, but the paladins found us.  We were outnumbered and during a skirmish, I was wounded,” the Second Prince said.  “We needed to hide so I could rest and treat my wounds, so we went where we doubted we’d be followed; the Forbidden Valley.”

Beks almost wanted to throw her bowl at him.  “The Forbidden Valley-”

“It’s not as terrible as it’s made out,” the Second Prince assured her at once.  “With proper training and knowledge, it is both navigable and survivable.  Adah had taken us there before.”

“When was this?” Bek almost choked out.  She didn’t remember Uncle Timur taking the twins there.

“When we beat up Luther and the Third Consort complained, so as punishment, Adah took us to the Forbidden Valley for training,” the Second Prince said.

“How did Uncle Timur know to survive in it?”

The Second Prince looked at her and raised a brow.  “Where do you think he, Father Alexios, and Mother hid before she took Kadmus from her father?”

“The point is they didn’t follow us into the Forbidden Valley,” the Third Prince said.  “One of Laz’s guards found a cave while searching for an underground water source.  The surface water in the Forbidden Valley often has poisonous tree frogs in them, which contaminate the water, so we can only drink underground water.”

“Even running water can be contaminated due to the runoff from the jungle floor,” the Second Prince added.  “Jonas decided to explore the cave as far as he could go to see if there was a way out of the valley.  There was.”

“A cave on the easternmost tip of the island leads back to the Forbidden Valley,” the Third Prince told her.  “That is how we got to the island.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“My lady, it is not recommended.  The journey through the cave is a few days, at best, and it is easy to get lost in the tunnel system.  We took a risk to follow it.”  Jonas was a tall, lean soldier with long brown hair in a braid down his back who functioned as both a secretary and bodyguard to the Second Prince.  He furrowed his brows and looked concerned as he piled various stone tablets together by similar characters.  “It took the combined effort of the three of us in order to make it to the island.  I could use my earth biha to secure the tunnels and Gerard used air biha to ensure we had enough air to breathe in some of the narrower passages.  In addition, we only made it through because His Highness the Third Prince is a light biha user and we were able to see where we were going.  I do not believe a torch or even a lantern would be sufficient.”

Beks’ shoulders slumped a bit with disappointment.

To not only pass through, but to survive the tunnel, it was only possible with multiple people who were specific biha users.  Beks had no intention to bring the twins back on the mainland with her.  She was likely reported as dead by those treacherous paladins.  No one would really suspect her if she sneaked back on to the mainland.  Even if they suspected she was alive, she was supposed to have an exile marking prohibiting her from getting close.

At the moment, the twins were missing, and it was unknown if they were dead or alive, therefore, it was likely that their enemies were keeping an eye out for them.

It was too much of a risk.  For one thing, the Second Prince was still healing his injuries and was missing his dominant hand.  In addition, the Third Prince was not as capable a swordsman as his brother.  He was likely targeted for that reason, which was also why the Second Prince was so badly injured.

The twins had switched clothes.  The war hardened battalion leader became a priest and the priest became a battalion leader.  The Third Prince believed he wouldn’t be alive if his older brother did not pretend to be him and drew attacks.

This was likely why in Nexus’ reports, there were suspicions of the Third Prince being badly injured.

Perhaps she could take the twins or Jonas part way as a guide, but then they’d have to take her through the Forbidden Valley.  She wasn’t stupid enough to think that she’d be able to transverse a poison and wild beast infested valley by herself without a problem.

“The Forbidden Valley lives up to its name, my lady,” Jonas said, as if reading her mind.  “It is too dangerous.  The safest and quickest way to leave the island is likely by boat.”

She pursed her lips.  She agreed, but they’d also come to a concession that none of them knew how to build a boat.  The Second Prince was proficient in tactics and coordination on land, including modes of transport, but not on water.  The Third Prince rarely left the Great Temple.  Jonas was a battalion leader’s secretary and Gerard, the Second Prince’s other bodyguard, didn’t even know how to swim, let alone anything that dealt with a boat.

While Beks knew about different kinds of vessels and how they worked, she didn’t know how to build one.  At best, they could make a raft out of wood and vines.  However, even if it were sturdy, and the distance wasn’t far, could it make it across the sea to the mainland?

“We can see the mainland from here and the mountain tops, but not when we’re at sea level,” Beks said with a slight frown.  “We don’t have any navigation tools and I worry we’ll veer off course.”  Knowing her current luck, which was a possibility.

“Did you lose track of the shoreline when you drifted from the mainland, my lady?”

“I did,” Beks said.  She frowned and held a stone tablet in her hand.  “I’d lost sight of it for some time, but I also didn’t see the shore of the island.  Suddenly, there was a thick layer of fog and I couldn’t see my hands in front of me.  The fog seemed to come from nowhere.  I didn’t see it approaching at all.”  She looked at the man.  “When you emerged from the cave, was there fog?”

“No, my lady, but there was dense cloud cover,” Jonas replied.  “It almost appeared as if it would rain.  There was certainly humidity in the air, but the heavy rains we expected seeing the clouds never came.”

Beks furrowed her brows and carried the tablet to another pile.  “When did the dense clouds disperse?”

“A few weeks ago.  Battalion Commander estimates that it was likely soon after you arrived on the island.  He and Father Cian aren’t sure if it is a coincidence that the skies cleared after you had a biha explosion,” Jonas told her.  “Gerard and I have found that the entire island is very heavy with biha, my lady.  We have noticed that our biha wells have been filling faster than normal.”

“Have you noticed an increase in biha capacity or the strength of your ability?” Beks asked.  Jonas was an earth biha user and Gerard, the hulking, bald-headed bodyguard with a healthy tan and inexpressive face, was an air biha user.

Jonas’ eyes lit up.  “Yes, my lady!  I found that my biha well has increased.  Gerard also reports that his precision and ability to condense air has increased.”

She nodded, appearing satisfied, though she couldn’t help but remain somewhat envious.  Despite the twins assuring her that she had both a biha well and a spirit core, there was no actual physical evidence that she could use them.  As a child, she was almost obsessed with biha wells, as everyone in her family had one except for her.

Sagittate was heavy with biha and as a result, the people had a higher frequency of being born with biha wells or spirit cores.  It was rarer not to have one.  Not only that, but their abilities were also better than those born in other places.  Education to use biha started early and was well known.  Beks had secretly tried to harness biha to make fire, water, move air and earth using the exercises her older brother used.

However, despite all her attempts, no matter what she read and how well she followed instructions, there had been no sign of biha ability.  Now, she had a chance to try it once more, but the result, or lack thereof, was even more frustrating.

“That’s wonderful,” Beks said before turning her attention back to sorting tablets.  Each tablet had an engraving and she began to match up the characters  to put the tablets together.  It gave some semblance of organization in an otherwise chaotic room.

Broken tablets were put to the side, though they’d tried to keep the broken pieces together if they could.

As for decoding the characters, Beks had yet to find a piece she could use as a basis for translation.  Everywhere around her, there was information, but she couldn’t access it.  For someone like her, who could absorb text to be reviewed at a later time upon a glance, it was incredibly frustrating.

“My lady, we are almost done here,” Jonas said as he carried a pile of tablets in his arms.  He proved to be a quick study and excellent with words, even if he couldn’t understand them, and had likely tripled her speed in organizing the main library.

“In that case, I’ll go and get started in the lower office,” Beks said.  In one of the buildings on a lower tier, there was a smaller room also lined with stone tablets.  Most were still intact, in built in stone shelves on the wall.  There were only a few tablets strewn about, so it would be quick work.

She walked outside of the building and found Snowflake where she left him; coiled up by the entrance, facing the sun.  She stopped in place to admire the way the sun glistened off the horned serpent’s scales.  Not all horned serpents were the same; there were different subspecies with different temperaments.

Snowflake was a horned serpent with light biha affinity.  Years ago, he had followed the Third Prince when the Third Prince had just arrived at the Great Temple to begin studies on priesthood, but children living at the Great Temple were not allowed to have pets.  Since Beks had been depressed over Melon Cake’s abandonment, the Third Prince sent Snowflake to her with clear instructions to ‘be her friend and keep her company’.

Beks wasn’t sure if it were because of the Third Prince’s instructions that Snowflake was so close to her, but now, if both she and the Third Prince gave Snowflake orders at the same time, her orders would take priority.

She let out a small chuckle and walked towards Snowflake, running her hand against his smooth scales.  “Snowflake, I’m going down.  Want to come?”  A lazy forked tongue flickered out and she took it as an agreement.  She began to walk and heard the movement of gravel behind her as Snowflake uncoiled and followed.  He reached her side and gave her a slight nudge.

Without question, Beks climbed on and proceeded to go towards the lower tiers on the back of a massive white serpent.  On the way down, she passed Gerard in his underwear, doing laundry.  When he saw Snowflake and her, he let out a yell and did his best to hide behind one of the stone benches.

Beks lifted her hand and covered her eyes, unperturbed.

“I’m sorry, my lady!  I did not expect to see you!” He answered as respectfully as a large, burly man cowering in his underwear behind a stone slab could.

“It’s all right, Gerard!  I’m covering my eyes!  And I won’t tell the Second Prince!”  The Second Prince was strict with his men and he’d likely punish Gerard with physical labor for even accidentally soiling her eyes.

He’d already forbidden his two bodyguards from walking around without their shirts despite the heat and humidity when she was present.  Of course, this rule did not apply to him or the Third Prince.   She’d woken up from naps to find them naked in her pool.  Sometimes it was just one prince, sometimes it was both.

Beks would be the one to roll over and pretend she didn’t see them even if they roped her into their conversation, as if they had been discussing something over a meal and not naked and wet five paces from her.

However, it did give her insight on the amount of injuries the Second Prince had accumulated over his years in the military.  Aside from his missing hand and the scabbed gash across his abdomen, there were numerous cuts and marks that had healed over into discolored skin across his arms, back, and chest.

The first time she’d seen them, Beks had rolled over not to give the Second Prince privacy, but to hide the painful expression on her face.  She expected him to have some injuries due to the nature of his position, but so many?  And how old were they?  What had the Second Prince gone through?

The Second and Third Princes didn’t want to leave after their father died.  They had wanted to stay and continue studying and training at the palace, but they could not defy their mother.  As her primary playmates, Beks had tried to spend as much time with them as possible before they left, as even Laurence didn’t know why they were going to leave.

One morning, Beks woke up and found Laurence sitting at her bedside.  His face had been pale and gaunt and his eyes red.  He had told her that the twins were sent away well before dawn broke and they couldn’t come to tell her.  The entire operation had been quick, as if the two princes were snatched away in the middle of the night.

Beks almost had another flare up that morning because of the stimulation.

Luckily, it didn’t take long for letters from the twins to arrive to reassure her.  It was as if they were worried she’d be upset about their sudden disappearance.  While those letters continued, sometimes frequent, sometimes far between, they’d only mentioned mundane activities, accomplishments, and inquired about her wellbeing.

Not a single letter told her they’d gotten injured or faced any sort of harm, physical or otherwise.

The late queen and Laurence had kept her sheltered. If they knew the troubles the twins faced, they didn’t tell her.

Sighing, Beks and Snowflake arrived at one of the lower tiers.  The large, main pathways had been cleared largely due to Jonas and Gerard’s biha.  However, large pieces of fallen stones from the buildings did still litter the area.

This particular tier had numerous plazas, wells, pools, and buildings, though they were all smaller than the ones at the topmost tier.  The room with the tablets was in the largest building of the largest and central plaza.  Beks climbed off Snowflake and headed inside.

The Third Prince had gone around to reactivate all the long dormant light pearls he could find, so the inside of the building was well lit even with limited windows.  The room had light pearls on sconces all along the walls and several light pearls hanging from pendant lights in the center of the room.

The light pearls resting on metal pendant lights didn’t seem to work, just like the same lights in the library above.  It could’ve been that they were damaged hanging there, but at least the sconces worked.

Beks looked around to take in the room and decide where to start.  Along the back wall there was a small stack of tablets on the ground and one was protruding from a narrow hole in the wall.  It was a similar niche with rusted metal framing it.  Beks assumed it was decorative.

She walked across the room and reached for the tablet in the niche.  Her brows knitted together as she grasped it with one hand and tried to pull it out, only to find it was stuck.  She grabbed the two protruding corners with both hands, adjusting her fingers into two grooves along the top and bottom of the tablet before pulling back once more.

She heard a slight scrape as the tablet loosened and jiggled in place.

A flash of light from the corner of her eye made her stop and turn around.  The sconces weren’t flickering.  There were no windows in that room, either.  She narrowed her eyes and pulled against the tablet again.

There was another flash and she snapped her head up.  The three light pearls hanging from the ceiling had flashed and faded.  Her eyes darted back to the three pearls and, with her two hands still holding the tablet, jiggled the tablet in the niche.  The light pearls flickered once more and her eyes widened.

“Is this how to turn those on?” She pulled the tablet out with all her strength, stumbling back as dust and dirt came out of the niche with it.  Beks looked back at the ceiling.  As expected, the pearls didn’t light up.

Beks peered into the niche and squinted.  She looked back at the tablet and ran her hand along the sides.  Like the other tablets, there was a strip of unknown material along the back edge.  Biting her lip, Beks flattened her hand and stuck it into the niche, silently hoping there was nothing in there that would bite her.

She felt around, her hand becoming coated with dust and dirt as her fingers ran along the bottom and sides.  The niche was relatively shallow and didn’t seem as deep as the tablet was long.  Her fingertips touched rough stone and something smooth and flat against the back panel of the niche.

“Same thing?” She whispered to herself as she drew her hand out and touched the strip of material along the tablet’s back edge.  Her eyes widened.

She stuck her hand back into the niche, trying to shovel out any dust and debris, before pulling her sleeve as far down as it could go and trying to use it to wipe the back panel of the niche.  When she pulled her hand out, she bent down a bit to blow into it.

Beks then wiped the edge of the tablet against her skirt and blew over it to try to get out any dust in the crevices.  She ran her thumb over, blew it again, and placed it into the niche.  She pushed it as far back as she could go and the ceiling lights illuminated.

“That’s an interesting way of turning on the lights,” she said with a slight, triumphant smile.

She spoke too soon, as the sconces around the room suddenly dimmed.  She drew her head back and reached for the tablet once more.  As she turned her head, she caught the light on the open floor in the center of the room.  While there was still a coating of debris over the stone floor, it was free of much clutter and the pendant light crystals seemed to create a spotlight on it.

Beks furrowed her brows as she stepped away from the wall.

There were shadows in the spotlight, but they were crisp.  As she got closer she recognized characters from engravings on the tablets.

“High Berup...?”  There was another set of characters beneath it that Beks didn’t recognize.  There were five lines, four of which she couldn’t read or identify, but on the fifth line, though a bit archaic, she recognized the characters.  Her eyes dilated as her heart shot to her throat.  “Classic Esuser!”  The text itself read the primitive word for Esuser, but she knew what it was.

She rushed towards the spotlight and rounded it, unsure what to do.  Her eyes crinkled up and she froze.  Now what?

Beks stood just outside the spotlight, staring at the five lines of text that she assumed were different written languages.  Was she supposed to pick one?  If so, how? She looked back at the niche on the wall and walked back.  There were no buttons or switches or niches around it.  Her lips pulled down.

She wanted to see if she could activate Classic Esuser, but she didn’t know now?

She marched back to the spotlight and looked at the five lines of text.  “What do I do now?”  She raised her hand and waved it over the fifth line, as if trying to grasp the characters, not expecting anything to happen.

The five lines of text disappeared and an entire paragraph of Classic Esuser appeared on the floor.  Beks held her breath as her wide eyes stared at the ancient languages written in crisp characters, as if freshly written on a piece of parchment.

Her head shot up to look at the light pearls, which seemed to have small shadows against their illuminated surface to create the text.  Beks’ eyes scanned the paragraph.

“Complaint,” she read out loud.  “Date...subject...wrong...no, that’s bad, or poor quality....”  She knelt down on the ground.  “Are these customer complaints?”  She reached out once more and touched the illuminated area on the floor.  The characters disappeared, but before Beks could cry out, another paragraph replaced it.

The more she read, she realized it was a continuation of the previous complaint.  She moved her hand over the floor again in one direction and it went to a new complaint, though it seemed to reference the same person.  When she moved her hand in the opposite direction, she returned to the previous page.

“I’m turning pages....” she whispered.  She moved her hand back in succession, each time changing the text on the floor.  She couldn’t help but let out a giddy, stunned laugh.  After five different complaints on someone selling poor quality goods, she reached what read like an internal report to fine the merchant mentioned .

“Beks!  Are you here?  Lunch is ready.” A voice called from the doorway directly ahead of her.  She lifted her head and saw the Second Prince ducking his head a bit to get under the doorframe.  Behind him was the Third Prince, who immediately turned his attention to the spotlight and the Classic Esuser.

“Beks, what is that?” he asked as he almost rushed forward to take a look.

Beks meet their eyes.  “The tablets...they’re books.”

The twins looked uncertain.  They exchanged looks with each other and then back at Beks.  “Books on what?” they said at the same time.

Beks motioned her hands to the Classic Esuser on the floor.  “From what I can read, someone selling bad quality copper.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 22 - Forget to Eat and Sleep


                “The budget for the upcoming year has been approved.” Luther smiled as he signed his name on the front page of a carefully prepared folio before closing the cover and sliding it across his desk to Duke Durmott. Satisfaction and pride were on his face as the middle-aged duke eyed the folio, then nodded and reached for it.

Across the room, Iris looked on with a smile on her lips and a glint of pride and satisfaction in her eyes. The various members representing the court who were in the room with them didn’t pay any attention to her, but she didn’t care. She wasn’t there for them. She was there to support Luther.

She always knew he would be a good ruler if given the chance.

She didn’t believe that all his success thus far had been because of that woman. How much could Lady Rebecca do as a mere foster daughter? The late Queen and King simply favored her too much.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Duke Durmott said as he gave him a bow of his head. “We will begin assigning the appropriate ministries their budgets in the next week.”

“Excellent.” Luther rose from his seat and gave them a small, acknowledging nod. “You are dismissed.”

The three courtiers and Chamberlain Wilton bowed their heads towards Luther and filed out of the room. The Third Consort, who was standing to the side, watched them with haughty eyes. The door closed behind the courtiers and Iris stood up from her seat.

“You completed your first budget!” She beamed as she brought her hands together and clapped. “I knew you could do it!”

Luther’s cheeks reddened as he smiled back at her. He raised his arms and extended his hands and Iris eagerly took them. The warmth from his skin brought her joy as she closed the distance between them.

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” he said with bright eyes. “If you didn’t remind me of the resources at hand, I would’ve been at a loss.”

Iris blushed at the thought and shyly lowered her eyes. Even the small things she did for Luther were praised. The man was so kind and grateful.

“Whatever I can do for you, I will,” she said in a soft voice.

A small cough came from across the room and the duo turned towards the Third Consort. For a moment, the two of them had forgotten he was there.

“You’ve done well, Luther,” the man said in an upright voice. “But you can’t get too comfortable. This is the first of many things you must complete.”

Luther took a deep breath and straightened his back. He faced his father and nodded. “I understand.”

“The court has not yet fully accepted you. Duke Seneca heads the largest faction questioning the legitimacy of your rule.”

Hearing that, Iris frowned. She thought that with the ‘body’ of the former king entombed in the royal mausoleum, Duke Seneca and those in his camp would have no choice but to begrudgingly accept Luther as the rightful King of Kadmus. She narrowed her eyes a bit. Did the old man know something?

“I am keeping the kingdom running, as Mother wanted. I don’t see why Duke Seneca would continue to question me,” Luther said with a frown. He lowered his reddening eyes. “My brothers are gone, the kingdom has no one else. If there was, did he not think I’d give my power to them? I was only forth in line!”

Iris grasped his hand and squeezed it tight to reassure him. “No one is more fit to be ruler than you, Luther,” she told him in a firm voice. “Your brothers and mother are counting on you now.”

She watched him swallow hard and nod at her words.

The Third Consort let out a low breath. “Even if he accepts you as the ruler, that doesn’t mean that Duke Seneca feels you are fit for the position. You will have to do more, and better, than what he would expect of the late king.”

Luther nodded once more. He lifted his chin and met his father’s expectant gaze. “I understand, Father. I will continue to work hard.”

“I don’t want to admit it, but your brother and the Caroline girl took extensive notes on various existing policies and procedures,” the Third Consort said with a slight frown. He didn’t seem to want to mention the names of the late king and Lady Rebecca, let alone acknowledge their past titles. “As your mother trained them for their positions, their work will have insight into the kingdom’s governance. It would be best if you can review them.”

Luther was already doing that. Iris had helped him go through the late king’s and Lady Rebecca’s offices to find their work as reference, but surprisingly, there had been very little. She had almost wondered if their work, in particular, Lady Rebecca’s, had been culled before they could get to it.

The Old Tower still had the same decorations from the Caroline Duchy as well as Lady Rebecca’s clothing and accessories, but her office only had legal books and books on royal protocol, which were copies of those already in the royal library. There were suspiciously large, empty areas on the shelves and empty drawers that made Iris wonder if what resources they could use had been taken away.

But by whom?

When Lady Caroline had been arrested, the Old Tower was locked down and under guard. Servants were temporarily forced out during the ‘trial’ period and the entourage of the Noble House of Caroline were forced out of the palace grounds. After the family was exiled, the various servants and guards of the family were given the notification that they no longer had a family to serve.

Iris’ paladins had watched those servants and guards in case they got in the way of their plans. The Valorous House of Enidmore had taken them in as they were on good terms with the Carolines. However, none of those servants and guards had returned to the palace grounds. They didn’t follow the prisoner carriages to exile, either.

That meant that either Lady Rebecca knew that she would not be returning to the Old Tower after Luther’s coronation and had preemptively gotten rid of anything that could help Luther, which Iris felt was petty and unnecessary, especially if Lady Rebecca really held the kingdom’s well-being at heart, or someone else had purposely destroyed her and the late king’s work to sabotage Luther.

Iris would place her bet on Lady Rebecca’s cruel preemptive designs, as the palace staff would not do such a thing without order.

She, Luther, and the Third Consort all knew the value of Lady Rebecca and the late king’s work.

She and Luther had collected everything they could. Unfortunately, they’d only found the budget for the coming year in the late king’s office. However, she believed that Luther would be able to create another one based on the existing budgets within a year’s time. She turned her head to look at his handsome profile.

Luther was devoted to the kingdom. He would do what he could for it.

“I am reviewing all I can, Father.” He almost sounded as if he were reporting to the old man. Iris held back her annoyed look when turning to the Third Consort. Luther was already under a lot of pressure from the court; he didn’t need his father giving him more. What Luther needed was support.

“You should also begin the plans for your wedding.”

Her head snapped up as her eyes widened. As her heart quickened in her throat, she almost thought she had misheard the older man. Beside her, Luther drew his head back and blinked, equally surprised.

“Our wedding?” Luther gasped. “But we’ve just gotten engaged.” It had hardly been a few months. If they were wed so soon, most people would believe it was because Iris was pregnant before marriage. She’d be seen as a joke, as royal protocol would be ignored and the wedding wouldn’t reflect her status in a rush. It would be seen as no care had been taken.

In addition, her paladins had reported that her reputation within the city, and likely the kingdom, wasn’t very good. She was seen as a mistress who got between Luther and Lady Rebecca, the much-favored fiancé who had a shining reputation.

She hated that she was in the shadow of that woman, but forcing the situation would only make it worse. She needed to buy the love of the kingdom.

“Royal weddings take time to prepare, but the sooner it happens, the better,” the Third Consort told them. “A married monarch is seen as more stable than an unmarried one, even if there is an engagement. Marrying the new oracle will also strengthen your reputation and give the kingdom confidence during this transitional time.”

Luther’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. He looked at her and put his hand over hers. “Iris, are you ready to marry me?” Her heart shot to her throat as her eyes softened. “I am!” How could she not be?

She watched his lips pull into a smile, as if he were unable to help himself. “I’m afraid I don’t know much about the procedures for a royal wedding. We will need to talk to Chamberlain Wilton. Also, is there anything we should consider as you are an oracle?”

Her orange hair flew around her head as she shook it. “No, the decision is mine and I will take responsibility for dealing with the Temple during our wedding!” She’d proven herself as an oracle and was already given control of a paladin order. There were no other young women as accomplished as her with prophecies and there were many who already believed her to be the next Great Oracle. The Temple would not so easily intervene, though they had already voiced their concerns when she notified them of her engagement to Luther.

It would be the first time that an oracle married someone of high rank from any country. She understood that the Temple would have their reservations, but assured them that this would only strengthen Kadmus’ connection to the Temple.

“Very good,” the Third Consort said. “While it isn’t good for the wedding to be rushed, it should happen sooner rather than later. Discuss with Chamberlain Wilton on the appropriate time in which you can get married.”

“You don’t think it’s too soon, Father?” Luther asked. He glanced at Iris would some worry. “I don’t want my wedding to Iris to lack anything.”

The corner of the Third Consort’s lips curled up. “Of course not, my son. A few months is more than enough time to ensure a grand wedding fitting of a king. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t insist that a royal engagement last less than a year, but you can’t risk having a child out of marriage now, can you?”

He gave Luther a teasing smile as Luther’s face heated up. Iris felt her cheeks burning as she averted her eyes. She grit her teeth as her free hand clenched at her side. Though she wanted to marry Luther as soon as possible and start the family they deserved, she didn’t like the Third Consort’s implication that they’d be so reckless and that her purpose was to give birth.

“Father!” Luther pulled Iris back a bit and tried to shield her with his body. “What child are you talking about? We’ve-”

“This isn’t anything to be ashamed of,” the Third Consort said as he raised a hand to calm him and let out a light laugh. “You are an adult now and King, at that. Having an heir is a matter of course. And you’re young! I’m not so old as to not understand the feelings of the youth.”

Iris wanted to glare at him. She wasn’t ashamed of her time with Luther, but she was embarrassed that it would be brought up.

“Iris and I will not have a child until after we are married,” Luther said, with some determination. “Our child will be legitimate.”

Her heart tightened. Yes, that was right. She raised her head, almost proud. Their child would be legitimate. The entire kingdom would bow down and pay respects to their royal child.

“And I can’t wait to hold a grandchild in my arms.” The Third Consort’s face softened as he held out his arms and looked fondly at Luther. “Though an heir will further boost the confidence the court has in you, I look forward to another member of the family.” He let out a chuckle and a strange, warm smile making him appear gentle appeared on his face. “Let’s hope it’s a girl. She can be named after your mother. You know how much your mother wanted a daughter after four sons. Ah...it’s a shame I was never able to give her one.”

Hearing his mother’s hopes made Luther’s demeanor become gentle. He nodded his head. “I’m sure mother would’ve loved a granddaughter.”

Iris tried not to change her expression. What granddaughter? Her gaze was burning into the Third Consort. She never had a daughter. She had a son! And that man knew it!

“We will begin the process for planning a wedding, Father,” Luther said.

The Third Consort gave them a nod. He looked at Iris and she could see the sharpness in his eyes. “Then, shall we find Chamberlain Wilton? Luther has his hands full at the moment. We can’t take up so much of his time.”

“I do have much more to review,” Luther said, already pulling his hand from Iris. He lifted his hand and caressed her face as he smiled. “Will it be too much to leave it to you?”

“Of course not!” Iris said at once. “This is nothing compared to what is required of you.” She placed her hand against his chest. “I will take care of our wedding. You focus on the kingdom.”

His eyes crinkled up as he took her hand and brought it to his lips. “I am lucky to have you to support me.”

“Always, Luther.”

They parted ways and she followed the Third Consort outside of the study. The gentle look on the Third Consort’s face vanished as soon as his son was no longer with them.

His voice was low as they passed the royal guards outside the door. “Don’t tell me that you’re hesitant to have a child now that you’re engaged.”

She shot him a dark look. “It’s too soon.”

“Too soon?” He almost let out a mocking laugh as he gave her a sidelong glance. “You had no problem crawling into my son’s bed when he was still engaged to that woman.”

“It was urgent then. Right now, Luther is king and she’s dead.”

“So, you’ve become complacent?”

“I just don’t believe there is too much of a rush right now. We should follow protocol in order to show Luther’s respect and legitimacy. If we rush into things before the court is ready to accept it-”

“Don’t concern yourself with what the court will or will not accept,” the Third Consort told her in a sharp voice. “Leave them to me. Play your role and you will get what you want.”

Iris narrowed her eyes as she stopped in place. The Third Consort continued walking and rounded the corner, leaving her behind in silence. Iris took a deep breath and then dutifully marched back to her villa. She wanted to move into Luther’s villa after his coronation and their engagement was announced, but with so many eyes on them, she resigned herself to staying at the Hall of Eloquence.

It was only the other week when one of the smaller villas was approved for her. Luther had Chamberlain Wilton prepare it. Luther had wanted her to remain close, but they’d be criticized if she moved into his villa. After all, Lady Rebecca had maintained a respectful distance throughout their engagement. For Iris, the one just behind his would suffice until their wedding.

It seemed like it would come sooner than she thought, anyway.

“Your Eminence.” Her two attendants greeted her as she returned. She gave them a nod and one stepped forward. “Captain St. Moore is waiting for you in the parlor.”

Iris gave her another nod, but frowned a bit. Her chest tightened as she walked down one of the corridors to get to the parlor. Seated on one of the sofas, waiting for her, was the tall man still in his paladin uniform. Paladins weren’t allowed in the Gilded Palace to guard, though during particular hours, they could come in to report to her.

Her paladins were still located outside the palace gates, though several had gone off to try to find their missing brothers.

“Your Eminence.” Captain St. Moore rose from his seat to greet her, but she raised her hand to stop him and then waved it behind her, signaling the attendants to close the door.

“Brother,” she said, informally. “Has there been any news?”

The man took a deep breath. His face was a bit ashen. “The two we sent north contacted me this morning.” Iris took a seat on a chair across from him, but he remained standing. “They combed the border area. There was some delay due to snowstorms.”

Iris held her breath. “But did they find anyone?”

Captain St. Moore’s Adam's apple rose up and down as he swallowed hard. “The clothing was burned and their features were destroyed,” he said. “But the remains of five men were found past Kadmus’ borders.”

She nearly shot to her feet. “The remains?” What had happened? “Are you certain it's them?”

“From what we could identify, yes.”

“But you said their clothes were burned and their features....”

“Also burned beyond recognition. The most telling items were the swords with them. They are our own,” Captain St. Moore told her. His eyes turned red with pain. “We are certain those five are our brothers.”

Iris lifted her hand to her chest. “But how...? There were five...against one person? And where could they make fire under such conditions?” Shouldn’t the winds and lack of fuel prohibit it?

“Amadeo of Caroline was the prisoner exiled to the north,” Captain St. Moore replied. “He was a master fire biha user.”

“But they were suppressed!” Iris almost yelled with denial. “How could he use his biha if he was suppressed?”

Captain St. Moore lowered his eyes. “It is well known that the biha users from the Duchy of Caroline are powerful,” he said with a hesitant breath, as if unwilling to believe the possibility because it would become a variable they could not control. “Perhaps they are more powerful than the suppressors.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“It doesn’t let you select the language,” Beks said as she looked at the floor of the library. The first page projected onto the floor of the tablet they’d inserted into the carefully cleaned niche was written in High Berup, and disappointment tugged at her.

“Try another one,” the Second Prince said without looking over his shoulder. Jonas nodded and pulled the stone tablet from the niche. He blew over the back of another tablet and stuck it in. The light pearl pendant lights above the center of the room dimmed for a brief moment and then re-illuminated.

Beks’ lips tightened into a line. The text was still in High Berup. She took a deep breath and exhaled. “The tablets here may only be in High Berup.”

The Second Prince let out a low grumble of agreement. The Third Prince on her other side furrowed his brows. “Since the tablets in the plaza below seemed to be for commercial purposes, they may have the option of selecting a language due to trade outside the island.”

“We’re on the upper tier, which is typically reserved for nobility or aristocracy,” Jonas told them as he tried another tablet. “It could be that this was the private library of a powerful person.”

Beks took another deep breath. “Then, for now I’ll study the languages in the lower tier.” She closed her eyes and lifted a hand to her forehead. “Having something to write on would be useful.”

“Have you tried writing on leaves, my lady?” Jonas said. “You can use a small, sharp stick to write on the leaves to take temporary notes.”

“I’ll do that, Jonas, thank you,” Beks replied, giving him a small nod.

“All right, the food is going to get cold,” the Second Prince said as he put his good hand on Beks’ shoulder and gave her a little squeeze. “Are you not the least bit hungry?”

Her hand rose to her stomach. She’d been so distracted; she’d forgotten about her hunger. “A little.”

“Then let’s go eat lunch first,” the Third Prince told her.

“Jonas, come and pick up Gerard’s meal,” the Second Prince said as he took Beks’ hand and led her out of the room.

“Yes, Battalion Commander.”

Outside, Snowflake was once more coiled and asleep. Beks sighed and pulled away from the Second Prince to hug the horned serpent and press her face against his body.

“No luck, Snowflake. I will need to learn High Berup.” Snowflake flickered his tongue in acknowledgement. “Can you gather large leaves for me to use as paper?”

The serpent began to move and Beks let him go.

“I told him to get us some meat and he ignored me,” the Third Prince said with narrowed eyes.

“Beks is more important than you,” the Second Prince replied in a cool voice. Beks chuckled and grasped the Third Prince’s arm, tugging him forward as they followed behind the Second Prince.

“I am very thankful to you for sending Snowflake to me, Third Prince.”

“Beks, can you call me by my name?” he asked with a tired sigh. “We’re not at the palace. You needn’t be so formal.”

“Brother Lucian, then.”

“Lucian is fine.”

“And Beks, call me Laz.”

“Are you sure you don’t want the honorific?” Beks asked. She wasn’t used to calling others without it. Only Luther was called by his name during informal occasions because he was younger than her.

“I’m sure,” Laz replied as he looked over his shoulder. “You don’t have to be so formal with us.”

She furrowed her brows and sighed. It was difficult for her to lose all her formality, though. She was so used to it, especially with people who were from the palace.

“What about if I call you Battalion Commander?”

Laz let out a small snort. “Then you should be prepared to train and go into battle under my command.”

Gerard and Jonas spoke highly of Laz, but also of how strict he was as a leader. Beks decided against it. She looked at Lucian. “Should I call you by your title as a priest?”

At once, Lucian’s face dropped. His eyes narrowed and he gave her a firm look. “Do not call me Father Cian.”

Beks nodded. “Understood.” As she walked along with him, her brows knit together once more. “Lucian?” “Hmm?”

“Considering that your caravan was attacked by paladins, after this...do you plan to return to the Temple?”

“No.” Both twins replied at once with determination in their voices. Beks’ brows shot up for a moment.

“Lucian didn’t plan to stay in the Temple forever,” Laz told her.

“The only reason I went to the Temple was because Mother made me go, but I never planned to spend the rest of my life in it. Once Brother Laurence became King, I planned to leave the Temple and come back,” Lucian replied. He took a deep breath and shook his head. “The Temple is not as pure and generous as layman believe. I’m tired of navigating the internal politics of some of the most arrogant, self-righteous people you’ve ever met.

“If one doesn’t pick a side to join and support, then ostracization is inevitable. There is also a very strict internal hierarchy and many of those from poorer backgrounds have difficulty obtaining higher positions. They prey on orphans, training them to be loyal to the Temple and do difficult work that clergy from wealthier backgrounds would not do. All paladins are orphans, Beks. Trained from the moment they’re taken in to become soldiers loyal to the Temple. As long as their reasons are validated by the Temple or their handlers, they are capable of anything.”

Beks lowered her head, frowning. “It’s good that you planned to come back.”

Lucian raised a hand and placed it over hers. “Laz also planned to come back.”

This surprised her. She drew her head back and looked at the tall man in front of them. “You, too? But I thought you loved leading your battalion.”

“I’ve done enough,” Laz said with a dismissive wave of his arm. “I also planned to return once Brother Laurence took the throne. I can assist him at his side.”

For a moment, Beks felt her heart tighten. If everything had gone as plan, then the twins would’ve come home without a problem.

“Don’t feel bad for something that hasn’t happened,” Lucian said as brought her closer and rested the top of his head against hers. “Our situation now is not permanent.”

“Once Brother Laurence is well, we will take the kingdom back from Luther and his father,” Laz told her. “There is a lot to do, but this is not something we can rush into. You need to prepare.”

Beks nodded her head once. “I know.” She followed them back to the top tier to eat lunch and then went to gather leaves to write on with Snowflake. Since it was his idea, Beks dragged Jonas along, and the two of them assessed different leaves, to see which ones would be easiest to write on.

She initially thought he meant gathering large, broad leaves and then scraping into them with a sharp tool, but he also gathered palm leaves that had fallen to the forest floor and turned yellow. Using a small knife of his own, Jonas cut out even strips. He also fashioned a stylus to use, and once they had a sizable amount of leaves, he went to the kitchen to prepare soot ink.

“I’m impressed with the abilities of your men,” Beks told Laz as they ate dinner.

“Jonas has a particular love of stationery,” Laz replied. He gave her a firm look. “Although you have the tools for your review and to learn to read a new language, do not forget about everything else.”

Beks was a bit insulted. “Even I have my limits when working on such things.”

“Yes,” Lucian replied as he poured her some water. “However, your limits are different than others. When you have a drive, you will put all your effort into it. There were days when we didn’t see you because you were so focused on learning.” “I don’t want to see you skipping meals and foregoing sleep,” Laz added with a frown.

Beks sighed and shook her head. “Learning High Berup and gaining access to the information in the tablets in the library is important, but I won’t forget to eat and sleep.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline, do you know how long you’ve been awake?” As Laz spoke, Beks could feel her skin crawl. Her eyes crinkled up and she sat on the floor in place and refused to turn around.

She could already feel the oppressive gazes of both Laz and Lucian behind her.

“Not too long,” she answered. It was difficult to tell time, after all. The room didn’t have windows.

“You were missing from your bed this morning. If Snowflake weren’t at the entrance, we wouldn’t know where you went,” Lucian said. “Do you know how late it is?”

Beks let out a heavy sigh and turned around, sliding her body to face them. “It can’t be that late.” She just had breakfast and not long ago, Laz had loomed over her to make sure she ate the dinner he brought to her.

The twins’ gazes seemed to harden. “It’s dawn.”

Her lips pursed. She scowled and didn’t believe them. “Dawn? Are you certain?”

Lucian raised a brow. “Shall we step outside to watch the sunrise?”

Beks shrank down. This wasn’t the first time she’d stayed in the office so long, losing track of time and forgetting to sleep. She lowered her eyes and looked around where she sat. She was surrounded by a blanket of massive green leaves and bundles of dried palm leaves, all of which had various scribbles from soot ink. There were pieces of leaves that had been shredded to form small ropes to tie the bundles of leaves together.

The broken clay plate she was using to prepare ink was still wet. She’d added water to it throughout the day. The tips of her fingers were stained with dark soot ink. Everything was spread around her on the floor, but not on the open area where the text was projected from the light pearl above.

If someone walked in without knowing what she was doing, it was a chaotic scene. Even Jonas, who had come that morning to assist her in preparing leaves and ink, would not know where to start. However, he’d left some time ago.

Laz had come by to give her food and she’d eaten, but had been distracted the entire time. Her Classic Esuser was passing, but there were some archaic characters she didn’t recognize. Every time Lucian came to check on her, she had a list for him to translate.

After she reviewed a page of Classic Esuser, she’d change the language to High Berup and painstakingly try to pair the words together. Of course, no language could be directly translated verbatim, so using what she had accumulated, she would go to another page in High Berup and attempt to translate it.

It was decoding one system to use it to decode another, and the process had been slow and grueling. All her thoughts were on decoding words, rearranging them, or making notes on leaves to check if words meant what she thought they did.

There were dozens of scrapped leaflets with misidentified words scratched out.

She’d also come to realize that High Berup didn’t have a grammar system like Classic Esuser.

However, she could not rid herself of the feeling that learning High Berup would give her access to information she couldn’t get anywhere else. This alone was enough to push her.

Lucian carefully stepped around the piles of leaves and knelt down next to her. “Beks, you’ve been obsessed with High Berup for days now. You need to rest.”

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I don’t know where else in the world I can learn this language. I don’t know if another such place exists,” she said in a tired voice. “So, I need to learn it here.”

“We understand that, but you can’t spend days in a secluded chamber, focusing on nothing else,” Lucian said in a soft voice. “You need to give your mind a rest or it’ll get tired. You won’t be in peak learning condition if you’re fatigued. You’ll miss things and make errors that will cost you time and effort later.”

Beks took another deep breath. She knew he was right. When she was a student, she would hit what her instructors called a ‘block’, where although she was reading something, she was not processing it. In the end, she would need to remember the text she was reading and re-read it to understand what it was saying.

It would’ve been much worse if her memory was not what it was.

“It is the same thing in battle, isn’t it?” Laz asked from the doorway. He crossed his arms and leaned against the stone slabs framing the door. “How can an exhausted soldier continue to fight? Their bodies are too tired, their minds are muddled, and their reaction time is severely slowed.”

“Laz, this isn’t a battle.”

“Isn’t it?” he asked, raising a brow when she tried to protest. He glanced at the leaves spread around her. “It is just as chaotic as the battlefield.”

She frowned at him, but felt Lucian’s hand over hers, prying her ink-stained stylus out of her hand. “You need to sleep.”

“All right, fine,” she agreed. She looked around and began to push away some of the leaves around her.

“What are you doing?” Laz asked with a frown.

“Clearing a space. I’ll sleep here.”

Lucian immediately frowned. “Beks!”

“No, you will not.” Laz pushed himself away from the doorframe and walked inside, a stern look on his face as he uncrossed his arms. As he put his foot down on top of some of the scattered leaves, Beks let out a cry.

“My notes!” She almost lunged forward to gather them, but Lucian caught her and brought her back.

“You can re-organize them later,” he said as Beks extended her hands to try to stop Laz. The younger twin looked up at his sibling. “Can you step around them?”

“And put my feet where?” Laz asked in an irate voice. “Do you see any empty space where I can step?”

“I’m still using those notes for reference!” Beks cried out in protest.

“Then next time, you will keep your notes together so as not to be in the way.”

“I didn’t expect you to step on them!”

“I didn’t expect you to forget to eat and sleep.”

“Lazarus!”

“If you are not going to take care of your body, then we will do it for you.” Her eyes dilated as the man loomed above her. As Laz was usually so doting and gentle to her, she didn’t see his ‘battalion commander’ side directed at her until now. A small voice in the back of her head unwillingly praised him for being both an admirable example of a leader, and a leader who made his soldiers follow his orders, just by standing. “You are going to go back and sleep.”

Beks remained where she sat, her face slowly heating up.

Lucian sighed beside her. “Beks, you can’t sleep here again.”

She lowered her eyes. “Whether I sleep on the floor here or on the floor in the rotunda, does it matter?”

“Yes. The rotunda has fresh air and woven mats Lucian made for you to sleep on,” Laz told her. “Don’t let his hard work be in vain.”

Beks stared at the floor with the light shining on it in front of her. “I may have been sitting here too long.”

“We’ve already told you that,” Lucian said as he began to stand. He offered his hand. “Do you need help getting up?”

Her face was burning almost as much as it did when she had a flare up. “I can’t get up.”

The twins both cocked their heads. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I can’t get up.” She grabbed her thighs. “I lost feeling in my legs from sitting.”

Lucian let out a low breath. “I knew we should’ve come earlier.”

“Move aside.” Laz took another step forward and bent down. Beks’ eyes went wide and she held out her arms.

“No! Your hand-” “I can carry you without a hand.”

“You don’t need to carry me!”

“If you can’t stand, let alone walk, how do you expect to get back to the rotunda?” Lucian asked, exasperated.

“Snowflake!”

“Snowflake can’t fit inside.”

“Just give me a few moments to stretch my legs,” Beks said, rubbing her legs to try to regain feeling.

“Don’t be stubborn.” The older twin was already bending down.

Beks paled. “Laz! You have a stomach wound!”

His movements were fast, even with only one hand and a recovering injury. One moment, she was trying to sit up and the next, she was heaved over his left shoulder, legs hanging in front of him as her torso was draped over his back. At once, she wanted to struggle to be released.

“Laz, I’m not a small person-”

“If you struggle, you could injure me.” His single sentence made her entire body freeze in place, terrified that if she moved the wrong way, she really would hurt him.

To the side, Lucian looked impressed. “You got her weak point.”

“Well, I should’ve learned some sort of strategy by now, shouldn’t I?” Laz turned around and carried Beks over his shoulder.

Neither twin could see her scowling face as she was carried along. “This is ridiculous.”

“Ridiculous is leaving you to spend days straight in a chamber.” Laz admonished heartlessly.

“I wasn’t in there for days!”

“Beks, we weren’t going to let you,” Lucian said in a droll voice. “You are usually better at taking care of your health than this. I would expect that as an adult, you wouldn’t become lost in your studies anymore.”

She grit her teeth and didn’t answer immediately. When she was a child, so much was expected of her. The fact that she could memorize text at a glance only made those expectations greater. Piles of books were often given to her to memorize overnight. In order to meet the expectations of her instructors, and the late Queen, there were times when Beks wouldn’t leave her room.

She’d even send away servants bringing her food or coming to prepare her for bed. Royal intervention was often needed to ensure that she ate, slept, and even bathed properly. As she grew older, and the work she was expected to do changed, such periods where she knew nothing else but studying were few and far between.

It was rare that she’d spend days straight poring over documents to try to find a suitable answer that would be beneficial to the most people.

But she supposed that didn’t change how, for lack of a better term, obsessed she became with finding resolutions that she’d neglect her well-being. If she were being honest, she was also surprised that she allowed herself to get lost in her research so easily.

“There is so much information waiting for me,” Beks said as they carried her outside. The morning sunlight hit her and Beks winced, turning her head away.

“Why are you in such a rush?” Lucian asked. “Laurence will take time to heal in Sagittate and you must have faith in your family’s ability to survive.”

“Even if I have faith in them, that doesn’t mean I don’t want to see them,” Beks said. “My father and brother will be able to hold their own easily, but I’m most worried about my mother. She has Thad and Wrath with her.”

“If the Duchess could not protect them by herself, she would have sent them with your father or brother,” Laz said as they passed Snowflake.

“Snowflake, let’s go back,” Lucian told the serpent as he patted his side. “Don’t let Beks stay for too long. She’s barely eaten and she hasn’t slept.” Snowflake flickered his tongue, but otherwise didn’t answer.

“You can put me on Snowflake now,” Beks said.

“I’ll carry you the entire way back.”

“Lazarus!” She shifted once more to protest, but his voice cut her off.

“You’re going to aggravate my wounds.”

She froze once more and glared at his back. Helpless, she allowed herself to be carried back. They went around the main building to get to the pool rotunda. Near the ledge where she slept there were three woven mats that Lucian had made for her piled on top of each other. It wasn’t necessary to have a blanket with the heat, but the mats did give her a little cushion.

Next to it was a bundle of cloth that was Lucian’s priest’s garments. She was using it as a pillow now. Next to the ledge was another woven mat, but it was rolled up.

She sighed as Laz bent down and deposited her onto the ledge. Her hair had fallen over her face and Lucian sat beside her and brushed her hair back.

“Although it’s already dawn, you haven’t slept for an entire day and night. Don’t you feel the least bit tired?” “No, I didn’t notice so much time had passed,” she replied. She really didn’t. Lucian sighed and gave her a disapproving frown.

“Then, go to sleep. We’ll wake you up for lunch.”

“If you need to cover your eyes, tie Lucian’s robe over them,” Laz said. He grasped the rolled up woven mat that was leaning against the ledge.

“I already have three of those,” Beks told them. “You don’t need to give me another one.”

“This one isn’t yours,” Laz said. “It’s mine.”

Beks knit her brows together. “Why did you bring it here?”

“We’re going to sleep here.”

She drew her head back and looked at him and then at Lucian. “In the rotunda?”

“There is enough room,” Lucian replied.

“Isn’t this rather inappropriate?” Beks asked as Laz rolled out the woven mat on the floor next to the stone ledge against the wall where she slept.

“Are you uncomfortable with us?” he asked as she watched him.

She shook her head. “No, not with you, but is it necessary for you to sleep beside me?”

“It’s a precaution,” Lucian replied. He leaned back against the wall beside her. He didn’t seem to show any signs of moving, either.

Beks frowned. “A precaution for what? I haven’t done anything wrong.” The twins turned to her simultaneously and gave her dull looks. She drew her head back, but stood her ground. “I haven’t!”

“Since you started trying to decode High Berup, you have missed several meals and we’ve found you sleeping on the floor surrounded by tablets and leaves twice already,” Lucian said. “You’re not taking care of yourself if you work until you pass out.”

“I did not pass out,” Beks replied as she lifted her chin. “I was sleepy, so I took a quick nap.”

“If Snowflake was not coiled outside the building, we wouldn’t know where you were,” Laz told her.

“Well, where else would I be? The lower office is the only place where we’ve found tablets that allow me to select a specific language,” Beks said, making a vague hand motion in the direction of the office.

“Yes, and it’s not going anywhere, so there is no rush,” Lucian replied with a raised brow. “Beks, we’re not complaining that you’re spending too much time there. We understand what your goals are and they’re admirable.”

“What we’re concerned about is that you’re spending so much time there that you’re neglecting your health,” Laz told her with a firm look on his face. Beks could see the shadow of Uncle Timur on his angular features when he scolded her. “You haven’t been eating properly and you haven’t been sleeping well.”

“We’re no longer at the palace where we have access to medical staff and pharmacists, or even clerics for healing,” Lucian said as he raised a hand and stroked her hair back. “In addition, our current environment is exhausting, so it is important that we take care of our health.”

Beks lowered her eyes. Her health was usually one of her top concerns considering her risk of flare ups, but after she woke up from the pool and found that any excitement, anxiety, or other emotion that came to an extreme did not instigate a flare up, she’d been more unrestrained. Her attention had been elsewhere recently, and she had to admit her obsession with learning a new language to find out what the tablets contained did make her negligent in other aspects.

However, Lucian mentioned a good point. If something did happen to her, if she exhausted herself, they had little resource to help her. She took a deep breath and nodded.

“I will be more careful and pace myself.”

“Good,” Laz said. He sat on the ground in front of her and patted her knee with his stub. “You can’t get revenge on that idiot Luther if you’re not well.”

Beks scowled. “I’m not trying to get revenge. I only want Brother Laurence to take his rightful place.”

“You can call it whatever you want,” Laz replied with a cheeky grin. “But don’t worry, we’ll be right there with you when you tear Luther from the throne.”

“He’s not going to step down easily, even if we have Brother Laurence,” Lucian said as he leaned back against the wall. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he and his father came up with some sort of excuse to stop Brother Laurence from returning.”

“Before we return, it’s important we look into the current situation and those involved,” Lazarus said. He took a deep breath and leaned up to touch Beks’ head. “But, let’s leave that for another time. You need to sleep.”

“I can sleep on my own,” she said with a small snort. “I’m not a child. I am fully capable of controlling myself. I have will power.”

“Oh, we believe it,” Laz replied with raised brows and a smile. “We believe that you have the will power to wake up well before dawn and go back to the lower tier to continue translating.”

Beks balked and narrowed her eyes. “I will not!”

“I don’t believe you,” Lucian said. He put his hands on her shoulders and pulled her down, so she was laying across the ledge with her head on his lap. “You’ve always been a studious child. I doubt that’s waned now that you’re an adult. If you have a goal, you’re restless.”

Beks frowned, but didn’t move, partially worried that they’d tie her down thinking she’d escape. “I can pace myself.”

“Yes, and we’ll help you.” Laz laid down on the woven mat beside her, raising his arms to cradle the back of his head. “Brother Laurence will be furious if we allow something to happen to you while we’re with you.”

Lucian leaned back against the wall with a slight smirk on his lips. “I’d hate for that to be the reason that he won’t allow the engagement.”

Beks, who’d just closed her eyes, shot them open at once. “Engagement? What engagement?”

“Our engagement,” Laz said, as if it were obvious.

She tensed up and couldn’t seem to breathe. She swallowed hard as her wide eyes stared at the stone ceiling above her. Laurence had approved the dissolution of the royal order engaging her to Luther, and the twins knew because she told them, but she didn’t mention that Laurence would change the engagement to one of them.

That was something Laurence should discuss with his brothers in person.

“How....”

“Our Egg Tart Monster is an important member of the court and must become an important member of the royal family.” Laz sounded teasing from below her. “Of course, the engagement will fall to us if it ends with that idiot younger brother of ours. That is exactly what Laurence would arrange.”

“It’s a difficult decision, we know,” Lucian said as he gently patted her head to try to relax her. “How can you pick between us?”

“I was going to leave that up to Brother Laurence....” Beks found herself admitting it without prompt. Her face heated up with guilt and she shut her eyes, as if hoping they’d ignore her. She hoped they didn’t think she looked down on them.

“You don’t have a preference?” Laz continued to tease her. It didn’t seem as if he took it that way. “After all I’ve cooked for you?”

“I can’t choose.” She wouldn’t. It would be unfair and she didn’t favor one brother over the other. They were both very good to her and she refused to wrong either of them.

“Well, no one said you have to,” Lucian said.

“That’s right, Beks. Don’t worry; Lucian and I are close. We don’t mind.”

She wasn’t sure she liked where this was going.

“You can marry both of us.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 23 - Get Out of the Valley


                If Lucian didn’t have his hand on her head, she would’ve flung herself across from them.  Her body tensed as an embarrassed flush rushed through her.  While Laurence had mentioned changing her engagement partner to one of the twins, and that one time to both of them when he was furious at Luther, it was awkward for her engagement partner, or partners, to confirm it so casually.

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath, refocusing her thoughts on the legality of the matter.  Even as a noble, a marriage to more than one partner was not acknowledged by the kingdom.  Only the ruling monarch could have two spouses, and even then, it had been for practical and political purposes.

There were entire books on protocol for a Spouse of Convenience and a Spouse of Choice.  Beks never thought she’d need to refer to anything she read regarding them, as Laurence had no plans to marry anyone else, and she couldn’t even if she wanted to.

For many who married strictly for political or economic reasons, there were often other partners, but they had no legal status nor did any children they had have inheritance rights.  With this in mind, she calmed down and reiterated the matter to the twins.

“I’m not allowed to marry more than one person at the same time.”  Laurence would decide who to offer up to be her husband.  Let him take the burden of deciding; he was the king.  That was what he was there for.

“Then which of us do you want to marry?” Laz asked.  “Brother Laurence will take your wishes into consideration.” She could make out the teasing tone in his voice and resisted the urge to scrunch her face, annoyed.

“Brother Laurence will decide.”

“You’re the one who will have to spend your entire life with one of us,” Lucian said as he stroked her hair back.  “You should have a say.  What if you regret who you marry?”

She answered with a small scoff before she could stop herself.  Beks was confident.  The twins were good to her then, they were good to her now, and every fiber of her being told her that they would be good to her in the future.  “I would not regret marrying either of you.”

Lucian’s stroking paused for a moment.  She refused to open her eyes and see their expression.  “We feel the same,” he answered from above her.

“Beks, we know you had a very strict education with a very clear purpose to become a resource for the kingdom,” Laz said from the floor.  “It has been engrained into you to do everything for the kingdom.  All your choices, whether you want them or not, are for the kingdom.  Twenty years raised with such a mindset won’t disappear because of the circumstances that forced you here.  If anything, you see Luther, his father, and that new oracle as problems that need to be resolved for the sake of the kingdom.  Am I right?”

Her chest rose and fell as a tightness constricted her.  She brought her lips inward and bit them as her hands clenched.

Laz was right.  It was not the kingdom that turned on her and her family.  It was not the kingdom that wanted them dead.  It likely wasn’t the kingdom that forced Laz and Lucian there, either.  It was the Third Consort, Luther, and the new oracle.  They were a tumor in the kingdom that needed to be forcibly removed.

And why?  For her revenge?  To avenge her family?

Those were reasons she’d admit to, but the main reason, the one that lingered with her the longest and she was most passionate about, was that they had to be removed for the sake of the kingdom.

Laz was right. Twenty years really engrained a belief that the kingdom must come first.

It was why she had no qualms with a political engagement and subsequent marriage to someone Laurence approved of, as well.

The thought made her frown.  If Laurence didn’t want to engage her to the twins, then would she be so willing?  Would she have no regrets?  The thought never crossed her mind.  Her heart sank when she didn’t have an answer.

“Luther doesn’t know how to run a kingdom and he will likely become dependent on other parties,” Beks replied to Laz’s question.  “The Third Consort has always liked power and status; it is too easy for both of them to become corrupted.”

“And the new oracle?” Lucian asked.

“I don’t trust her.”

“I can’t blame you,” Laz said.  “She did have an affair with your fiancé.”

“Ex-fiancé,” Beks replied in a firm voice, as if to remind him.  “I would have too much to lose if I married him.”

“More than you lost now?” Laz asked.

“I didn’t lose anything.  I temporarily conceded in order to realign my goals with a different strategy,” Beks replied.  She believed her family was alive and though they had no power or influence at the moment, it wasn’t a permanent state.  “I don’t regret breaking the engagement.”

Laz chuckled.  “We don’t regret you breaking the engagement either.”  His voice was low and melodic, still laced with amusement and teasing.  “Who knew that a wife would just fall into my arms.”

“Of course, we won’t force you.  If you don’t want to, Brother Laurence won’t force you either,” Lucian told her in a comforting voice.  “We will respect your decision.”

Beks swallowed.  “I trust you.”

“And we trust you,” Lucian said.  His cool palm rested over her closed eyes.  “But go to sleep.”

How am I supposed to sleep after you tell me that I’m going to marry two attractive men who cook for me, do my laundry, and take care of me so I don’t collapse due to exhaustion in a dark room?  Bek wanted to complain, but saying it out loud would only encourage them.

“Laz.” Beneath her head, Lucian tensed once more and his voice became urgent.  “Laz, your stomach.”

Her eyes flew open and she turned her head, pulling away from beneath Lucian’s hand.  Laz was sitting up, looking down at the cloth wrapped around his stomach.  He had removed his shirt and was using it as a pillow, revealing the stained strips of cloth.  The morning light filled the rotunda and he couldn’t hide the faint spots of dark markings appearing on the cloth.

“I must’ve cracked the scab when I picked up Beks.”  Laz sounded so blasé about the bleeding that Beks almost yelled at him.

She swung her legs over the edge of the ledge.  “Do you have any more clean bandages?  Take those off to see how bad it is.”

To her frustration, Laz looked up at her with smiling eyes and chuckled.  “It’s all right, Beks.  It’s just a little blood.”

Does this man take his life seriously at all?  The corner of her eye twitched and beside her, Lucian stood up.

“Take off the bandages and get into the pool,” he said.  “The bihar-rich water will clean any new wounds and facilitate faster healing.”

Laz rose to his feet, his hands unwrapping the bandage around his torso as he walked towards the pool in the center of the rotunda.  Beks also stood up and followed, concerned.  Laz chuckled as she hovered around him.

“It’s just a small crack in the scabbing.  Hardly anything to worry about,” he told her.  The last layer of bandage fell and Beks let out a low hiss as she saw the blood gathering along thin cracks over the dark, healing scab.

Her eyes crinkled up.  “This is why I told you not to carry me!”

Laz pooled the length of used bandage on the ground, next to the edge of the pool.  “You were less likely to struggle with me.”

She grit her teeth.  “That doesn't mean you should’ve exerted yourself.”

“All right, next time, Lucian will carry you.”

“It’s my turn next, anyway,” his brother replied.

“Then it all works out.”

“Why are you so calm about this?” Beks looked pained as Laz’s good hand slipped to the waist of his pants.  He glanced at her and grinned.

“I’m going to take off my pants.” She sucked in a sharp breath and turned around, covering her eyes.  She heard him chuckle behind her and then the sound of water splashing as he slipped into the pool. “All right, you can look now.”

She held back an irritated groan and turned around.  Laz was waist deep in the water.  He looked up at her with a cheeky smile and she scowled.  “Take your wounds seriously.”

“I am.  I need to be calm when I’m hurt,” he told her.  “Panic will only make things worse.”

“We’re lucky that the water on the island is incredibly bihar-rich,” Lucian said as he knelt down by the edge of the pool.  “On the mainland, we’d need clerics to facilitate healing by forcing biha on to a patient, as there the environment has insufficient bihar to be absorbed and make any difference.”

Beks couldn’t help but kneel next to the pool as well.  She stared at the clear water as Laz sat down and leaned back.  He closed his eyes and evened his breathing.

“Do you feel it working?” she asked.

“There is a slight tingling, but it’s hardly noticeable for the most part,” Laz replied.

“Beks, can you sense the movement of the bihar in the water?” Lucian asked.  “With your biha well, you should be able to sense the movement of the energy and the density of the bihar.”

She furrowed her brows and wanted to shake her head, but she hadn’t done anything to try.  Uncertain, she bent forward and put her hand in the cool water.  As always, there was something soothing about the water in the pool.  “I don’t feel anything.”

“Close your eyes and relax,” Lucian said in a slow, calm voice.  “Take a deep breath and when you exhale, relax your body, as if releasing tension.”  His instructions were almost hypnotic as she followed them.

The muscles in her upper body relaxed as she released out a low, steady breath.  As she took a deep breath and her body contracted, she felt something against her hand.  She furrowed her brows, and exhaled and inhaled once more.  Every time she took a deep breath, her hand began to feel a tingle, as if her skin were breathing in.

When she exhaled, the tingling stopped, but she could feel something leaving her.

“Beks.” Laz’s voice was low.  “Take a deep breath and exhale again.  Try to release whatever tension you have through your left hand.”

Beks inhaled once more, but didn’t know how to ‘release tension’ through one hand.  She imagined her body tightening and then relaxing from the top down to her hand.

She heard a slight splash and then the water lapped against her arm, wetting her sleeve. She opened her eyes and saw Laz staring at the water with an intense look on his face.  “What’s wrong?”  She prepared to pull out her hand, but Laz stopped her.

“Do it again,” he said.  She repeated her action and Laz looked at his brother.  “Put your hand in.”

Lucian rolled up his sleeve and bent forward, dunking his entire forearm into the water next to his brother without question.  Beks exhaled once more, feeling as if something was rushing out of her left hand. This time, the sensation was clearer, as if she knew what she was looking for.

“Is that from her?” Lucian’s cry was startled as he snapped his head up and looked at Beks on his brother’s other side.  “Did you feel that?”

“The concentration is even heavier than the bihar in the water,” Laz replied with wide eyes.  “That’s pure biha coming out of Beks.”

Lucian pulled his hand out of the water and shook it before staring at it.  “My hand is still tingling....”  He let out a small  laugh.  “Amazing...I’ve never felt anything like it!”  He looked at Beks with awe.  “And this is when you’re restrained.  No wonder the night I found you, the bihar around you was so powerful, it pushed me back.”

“How big is your biha well?” Laz said as he turned to look at her.

She didn’t know and could only sit there, uncertain.  “How do you find out how large it is?”

“The larger the biha well, the stronger your biha skills are and the longer you can use them.  The only way to know is to continuously use them and find out how strong and how long you can,” Laz told her.

“In some cases, a biha user is only able to light a small fire and then will need an entire afternoon to regain the biha used in their well,” Lucian explained.  “Brother Laurence is this case.”

“Master users, like your brother and father, are infamous for their strength and endurance using biha.  Practically everyone in the Legion is envious,” Laz replied.  “Fire biha is the most prevalent biha ability, but I heard your father can even do distanced ignition.”  He couldn’t help but seem to look impressed.

Distanced ignition was the ability to start a fire by sight.  Her father could also stifle and put out a fire the same way.  When she was a child and he’d put her to bed, the Duke would put out all the candles in her room at once when he left, though would still leave the hearth lit.

Deo could not do distanced ignition, at least that she knew of yet, but he could do ‘invisible fire’, which their father said was even rarer.  Though the radius for use was far smaller than distanced ignition, invisible fire could create the effects of a fire without a flame.  It was the far more advanced version of a fire biha variant that controlled localized temperature.

“In order for your brother and father to have such strong biha, they need a large biha well to collect and condense their biha.  It’s so large, that I’ve yet to have heard of them having run out,” Laz told her.

“It may also be that His Grace and Lord Amadeo are skilled enough that they don’t need to use their biha for a prolonged period of time.  They’re able to end their battles before they can use up their stored biha,” Lucian added.  Laz gave him a nod in acknowledgement.  “It wouldn’t be surprising if Beks had just as large biha well.”

“But we won’t know until I use it up?” Beks asked.  The twins nodded and she frowned.  That wasn’t very efficient.

“We can assess this later,” Lucian said.  “I think she’s put enough biha into the water.  Beks, you should rest.”

“Since we’re already here, I should just continue,” Beks told them.  She was a bit curious as to the size of her biha well.

“Some other time,” Laz told her in a firm voice.  “You should sleep.  I won’t be in the pool for long.”

She opened her mouth, but Lucian was already at her side, helping her up.  “Go to sleep.  We can push the limits of your biha well later, after you’ve rested.”

“You can’t expect me to sleep now that I’ve discovered I can release biha!” Beks said, even as she was turned around and gently led back to her sleeping mats.  “It’s already daylight!  I can sleep tonight!”

“Is it too bright for you to sleep?” Laz asked from the pool.

“Cover your eyes with my robe,” Lucian told her.

“The light will penetrate the fabric. Also, it is uncomfortable considering the heat,” Beks told them as she lifted her chin.

She heard Laz let out a heavy sigh and suddenly, the rotunda that was bathed in the light of the morning sun grew dark.  Beks stopped where she was and looked around.  The space between the pillars had gone dark.  Not as dark as it was at night, as she could still see Snowflake curled up outside, but it was as if a curtain had been draped over the rotunda.

“Not dark enough?” Laz asked.  A moment later, Snowflake’s glimmering white body seemed to disappear into the night.  “How’s that?”

Beks stood in place, her eyes crinkled up with confusion and mild frustration as she looked at the darkened spaces between the pillars.  The light pearls in the sconces hadn’t illuminated, either.

“Shadow biha is the rarest of the biha abilities,” Lucian said.  “Laz isn’t as strong as your father, but he can at least do this to make you more comfortable.”

“Go to sleep,” Laz said, his back to them as he leaned against the side of the pool.  “The sooner you sleep, the sooner you can wake up and go back to your work.”

She was resigned to her fate.  Beks lumbered back to her ledge and laid down on the layers of mats.  She closed her eyes, thinking she’d simply rest instead of get actual sleep.

It surprised her to open her eyes and realize that she’d lost consciousness.  Her brows furrowed.  She hadn’t realized she fell asleep.

Beks turned her head to the side and found that the rotunda was still dark.  She couldn’t tell if it was day or night.  She rolled on to her side and pushed herself into a seated position.  It was humid as always and she felt a bit sticky.  Usually, she’d bathe before she slept, but lately, she’d been so absorbed in decoding High Berup that she didn’t bathe as often.

Frowning, she lifted her arm to her nose.

Her face twisted with disgust.  Laz really must’ve been worried to have carried her on his shoulder when she smelled much too ripe for her taste.  Given the circumstances and lack of bathing products, she’d forgive a slight natural odor, but she didn’t want to smell like Lady Eleanor’s leather padding after a day of sword.

“Laz?  Lucian?”  She called their names and waited, but no one answered.  She suspected that they were cooking or gathering supplies, respectively.  Jonas and Gerard never came to the rotunda, as it was considered her private quarters.

She stretched her arms over her head and stood up.  The space between the pillars was still dark and she approached, stopping in front of one of the spaces.  The closer she got, the more she could see through the darkness, but it was no more how much she saw if she looked outside at night.

Glancing over her shoulder to see if anyone was watching, she then extended her arm and slowly moved it forward.

Beks furrowed her brows, unsure what she expected, but was confused.  There was nothing between the pillars.  No barrier caused by the darkness.  Not even tingling from biha. Her arm went through without a problem and from where she stood, it merely looked as if she’d stuck her hand outside at night.

For a moment, she wondered if she’d slept through the day and woken up at night.

She walked out between the pillars and immediately lifted her arms to shield her eyes from the late afternoon sun.  “What-”

“Beks, are you awake?”

Her eyes were squinted, trying to adjust to the sudden brightness as she turned her head towards the voice.  While they were identical twins, their voices were slightly different.  How they spoke also differed, so from their speech, she could tell if it was Laz or Lucian.  This had always been the case, even when they were children and before they were sent off to have vastly different educations.

“How long was I asleep?” she asked as she stood in place.

Laz stood up from the ground, where he was surrounded by the two rokh chicks.  “All day.  Your sleep schedule will be off if you stay awake through the night, so after dinner, try to get some rest again.”

Beks frown.  “I’ve already wasted a day.”

“It’s not a waste if your body uses it to recover,” he told her as he walked towards her and looked her up and down.  “How do you feel?  Are you hungry?”

Her other hand rose to her stomach.  “Yes.”

“Okay, do you want to come to the kitchen or eat in the rotunda?” he asked.

She wanted to go to the kitchen, but then remembered that she hadn’t bathed yet. She took a small step back.  “Is the food ready?  I’ll go to the kitchen, but I want to wash up first.”

He gave her an approving nod.  “All right.  I’ll bring the chicks back and warm up the food.”  He looked behind her and raised his left arm, sweeping his hand across the air.  Beks turned around and watched as the dark shadows between the pillars disappeared.  “Lucian is trying his hand at decoding High Berup from Classic Esuser in the office below.  You can discuss it with him when he comes up for dinner.”

She nodded her head once.  “All right.”  That made her feel somewhat better.

Laz tilted his head and looked at her with a smile.  “You’re surprisingly obedient today.”

Beks shot him a glare.  “Once I'm well-rested, I’ll return to the office to continue.”

“Of course.”

“Don’t try to stop me.”

“As long as you don’t cause yourself harm, I won’t.”  Laz kept a slight grin on his face and Beks narrowed her eyes.  She backed away and returned to the rotunda.  “You can leave now.”

He chuckled and turned around, picking up Wisp with his good arm before leading Cloud away.  The chicks were losing their fluff and Beks couldn’t help but be a bit disappointed.  She turned around and climbed up the steps to the pool.

Exile from Kadmus felt like such a fresh memory to her, she couldn’t believe three months had passed.  She paused as she looked back out at the horizon as her chest tightened.  Was her family all right?
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“My lord, are you all right?” Lloyd’s panicked voice rose as Deo dove back into the cave where they were hiding, and slid back on the loose gravel, slamming his back against the cave wall.

Deo clenched his jaw and let out a low hiss as he wondered how Lloyd made it as a royal guard when he would run around like a chicken with his head cut off if he wasn’t given clear and specific orders.  He let out a low breath and spoke between gritted teeth.

“I’m fine.”  The initial pain of impact would fade.

Lloyd looked back out at the cave and narrowed his eyes.  “I thought they said that this back trail wasn’t disputed.”

“Clearly, it is disputed now,” Deo replied.  Lloyd looked at him, confused.  Deo gave him a deadpan look.  “The warring states here are always fighting over territory.  Just because one group claims that a portion of the land is theirs and it is undisputed doesn’t mean the other groups acknowledge that claim.”

Lloyd’s face fell.  “So not only do we have to avoid ice beasts, but we have to avoid the warring states?  I thought they’d leave us alone as we’re not part of any faction.”

“They have no way of knowing that when they first see us,” Deo said as he peered through the cave opening.  He narrowed his eyes.  “I didn’t know things got so bad here that they’d attack anyone they didn’t recognize.  No wonder we haven’t run into any merchants once we reached the mountains.”

Deo was certain if it weren’t for his fire biha, albeit greatly limited, they wouldn’t even have made it to the base of the Giant’s Ridge mountains. In Kadmus, it was approaching late summer, early fall, but in the north, the cold weather came earlier.  Much earlier.

Even if there was a break in the snow and clouds, the temperature didn’t rise much.  If there was too much snow, Deo would force them to camp.  His time at the Northern Pass gave him enough survival experience for the climate and his biha was still strong enough to warm a space ten paces from him.

At the last village they reached before they began up a path that would round the southern tip of the mountain range, they sold the horses they’d brought with them.  Deo wasn’t sure what the terrain was and didn’t want to force an animal to its death if the path became too precarious.

In addition, the three warring states in the region could target them for the animals.  He didn’t want to deal with such trouble.  It was unfortunate that the states of  Brekram, Dranga, and Salgul did not agree.

“Did they see you come in?” Lloyd asked, lowering his voice.

Deo took a deep breath.  They’d been hiding in that cave for three days after nearly being caught in a skirmish between Brekram and Salgul.  While each state claimed land, Deo didn’t know where the territorial boundaries were.  If he did, he’d avoid them, but the three states overlapped and were more aggressive than he thought.

The trail they were on was supposed to be considered ‘safe’ and well within the Brekram territory according to some Brekram hunters they passed before they entered the valley.

“I don’t think they saw me, but let’s stay here until night,” Deo said in a low voice as he crouched down and gave Lloyd a small, apologetic look.  “I’m afraid I didn’t bring back anything to eat.”

Lloyd shook his head.  “Considering the trouble out there, it’s good you came back at all.”

Deo sank down to the floor against the wall.  The cave was small with a narrow opening.  It was safer to say that it was just a space between two large, fallen boulders, but it was enough for the two of them to comfortably rest.  Since it was the first decent shelter they’d found, the plan was to rest there for a few days, gather some food to bring with them, and then continue on.

On the second day, a party of Salgulan men passed through.  Deo had waited for them to leave before sneaking out to forage, but what he assumed was a Brekram patrol saw the Salgulans and rather than stop and arrest them, they attacked.  Since a scuffle happened, the area was now crawling with both parties, leaving him and Lloyd trying to figure out a way to leave.

“Patrols will likely thin out at night.  We’ll leave then and go south.”

“But we’re in the valley now,” Lloyd replied as his eyes widened.  “If we go south, we’d hit the mountains.  Even if there isn’t as much snow and they’re not as high as the rest of the ridge, there are no known paths. We don’t have the tools to transverse it ourselves.”

If it weren’t for the warring states, the safest route through the region would be in a west to east, curved path that followed the base of the shortest mountains at the southern end of the valley.  Because they weren’t too tall, resources like food and water could be gathered on the way for a longer window of time.  It wasn’t as cold, either, even in the winters, and ice beasts didn’t come down that far south.

At most, there were a few predatory animals, but they tended to avoid humans unless they were desperate.  There was also farmable land at the foot of those low mountains.  The climate was temperate for a long enough part of the year to farm.  This is what the three states were fighting over.

Deo narrowed his eyes.  “Did you see any farms once we entered the valley?”

Lloyd furrowed his brows and then shook his head.  “No...there was quite a bit of cleared land, but I didn’t see farms or homesteads.  Perhaps it’s too late in the season?  You said the cold comes early in the north.”

“But the farming areas are an exception.  It’s a rare pocket of land that has a climate suitable for farming, so at this point, we should still see evidence of farms,” Deo replied.  His eyes rose and met Lloyd’s.  “If there aren’t any, it means that the fight has gotten so bad that a single group can’t take it for long enough to farm.”

“That’s not good, is it?”

“We need to get off this route.” Deo muttered as he looked at the ground.  “The area is too volatile.  We’ll be caught-”

His voice was cut off as a spear sliced between the gap of the two boulders and impaled itself on the ground between Deo and Lloyd.  The two men froze in their spaces as they stared at the spear still swaying between them.

From the entrance, they heard yelling.  Multiple voices talking and then went quiet before someone seemed to take control and yelled into the cave.

Deo narrowed his eyes and frowned.  While he could identify the language, he wasn’t fluent, and had no idea what they were saying.   Lloyd looked at him with frantic eyes and Deo raised a hand to calm him.

“I speak Jasper!” He wasn’t fluent, but he could at least say Kadmus’ common language in multiple languages.

The voices above seemed to grow more excited and Lloyd glanced from the entrance to Deo and back.  “What are they saying?”

“I don’t know, I can’t understand.  This should be Higer, the language in the area,” Deo replied in a low voice.  “But I only know a few words.”

“Who are you?” His heart calmed as he heard an accented voice call down in Jasper.

He slowed his words to reply.  “We are from Kadmus.  We are trying to go to the High Desert.”

More chattering came from above.  “Come out!”  The decisive voice ordered from the entrance.  The spear was pulled out of the ground with a tug of a leather cord attached to the end.  Deo watched it be dragged out before looking at Lloyd.

“No sudden movements, keep your arms out in front of you, so they see we’re not armed.”

“But we are armed.”

“Don’t touch your sword.” Deo gave him a firm look and rose to his feet.  “Stay behind me.”  He saw Lloyd nod before he walked towards the narrow entrance.  He grabbed the rock ledge and pulled himself up.  He made a point to be slow even as the crowd of people surrounded them.

As he rose to his feet, he held his palms out and stood in place, following his own instructions, and making no sudden moves.  His face remained as neutral as possible as his eyes swept across the half dozen women and three men in animal pelts over woven, striped cloth.  Heavy leather boots were lined with animal fur and they had swords and spears.

Lloyd climbed out after him and let out a sharp breath as he saw the near dozen people surrounding them with weapons drawn.

“My lord....” he whispered as he held up his arms.  “Who are they?”

“Dranga, I think,” Deo replied.  He tried to meet the gaze of the person who seemed to stand at the front of the group; a tall, pale middle-aged woman with dark hair.

“What are you doing here?”  Before he could ask any questions or introduce himself, the woman spoke, narrowing her eyes as her gaze bore into Deo as if waiting for him to lie.

“We are trying to find my father,” Deo said in measured words.  “He is in the High Desert and we must pass.”

“Can you let us pass?” Lloyd asked eagerly.  Deo shot him an annoyed look from the corner of his eye.

“You are from Kadmus?” the woman asked, raising a brow.

Deo nodded once.  “From the north.  It is fastest to go through this valley.”  At least, it was when he couldn’t return to Kadmus.

“It is dangerous here.  Go back,” the woman said in a low voice.

Deo frowned.  “The High Desert is on the other side of the mountains.”

“The east is taken by Salgul.  They will not let you pass,” the woman said.

“There are no caravans that have passed through here since Salgul sealed the eastern routes.”  A younger woman gripped the spear in her hand and scowled.  “They will not let foreigners pass.”

Lloyd looked at Deo.  “Then...how will we get to the High Desert?”

“Can we climb through the southern mountains?”

The older woman frowned.  “I do not recommend going through the south mountains,” she told them in a low voice.

Deo frowned.  “Why not?  Another territorial dispute?”

The younger woman shook her head.  “Did you not know?” she asked.  “Two sister volcanoes have erupted.”
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Deo let his shoulders slump down as he lowered the eyepiece he’d been lent by the head sentry of the Dranga camp.  Two pillars of smoke were coming from the south, and though they were many days' distance away on foot, the southern mountains would still be too dangerous to travel over.

Lately, he had been questioning his luck.  He was alive, but honestly, for how long considering what fate was tossing at him?  His sister’s worthless ex-fiancé and the fiancé’s wretched father got them exiled.  His family was cast to the four winds, he faced a snowstorm, had to keep Lloyd alive, his initial route out was blocked, and now this.

Aside from any volcano fallout, there were earthquakes and the ground was unstable.  One wrong step and they’d tumble to their deaths.

“I’d rather fight my way through the east pass,” Deo muttered to himself.  Beside him, Lloyd looked defeated.

“We aren’t going back, are we?  The border....”

“I know,” Deo replied in a low voice.  He was limited in where he could go.  The option to go back would take up too much time, not to mention that doing so would put them back where they started with limited places to go.  Going through the Giant’s Ridge was the best option, else he risked getting too close to the Kadmus border.

The biha suppression marking only limited his ability, but the exile marking would indeed kill him if he tried to force his way back.

He took a deep breath and turned to the young woman, the daughter of the sentry leader.  “How long has Salgul closed the pass?”

“We are unsure of the exact date, but the caravans that go through in the summer did not come this year,” the woman replied in a steady, even voice.  “We trade with them, so when they did not come, we sent riders to check.  That is when we found out Salgul took control of the pass.  Brekram took control of the west pass.”

Lloyd let out a low breath.  “That was why they told us that the area we were in was undisputed and we could pass.  They claimed it as theirs.”

“You can claim anything is yours, but if you can’t keep and defend it, is it really?” Deo said with a frown.  “If Salgul has the east and Brekram has the west, what does Dranga have left?”  The young woman took a deep breath.  Her eyes reddened as her jaw clenched.  “Dranga maintains the south, but with the volcano, we have been forced north.  They will not let us move further nor will they allow us temporary settlements.”

Deo raised a brow.  “But they must want something from you.”

“They want to absorb Dranga into their states.  We are the smallest faction in the valley.  Both Salgul and Brekram have demanded we join their side.  We have refused to join up until now, but they have begun encroaching on the territory we have left.”

“Why are they only encroaching now?” Lloyd asked.

Deo let out a tired breath.  “Dranga is a matriarchy and of the three warring states, they have significant biha users.”

“Our ancestors traveled north from a bihar-rich region in the coastal south, after tragedy befell the area,” the young woman told Lloyd.  “Even now, we birth many biha users.”

“That’s why in the face of aggressive neighboring groups, they’re able to survive being the smallest,” Deo added.  He sighed.  “But there are limits to their abilities.  They are still outnumbered.”

Lloyd lowered his eyes.  “Then, they’re cornered here, as well.”

Deo lifted his hand and rubbed his forehead.  “Temporarily,” he said.  “If they can wait until the eruption subsides, they can go back south.”

“But they don’t know when the eruption will stop.  Even then, it could erupt again at any time!” Lloyd said with indignation at the unfairness of the situation.

“Then, another option is to broker some sort of agreement with one or both of the other states.

“Impossible,” the young woman said with a proud look on her face.  “Their terms are pure madness!  How could we consider such a thing?”

Deo looked at the two of them and frowned.  “Then why don’t you fight for more territory and try to reopen one of the passes for your people?”

“We are outnumbered!”

“Then use your biha!  It’s what your group is known for, isn’t it?  You should be able to utilize it.”

“Even if we did utilize it, we do not have enough people to go attack Salgul and Brekram at the same time,” a woman’s graveled voice said from behind them.  Deo turned around and saw an older woman with a head of white hair walking towards them on the jagged rock.  She squinted at Deo.  “You are from Sagittate.”

“Yes, Madam.”  He gave her a respectful nod.  “My accent?”

“Yes, we used to get more merchants from Sagittate when I was younger,” the old woman said.  “I was told that you are traveling through.”

“My friend and I were trying to cross here to get to the High Desert, but now we’ve found that not only are there skirmishes everywhere, but the passes are seized and we won’t be able to pass,” Deo replied.  “Does Madam have any suggestions?”

The older woman chuckled, her dark eyes turning into crescents as she smiled.  “Young man, if I had the answers, would we be in this predicament?”

Deo bowed his head again.  “I’m sorry if I came off as rude-”

“No, no,” the old woman said, waving her wrinkled hand at him as she smiled with amusement.  “In fact, I’d like to talk to you more.  Do you have time to talk to an old woman?”

Deo lifted his head and gave her an amused smile.  “While I have time to spare right now, I don’t see an old woman in front of me, just a charming lady.” He offered his arm and the old woman tossed her head back and laughed.

“Oh, you are a flatterer!  I remember seeing a young man from Sagittate many years ago.  He claimed to be exploring the world before he was forced to settle down by his parents.  He had quite a...silver tongue, I believe it’s called.  That flame-haired devil enchanted half the villagers,” she said with both nostalgia and humor.  Deo offered her his arm and she took it.  “I do hope he was able to see the world as he wanted.”

Deo smiled and looked over his shoulder as he escorted the thin old lady away.  “Lloyd, don’t stray far from the camp.”

Lloyd scoffed.  “I am not a fool. I won’t simply wander off into the forest.”

Deo stared at him for a moment longer before continuing on his way.  The old woman led him through the village.  Originally, it was one of their northernmost sentry posts, but after the eruption, the majority of their people had to move north.  As a result, the northern sentry posts and satellite villages were flooded with people.

Most villagers went to find extended family and to accommodate them, a new wall of cut trees had been created to enclose a larger space.  The structures within the old walls were made of wood and stone, but the structures between the old and new walls were large tents of leather and woven rugs.

But they were expertly put together.

The Dranga had territory, but they were herders and often moved their flocks of long-haired goats from place to place.  There were a few fixed villages and sentry posts, but many families spent their lives wandering around.  Their tents could withstand the winters in the valley.

The old woman brought him into the old walled area and to a large, wooden building.  It was likely a communal building for meetings and when they entered, he saw several elders and people his parents’ ages already seated.

“You are the young man from Sagittate?” A white-haired woman seated at the head of the room spoke before Deo could be told to take a seat.  He stood in place and bowed his head.

“Yes, I am.”  A few murmurs came from around the room, but as they were in a different language, he couldn't understand. The old lady who had brought him in had him take a seat on a wooden stool beside her.  He did as he was told.  After all, he was a guest in the village.

Before they arrived, the patrol that found them fed them.  Deo was not a man who did not know how to be thankful.

“If you are from Sagittate, are you a biha user?” an elderly man asked.

“Yes,” Deo said.  To make his point, he raised his hand and a flame danced over it.  It wasn’t big, but it was enough to be seen across the room.  “I use fire biha.”

More murmuring came from around the room.  Deo looked around and moved his hand, dispersing the condensed biha fire.

The woman narrowed her eyes.  “Your name is Amadeo?” He nodded and made a mental note to tell Lloyd not to address him as ‘my lord’, though he didn’t have the most faith that Lloyd would remember.

“Do you know Robert of Caroline?” a woman asked unexpectedly.  A middle-aged woman was seated across from him with a scrutinizing expression and for a moment, Deo tensed.

What did that old man do this time?  He kept his thoughts to himself and gave another, respectful nod.  “Yes.  He is the Duke of Caroline.”

“Is he still alive?  He is doing well?” The woman almost jumped in her seat, her eyes glowing with earnestness.

“He is.”  Even if paladins surrounded his father, he’d be able to walk away without a scratch on him, suppression marking or not.

“You said he is the Duke of Caroline,” the man seated beside the woman said with narrowed eyes.  “Then, he married?”

Deo felt a strange tension in the air as they waited for his answer.  Though his face was calm, inside he was yelling at his father.  “He has indeed married.”

There were audible gasps and small cry and a few people who raised their hands to their chests or mouths with disbelief.  “Impossible....” The woman’s voice was quiet, but Deo still heard her clearly.  “He said he’d never marry.”

“Shirin, it has been over thirty years....” Someone said to the woman to try to placate her. The woman frowned and shook her head.  She turned her sharp gaze back to Deo.

“Who did he marry?”

Deo swallowed a bit.  At this point, I’m afraid to say it's my mother.... “The Duchess of Caroline, the daughter of a former magistrate in the West Islands.”

“The West Islands?  So far?”

“Enough!” The woman in the center of the room who’d spoken to Deo the moment he walked in held out her arms to silence those around the room.  Despite the look of frustration and disappointment on the other woman’s face, she lowered her head and didn’t continue speaking.  The woman in the center of the room lifted her chin and met Deo’s eyes.  “I am Arash, the Head Elder of the Dranga State.  These are elder members of the five Dranga villages.  I am sure they have already told you why we are gathered at this sentry post.”

Deo nodded his head.  “It was not our intention to trouble you.  My friend and I were not aware of how tense things have become.”

The Head Elder nodded her head in return and closed her eyes.  “The first volcano erupted less than a year ago and a few months after, a second volcano blew its top unexpectedly.  We were forced to come north, but with Salgul and Brekram clashing for control and our own territory now limited, we are in a difficult position.  We outnumber them in biha users, but our people have long forgotten how, as Robert of Caroline put it, to teach biha mastery.”

Deo drew his head back.  “Are you asking me to teach?”  He frowned.  “I apologize, but my friend and I need to get to the High Desert.”

The Head Elder raised her hand to silence him.  “We know that at the moment, you have no way to pass through the east pass.  If you stay, even for a short time, would you be willing to teach our biha-users?  We would not accept your instruction without payment.  You and your friend will have shelter, food, and water for as long as you stay.”

Admittedly, they did need those at the moment while they thought of a strategy.  Deo lowered his eyes and furrowed his brows, thinking.  “I don’t believe I can teach your biha users to a level of mastery.”  He had always been a student, not an instructor.  At best, he’d be repeating what he learned, which might not be understood well.

“It doesn’t need to be a level of mastery,” an old man seated to the left of the Head Elder told him.  “What matters is that their foundation is strong.  Can you strengthen their foundation?”

With a solid foundation, they could learn and progress on their own, even if they didn’t have a formal instructor.

Deo continued to look at the woven rugs lining the room.  “My biha is limited.”  For now.

“That’s all right, as long as you can teach them,” the old man replied.  “Can you?”

Deo took a deep breath.  He lifted his head and looked at the elders ahead of him.  “What do you want to do with your biha?  Do you want to use it to fight against the other states?  It takes years to become battle ready with biha.  It isn’t only a matter of strength, but discipline and will.”

“You don’t believe we can remain standing against Salgul and Brekram, do you, young man?” the old woman who brought him there gave him a sad smile.

Deo met her small eyes and opened his mouth, but held back, not wanting to tell them that there was no guarantee that their biha users would even be able to use their biha to fight.  “It may be more useful to train your people to use weapons.  Then, not only those with biha can defend themselves.”

The Head Elder stared at Deo with an unwavering intensity.  “Do you want to leave the valley, young man?”

He sat up straight.  “I do.”

“If we assist you in retaking and opening the east pass from Salgul, would you repay us?”

“It depends how you want me to repay you,” Deo replied without flinching.  “Once I’m able to reunite with my family and return home, I can send instructors and texts back for your biha users to learn.  I can send a merchant caravan.  However, while I do not mind fighting my way out, I also do not want to be used as a tool to fight against the other states.”

“That is a fair request,” the old woman beside him said as she looked at the Head Elder.  “What do you think, Arash?”

The Head Elder took a deep breath.  She was quiet for a moment, her eyes looking at Deo, but her mind elsewhere.  As the silence dragged on, Deo prepared to ask what they wanted, but the Head Elder raised her hand.  A young man standing behind her rushed forward and knelt down.

The Head Elder spoke to him in their native language.  Deo watched the young man look at the Head Elder with uncertainty.  She narrowed her eyes and told him something else, which even without knowing the language, Deo was sure it meant ‘do it.’  The young man rushed back and the Head Elder looked back at him.

“Of the three states here, we came last,” she said in an even voice.  “A natural disaster sent our ancestors north, and now, another natural disaster does so again.  We have little of what our ancestors left us; not even our language is written.  All we have are stories.  If we push further, it will anger the other two states and we’d risk a war with them.  Even with our biha users, we would not survive fighting both at once.”

The young man she’d ordered out returned carrying something in his arms.  The bundle was wrapped with layers of cloth and leather rope.  Upon the sight of it, several voices rose into the air.  From their tone, they were protesting whatever bundle was being brought out.  Regardless of their words, the Head Elder held out her hand and swept her eyes over the crowd to silence them.

She responded to their concerns in a firm voice, and the protests ceased, though several elders still wore unwilling expressions.

Deo felt out of place, but didn’t get up.  Still, he wanted to respect the people who were hospitable to him and Lloyd.  “Should I leave?”

“No,” the Head Elder answered without pause.  “This is something that has been passed down from our ancestors.  It is thousands of years old, brought back from our ancestral homeland.”

Deo shifted in his seat.  “Is this all right for me to see?  I’m not part of this state, after all.”

“My request will make more sense when you see it,” the Head Elder told him.  She gave a nod to the young man, who placed the bundle in the center of the room.  He began to untie the rope and peel off the cloth.  There were many layers, and the more that were peeled off, the older the cloth became.

Deo leaned forward, squinting in the dim light of the tent.  He heard the Head Elder say something else and then saw a few younger members of the group stand and blow out the oil lamps around the room.  One by one, they were snuffed out and the windowless room became dark.

It didn’t stay that way.

As his eyes adjusted, he noticed that the bundle was starting to glow.  Another layer removed revealed light at its core.  Deo held his breath as he watched the last layer of cloth removed and the room become illuminated as if it were daylight inside.

A warm, yellow light came from a sphere.

He’d never seen one before.  “What is that?”

“This is a light pearl,” the Head Elder told him as her eyes gazed with reverence at the pearl no larger than the size of his fist.  “Our legend says that it acts as a light source and in our ancestral homeland, candles and oil lamps were not used, as light pearls provided light where it was dark.”

Deo stared at the object, unable to understand how it was glowing.  No, glowing was an understatement. Its light was stronger than that of a torch or an oil lamp.  It wasn’t large, either, nor did there appear to be any holes to put a flame.

“How...?” He wasn’t sure how to phrase his question.

“It is said that when the disaster happened, many groups fled in all directions, but all had the intention of returning one day,” the old woman beside him said with her scratchy voice.  Her eyes were also on the light pearl.  “To summon them back when it was safe, large groups were given light pearls.  For thousands of years, this pearl did not illuminate.  We, and perhaps the descendants of our sister groups who fled, have been waiting...waiting for so long....”

The Head Elder swallowed hard.  “When the light pearl illuminates once more, it means that we can return.”

Deo lifted his head and squinted.  “Return where?”

“Gah-rhun,” she said with a hopeful smile.  “Perhaps you have heard of it?”

Deo shook his head.  “No...I’m sorry, I haven’t.”

“Gah-rhun is how we say it, but those on the continent used to call it something else.  They couldn’t pronounce the name correctly and it became perverted,” the old woman told him.  She thought for a moment.  “I remember...Garun...Gurun....”

Deo tilted his head to the side.  “Gurani?”

“Is that how they say it?” The old woman chuckled.  “It sounds so bad.”

Deo sighed and shook his head.  “Madam, Head Elder...I’ve heard of Gurani, but it’s gone.  It was an ancient peninsula and it sank into the ocean.  I’ve been to the continent’s tip where it would’ve been.  There aren’t any land masses there.”

“But we are being called back,” someone else said, motioning towards the light pearl, as if it were an obvious counter to his statement.  “Gah-rhun is summoning us.”

Deo wracked his mind to try to explain that their ancestral homeland no longer existed.  The natural disaster they spoke of aligned with the historical records that Gurani was hit with major eruptions, earthquakes, and even an underwater sinkhole that swallowed the peninsula.  Did they want him to take them back? Even if they wanted to go back, there was nothing to go back to.

“We are not asking you to escort us back,” the Head Elder told him, as if reading his mind.  “We will return on our own, but we cannot .  If you cannot teach us to use our biha to fight, then we ask for your help in a...mutually beneficial job.”

Deo narrowed his eyes.  He was silent for a moment, but he knew what the woman was trying to say.  “You want me to help you get out of the valley?”

“We will leave the valley to Salgul and Brekram.  If they were reasonable, we would deal with them directly, but now, they are holding us hostage in the valley, forcing us to pick one side or another.  They want our territory, our resources, and our blood to strengthen their own biha users.”

“Territory we can give, but they won’t give us a chance to live free,” the old woman said.  She shook her head and lowered her voice with distaste.  “I will not serve Salgul or Brekram.”

“Our battle experience is limited to defense, so we are ill-prepared to fight our way out,” the Head Elder said.  “That is why we are asking for your help.”

Deo took another deep breath.  “Head Elder, how do you know I would be of any help?”  He grasped his sleeve and pulled it up, revealing the mark of exile on his forearm.  “I have been exiled from Kadmus.”

Her eyes began to crinkle up as she smiled.  “I know,” the Head Elder said, almost pleased.  “And we have been waiting for you, Lord Amadeo of the Noble House of Caroline.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 24 - The One Who Gets Praised First is the Bird


                Seeing her two youngest children run through the black volcanic sands of the West Islands’ largest island reminded her of her innocent childhood.  The Magistrate’s Palace where Sybil was born and grew up wasn’t too far away, on a hillside that overlooked the sea.  Or at least, the new building that was built over it was.

When she was a child, a monsoon hit the island badly.  They were unprepared and it gave her father’s political opponents both on the main island and on the satellite islands an excuse to oust him from power.  At the same time, the monsoon had caused flooding and disease spread through the island.

Her mother had gone to do aide work and caught the waterborne disease that eventually took her life.  Her father, weakened from the stress of the disaster and the blow from the loss of his political position, had a stroke.  When he found out her mother had passed one her way back to the capital, he couldn’t take it and followed.

Sybil stayed with her nanny for two weeks in a ramshackle shack by the seashore, where it was littered with debris from the flooding.  Food was scarce and clean water was scarcer.  Her nanny’s family was large and it was a struggle for them to feed another mouth.  She wasn’t so young that she didn’t understand what was going on.

She was a burden to the family.  Her nanny was no longer being paid and was taking care of her because she cared about Sybil, even if it was a strain on her family resources.  The nanny’s in-laws complained, but she refused to kick Sybil out.

For that, Sybil was grateful and sent money and food to her nanny until the day she died.  Despite the woman’s efforts, Sybil had still lost a great deal of weight during that time.  Malnourished, in stained clothes, and scavenging the shore for resources, no one could tell that Sybil of Blythehaus was the daughter of the former magistrate and a heroic debutante once named the most beautiful woman in the West Islands.

Her father was an only child and her mother’s only remaining sibling was estranged from the family.  Both sets of grandparents were dead, so Sybil had no blood relations to rely on.  At least, that was what she thought.

Word spread fast on the island and a dark ship had anchored off the shore.  Rough looking men and women were searching for the child of the former magistrate.  This terrified her nanny.  Why would such people be looking for a little girl?  Her nanny had instructed her relatives who knew who Sybil was not to reveal her whereabouts.

She even had Sybil stay indoors in order to avoid being seen.

But the people on the dark ship posted a reward for information where the girl was.  If the information was deemed true and they found her, they’d be rewarded at least half a year’s worth of coins.

After a devastating monsoon, flood and plague, people were clamoring for any resources they could get.  Protecting a parentless child who was already a strain on family resources wasn’t a priority at all.  As soon as the reward was posted, Sybil was outed by one of her nanny’s relatives.

By the time her nanny found out and rushed back, a half dozen people had arrived outside their shanty home.  While their clothes were decent, they had swords at their sides, and looked as if they’d seen the world.  ‘Rough-looking’ was a bit of an understatement.

Neighbors who had rushed out to watch were almost frightened back into their homes, but her nanny’s relatives were eager to shove Sybil into the arms of these strangers.

After everything that had happened to her in her short life, Sybil had been resigned to her fate.  The only thing she could do was try to make sure the reward money went into the hands of her nanny.  She had stood in front of the shack and looked up at the newcomers.

Before she could open her mouth, a tall woman had stepped forward, almost melting from within the circle of people around her.  Her clothes were a rich red and she wore a wide brim hat and sturdy, salt and sand dusted leather boots.  There was a long scar across her left cheek.   Beneath her dark bangs, Sybil could see sharp hazel eyes.

For a moment, the child had squinted.  Hazel eyes were rare.  Aside from her and her mother, she hadn’t seen anyone else on the island with those eyes.

The woman had bent down in front of Sybil, examined her without a word, and then raised her hand to remove her wide-brimmed hat.

“You are Sarah’s daughter,” the woman’s low, gruff voice had said. She sounded strangely gentle, but also more as if she were reminding Sybil of her identity than questioning her.  Sybil had silently nodded her head.  She still remembered everything that happened that day.

The woman had looked up and swept her eyes across the bystanders, including her nanny, who had appeared confused.

Why would Sybil be identified as ‘Sarah’s daughter’ and not the Magistrate’s?

It was because the woman who had arrived was Sarah of Blythehaus’ younger sister, who was estranged from the family.  She had come to pick up her niece.

Sybil’s nanny received the reward offered more as thanks for taking care of Sybil while her aunt rushed to return to the island after she heard the news.  From then on, Sybil was under the guardianship of her aunt, and her aunt spared no expense in giving Sybil the best education she could.

That was saying quite a bit considering her aunt’s occupation.

She took a deep breath.  “Wrath, don’t pick up animals from the water.  What if they are venomous?”

“This is a starfish,” Wrath said, holding up a peach-colored creature in her little hand.

“Mommy, it’s fine,” Thad replied over his shoulder as he followed his little sister.  “All she’s been picking up are shells, starfish, and hermit crabs.”

Wrath nodded obediently.  “And this octopus with the pretty purple spots.”

Thad paused and stared at her with wide, horrified eyes.  Sybil rose from her seat and walked across to check her daughter’s wooden bucket.  Sure enough, there was a small octopus with purple spots climbing over the various shells and starfish.

“That will kill you,” she said in a droll voice.

Wrath froze and then looked down at her bucket.  “I’ve made a grave mistake.”

Sybil used a piece of broken mussel shell to pick up the octopus and fling it into the ocean.

“A bit reckless.  What if it swims back?” a voice said behind her.

“Then I’ll catch it and throw it further,” Sybil replied.  She turned around and faced a gray-haired old woman in neat pants tucked into sea-worn leather boots with a wide-brim hat.  Sybil stood up straight and bowed her head towards the woman she’d been waiting for.  “Auntie, I’m back.”

The old woman was still tall and her posture upright.  A cane with a jewel-eyed octopus casting was at her side.  She lifted her chin as she gave her adult niece a small nod.  “Did you finally leave him?”

“I didn’t leave him, Auntie.”

“Then why isn’t he here?” the old woman asked.

Sybil took a deep breath.  She stood up straight and held out her arm, tugging up her shirt sleeve.  The old woman’s eyes landed on the dark mark on her arm.  Though her face didn’t show it, Sybil could sense her surprise and displeasure.

“Something happened on Kadmus,” Sybil replied.

“I see.”  The old woman narrowed her eyes. “Then he’s dead.”

“He’s not dead.”  Sybil gave her aunt a deadpan look.  “We were exiled to the four winds.  Robert was sent east and I was sent west with the children.”

“You have four children,” her aunt said in a sharp voice.  Her eyes flickered around the beach.  Though there were a few people a good distance away fishing or fixing their boats and netting, the only people with Sybil were Thad and Wrath.  “Where are Deo and Beks?”

Sybil swallowed hard with regret.  “They are adults so-”

“Then we’ll go pick them up,” the woman said with a dismissive wave of her hand, as if doing so was such an easy task.  “Where are they?”

“Deo was sent to the frigid north-”

“Then he’s on his own.”

“Auntie.”

“The fleet can’t sail in snow, Sybil,” her aunt told her.

“I know.  I am sure he will go east to find his father,” Sybil said.  “Beks was exiled to the Forbidden Valley.”

Her aunt’s face instantly filled with anger.  “Beks has been fostered since she was three years old and has no martial or survival training.  What happened that she was exiled to a place that would surely kill her?”

Sybil wasn’t sure where to start, so she stated the reason.  “She broke her engagement with the Fourth Prince, no...King Luther, and we were then accused of conspiring King Laurence’s kidnapping.”

The old woman’s head drew back as her lips pulled into a frown.  “King Laurence should be recovering well by now.  Why hasn’t he returned?”

“We don’t know if he’s fully recovered yet.  And even if he was, how can he return without a plan?” Sybil asked.  “King Luther is being controlled by his father and has the new oracle backing him.  If the new oracle backs him, then the Temple isn’t far behind.”

Her aunt sneered.  “The Temple wouldn’t back a country so easily.  They must have benefits.”

“Whatever they are, they sent six paladins to try to assassinate me and the children.”

“They dare!?” A loud rumble came from the shore as a wave crashed around them.  Thad and Wrath looked up, surprised as the water came crashing down.  They didn’t move from where they stood, as the water avoided them.

“I have no doubt that paladins were also sent to assassinate Robert, Deo, and Beks.”

The old woman scoffed.  “I don’t care about that man, but Deo and Beks...especially Beks.”  She fell into a contemplative silence.  “They dare touch my blood; I will make sure the seas run red with theirs.”

“Auntie, Beks plans to return to Kadmus and remove the false king and his people.  She wants to avoid harming civilians.”

“The Kadmus navy isn’t civilians.”

“Auntie, can you at least wait until we find Beks?”  Sybil almost pleaded, though part of her wished to do the same.  However, once Laurence retook his position and Beks assisted him, it would reflect badly on her if her relations had attacked the kingdom as revenge.

Her aunt’s sharp eyes bore into her.  “Do you know if Beks is alive?”

She didn’t, but Sybil refused to entertain any thought that Beks wouldn’t be.  “The daughter with dawn in her hair won’t die so easily.”  Her voice was hoarse as she said it, but her aunt nodded.

“Then do we search for her?”

“She will come find us.”

“Find you?”  Her aunt raised a brow.  “How?”

“Beks has always been a meticulous child, and pragmatic.  She will analyze her choices and will make a plan.”

Even as a child born in Sagittate, where children naturally advanced faster than children on the continent due to the long-term effects of the bihar-rich environment on its people, Beks was abnormally quick to learn.  Her verbal and motor skills were finessed faster than her brother’s when she was his age, and all she needed to do was glance at a text to be able to recite it.

It was why Sybil and her husband were so horrified the day Lord Anders and the entourage from Kadmium arrived to take Beks.  As parents, they refused to let their three-year-old daughter leave them, even if it was to be fostered by a queen they supported.

However, Beks had overheard the conversation and seemed to understand that if she didn’t go, a fight would ensue.  Sybil didn’t know if her daughter understood how serious the conflict would be, but Beks was adamant to leave.  Three years old and she understood her political position and how to shield her family’s duchy.

Sybil and Robert had always seen it as their failure as parents, but it had happened so quickly.  Before they came to their senses, Beks was on a carriage bound for Kadmium and waving good-bye from the window, as if excited to set off on a new adventure.

Across from her, Sybil’s aunt thought for a moment.  “She will go find her brother and father first, then come to find you.”  For a moment, Sybil was surprised her aunt could guess.

“How do you know?”

“Beks knows you are from the West Islands.  Even if she doesn’t know the full details of your...background,” her aunt said with a slight smirk.  “She knows that the sea is where you’d feel most at home and would survive best.  You and the children would also be safest at sea.  Deo’s field experience was in the Northern Pass and her father is a reckless madman who can’t be killed no matter-”

“He is not a roach, Auntie.”

“You think he’s not a roach....” She heard her aunt mutter under her breath.  “Regardless of what I think of him, I know he will not be killed so easily.  Beks will find them and then come to search for you.  Considering that you all have exile markings, then she will come by ship to avoid Kadmus.  As long as she is on the sea, Maritime Legacy will find her.”

Sybil let out a low breath of relief and nodded.  “Thank you, Auntie.”

The old woman gave her a small wave of her hand.  She looked past her, at the children.  “What are your plans while waiting for the reunion?”

“I want to find instructors for Thad and Wrath,” Sybil said.  “Thad has wind biha and Wrath has a spirit core.”

Her aunt narrowed her eyes and lifted a hand to rub her chin.  “It’s not a problem to find them suitable instructors.  Many people owe me favors.”  Her eyes drifted to her niece.  “But do they know what I do?”

Sybil hesitated.  “I told them we were going to visit some relatives.”

“Sybil,” her aunt began in a firm, disapproving voice.  “I never lied to you about what I am.  Nor did I keep it from you.  There is nothing shameful about what I do.”

Sybil’s eyes crinkled a bit.  Her aunt’s occupation was technically illegal, but she didn’t say it out loud.  “Then, you won’t help us?”

“Only if you tell them the truth,” her aunt said.  She shook her head.  “I will not lie to blood.”

It was something she’d always respected about her aunt.  Even if the truth were harsh, she would try to explain it in the clearest, gentlest way.

Sybil nodded and held her aunt’s eyes as she called for her two youngest children.  “Thad!  Wrath, come here!  I want you to meet someone!”

Thad grasped his younger sister’s free hand in one hand and carried her bucket of kidnapped sea creatures in the other.  They trudged back up the shore, their wet feet burying into the dark sand with each step.

As they approached, they cast curious gazes at the old woman standing in front of their mother.  The two seemed to notice the resemblance: their heights, builds, the way they carried themselves.

Wrath’s hazel eyes lit up.  “Are you family?” she asked as she hurried over to stand in front of her mother and looked at the older woman who had the same eyes as her.

A gentle expression filled the old woman’s face as she pushed down against her leviathan cane and knelt down.

“I am family,” she said in a warm voice.  It was the same tone that she’d addressed Sybil with when she came to pick her up.

Wrath looked excited and turned to her mother, as if asking for an explanation.  Her mother placed a hand on her shoulder.

“Wrath, Thad, this is my mother’s younger sister, my Auntie-”

“The pirate!?”  Thad couldn’t seem to control his voice as he blurted it out.  His mother snapped her head back and looked at him with large eyes filled with surprise.  Her heart shot to her throat.  When did her son know that her aunt was a pirate?

Her auntie tossed her head back and let out a laugh as her eyes filled with mirth.  “Great nephew, I am not only a pirate,” she said as she reached forward and placed her scarred, wrinkled hand on his head.  “I am the pirate queen.”

Sybil could feel the excitement in the air rise as her two children scooted closer to the old woman.  She stared at her son.  “Thad, how do you know that my aunt is a pirate?”

“Someone had to teach you to be a pirate,” Thad replied as if it were obvious.

Sybil nearly choked.  She told her children she was a sailor, but never divulged that she was a pirate.  Did he guess when she yelled at the paladins?  She almost shook her head at the thought.  How would Thad guess?  How would he even know what Maritime Legacy was?

As large as the fleet was, it was based in the West Islands and never went as far north as Sagittate.

“Great Aunt,” Wrath said as she tugged her small, chubby hands from Thad and reached for the old woman’s hand.  “Daddy says that you are the fiercest pirate to ever grace the southern seas.”

Robert!  Sybil nearly yelled her husband’s name out loud.  It was his fault! When did he tell their children about her past?

The old woman smirked.  “Well, it seems that man did something right for once.”

“Auntie....”  Sybil raised her hand and rubbed her forehead.

“I wouldn’t say that I’m the fiercest pirate ever.”  Her aunt answered the children instead, though with some modesty.  “Perhaps a legendary figure, but one never knows who will rise above me.”

Wrath’s eyes sparkled.  “Do you think I can be a pirate?”

“Anyone can be a pirate,” her aunt replied.  The old woman pushed herself up and smirked. “But not everyone can be a Maritime Legacy pirate.”

Her children were looking at her aunt with awe filled eyes while she contemplated how to explain herself to them.

Wrath clenched her hands with excitement.  “I can be a pirate....” she whispered.

Sybil sighed and lowered her hands.  “We are going with Auntie so you can have access to education.”

“On how to be a pirate?” Wrath asked.

“No.”

“Your mother tells me that you have a spirit core,” the old woman said as she placed her hand on the top of Wrath’s head and then moved to touch the top of Thad’s.  “And that you have wind biha.  Is that correct?”  The two children nodded.  “Then, you needn’t worry about instruction.  I will find you the best masters available to teach you, as I had them teach your mother to become the strongest water biha-user in the seas.”

Two shining pairs of eyes looked towards Sybil with awe and respect.

“Thank you, Great Aunt!”  Thad said, bowing his head before Wrath mirrored her brother and shouted her thanks.

The old woman chuckled, her pleased smile never leaving her face.  “You can call me Great Aunt, but on the ship, you can also call me Captain,” she said.  “Let me formally introduce myself, children.  I am the Captain and Commander of the largest pirate fleet in the southern seas, Maritime Legacy, and am known as the Kraken of the West.”  She lifted her free hand and used it to grasp her hat and bring it to her chest.  She gave the two children a small bow of greeting.  “Rebecca of Lyone.”
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Robert sneezed and narrowed his eyes.  That was the third time in a row.  What was going on?  He wasn’t catching a cold, was he?

“Your Grace, they say if you sneeze when all is well, someone is speaking of you.”  Mr. Fremont said with a chuckle.

“All good things, I hope,” Robert replied as he scratched his nose.

The driver who’d escorted him all the way from Kadmium had remained at his side despite the difficulties of travel, insisting that he follow, as if he returned, he could be in danger.

Robert, of course, would not let a loyal man return to his death.  He was confident enough to bring the aging man with him across the desert.  They were cautious, of course.  Death was easy to come by in a number of methods if one wasn’t careful in the Shadow Desert.

They only traveled at night and Robert was careful in selecting shelters.  From his travels, he had extensive knowledge of what they could eat and drink.  It didn’t take them long to find a caravan route.

He had expected there to be more people, but apparently the route to the Giant’s Ridge had been overtaken by one of the warring states and they refused to let the usual caravans through, as the caravans traded with whoever was willing.

Robert had frowned when he heard this.

Knowing his son, Deo would try to get to the High Desert to meet him as soon as possible, which meant he’d pick the most efficient way that didn’t involve coming near the Kadmus border.  The most efficient way was over the Giant’s Ridge.

Since it had been taken over for months, it was unlikely that Deo had been able to pass through before it was closed.

His son was stuck.

“I’m sure he’s fine.”  Robert brushed it off, full of confidence for his eldest son.  It was his eldest daughter that constantly worried him.

All Robert could do was engross himself in surviving in the desert and finding a place to wait for his children to find him.  Whether it was Deo or Beks who came first, he wasn’t sure, but as long as he stayed in place, they would eventually find him.

Settling in one of the caravan towns while he waited was the best option.  It would be a good place to start looking, whereas waiting in some random cave in the desert might as well have been hiding.  Thus, Robert used what few gold plats his precious daughter had slipped him to buy a modest adobe house in the far corner of a village under the shade of a jagged mountain, at the crux of where the High Desert sank to meet the more extreme Shadow Desert.

However, Robert didn’t choose to settle there for the convenience of shade and caravans.  He needed to make money to support himself and Mr. Fremont, the old driver.  He was a nobleman, a statesman.  He wasn’t a businessman.  Sybil took charge of the family business so he didn’t have to.

He could lead an army, but what army was there to lead?

He couldn’t farm and wasn’t an experienced hunter.  Even if he were, where in the barren landscape could he farm or hunt?

There were a few inns and restaurants that needed cleaners and cooks, but Robert didn’t know how to do either.  The elderly owner of one of the inns wanted to hire him to check people in because ‘he has a good face’, but the old woman’s husband and son disagreed.

It seemed that he had to resort to how he earned money the last time he passed through on his youthful travels.

“Your Grace, are you going back to the stadium?”

“Yes, I have a shift today,” Robert said with a bright smile.  He couldn’t cook or clean, but he could play the part of a guard.

A large stadium was built just through the pass into the High Desert and many people who worked there lived in the village.  Their neighbor recommended Robert for the job when he saw that Robert was a fit man, even at his age.

The stadium had various tournaments, races, and as a result, oversaw a lot of gambling.  Gambling often caused trouble, so guards were hired to keep the order.  When the owner met Robert, they had just lost two guards the night before in a scuffle and threw the job at him.

One could get the duke out of the duchy, but they couldn’t stifle the confidence to rule.  Order was imposed within the first two weeks, after Robert spent it observing the situation and making notes.  He had approached the frazzled owner after a particularly chaotic argument in the gambling den after the loss of a favored gladiator to an underdog.

The owner didn’t care what Robert did, as long as he was able to get the chaos of the gambling den under control.  And Robert did.

He had assigned his peers to locations and shifts that best suited them.   He’d outlined patrols, highlighted particularly troublesome spots, and talked to floor managers around the stadium to see what they needed.  If his peers didn’t follow his directions, Robert beat it into them.

How could a few local ruffians go against a seasoned warrior?

Robert was now the head of security at the stadium and it paid well.  He’d have more than enough to rent a boat and a crew to take them to the West Islands when the time came.  After all, Deo and Beks would likely have a difficult time earning money if they were searching for him.

“Shall I prepare your dinner, Your Grace.”

“Thank you, Mr. Fremont.”

Robert walked out of his small house and lifted the hood of the rough canvas cloak over his head to keep the sun off. They walked out and at this time of the day, the village was cast in a welcomed shade of the cliffs.

It would’ve been nice if we had someone with shadow biha.  If that were the case, they could be shaded all the time.

“Good morning, Mr. Robert!”

“Good morning!”  He threw the old man who lived next door to him a bright smile.  “How’s your leg today, Mr. Kreshka?”

“Not bad, not bad.”  The old man laughed.  “Azeem told me you stopped a near riot last night.”

“Ah, he’s exaggerating.  I’d hardly call a disagreement with the booker a riot,” Robert replied good naturedly.  “Don’t overwork yourself today!”

“Mr. Robert!  Heading to work?”

“Yes, have a good day!”

“Mr. Robert, I’ll send some dried cactus fruit to your house later!”

“Thank you, Uncle Fremont and I will enjoy it!”

He couldn’t make it two steps without being pleasantly greeted.  People liked those who brought order and peace, after all.  Many of the villagers worked at the stadium and it had been much more peaceful lately because of him.

Of course, so much attention didn’t mean it was all wanted.

“Mr. Robert!  What are you doing for dinner today?” A thin old woman almost rushed out of her house when he passed.  Robert resisted the urge to flee from the demanding old woman.

“Uncle and I are having dinner, of course,” Robert replied with a smile.

“You should come by my house.  My daughter is cooking tonight!”  There was a devious light in the old woman’s eyes and Robert hastily put some distance between them.  His smile vanished and he frowned a bit.

“Old Madam, I will not be dining at the house of others, especially with unmarried individuals.”  Even if he didn’t know that she had five daughters and was trying to marry them out to outstanding individuals and wealthy passing merchants, he knew what the old woman was trying to do.  “It would be an insult to my wife.”

It wasn’t the first time she heard he had a wife.  In fact, the entire village knew that a ‘natural disaster’ had split his family apart.  However, his wife and children weren’t there, so the old woman saw him as a prospective son-in-law.  Despite his age, he was good looking and was able to get a well-paying job almost immediately.  He had the respect of the villagers and they were certain his uncle was actually a servant.

A man like him should’ve been happy to take on a lover.

But Robert refused.  He’d made a covenant with his beloved Sybil.  If he wronged her, even if she were not there, he would end himself before she could.

“My daughter is the most beautiful in the village and cooks the best, too!

“Does she cook seafood?” Robert asked with a raised brow and a sneer.  The old woman faltered.  Where would they get seafood in the desert?  “My wife cooks the best seafood.”  He couldn’t help but brag.  Sybil would make him a delicious chowder when it was cold and he’d learned to make it so he could give it to her, too.

“But your wife isn’t here!  It’s been weeks; I’m starting to think you’re not married at all.”

Robert wanted to scoff.  “Even if it has been a lifetime, I will only be with my Sybil!”

“My daughter is much younger!  You can’t compare!”

Robert let out a laugh and began walking away, no longer wanting to deal with her.  “Compare?  Old Madam, my Sybil is a beauty who steals the breath of men at a glance!”

“Bah!”

He thought of his wife and was almost disappointed that he couldn’t show off how breathtaking she was to the villagers, but at the very least, they’d see Deo and Beks eventually.  Deo was acceptable, but Beks was beautiful.

“You will have the misfortune of never being honored with a look at my Sybil, but let me assure you, when my son and daughter come, you will understand that their mother is a goddess amongst mortals!”
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Her clothes were covered with dust, she was tired, and her hair had been tied and re-tied back so much, it was a tangled nest that she’d have to spend a good deal of time detangling later.  Beks acknowledged that she did not look like how she did in the palace when she was engrossed in her decoding.

To make things worse, her eyes were dry and it was becoming difficult to read.  Beks shut them and pinched the bridge of her nose.  She felt she’d made significant strides in her translating as far as defining words, but she couldn’t figure out the grammar. She could make educated guesses, but she wasn’t confident that they would be translated well enough.

High Berup had a different grammar system than Classic Esuser, which maintained a similar grammar system to modern Esuser, but modern Esuser had a different grammar system from Jasper to begin with.  Lucian had broken down the basics of Classic Esuser grammar for her, but translation wasn’t consistent.

Something was missing.

Perhaps she’d been staring at the words for so long that she was overlooking something.  It was possible, and the twins and Jonas had warned her about how fatigue dulled her mind.

I need to listen to them and rest for a few days.  I can return to my work with a fresh mind.  She took a deep breath and began to pile up the various notes she’d taken into stacks for completed translations, notes, and words she wasn’t sure of.  She pushed herself up and stretched her arms over her head.

She winced as she heard her body cracking.  No wonder the twins were worried about her.  Beks walked towards the exit and found a light pearl in a woven lantern-like cage waiting for her at the exit.  It was already dark out, but she could see Snowflake waiting for her.  Beks picked up the lantern and sighed.

She looked up and squinted.  “No moon tonight....” she muttered as she walked across the gravel.  There was no word for it in Jasper, so the term for a moonless night in Sagittater popped into her head and she spoke it out loud.  “Derdusae.”

Broken up by syllables, its literal translation was ‘night when the moon dark it is’.  Sagittater had a different grammar system from Jasper as well.

Beks took two steps and stopped.  The thoughtful look on her face melted away as her eyes widened.  She hadn’t tried to apply Sagittater grammatical rules to High Berup.  The regions were too far apart, so it didn’t cross her mind that High Berup could’ve influenced Sagittater in any way.

She placed the light pearl lantern down and rushed back into the office.  She bent down on the cushioned mat Lucian made for her to sit on as she reached for and laid out several dried leaves covered with writing.

Tenses and verbs were always at the end of a sentence, which didn’t match up with Jasper or Esuser.  Langshe’s writing style didn’t match up either.

“To stores, five of, copper quality poor was sold....”  Beks shuffled through some dried strips to another sentence written with High Berup on top and Classic Esuser beneath it.  “To stores, three of, copper new will be replaced....that’s the tense!  That’s the word order!  It’s the same as Sagittater!”

Her energetic shouting echoed in the office and she clutched her notes against her.  Suddenly, the jumbled mess of words began to reorder themselves, and made far more sense than the broken lists of words she’d made that didn’t convey the full meaning.

She was about to grab a tablet and shove it into the niche to continue trying her theory, but stopped herself as she held the tablet over the opening.  Her hand squeezed the stone.

If she put it in, she’d never get any rest.  She already missed an obvious possibility with comparing High Berup to Sagittate in her sleep-deprived haze.  She’d try to translate until she collapsed, if Laz and Lucian didn’t find her first and dragged her back.

Beks took a deep breath and lowered her arm.  “It’ll be here tomorrow,” she told herself.  “Do you hear that, Beks?  It.  Will. Be. Here. Tomorrow.”

Placing the tablet in her hand back onto its pile on the floor was almost as painful as when she’d stabbed herself with the exile marking needles.  She took another deep breath and exhaled slowly before forcibly backing herself away, mentally chanting ‘tomorrow’.  If the twins had seen her, they would’ve noticed her legs shaking.

The mind was strong, but the body was weak.

When she stepped outside and the cool evening air hit her face after being in the stuffy office the entire day, she let out a low breath and allowed herself to relax.   Snowflake flickered his tongue at her and Beks climbed on to his back.

“Let’s go look for the twins.  I want to tell them about this.”  Snowflake didn’t know what ‘this’ was, but he still carried Beks along, up the familiar path to the topmost ruins where they resided.  Rather than go to the rotunda, she had Snowflake take her to the kitchen.

“Lucian!  Where’s Laz?  I figured something out....”  Her voice trailed off as she looked around and slid off the serpent’s back.  The light pearls in the sconces outside the kitchen were lit, but there was no one seated on the dining table outside.  Beks climbed up the stairs and looked inside.

While it still smelled of food, the kitchen was empty.  Her brows furrowed and she continued around the building and then walked inside.  The light pearls were lit along the halls, but there wasn’t anyone there.

Sometimes, Gerard and Jonas were exploring the island, so there were evenings when she didn’t see them, but usually, the twins were easy to find.

Furrowing her brows, she walked back out.  Snowflake was in the open courtyard before the upper ruins and Beks walked down the steps towards him.

“Snowflake, do you know where they are?”  The serpent flickered his tongue and Beks climbed on his back.  “Take me there!”

They followed the path down two one of the lower levels, where there was a massive open space just before the entry gate.  There were a few fallen stone buildings and toppled columns, but they were around the central plaza.  The water fixtures were also on either side, leaving the central space open.

The dead branches and rubble that had been there when she re-discovered the  space had been cleared.  Beks had never been down to that tier at night, and for a moment, she was taken aback by what she saw.

There were numerous stone sconces on the various building walls and at the top of the standing pillars, there were cage-like cylinders that were glowing.  Light pearls must’ve been inside and now that Lucian was there, he’d activated the long dormant crystals.  Pathways were illuminated and right down the main street was Lucian surrounded by a few light pearls in woven cages like lanterns, while he tugged on plant strips.

A large, round woven basket was in front of him and he coiled the strip over the top and pulled it through the side.  It looked like any other basket he’d woven to collect fruit from the forest, but it was almost as large as they were.

In fact, she was sure she could fit inside.

“Beks, are you going to sleep now?  Did you want to eat something before you washed up?”  Lucian pulled the plant fiber several times to make sure it was taunt before coiling it over the top edge of the basket once more.  “There is some fruit in the kitchen.  Do you want me to slice some for you?”

Snowflake stopped beside Lucian and Beks slid off.  “No, I came out and didn’t see anyone... What are you doing?”  She looked past him and at his project.

“Finishing this basket.  I need to secure the top edge so it doesn’t unravel,” Lycian replied.

Beks furrowed her brows as she circled the large basket.  The woven leaves had been cut into strips and some of them were still green.  She reached out and placed a hand on the top of the basket.  It reached to her stomach and the top edge had been wrapped with strips of vines.

She walked around the basket.  It was round and about two and half of her paces in diameter.  She leaned forward and looked inside.  A rope ladder made of woven vines hung over the edge to help her climb in and out.

“What do you think?” Lucian asked behind her.

She pressed her hands against the side and pushed it.  “Quite sturdy.  Did you make it?”

“I had Gerard help,” he replied as he leaned back against the basket.  “I didn’t want to make it too large, but it’s more than enough to carry two people.”

Beks turned her head towards him and squinted.  “This was made to carry people?”

The corners of his lips curled up and he gave her a helpless smile.  “Something this big?  What did you think it would carry?”  She looked back at the basket.  Perhaps it was made not to carry something, but to contain supplies?  Before she could answer, Lucian chuckled.  “Beks, wasn’t it your idea to have one of the rokhs carry you across the sea in a basket to get back to the mainland?”

For a moment, she didn’t know what to say.  She’d thought that option wasn’t feasible.  After all, despite her opinions on it, no one had mentioned it to her.    “Yes, but....”  She trailed off and looked back at the basket.  It was sturdy.  Far sturdier and more secure than all the other baskets Lucian had woven.

“Why don’t you climb in?” Before she could answer, arms swept her up and lifted her over the side of the basket.  Her arms wrapped around his shoulders to steady herself as Lucian moved her.

As she landed on the woven basket floor she couldn’t help but press down on it.  “It seems solid.”  She could make out the thick vines crisscrossing like support beams.  She raised her head to look at Lucian.  “But will it hold if it’s raised into the air?  Right now, the ground is right beneath it.”

She saw the sparkle in his eyes.  “Shall you test it out?”

Beks’ eyes narrowed a bit and looked to the walls of the human sized basket around her.  Part of her wanted to test it, of course.  If it worked, then not only could she return to the mainland and look for her family, but the journey would be faster.

At the very least flying to the shore wouldn’t take long at all.

She took a deep breath and released it.  Of course, a basket to carry her was only part of the equation.  The most important part were the rokhs.  Her attempts to show them had no results and since she had absorbed herself in decoding High Berup, she’d hardly seen the giant birds.

She had no time to train them, and more importantly, she didn’t know how.  Rokhs were sacred beasts with a strong consciousness, but that didn’t mean that they would understand everything she said.  It most definitely didn’t mean that they’d consent to being part of her plans.

“How do we test if this will carry my weight?” Beks asked.  Perhaps Lucian had another way to go about it that didn’t involve the rokhs.  “Is it safe to do so?”

The smile on Lucian’s face grew wider.  “I think it’s pretty safe,” he said.  He raised a hand and from the corner of her eye, she saw a ball of familiar light coming from a light pearl.  She turned around, her eyes locking on to a slight source floating in the darkness.  Her eyes widened as the light illuminated another basket suspended in the air.

From inside the basket, Gerard was holding a light pearl tied with strips of vines to give it a handle while beside him, a cheeky Laz smiled and waved his stump.

Beks took a step back.  The light grew brighter and she could make out thick, woven ropes fixed on to the basket identical to the one she was in.  The ropes rose into the air and were tied on to the clawed, scaly legs of a massive bird hovering above the ground.

Her heart shot to her throat as her wide eyes settled on Thunder the Rokh, gently moving back and forth as he flapped his wings. She could feel her heart slamming against her chest as excitement shot through her, making her unable to stand still.  “It works?”

“I’d say it works,” Lucian said.  He looked up towards the basket.  “Laz!  Is it safe?”

To answer his question, his older twin jumped up and down on the basket.  While it swayed a little, it didn’t seem to bother Thunder, nor did the basket fall apart.  “It’s quite safe.  The quality isn’t bad, little brother!  Good job!”

“What can I say?  I’m skilled with my hands,” Lucian replied with a casual shrug.

Beks leaned forward and looked around.  She placed her feet on the rope ladder and began to pull herself out.  “I want to try!  How far can we go?  How high?”

Lucian turned around and raised his arms to help her out.  “We can’t go too high.  The air is not suitable and it gets colder the higher you go.  As for distance, it isn’t dependent on the basket, but on the rokh.”

Beks clung on to him as he carried her over the edge of the basket.  “Can this take me all the way to the High Desert?” If it could, she could find her father in no time.

Lucian took a deep breath as he placed her back on the ground.  “In theory, yes, but we do have something to consider that will limit the distance you can travel.”

Beks tilted her head to the side and furrowed her brows.  Her lips pulled into a line as she felt a rush of unexpected disappointment.  “What’s the problem?”

“The larger the sacred beast, the more bihar they require.  The rokhs will likely refuse to stray too far from the island,” Lucian replied.  “In addition, the sighting of a massive bird flying over the land will alert unwanted people.”

She frowned.  “But they wouldn’t know it’s me being carried.”

“But they can follow the rokh until you land,” Lucian told her.  “As of right now, the baskets can only carry two people and some supplies.  You will have to land eventually.  We can’t guarantee your safety, or Thunder’s, when you’re further away.”

He had a point.  Sacred beast sightings were rare to begin with.  Seeing a rokh attracts attention, and even if she weren’t being carried in a basket, a rokh could attract unsavory individuals who wanted to capture or even hurt them.

“What if we flew out at night?”

“Then the rokh would need a place to hide during the day, but they can’t spend the day hiding.  That’s when they hunt,” Lucian said.   “Their eyesight isn’t very good in the dark, either.  We must take into consideration the nature and limitations of the rokhs.”

Beks looked back towards Thunder.  She drew her lips inward and bit them.  Thunder had a family on the island and though she felt some urgency to find her family, Thunder may refuse.  She didn’t know how they managed to get the rokh to carry the basket, which was already a miracle.  “I understand....”

Lucian stepped away from her as Laz tossed down a rope from the basket.  Lucian grabbed on to it and dragged it towards a piece of a toppled stone pillar.  Using his feet to push the rope down and tuck it against the base of the stone, he circled the pillar and secured the rope.  “All right!  I’ve got a hold!”

“Thunder!  Down slow!  Like we practiced!” Laz shouted as he looked up above him.

Thunder flapped his wings and began to make a small circle above them.  Beks watched the illuminated feathery belly of Thunder go in a small circle, coming lower and lower to the ground, and allowing for the basket to come down steadily.

When it reached the ground, Thunder’s flapping grew shorter and he landed several paces away with the ropes to the basket trailing from his feet.

“Thunder, good job!”  Beks rushed over to pet him and shower him with praise.

“You spent days weaving this basket and I risked my life testing it after working with the rokhs, yet the one who gets praise first is the bird?” Laz said with a raised brow.

“Battalion Commander, we couldn’t have flown without Thunder,” Gerard replied.

Beks patted Thunder’s neck, softly praising him for working hard and being smart.  A slight thud was heard and she looked over her shoulder.  Snowflake’s tail rose and slapped the ground, twitching with irritation.

My baby is jealous....  Beks held back a laugh.  “Snowflake is very smart, too!”

“Yes, all of them are so smart,” Laz said in a dull voice.  “It isn’t as if our efforts are all that important.”

Beks rolled her eyes and looked back at him after stroking Snowflake’s head.  “I appreciate your hard work, of course.   I didn’t know you were working on this.”

“Who else would work on it?” Laz asked as he grabbed onto the side of the basket with his good hand and jumped over with ease.  “No one else has shadow biha.”

“Shadow biha....”  She stood up straight and looked back at Thunder.  “Rokhs have a shadow biha affinity!”

Lucian chuckled.  “Didn’t you do that test with one of the chicks?”

She shot him a glare.  “There have been many things happening at once and I've been busy.”

“It took some time to get the rokhs comfortable with carrying a basket and then with the basket weighted down,” Laz told her.

Beks shook her head.  “When did you work on this?”

The twins looked at her with some surprise.  Lucian sighed.  “Beks, are you forgetting how long you spend in the office and library trying to decode High Berup?  Laz, I, and the other two have been as productive, you know.”

Laz smirked.  “Did you think we just sat around all day, cooking and gathering supplies?”

She didn’t want to admit that was what she thought they spent most of their time on.  “I didn’t know you were weaving and training the rokhs....” Beks said, her face heating up.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We didn’t want you to get your hopes up if our attempts failed.  In addition, all your focus is on those tablets and translation,” Laz replied.  “If this worked, then we’d tell you, but we wouldn’t interrupt you.”

Beks raised her hands to her head and rubbed it.  “Do you have any idea how amazing this is?”

“It isn’t as if it was impossible.  There are legends with rokhs and some iconographic engravings around the ruins,” Lucian told her.  “I’ve also read about rokhs carrying things short distances in books at the Great Temple.  I just didn’t know what equipment and training it entailed.”

Beks furrowed her brows once more.  “Where did you see the iconographic engravings?”

“There are several ruin sites on the island,” Lucian told her.  “Gerard and Jonas’ primary jobs have been to map out the island.”

“Their cartography skills are novice, at best, but it’s what we have and we need to utilize them,” Laz told her.

“My lady, we haven’t taken detailed records of all the ruins, but we have a map.  Yesterday, Tempest took Jonas and I on a flight around the island to confirm our surveys,” Gerard told her proudly.  “With more time, we will have a detailed map.”

Beks looked at him, surprised.  “Tempest can carry a basket, too?”

“She’s using the first version of the basket Lucian wove.  It’s a bit smaller than these two,” Laz told her as he put his handless arm on the top of a basket.  “But it was what we used when we did some tests flying around the island and beyond.”

She snapped her head back.  “You’ve taken the baskets beyond the island?  As in, over the water?”

“Yes, we’re trying to find a good elevation to fly at,” Lucian replied.  “Too high and it’s too cold, two low and the waves might hit the basket and cause the rokh to lose their balance.  At the same time, we don’t want to be so high as if the basket breaks, the fall will be fatal.”

Beks opened her mouth and Laz lifted his stump.  “Not fatal and not enough to cause significant injury.”  She closed her mouth, satisfied.

“There are still many things we are working on and until we, and the rokhs, are confident, don’t think about leaving the island,” Lucian said with a serious expression.  He looked back towards his brother.  “When will Jonas return from his test?”

“Tomorrow night,” Laz said.

Beks looked from one man to the other.  “Where did Jonas go to test?”

Laz glanced over and met her eyes.  “The mainland,” he said.  “As long as he returns by tomorrow night, he’ll have made a successful trip over the sea.”

Her breath caught in her throat as another wave of excitement swept over her.  Then, she thought about his words.  Her lips tugged down as her eyes narrowed.  “What if Jonas doesn’t return by tomorrow night?” She was almost hesitant to ask.

The twins exchanged glances.  “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Lucian said.

Laz nodded.  “Don’t worry.  Jonas can swim.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 25 - Rebecca of Caroline Follows a Plan


                For the first time since she watched Deo spout fire out of thin air in Sagittate, Beks felt left behind.  At the time, her memory was excellent and she received a lot of praise over it, but when she was faced with her brother’s natural ability, she was undoubtedly inferior.  Although she didn’t like it, she had to accept it.

Since she had such a weakness, she could only make up for it by focusing on her strengths.  However, as she watched the twins discuss the process of rokh overseas transport, she wasn’t doing enough.

The translation process was exceedingly frustrating and slow, but Laz had already trained the rokhs to carry a person in a basket, and Lucian had designed and put together a basket woven out of plant fibers with limited tools, which was strong enough to carry two people.  She saw the physical manifestations of their work, whereas all she’d read about so far was that detestable copper salesman and how much the company had to pay angry customers  to placate them.

Beks took a deep breath and adjusted her seat on the woven cushion.  “Focus Beks....”

Her work area was ready; a tablet in the niche and the light pearls projecting text on the floor; her notes in front of her; blank dried leaves cut into rectangles and a stylus with a pot of ink at her side.

She lifted her stylus and fixed her eyes on the projected characters.

The next thing she knew, she was walking outside and the bright sunlight hit her face, momentarily blinding her after coming out of a dim chamber.  Snowflake turned his head towards her, as if in question.

“I’m too excited.”  Beks deduced out loud.  It was a bit surprising, as she hadn’t been able to sleep, either.  By all accounts, she should’ve been drowsy.  The anticipation was what was keeping her awake.

Although the day had just begun and Jonas wasn’t scheduled to return until well after sunset, Beks couldn’t sit still.  She wanted to know the results of the test flight immediately, as the sooner they got them, the sooner she could fly to the mainland.

Unable to focus her attention, she walked towards the lower tier, where she’d seen Thunder land with the basket the night before.  The human-sized baskets were brought into one of the nearby ruins along with the coiled vine ropes.  However, there wasn’t anyone there.

Beks walked back to the upper tier and found the twins seated at the dining table outside the kitchen with some dried leaves in front of them and a stylus similar to hers.  Laz and Lucian sat across from each other, both wearing looks of concentration as they looked at the dried leaves and occasionally wrote across them, passing the stylus between them.

She approached slowly so as not to startle them, but only made it a few steps before she was noticed.

Laz turned his head towards her and the stern look on his face faded to gentleness in an instant.  “What’s the matter?  You finally realize that you’re sleepy?”

She shook her head.  “I’m too excited and can’t focus.”

The twins chuckled as they looked at her.  Lucian scooted to the side to give her a place to sit.  “That’s what got you in trouble all the time when you were young.”

She took a seat, but threw him an indignant look.  “When did I get in trouble?  I was always well behaved!”

“I didn’t say you got in trouble because you weren’t.  I said there were times you couldn’t focus,” Lucian replied with a smile.

“Perhaps you blocked it out of your memory, as you were quite resentful of those instructors,” Laz said.  From the look on Beks’ face, he must’ve understood that she really didn’t remember.  “You were so busy, every day, not only because so much was expected of you, but because you were being used as a tool for everyone’s benefit.”

“Mother aside, instructors fought over who taught you,” Lucian said.

Laz let out a small snort.  “No one fought over us....”

“It’s likely that you never noticed as there was little to compare your situation to.  You probably saw it as normal, but it wasn’t,” Lucian told her.

“You are the prophesized daughter with dawn in her hair.  That was enough for various instructors to have high expectations of you,” Laz continued.  “And then, you have your superior memorization abilities.  Anything they threw at you, you could remember.”

“It then became a competition on who could make you memorize the most about a particular subject.”

“And, of course, Mother was pleased to see you absorbing all this information, so she didn’t stop them.  It only proved that she was right to foster you...but, you were still a child.  No matter how focused you could get, if you weren’t very interested in a subject, you’d lose interest or at least want a break.”  Laz let out a heavy sigh.  “Adah had to fight for you to take breaks between classes and days of rest, as he was worried you wouldn’t be properly socialized.”

“He explained it to us like this: politics was not all about memorizing laws and regulations, it was about dealing with a wide array of people.  If you were kept in a room your entire childhood, only exposed to a few people, mainly those who were instructing you, how would you ever learn and grow accustomed to collaborating with nobles and the like.”

Laz nodded at his brother's words.  “If you grew up so sheltered from human relations, then as an adult, you would be far too inexperienced when exposed to Court for the first time.  It would leave you vulnerable to manipulation, which could harm you or use you against the royal family.”

“You would become a weakness to the royal family, which is something Mother didn’t need.”

“Then, Uncle Timur successfully convinced the late Queen to lessen my workload?” Beks asked.  She didn’t feel as if it had been lessened.

“He was able to schedule time for you to rest and play with us,” Lucian replied.  “It was the best he could do.  You know how Mother was.”  Beks nodded her head and lowered her eyes.  “I was prohibited from leaving the palace grounds, so my experience with peers was limited.”  Laz let out a heavy, tired sigh.  He shook his head at the thought.  “If Adah was alive, he might’ve been able to push Mother to let you go to balls and parties outside the palace.  Mother was adamant on keeping you away from any trouble.”

“It shouldn’t surprise you that young, wealthy individuals without much responsibility placed upon them can run wild.”  Lucian thought for a moment and knit his brows.  “I recall a few young masters and mistresses that got out of hand more than a few times, causing trouble for their families, both in the social and financial sense.”

Laz nodded with a frown.  “The point is that because Adah was able to convince mother to give you breaks and days of rest, the instructors took it as a sign not to pace their instruction, but to force more on you in a short amount of time.  The gods know that you were already studying more than a normal child at your age.  Certainly, more than Lucian and myself.”

“Brother Laurence also believes that you had more placed upon you than he did and he was raised to be the Crown Prince,” Lucian said.  “It certainly shows where Mother put her expectations.”

Laz let out a snort and sneered.  “That explains why Luther barely studied.”

Beks frowned.  Because so much was expected of her, she’d been proud, and never considered how unfair the situation was or how she was pushed in comparison to the royal sons.  Laz was right about Luther, as well.  Luther was sheltered and outside of basic arithmetic, literature, and art, he was instructed by his father.

She would admit that Luther’s etiquette and manners were as expected for a royal family member, outside of his affair with the new oracle, but he was kept very sheltered with a heavy dependance on his father.  It was by design, and now the Third Consort’s tedious care had paid off, and his son listened to every word he said.

“When you’d lose interest or your mind would start to wander, either you were bored or simply tired, the instructors would take a reed and hit your hands or legs to try to ‘wake you’ and make you concentrate,” Lucian said with a sad, distant look.  “If you were interested in something else and couldn’t sit still, the punishments grew harsher.”

Beks remembered being hit in the hands.  While she could write at an early age, it wasn’t the cleanest writing.  Her mind had moved too fast for her little body to keep up with and so, she’d skip words or push them together, making them unreadable.  She remembered being told to stand and face the corner, or made to recite something she had just read.  If she made a mistake or rather, didn’t actually read, she’d be hit in the back of the calves.

If she couldn’t sit still because she wanted to go play or was looking forward to the promise of adventure with the twins and Uncle Timur, Beks would be made to run around the room until she was tired and then forced to sit and read.  Of course, when she was tired, she could barely focus, which resulted in mistakes and more punishment.

“It didn’t matter, as long as I could play,” Beks said, her voice lowering. “Brother Laurence was too old and had too much work, and Luther is useless and kept away most of the time, so you two were my only playmates I had in the entire palace.”

“Was my little egg tart monster lonely?” Laz asked as he put his arms on the table and leaned forward with a soft smile.

When he put it like that, she sounded a bit pathetic with no friends as a child.  That wasn’t a choice she made herself or was caused by her; how could she make friends her age if there were no one her age around?

She narrowed her eyes and shot him an annoyed look.  “Your little egg tart monster wanted a change of scenery.”

Laz’s eyes brightened.  “Well, at least my little egg tart monster knows she’s mine.”

“Ours.” Lucian replied as the corners of his lips curled up.

Beks resisted the urge to roll her eyes as Laz pushed her a leaf bowl with cut fruit.  She picked up a small, wooden skewer and stabbed a fruit with white flesh and little dark seeds.  “I thought we agreed to let Brother Laurence decide.”

“Then we will let Brother Laurence decide,” Lucian said as he looked back at the dried leaf.  “We’ll raise the weight limit in increments and have him do a round trip.  We should keep time, but include an allowance for landing and takeoff times, though it will be a non-stop flight.”

Beks leaned forward, munching on fruit as she looked at the dried leaves on the table.  There were several check lists, the outline of a plan, and various notes, as well as what appeared to be a list of items they didn’t have on the island.

“What are you discussing?”

“Flight plans and tests,” Laz said.  “We need a certain amount of space for the rokhs to approach and land, so we need to find such a location on the mainland, near the shore.  It can’t be too accessible that anyone from the coastal road will stumble upon it, but it can’t be too obscured that a high canopy will prohibit the rokhs from landing, or even hovering close enough to the ground to allow the passenger to climb out.”

“Beks, you said the prisoner carriage came along that route, part of which is outside of Kadmus territory.  Did you pass any open areas?” Lucian asked.

“There were numerous cleared areas on either side of the road, but those were meant as campsites for travelers to stop for the night.  Obviously, they’re right beside the road, so they’ll offer no privacy.  I heard that a river cuts through, but I don’t know if there is a suitable space near it,” Beks replied.

The twins both frowned.  “In that case, we should have Jonas survey the area along the coast.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Won’t that take a lot of time?  Jonas is only one man.  And is it safe for him to be seen?”

Laz waved his arm with the stump dismissively.  “Jonas is better at surveying than Gerard and he’s experienced, which makes him the best choice.  As far as being seen, even if royal guards or paladins are looking for me and Lucian, they wouldn’t recognize Jonas. For one thing, he’s often indoors and is rarely seen.  Second, the clothes he’s wearing right now wouldn’t immediately identify him as a member of my battalion.”

“There aren’t any large cities along this section of the coast that he’ll enter where the chances of him being identified increases,” Lucian said.  He pulled forward the dried leaf with a list of items.  “He can’t carry too much on one trip, but we want him to start bringing some things back.”

Beks looked over the list as she brought it closer to her.  Surprisingly, the first few things were related to cooking, then fabric and sewing materials, and finally books.

“I’ve also instructed him to ask around on any news from Kadmium,” Laz said.

Beks’ eyes looked over the top of the list.  “He’s already gone to look for a village?”

“He’s not going to waste his trip there,” Laz said.  “Tempest dropped him off and then returned late last night, after we forced to you to go to sleep.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “Why didn’t Tempest stay on the mainland?”

“She could be seen,” the twins chorused.  Lucian looked towards the dilapidated tower in the distance.  “We also don’t know where Tempest could hide.  Even if she did, she’d have to stay still and remain in one place so as not to attract attention.”

“It was safer for her to return.  She’ll fly out once the sun sets to pick up Jonas.  Jonas is carrying a small light pearl filled with shadow biha, so Tempest will find him,” Laz told her.  “Each time they go to the mainland, we’re performing tests to get an understanding on timing, efficiency, and coordination.  When we’re satisfied with the procedure, Gerard will accompany you as your guard when you’re on the mainland.”

The night before, when she was voicing her excitement about flying to the mainland in a basket, the twins began trying to figure out which of the two of them could accompany her.  Laz was the better fighter, but was now missing a hand.  Lucian was well recognized by the Temple, which had a far broader reach than Kadmus.

It would be best if she went on her own.

At once, the twins had disagreed, but after some discussion, since Beks was only cutting through part of Kadmus to get to the High Desert, and would be traveling incognito with her hair dyed, she convinced them to let her go with Gerard.  In addition, Beks didn’t want to be followed too closely.

Gerard would listen to her orders to an extent, but Laz and Lucian wouldn’t give her a chance to sneak off and contact Nexus, which could arrange for her transport, lodging, and supplies all the way to the High Desert and back.  She also needed to get information on her enemies while enroute.

Beks nodded.  “He agreed?”

“It’ll also give him an excuse to see his wife and pass on my orders through the Wild Dogs information network,” Laz told her.  “I want to transfer them to the island.”

Her brows shot up.  “You want to bring your battalion here?”  She couldn’t help but be dumbfounded.  There were over a thousand members of the Wild Dogs and there were very few ways to get to the island.  It was a logistical headache.

His eyes were narrowed and his lips were in a tight line, but Laz nodded.  “Brother Laurence will need an army when he returns to Kadmium to retake the throne.  At this point, he has no military backing.”

“Even if Luther is willing to give up the throne as soon as Brother Laurence appears in front of him, do you think the Third Consort and their supporters will allow the transition of authority to rule go back?” Lucian asked with a raised brow.

He didn’t need to ask.  Beks knew that when they returned to Kadmium, they would have to pry the crown from Luther and the Third Consort’s cold, possibly dead, hands. The kingdom’s army of legions made the bulk of the kingdom’s army, with the rest being soldiers in armies under the control of several marquis.

Beks didn’t know if the von Glasser March would support them after what happened with Lady Eleanor and Marquis von Glasser, thus implicating the entire family.

The Five Great Houses didn’t have armies.  They had their own private guards and reserves in case of war, but they were relatively untrained compared to the March armies and the legions.  The Caroline Duchy’s main advantage in this regard was their high level biha and mandatory training in the Northern Pass.

Even with the Wild Dogs, they would be grossly outnumbered, but it was better than nothing.

“How long will it take to move them?” Beks asked.  “And what if the move is noticed?”  “That is what we’re trying to figure out,” Laz told her with a helpless smile.  “We don’t even have a timeline yet, let alone a process.  It’s one thing if one or two soldiers arrive at a time, but if they come in masse, a crowd gathering will be noticed and someone will come to investigate.”

“We only have two rokhs and each basket can carry two people and little else.  Even if we flew over four people a night, and nothing else, we’re looking at a year of migration to the island,” Lucian said.  “Someone is bound to notice at that time.”

“There are a few soldiers I want to contact first.  With them, we can prepare a passage from the island to the Forbidden Valley, though even then, because of how dangerous the environment is, we can’t do a mass migration.  It would need to be in small, flexible groups. However, going underground is the easiest and safest way to remain hidden.”

Beks let out a tired sigh and ran a hand down her face.  “What about a ship?  What if it only travels at night?”

“That’s also something we need to assess, but we can’t until we’re able to get some sort of ship,” Laz told her.  “We need ship builders.”

“Which is another problem we’ve come to,” Lucian added.  “Neither of us know any ship builders,” he said, motioning towards him and then his brother.

“We’re hoping Jonas can find a book on the subject so we can teach ourselves.”

“Why not just buy one from the mainland and sail it over?” Beks asked.

The twins went quiet for a moment. They both looked at her and then at each other.  “Beks,” Lucian began carefully.  “Haven’t you wondered why we haven’t gotten any visits from passing ships in the far distance since we’ve arrived?”

Beks furrowed her brows and drew her head back.  “We’re not far from the mainland.  Perhaps there is simply no need to come on to the island?”  “That was what we assumed, too, considering that the ruins on the island were fairly buried and overgrown. We’ve not found traces of recent human contact, either,” Lucian replied.  “But on one of the test flights, Gerard said that he and Thunder flew further away from the island and came into some clouds.”

“There haven’t been clouds over the island in weeks,” Laz told her.  “It’s possible that the clouds were only over the water, so Gerard had Thunder fly back.  When they did, he found a blanket of cloud cover hiding the island. Thunder can sense shadow biha in a light pearl I was using to train them, so he was able to find his way back blind.”

“But when they got close enough to the island and low enough to go beneath the clouds, the fog started to clear up.  By the time they reached the shore, the fog was gone and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky,” Lucian said as he drew a small map of the island’s coast onto a piece of dried leaf.  “Gerard, Jonas, and I all made similar trips.  Once we got far enough, there were clouds, but when we returned, the clouds were gone.”

“The bihar on the island is very strong, so we didn’t notice it at first, but it wasn’t until Lucian went on a trip did he feel the biha shift right where the clouds began.” Laz looked at his brother.

Lucian tapped the table with the blunt top of the stylus.  “There is a theory that light is what allows for vision.  Aside from reactivating light crystals and creating light in my hands, I can manipulate light bihar, thus manipulating what you see.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “Is that a little-known variant?”

Lucian’s lips pulled into a wry smile.  “When I was studying at the Temple, one of the young nuns was also a light biha user.  There were very few of us, so we were studying light biha together.  She was like an older sister to me.  She discovered light manipulation when she noticed her black hair would shine brown in the sunset light and theorized that light could change the way to see color.  So, we practiced to see if we could change our hair, our eyes, even the color of our clothes.

“If we manipulate the light bihar around it, we can change the color.  She was so excited; she told our instructor about it.  Before she could submit the paper on our findings, she was taken away by paladins in the middle of class.  We never saw her again.”  Lucian’s voice tightened and he swallowed hard.  “I don’t think she told them about me having learned it, too, as no one ever came back for me.  When I and some other students asked, they told us that she was sent for advanced studies.  No one saw her leave the Great Temple grounds.”

“It’s good that she didn’t mention your involvement,” Laz said.  “If the Temple found out you could manipulate light bihar to essentially create an illusion, they’d either try to use you or kill you.”

Lucian gave a small nod of his head.  “If we are not of use, what is the point of keeping us, one of the Brothers at the temple used to say,” he said with a small, bitter laugh.

“The more I learn about the inner workings of the Temple, the more dangerous it becomes.”  Beks moved closer to him and leaned against his side in a quiet effort to comfort him.  She felt an arm around her and a head nuzzle top of hers.

“It’s always been dangerous, Beks.  They only do a good job of hiding it,” Laz told her.  “At the very least, Lucian had a strong education there.”

“There is a layer of light bihar around the island.  The cloud layer and fog are an illusion created by light bihar that was manipulated and still remains,” Lucian said.  “All biha is moving, so it will eventually weaken. If it’s contained or focused through something that can hold bihar, such as light pearls or specific stone, it will last indefinitely until the bihar runs out.  But if it’s left uncontained, it should slowly disperse, which hasn’t happened to the light bihar layer.”

“Meaning either it’s connected to the island to maintain a steady source of bihar or whoever created it was very, very strong.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  “What if it was both?”

“Then I hope you can translate High Berup soon so we can find some reference on the bihar usage on the island,” Laz replied.

Beks closed her eyes and let out a tired breath.  “One moment, there were clouds that day until I had a flare up in the pool.  If the bihar layer was outside the island, why were there clouds over the island?”

“About that,” Laz said, leaning forward.  “You may be the reason that the island is clear, but the illusionary layer remains.  Your outburst might have affected the clouds over the island, causing it to become clear even past the shoreline, out to sea.”

Beks’ eyes crinkled up.  “Are you saying I broke it?”

“Perhaps not break, but overwhelm,” Lucian said, trying to placate her.

She gave him a dull look.  “It’s the same thing.”

“Whatever the reason, what matters is that the layer still remains and that’s what’s keeping ships from finding and landing on the island,” Laz said.  “This is something we’d need to assess, but we’d need to take a ship from the mainland back to the island.”

“That’s another reason why it would be useful to bring back some of Laz’s men from the Wild Dogs,” Lucian said.  “We’re in a location that is ideal to hide and plan.  We need to make use of it so Brother Laurence can retake the throne, and we can go home.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“How soon will he be going back after he lands?” Four people stood in the landing tier of the ruins, surrounded by dozens of well-lit light crystals and a few filled with shadow biha to signal the rokh returning from their flight out.

Tempest had left from that very spot some time ago, once the last rays of sunlight disappeared in the horizon. Beks didn’t know how long it would take for Jonas to return in a basket.

“The man has yet to return and you already want to send him out again?” Laz asked with a raised brow. “Have pity on the man and let him rest.”

“I didn’t say to send him out immediately.  That’s why I’m asking when.  There is something I need him to get,” Beks said.  She chewed on her lower lip.  She had to find any sort of stand in which to put her urapearl on in order to try to call Nexus.

On the mainland, the bases they connected two were fixed to a table.  Bases were a particular type of material carved with characters to connect one urapearl to another.  She was familiar with those characters, which were not in Jasper and appeared decorative, but she hadn’t seen anything similar in the ruins she’d checked.

If she was going to return to the mainland, there were many things she needed to prepare.  She also wanted a full update on the status in Kadmium; how the Court and Luther were going, were there any changes to the government, and did the people notice?  If so, what was their reaction?

She also wanted to know what the kingdom’s opinion was on her and her family.  They’d been made scapegoats and anyone at Court knew that, but would the common people?  If the common people blamed the Carolines, then they would have to be careful of their support of Laurence so as not to sully his reputation.

If the common people had doubts or didn’t care, then they could be a bit more daring.

General opinion would also let her know how the remaining royal family and the new oracle were seen.  If they were smart, they would be trying to win over the general populace.

But Luther was useless.  In the past, Beks assisted with his public relations and essentially facilitated his positive reputation.  He’d have to depend on his father or an advisor, and Beks didn’t know who his advisors were.

She filed that question away to ask along with her others.  She’d need to know who was backing Luther.  They’d need to isolate his supporters.

“What do you need him to buy?  We’ll add it to the list next time.”

“Urapearl stand.  I couldn’t find any here.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised with how much bihar use there is here that there is some sort of archaic urapearl stand somewhere; we just don’t recognize it,” Laz said with his arms crossed.  He kept his eyes up and towards the horizon where the mainland was situated.

Beks sat on a fallen piece of a pillar with Snowflake behind her.  She leaned back until her back rested on Snowflake and waited.

Time passed far too slowly for her taste, but this wasn’t something they could rush.  They didn’t know how long it would take to fly across water to the mainland.  In addition, once Tempest reached the mainland, she’d have to use her sensitivity to shadow biha to find Jonas.  Jonas could get on without the rokh having to land, but there still needed to be a cleared space so Tempest could continue flapping her wings.

Just as sleep was about to get a hold of her, she saw Laz straighten up.  Beside him, Lucian also lowered his arms at his sides and squinted.  Gerard let out a laugh and raised his arms, grinning from ear to ear.

Beks then saw it; a small glowing dot in the sky coming towards them.  A light pearl.

She slid off the pillar and rushed between the twins.  The rokhs didn’t carry light pearls due to concern of being sighted and followed, so the light pearl must’ve been the one that Jonas brought with him.

Her heart shot to her throat and she resisted the urge to jump up and down to welcome him back.  As the basket and the shadow of Tempest grew closer, they could make out Jonas waving with a wide smile across his face.

Once he landed, Gerard rushed forward and leaned over the top of the basket, pulling Jonas into a tight hug, and practically lifting him off.

“Wait!  Hold on!  I’m a bit unsteady after the flight!” Jonas said as he reached out to grab hold of the top of the basket to steady himself.

Beks wanted to ask questions about his trip, but Laz stood in front of her, back straight and eyes fixed no Jonas.

“Take a moment to rest.  Gerard, take him back to the top tier for a meal first.  We didn’t have much money to send him off with, so I doubt he’s eaten anything substantial,” Laz said.

“Battalion Commander.” Jonas seemed to regain his bearings and stood up straight to salute Laz.  “I’ve brought back what you’ve requested, as much as I could afford.”

Lucian peered over the top of the basket and nodded.  “Flour, eggs, some cloth...did you go to a town?”

“There was a small village not too far away, along the main road,” Jonas reported.  “It is almost half a day’s walk there and back, but there was plenty of time.  Unfortunately, I could only carry so much and the village didn’t have everything you requested.”

“This is good enough,” Laz told him in a firm voice.  He gave him an acknowledging nod.  “Excellent work, Jonas.  You may rest.”

Jonas bowed his head to Laz, but turned to Beks.  “My lady, there is news regarding some of those involved with the exile of your family.”

“My family?”  The smile on her face faded in one breath as she knit her brows and took a step forward.  “What is it?

“Two of the drivers of the prison carriages had returned, but none of the men with them did,” Jonas told her with a serious expression.  “Only one of the carriages was recovered, found abandoned on a cliffside north of the Port of Black Sands.  The drivers do not know what happened to your mother or siblings, as they had remained in the nearby town the day of exile.”

Beks pursed her lips and slowly nodded her head.  “I see.  Thank you for telling me, Jonas.”  She gave him a nod and forced a smile.  “Please go and rest first.”

He gave her a respectful salute and then followed Gerard, who carried some of the items in the basket back.

“The drivers were likely told to remain so that your family could be executed without a witness,” Laz said.

Beks nodded her head once.  “But my mother and siblings got away.”

“And likely killed the paladins that were with them.”  Laz reached over and patted her shoulder.  “Your family is fine, Beks.”

A small smile crept up her lips.  She nodded.  “I know.”

“Will these eggs go bad before they’re used?” Lucian said as he carefully picked up a small wooden box stuffed with straw to cushion some eggs.  He lifted the lid and in the light of the light pearls, they could make out at least two dozen eggs.

Laz smiled, satisfied.  “We’ll be able to eat them throughout the week and can preserve some.  However, we’ll start with the most important task.”  He took the wooden box from his brother’s arms.  “Making egg tarts for the monster.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Despite their protest, Beks carried her sleeping mats to the library so she could read herself to sleep at night.  It took a month, but she could now translate a good portion of High Berup with an eighty-percent accuracy.  She couldn’t read it out loud, as she didn’t know what sounds were associated with the characters, but through decoding, she knew what they said.

“It is a bit terrifying that you were able to figure this out in such a short time,” Laz said as he brought her a tray of food.

Gerard had come with him and began to move the air in the room so it wouldn’t get too stuffy and cause her discomfort.

“I think it’s quite impressive.  My lady’s notes are extensive and when she breaks it down like this, it’s easy to understand,” Jonas said.  He was seated by the wall behind Beks, reading her notes.  “The biggest hurdle is memorizing what the words mean and reorganizing how I think about structure.”

“Next tablet,” Beks said, not taking her eyes off the floor.

Jonas stood up and faced the niche just above his head.  He pulled out the tablet, put it to one side, and then picked up another from the pile at his feet.  He blew across the back and pushed it into the niche.  The light crystals flickered and new text was projected onto the floor.

Beks waved her hand over, moving to the next page to begin.  She took a glance at the page, then moved her hand to the next page, and repeated this five times before Laz let out a cough to stop her.

“I know you’re focused, but you need to eat,” he said as he loomed right above her.  Beks blinked and lifted her head.  Her eyes were a bit red and there were some dark circles beneath them, but otherwise, it wasn’t so bad that a bit of rest wouldn’t revitalize her.

“Sorry, I’m trying to memorize what I can.”  She blinked to moisten her eyes and then shifted in her seat.  She grimaced as her body ached from sitting in one position for too long.

“Don’t apologize, just eat and get some rest,” Laz said with a heavy sigh as he placed a wooden tray in front of her.

Their meals had gotten a bit more varied after Jonas and Gerard had been able fly to the mainland for supplies every few days.  The two men had spent three days at there at one point, looking for a suitable landing and departing area that met the criteria required; open, but secluded, with little to no traffic, but can be accessed while carrying supplies.

The location they found was further east than the coast directly north of the island.  From what Jonas estimated, it was quarter day’s walk from the main road, following a feeder river to the sea.  From the water lines, it was rare that the dry embankments would be swallowed up, but there was enough open canopy for the rokhs to stop and rest.

It also made it easier for them to get on and off the baskets, as well as load supplies.

Jonas had carefully used his earth biha to hide the light pearl filled with shadow biha to function as a marker for the rokhs to find and land at.  So far, it had worked well and they had a system in place.

Once it was dark out, the rokhs would carry them to the landing point, drop them off, and come back to the island.  Jonas and Gerard would then rest for the remainder of the night before getting up before dawn to visit one of the nearby villages or towns.  It depended on what they needed.

After they bought supplies, the returned to the landing area, making sure to vary their way back so as not to be followed, and wait until the sunset and the rokhs returned.  So far, they didn’t seem to arouse any suspicion from the villages.

Their aliases were brothers who did odd jobs in the area and often did guard escort work with merchant caravans.  They’d stop by these villages and town on their way home and spend money to buy supplies for Gerard’s wife, who was Jonas’ sister.

That part was actually true.  Jonas and Gerard were brothers-in-law.  Jonas’ older sister was a supplier at a fort.  She was the only family both men had, aside from each other, so Laz gave them permission to contact her first.

They had also managed to find Beks a urapearl stand.  While her urapearl fit and did light up, it would not register her voice or connect to Nexus.  It couldn’t connect to the family home in the Sacred Valley in Sagittate either, making her worry that perhaps she had damaged her urapearl when she fell off the cliff.

It caused her heart to ache, and despite failing every night, she would still try to contact others every day.

Beks sat around and ate her food.  Jonas had gone to eat earlier, but Beks insisted on finishing the tablet.  It only took a wave of her hand to memorize each page into her head.  Even if she couldn’t translate it at a glance, she was able to recall the page and read it at a later time.

“How many tablets have you been through?” Laz asked as he looked around the room.

“That pile.”  Beks pointed her left hand to a large stack against the wall.  Laz appeared taken aback.  The stack easily hit his waist and was three paces around.

“So soon?”

“I’m not reading them page by page individually, I’m just memorizing them for later reference,” Beks said.  She swallowed the food she shoved into her mouth and looked down.  Surprisingly, she was hungrier than she thought.  “I want to memorize all I can from this library.  From the tablet engravings, anything noteworthy of history and bihar in this area has been recorded in these tablets.  If I can’t read it now, I can read it while I’m traveling.”

“How much longer do you think it will take for you to complete reading, my lady?” Jonas asked, impressed.

Beks looked to one side of the room, where there were many more piles of tablets.  She squinted.  She’d prioritized the tablets she thought were most useful at the moment.  Things on city planning, various infrastructure records, and government policies were pushed aside.

She took a deep breath.  “I want to finish at least another fifth of what remains.  That should be enough for me to read while I’m looking for my family.”

She missed the look of worry in Laz’s eyes.  “You plan to leave so soon?”

Beks nodded, her cheeks puffed up with food.  After she swallowed she looked up.  “My family is waiting for me, Laz.  I have to find them.  Afterwards, I’ll bring them here.”  She turned her head in the direction of the rotunda.  “The pool had a hand in purging the exile marking from my body.  I’ll need to come back in order to use it to purge the markings from my parents.”

Laz crossed his arms over his chest and frowned.  “Then, you may have to wait a few days at the landing point.”

“It’s fine,” Beks said.  “Jonas says it’s out of the exile borders-”

“Laz!” Lucian’s frantic voice came from the hallway.  He stumbled in, eyes wide as he grasped onto the door frame to stop himself from stumbling out.  “There’s a ship in the fog layer.”

“What?”  For a moment, no one in the chamber seemed to know what he was talking about.

“I’ve been paying attention to the light bihar surrounding the island and there is a disturbance.  I didn’t think much of it, as it could’ve been an animal or something swimming close to the surface, but I took a look with the spyglass and it’s a ship!” Lucian lifted a hand and ran it down his face.  “I haven’t seen a ship come this close to the island since we’ve been here!”

“Let me see.” Laz turned around and followed his brother out.  Curiosity got the better of Beks, and she shoved the last of the food into her mouth and followed.

The twins not only returned to the top tier, but to the dilapidated tower where the rokhs nested.  In the middle of the day, Thunder and Tempest were hunting while the babies were lazing around.  They perked up, excited when they saw them, but Laz held out his arm to calm them and keep them in place as he followed Lucian to the surrounding walkway.

The younger twin handed him a spyglass they had Jonas purchase from the mainland and then pointed him south.

“The fog layer stretches out a good distance and also acts as an illusion to hide the island on the horizon.  As Beks said, if they’re far enough away, she can’t see the island or the fog at all,” Lucian told his brother. “It’s possible that the boat didn’t realize there was an island here and sailed straight towards us.”

“We can’t see the fog layer from the island.  Are you sure the ship is in it?” Laz asked.

Lucian nodded.  “Yes, my light biha can sense a change in the layer.  Right now, they’re sailing blind.”

Laz’s lips tightened into a frown and he lowered the spyglass.  Beks pried it from his hand to take a look.  She stuck her tongue out and searched the blue waters until she saw a two masted ship.

Her brows furrowed as she waited.  “Is it moving sideways?  Considering the angles of the sails and the wind direction, shouldn’t they be going north, towards us?  Why is it going east?”

Laz narrowed his eyes and Lucian took a deep breath.  “The current around the island,” the twins said at the same time.

Lucian turned to look at her.  “You said that you were floating on the carriage, going wherever the current took you, right?”

Beks continued to watch the ship in the distance, but answered.  “Yes....”

“The current likely took you directly to the island, whereas that ship is caught in a current pushing it away from the island.”

Beks drew her head back and gave him a doubtful look.  “Can a mere current completely divert a ship that size?  There isn’t a storm or a whirlpool.  The waters below look calm.”

“It stands to reason that this island has been layered with biha to prevent discovery by ship,” Laz said in a low voice.  “That’s the only reason I can think of that is causing such a strange fog and abnormal tides.”

“Beks, have you read anything on the history of the island?  It’s people?” Lucian asked.

Beks shut her eyes tight and went quiet. Moments passed by.  The ship in the distance was pushed near the western tip of the island.  She opened her eyes and opened her mouth, but had difficulty trying to explain what she read.

Laz glanced at her.  “Are you all right?”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “I haven’t read anything about the fog, but strong currents enough to divert large ships, multiple at the same time, are manmade defense features.”

“Defense?” Lucian asked.  “From what?”

“What else?  Invaders,” Laz replied.  “Most places would use walls to keep invaders out, but the island uses water to physically keep them from reaching the island.  It would relax the staffing needed to patrol and guard, as well as prevent damage from happening to the island itself.  Not to mention, from this vantage point, we have an excellent view of the enemy and what they’re doing.”

“That’s...impressive,” Lucian said, stunned.  “To think they’d control the sea.”

“It’s not the sea,” Beks said.  “It’s like the exile stele around Kadmus.  Under the sea are stele that control current.  The text on them is difficult to decipher, but I can tell it’s complex.  Considering that the island is bihar-rich, the steles retain its strength even now.”

Laz let out an impressed whistle. “Now, I’m curious about what happened to these people.”

“If this island was originally part of Gurani, as we suspect, then the land bridge to the mainland sunk in a natural disaster and citizens had to flee to survive,” Lucian replied.  “Beks, have you read anything about that?”

She shook her head.  “No, not yet.  I’m not sure if I’ll find anything in depth about it, either, considering that those who kept up the library may have fled, as well.”

The ship in the distance was pushed far from the island, its bow turning several degrees to face east.

“The light bihar layer has returned to normal,” Lucian said.

“They look like they’re moving faster,” Laz added.  He turned to look at Beks.  “When you come back, you must meet at the landing point.  Right now, we haven’t figured out the currents, nor can we control them, so taking a ship will just send you in circles and avoid the islands.  The rokhs don’t like flying in the fog.  They are weak to light biha.”

Beks nodded.  “I understand.”

“It will take you at least three months to get to the High Desert and back, provided you’re able to find your father and brother in due time,” Lucian said.  “It’ll be faster with a carriage, but we don’t have enough money-”

“Don’t worry about money,” Beks said, handing the spyglass back to him.  “I can get myself a carriage and a driver.”

The twins exchanged looks.  They looked back at her.  “You’re rather confident.”

“Beks, you realize that even with Gerard, you’ll be going through this mostly on your own.  And it’ll be the third time you’ve been outside of Kadmium since you arrived.  The second time, you were in a prison carriage,” Laz said with some displeasure in his voice.  “What if you’re overwhelmed?”

“I haven’t had a flare up since I broke through in the pool. Even if I am overwhelmed, it won’t cause death.  I can take a moment to collect myself if need be,” she replied.

Every time the topic of returning to the mainland to search for her family was brought up, the twins were reluctant.

Laz let out a heavy breath and rubbed his forehead.  “I don’t know why we keep trying.  You have a plan and Rebecca of Caroline follows plans.”

“You know me well, Laz.”

He shot her a glare.  “How much longer do you have until you leave?”

“I’m going to finish that pile of tablets first and then I can leave for the mainland.”  Laz didn’t look happy, but conceded.

“Then go back and read.  You have a lot left over.”

Satisfied with his answer, Beks nodded and turned around.  As she walked down the stairs that wrapped around the building, she could hear the two men still talking above her.

“Are you finished with her clothes?” Laz asked.

“Almost.  It’s not as good as I’d like, but it’ll do.”

“You always were terrible at any sort of craft.”

“That’s not my strong point.”

Laz snorted in reply.  “What about her orange streak?  Have you figured out a dye for it?”

Beks paused as she heard this.  She’d almost forgotten about her abnormal hair.  She smiled, thoughtful, as she put a hand on her heart.  Those two didn’t approve of her going to the mainland without one of them, but they were supporting her where they could.

She heard Lucian let out a low breath.  “I’ve tried numerous plants and even minerals here and nothing will stick, let alone darken the streak to a matching black.”

“Then go with your original plan.”

“I don’t know how long it’ll last,” Lucian replied with some frustration.  “It’ll work, but my ability isn’t strong.  What if it fades before she returns?”

“Do you think it’ll last three months?”

Lucian seemed to falter.  “Well...yes, mine lasts half a year, but it’s on my body.”

“Then do it to her.”

“What if it doesn’t work?”

“I can’t see a single line of pigment on your skin,” Laz said, raising his voice as he grew annoyed.  “And you think manipulating light bihar won’t work?”

Beks’ heart shot to her throat.  “What line?” She stormed back up the stairs, a frown of disapproval on her face.  Her eyes fixed an accusing look at Lucian, making him take a subconscious step back.  “What line is he talking about?  Were you injured, too?”

“No-”

“Where is it?” Beks circled around him, reaching out to hold out his arms and examine him for any wounds.  “Where did you get hurt?  Don’t try to hide it from me!”

“Heh....”  Laz smirked behind Beks.  “It’s his arms, Beks.”

Frowning, Beks grabbed the sleeve of Lucian’s shirt and pulled it up to his elbow.  She didn’t know what to expect, but not the flawless pale skin she’d admired previously.

She frowned.  “Is he hiding it?”  The question was to Laz.

“Yes, it’s on both arms, like sleeves,” Laz said with amusement.  His brother shot him a glare before looking back at her beseechingly.

“Beks, it’s nothing!”

“Take it off!” Beks tugged at his arm.  She held up her other hand almost threateningly.  “Or I will force out biha!  I don’t know what it will do, but I’ll do it!”

Laz turned his head to the side and let out a little snort, and Lucian looked at her, dumbfounded.  His shoulders sank and he let out a defeated breath.

“All right....” Lucian put a hand over the arm she had grabbed.  He covered the back of his wrist and then slowly drew his hand up.

Beks’ eyes slowly widened as with each section of skin revealed, there were patterns of black lines and pastel colors in a motif she didn’t recognize.  Lucian let his hand drop as it reached his elbow.

“It’s a Langshe ceremonial inking.  I was fascinated by the design....” he trailed off.

Beks stared at the pattern, stunned.  She looked up and he avoided her eyes.  “You’ve been hiding this with light biha?”

“It lasts about half a year.”

Beks turned to look at his brother.  “What about you?  Did you get a Langshe ceremonial inking too and are hiding it from me?

Laz smirked and said.  “It’s not that I want to hide it, it’s just that it’s in a rather private place-”

“Never mind, I don’t care.” Beks turned away from him.  “Lucian, are you able to use light biha on me to hide my streak?”

“Yes, but the problem is I don’t know how long the illusion will last,” Lucian told her.  “And it is possible that another light biha user may notice if they get close enough.”

“Light biha users are exceedingly rare to begin with,” Laz said. “Just change her hair...and her eyes.”

Lucian furrowed his brows.  “I can try now and then do it again before you leave to strengthen the illusion by leaving my biha on you.  Is that all right?”

Beks’ head bobbed up and down.  “It’ll be good to test it now, while I’m on the island.  Hopefully, it won’t fade before I leave.”

Lucian nodded and reached up to untie her hair pin and then separate the orange hair from the black.

“Take a seat, this does take some time.”

Beks nodded and took a seat on the step.

She didn’t know how long it took, but Lucian’s slow and steady combing of his fingers through her hair lulled her to sleep.  When she opened her eyes, she sat by the dining table, leaning against a stuffed sack.  It was still daylight, but no one was around.

She sat up as soon as she remembered what had happened before she fell asleep, and reached for her hair.

Seeing the consistent dark locks through her pale fingers made her tremble with excitement.  She almost couldn’t believe it.

She shot to her feet and rushed around to a shallow pool in the back to look at her reflection.

“He really did it….” Her voice was breathless.  Her eyes lit up as she looked at the blurry reflection of a woman with a full head of jet-black hair and dark eyes.  “I don’t recognize myself....”  She touched her face and almost let out a cackle.  The rest of her features remained the same, but without her streak, she didn’t feel as if she were looking at herself.

A wave of possibilities filled her head.  She could travel incognito and with confidence that she wouldn’t be caught.  Guards and paladins who may have been searching for her wouldn’t recognize her without her streak nor her gray eyes.

In fact, she reckoned she could parade through Kadmium, slap Luther across the face, and he, let alone anyone else, would recognize her.

She drew her lips inward and trembled with glee.  Maybe...just maybe...she could stop by Kadmium to gather some information from Nexus directly, and give additional orders.

Most importantly, it wouldn’t hurt to spread a few rumors about Luther, the new oracle, and the Third Consort to pave the way for her, and Laurence’s, return.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 26 - Sounds of Violence Ensued


                “Do you have your knife?”

“Yes.”

“And your snacks?”

“They’re all packed.”

“What about money?”

“I have more than you.”

Aside from the question about the knife, as Laz and Lucian were hovering over her, she couldn’t help but remember the time she sneaked out of the palace grounds with the late Queen to watch the first day of a primary school they opened in the slums.

Parents who themselves were dressed in tatters were nervous as they sent their small children to school for the first time, asking over and over to make sure they had everything they needed.  For those parents, they’d only have to wait half a day until they saw their children return.

For Laz and Lucian, it would be, at best, two and a half to three months.

She had very little things to bring with her.  Her cloak was folded inside a basket with her snacks that should last her and Gerard until they reached a village.  A small basket next to it had some awkwardly sewn clothes Lucian had made her.  Of the twins, he wasn’t the best at crafts, but he put in a lot of effort and she appreciated her simple dress that had uneven sleeves and a hem that was already coming apart.

Her knife was kept close to her, along with her gold plats.  She held a few in her hand and as the two men eased back from their concerns, Beks lifted them up.

“It isn’t much,” she said.  “But it should be enough for some supplies.”

Lucian furrowed his brows as she placed a few in his hand.  “Where did you get these?”

“Brother Laurence left them for me,” she replied as she gave the rest to Laz.  “I can’t withdraw any money, as it could be reported, so for now, this is all I have.  If I can get more, I will bring it back.”

Laz’s hand wrapped around the small pieces of gold and he narrowed his eyes.  “We may be able to get some funds from a trust in Langshe that our father left for us, but we’d have to go there ourselves and meet with our aunt or cousin to verify our identities.”

By aunt, he meant the Empress of Langshe.  He made it sound as if he could visit her so casually.

“I’m sure there must be a wait to get access to our money in Kadmium without alerting Luther and his father,” Lucian said with a frown.  He saw Laz open his mouth and he cut him off.  “That doesn’t involve robbing a bank.”

“Then, that’s much more difficult.”

“I’ll see what I can find,” Beks said.  She then stepped past them.  Her face softened as she looked into the big, red eyes of her horned serpent.  Snowflake seemed to know she was leaving soon, as during the last week, she followed Beks more than usual, even going as far as to try to wiggle his way into the library or rotunda.  “My baby....” she said in a soft, affectionate voice as she walked over and draped herself across Snowflake’s head.  “I’ll be back soon.  Three cycles of the moon, all right?”

Snowflake’s body coiled around Beks, trapping her inside.  All the twins could hear was Beks’ gentle cooing, trying to coax Snowflake into letting her go.  Eventually, when she tried to climb out, Snowflake moved.  He continued to rub his head against her, up until the twins helped her on to the basket.

“He’ll really miss you,” Laz said with a grin as he looked at the clingy snake that kept sticking his head in the basket.

Beks’ eyes reddened as she stroked Snowflake’s head and then gently pushed him back.  “I’ll miss you the most, too, Snowflake.”

She pretended she didn’t see the twins cast her dull looks.

Laz let out a heavy breath and looked at Gerard.  “You are to protect her with a higher standard than you protect even me.  Understood?”

“Understood, Battalion Commander!” Gerard hit his chest.

Laz looked at Beks.  “We can barely recognize you without your orange streak, but you mustn’t drop your guard.  Stay away from any large cities and towns and go directly to the High Desert, understand?  As soon as you find your father and brother, return to the meeting place.”

“Be careful, Beks,” Lucian stressed as he reached over the top of the basket and cupped her face.  “Do not take any unnecessary risks.”

“I won’t.”

She had a vague feeling they didn’t believe her.  Laz stroked her hair back.

“If you don’t find your brother or father within three months, you must return to the meeting point and come back.  Lucian’s illusion won’t last and your orange hair will be relieved.”

She nodded and grasped both their hands, squeezing them as she gave them a confident look.  “If I don’t find them this time, then I’ll come back and try again.”

She let them go and the two stepped back.  Laz gave Gerard one last look and turned towards Thunder.  Laz walked to the rokh perched on a fallen pillar and said something before moving back to stand with Lucian and Jonas.

Thunder flapped his wings and rose into the air.  Beks grasped onto the top of the basket.  She’d done a test flight before and Gerard had been with her.  They learned he could assist with the swaying of the basket with air biha, which was relieving.

The ropes tied around the basket rose into the air, getting higher and higher before they went taut and the basket was lifted off the ground.

Beks waved at the men they were leaving behind.

“Safe trip, Egg Tart Monster!”

“Remember to pay attention to your surroundings!”

She nodded.  “Okay!”  She turned her attention to one who seemed the most heartbroken.  “Be good, Snowflake!  I love you!”

Her precious white horned serpent flickered his tongue and tried to stretch high to keep up with her, but the basket went too far and high for him to keep up.  She raised her hand to her chest and pressed against it, trying to quell her heartache.

Soon, those illuminated by light pearls faded away, but Beks remained standing on that side of the basket, looking out towards where they were.

“The flight is not too long, my lady.  We will arrive and then you can rest,” Gerard assured her.  Beks gave him a nod and turned forward.  In the dark, she couldn’t see anything.  The moon above didn’t do much.  They relied on the rokh’s senses to fly blind.

It was a bit disappointing that she couldn’t see in the dark, as when they’d flown in the daylight, the views were breathtaking.  Because of this, it was a bit boring.  Beks sank down into the basket and crossed her legs.

“I’m going to read for a bit, Gerard,” she told the man guarding her.  He gave her a nod and Beks closed her eyes and went through the books she’d memorized in her head.  She was in the midst of reading the history of Gurani, as she hoped to find more biha-related things around the island.

From what she understood so far, Gurani’s territory was a peninsula with islands, most of which sunk when a series of volcanoes erupted.  Part of the peninsula connected to what was likely now the Forbidden Valley, but the land bridge had washed away.  Which made her wonder if the animals endemic to the Forbidden Valley were once also on the island.

And did it have any more legendary beasts like the Snowflake and the rokhs?  She absorbed herself in reading until she heard Gerard’s voice.

“My lady, we’re descending.  The landing has a bit of a bump.”

Beks opened her eyes and nodded.  She stood up and looked over the side of the basket.  Unsurprisingly, all she saw was darkness.  She let out a sigh at the disappointment of the view.  She wouldn’t know where they were until the sun rose.

Thunder had already made the flight numerous times and had no problem sweeping along the coastline, towards a river and following it up to the designated landing location.  Beks held on as the basket swung once Thunder stopped gliding and began to circle in place.

She still couldn’t see anything in the dark, only that the basket landed on dry land and that there was water moving nearby.  Gerard climbed out first and helped her up.

“My lady, hold onto my arm and walk slowly.  I will lead you to where the cave Jonas prepared to rest in.  Once day breaks, we’ll make our way to the nearest town.”

“Does the nearest town have any contacts that you can use?”

“Unfortunately, no, my lady.  There is a town that is just off the main road we will head to.  There is a local messenger office there, as well as an inn.  We can wait there for one of the Wild Dogs to come for us.”

Beks nodded, but lifted her hand to her chest.  Her urapearl was nestled in her cleavage and she wanted to buy another urapearl stand and try to use it.  There was a chance it was the stand that Jonas bought that didn’t work, and that her urapearl was undamaged.  If her urapearl didn’t work with a different stand, then she’d accept that it was the urapearl that no longer worked.

She glanced at the shadow of Gerard who turned as soon as he led her to the narrow crack of an entrance to a cave.  He asked her to wait while he carried their things back and sent Thunder away.

She narrowed her eyes.  If her urapearl didn’t work, she needed to go directly to Nexus in Kadmium, but that was in the opposite direction of the High Desert.  Not to mention if she tried to go back, Gerard would surely try to stop her under Laz’s orders.

Beks chewed on her lower lip and lowered her head.  Let’s not overcomplicate things.  First, check to see if the urapearl works.  If I can get it to work, then we can get support throughout this entire journey.  She glanced back at Gerard.  And maybe have time to go to Kadmium.

She heard the heavy beating of wings and felt some air rush towards her as Thunder ascended, taking the basket, and leaving them behind.  Gerard returned holding their things in baskets and motioned to the cave.

“Please go ahead, my lady.  Place your hand on the wall and follow along.  Jonas has already cleared the space, so you won’t trip over anything.  There is a large stone at the back where you can rest.  I will guard the entrance.”

“Thank you, Gerard.  Should I trade places with you midway through the night?”  On one hand, her guarding abilities were vastly inferior to his, but on the other, it was unfair of him to have to stay awake the entire night.

He shook his head.  “No, my lady.  When we reach the village, I can rest.  A few hours are nothing.”

She hardly called the whole night ‘a few hours’, but acquiesced to his instruction and slowly made her way to the back of the cave.  The stone at the back seemed to have been a protruding boulder, but from what she felt when she touched it, it was clean of any dirt and large enough for her to lay on.

She sat on the boulder and shuffled back until she hit the wall, then leaned back and closed her eyes.  She took a deep breath and allowed herself to relax.  Putting aside the task ahead of her, there was a slight giddiness that she was off the island.

First to contact Nexus, then find my family, get Brother Laurence..... Her body began to grow heavy as the comfort of a safe place after so much preparation took over.  And then kick that useless turnip off the throne.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

It was a bit embarrassing to admit, but she never really got a good look at a small village.  The Sacred Valley wasn’t as big as Kadmium, but it wasn’t a village.  Traveling to and from Kadmium, they’d stayed at towns and fortifications.

Even the Inundation Blessing had taken place in a fairly well-sized town.

Beks crinkled her eyes and counted perhaps no more than ten old homes clustered around one dirt road.  Reading about villages was one thing, but were they sure this counted as a village?  It was more of a small group of houses.

“Gerard.”

“Yes, my lady?”

“...Is this where we’re staying the night?”

He was quiet for a moment before giving her a hesitant answer.  “It is the closest village that is off the main road.”  That was a yes.

Beks looked from one side of the street to the other.  All the buildings appeared to be homes.  It was not unheard of for small local businesses to be run from the home, but that would mean there would be little room to house them.

She furrowed her brows.  “I don’t mind sleeping outdoors.”

“Don’t worry, my lady.  Jonas and I have come here before and we’ve asked around,” Gerard told her with confidence.  They stood on the side of the road leading to the town.  “This village is the center for the farms around the area and twice a week, they come here to buy and sell their goods.  We met the village elder and he offered to let us spend the night in their old storage room if needed.”

Beks looked over at him with some concern.  “But one room is not enough for the both of us.”  It was different when they were camping in the open; there was safety in numbers out in the wild, but in such a setting, it would be inappropriate to share a room with Gerard, whom she was unrelated to and was married.

Gerard straightened his back.  “My lady, that room is yours.  I will guard outside.”

Beks frowned at once.  “You already spent all of last night guarding.  You need to sleep.”

He let out a slight laugh.  “My lady, I am a light sleeper.  I can sleep outside your door to protect you.”

Beks thought for a moment and then conceded.  She supposed it was the best choice.  At this point in the journey, she couldn’t stop him.

“Then, where do we go?”

The large man looked pleased and pointed to the largest of the thatched roof cottages with the moss-covered walls at the far end of the village.  “That is the village elder’s house.  He is a widower and his son and daughter have gone to work in another village, where his wife had left them land.  He lives alone with his grandson, so there is room for us.”

This relieved her a bit.  She didn’t want to inconvenience people.

“Since you usually come here with Jonas, does he think you are guards for hire?” she asked.

“Yes, my lady.  Battalion Commander has instructed that in this case, I have been hired to escort the orphaned daughter of a distant relative to her fiancé’s home north of here.”

She crinkled her eyes.  “Orphaned daughter....”  First, her family was still alive.  Second, at twenty-three and physically appearing as an adult woman, wasn’t the alias a bit ill fitting?  Did a twenty-three-year-old woman need a bodyguard?

She wasn’t completely sure, but she guessed that the cost of a privately hired bodyguard to escort her would be more than the cost of hiring a communal carriage from one village to another.  From her reviews on transport, those were fairly affordable andfaster than walking.

Beks wasn’t sure if she were to pretend she was a well-off young lady, which she technically was, or an impoverished young woman in dire straits who, in order to avoid destitution, was traveling a long distance to a fiancé she’d never met with the faint hope that he would treat her well.

Gerard looked down at her as they walked and cocked his head to the side. “My lady, is something wrong?”

She was staring straight ahead, her face frozen in a neutral expression.  “I am trying to prepare myself for my role.”

He looked even more confused.  “Your role?”

Her voice was dull and distracted.  “As an orphaned woman enroute to her fiancé after the tragic death of her parents with the hope of a new life where her husband will not reject her and her marriage will not be loveless.”

Gerard was quiet for a moment.  He stared at her a bit longer and then turned his head forward.  He squinted and pursed his lips.  “That’s nice, my lady.”

The hard packed dirt of the road crackled beneath their feet as they passed through the row of houses on either side.  Beks resisted the urge to look from side to side and take in the village.  In Kadmium, people who did that were often seen as easily distracted by their surroundings and would get pickpocketed or accosted.

She doubted that would happen here, but she didn’t want to seem like a ‘target’ who had never seen the world, and could be easily taken advantage of.

They reached the largest, though not by much, home in the village and Gerard knocked on the door.

“I’m also known as Gerard here, my lady.”

Beks gave him a nod.  She tugged the sides of her cloak that Chamberlain Wilton had given her when she was exiled.  It was rather plain when one first looked into it, but the material and stitching were expensive and careful.  Most people wouldn’t notice the high quality of the cloak at first glance, so she wore it with the hood up to keep the sun off her face.

Gerard lifted his hand to knock a second time, but before he could, the door opened and a thin old man with a wool cap over his white hair greeted them with a toothy smile.

“Ah!  It’s Gerard!”  He let out a laugh, making his eyes crinkle up.  “Welcome back!”  He craned his neck and looked around outside.  “Oh?  Jonas didn’t come with you this time?”

“He’s on another job this time, I’m afraid,” Gerard said, matching the old man’s smile.  “I am escorting this young woman and was wondering if your spare room is available for the night?  We only need bedding for her.  I will guard her door.”

The old man turned to look at Beks and gave her a warm smile.  “Of course, of course!  Greetings, young lady.  How can I let such a lovely young woman sleep outside, eh?  Come in!  Come in!”

He ushered them inside, with Beks following first and Gerard following from behind.  The inside of the house was clean, with swept wooden floors covered by various worn woven rugs.  A narrow set of stairs to the side led to an upper floor while a wood burning stove made of clay bricks was  in one corner.

There was a wooden table with some stools and dried goods hanging from the rafters, which had painted engravings of what were likely local flowers.

“Your home is very beautiful.  The decorations on the beams are lovely,” Beks said as she looked around and then looked towards the old man.

He flushed and chuckled sheepishly.   “My late wife loved flowers, so when I built the house when we were married, I tried to bring what she loved indoors, so she could look at them even when they weren’t in bloom.”

“That’s very sweet.”

“And what is your name, young lady?”

“Please call me Miss Snowy.”  Beks gave him a bright smile, ignoring Gerard’s questioning gaze asking why she was naming herself after her horned serpent.

“Miss Snowy, a pleasure to meet you.  I’m Elder Roland and this is Trisbal Village.”

Beks exchanged a few more pleasantries with the old man before being shown the door at the end of the hall, which led outside to an outhouse, and then to the storage room.  It still had shelves with various supplies and items hanging from the ceiling to dry, but it was well kept with a tall, narrow window at the top for ventilation.  A simple wooden bed was pushed up against the wall with a mattress of stuffed straw and rough pillows and blankets.

She thanked him for his kindness and once the old man left to prepare dinner, Beks, pulled Gerard aside to ask him how much they should give him.

“He’s providing food, as well as lodging.  How much do we compensate him?  I’m not familiar with the rates for food and lodging here,” Beks said.

“I have some coins to give him, my lady.  It was negotiated the last time I came with Jonas,” Gerard replied.  He lowered his voice and leaned forward.  “At the town, there is a communal bank.  Battalion Commander said you would need to go.”

To break some of her plates into coins.  Beks nodded.  “Then, I’ll leave payment to you.”

“My lady, you should rest a bit before the meal.”

Her shoulder slumped a bit.  “Gerard, you are the one who stayed up all night.  You should rest.”

“I will!”  Gerard stood beside the door and leaned against the wall.

Beks stared at him.  He likely would not let her out of his sight, so offering to explore the small village while he rested wouldn’t work.  Somewhat defeated, Beks turned and went into the room, closing the wooden door.

There were no lanterns and the room’s only source of light was the narrow window.  Beks lay down on the bed and closed her eyes to read.

It was an excellent way to kill time and boredom.  She’d forgotten that a meal was being prepared and it wasn’t until Gerard knocked on the door that she opened her eyes.  She blinked for a moment to readjust her vision, as only a faint amount of light came from the window.

How long was I reading?  She’d gotten to a text on spirit cores and found that the people of Gurani knew much more about it than any of the modern texts she’d read on the subject.  What was more, it seemed that at one time, spirit cores were just as prevalent as biha wells.  She would’ve kept reading if Gerard hadn’t knocked.

She sat up and slid her legs over the edge of the bed, then walked to the door.  Two simple wooden latches, one at eye level and one at her feet, were used to lock the door and keep it from being pushed open from the outside.  They were crude and were likely a last-minute addition for the privacy of a guest.

Beks used her foot to lift the latch at the bottom and then lifted the top latch with her hand before cracking the door open.

“Is it time to eat?” she asked.  She almost cringed.  Whenever someone came to see her in the library or in the lower chamber, her first question was to ask if it were time to eat, as why else would they come to check on her?

Gerard nodded.  “Yes, my lady.”

Beks slipped out of the room.  “Did you get some sleep?”

“Yes, I only woke up once when the elder’s grandson came by to get something, but he left quickly,” Gerard replied.

Beks looked towards the door at the end of the hall as they walked towards the front of the house.  “Should the child stay out after dark?”

“Child?” Gerard looked over at her and raised a brow, then opened her mouth with the sound of realization.  “My lady, the elder’s grandson is just a bit younger than you.”

“I see.  Then he must be working in the family fields.”  No wonder she didn’t see him.

“The family has very little fields here.  That’s why the elder’s son and daughter went to work at his wife’s fields in another village.  The elder is too old to work the fields here, so he rents them out.  His grandson is going to school.”

“There is a school here?” Beks asked.  She didn’t see a school.  Then again, it was possible that since it was so small, the school was also very small or even just a room in someone’s house.

“A school?  Oh, all our young children learn to read at the baker’s house,” Elder Roland said as he turned around from the stove carrying a metal pan with a large golden-brown lump. Beks' eyes went wide as she saw the fresh baked bread and took a deep breath.  The old man saw her reaction and laughed as he placed the bread on the wooden table.  “You’ll like this.  It has some honey in it.”

“Thank you for the meal, Elder,” Beks said as Gerard pulled a seat out for her.  “Will you join us?”  There were only two stools, but it may have just been because the table was small.

The old man beamed as he turned back to the stove and brought over two bowls with stew.  “The guests always eat first,” he said.  “Please help yourselves.  This isn’t much, but my wife used to love my meat and radish stew.”

“It smells amazing,” Beks replied.  “How do you cut the bread?”

“Bread here is eaten with our hands, but it’s very hot right now, Miss.  Please let it cool a bit more.”

Beks nodded and started with the stew.  She had no hesitations about eating.  The food was still warm and tasted far richer than she’d expect from a rural village.  She was halfway through her bowl, when the door opened and a tall, thin young man walked through the door.

“Grandpa, the money for next month’s lessons is due,” he said as soon as he walked in.

Beks lowered her spoon.  Not even a greeting?  Rude.

“Dion, come and greet our guests for tonight.  You remember Gerard.  He usually comes with Jonas.”  The old man scurried across the room to get to his grandson and pull him forward to introduce him.  Beks sat up to greet the young man, but felt an uncomfortable gaze settle upon her as soon as she turned.   “And this is the young lady he is escorting, Miss Snowy.”

She was able to get a better look at the young man under the lantern light.  His hair was combed back and his clothes were clean, with just a little hint of wear.  However, his eyes had been fixed on her the entire time.

Beks lifted her hand to adjust her cloak hood, but remembered that she’d removed her cloak when she was reading.  It was still laying on the foot of the bed.

“Good evening,” Gerard said with a curt nod.  “How are you studies?”

“My grandson is learning bookkeeping in town,” the old man said with a proud look as he puffed out his chest and put a hand on his grandson’s shoulder.  The young man shrugged it off and continued to stare at Beks.

She wanted to keep eating, but it was an uncomfortable agaze.  Regardless, years of living in a royal palace taught her to remain dignified and hide her expressions in the presence of others.  “That is a good thing to learn.  You must be proud,” Beks replied as she kept a neutral smile on her face.

The young man’s eyes widened and he stepped forward.  “My name is Dion Roland.  I’m twenty-one years old.”

Gerard lifted his head from where he was tearing off bread with his bare hands.  His eyes narrowed a bit as his lips tightened into a line.  Beks gave the young man a small nod of her head.

“Nice to meet you.  Your grandfather was very kind to us.  His home is lovely,” Beks told him.  Stop looking at me.  I want to finish my stew....

The next words that came out of his mouth were unexpected.  “Are you married?”

Beks almost let her pleasant smile falter.  Across from her, Gerard scowled and slammed his hand on the table.

“Miss is on her way to meet her fiancé,” he said in a low voice.  Elder Roland drew his head back, a bit surprised at Gerard’s defensive tone.

“My grandson didn’t mean anything by that-”

“I’ve just never seen such a beautiful woman before!”  The grandson took a step back and raised his hands.  “I’m sorry, I was stunned for a moment.”

Beks tried not to let her suspicion show on her face.  She had a good appearance, but she was far from what she considered a stunning woman to be.

“Your words are kind.  It was just jarring to hear a question about my marriage status first.  It’s all right,” Beks said in a placating voice.  She looked at Gerard and gave him a small nod.  “No insult taken.”

Gerard calmed down and returned to his seat.  “Miss, have some bread.”  He tore off a piece of bread and pushed it towards her.

She thanked him and looked back at the old man and his grandson.  “Have a seat and eat,” she urged.  Sharing a meal was a good way to relax the situation.  The grandson nodded and grabbed a stool from across the room, then carried it over and placed it close to Beks.  She pulled her lips into a line and looked across at Gerard, who had stopped eating as his face darkened.  She took a deep breath and refocused on her food under the intense gaze of a twenty-one-year-old.  It’s just one night, Beks.  She told herself as she gave him and his grandfather a pleasant, strained smile, and scooted her stool a little further away.  It’ll be fine.
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The corner of her eye twitched as the young man in front of them talked about the town they were going to.

Dinner the night before had ended as soon as Beks finished her bowl of stew, which lasted longer than she thought, as the grandson and his grandfather asked her numerous questions; what her parents did, where she was going, and if she’d met her fiancé before.

Not only were they too personal, but Beks didn’t have a prepared answer.  Laz had only given Gerard a basic backstory to cover his alias.  Beks’ answers were based on the first thing she could think of when she thought of an orphaned girl leaving home; the story of a displaced lord’s daughter who was sent off to an ill-reputed, but rich Duke of the North to marry by her hateful relatives, to pay a debt.

It was one of Lady Eleanor’s romance novels that were lent to her, and Beks thought it sounded cliched.  Who knew she’d use it now?

Although Beks didn’t cite the titles, she did claim that her future husband was a small landowner whose grandfather had made the betrothal to her with her grandfather.

“Have you met him before?” the grandson had asked at dinner.

“Yes, we met when we were children.”  That’s what happened in the romance novel.

“Is he a good man?”

“Yes, he even paid for a private escort as he was concerned for my safety on the road.”

“Is he handsome?”

“The master is very good-looking!” Gerard had come to defend Laz as a loyal member of the battalion.  “Not only is he tall, but he has long dark hair, as silken and black as a moonless night, and eyes said to be as blue as the sky.  He is strong, able to fight ten men twice his size, and is charismatic enough to move an army!”

Beks had squinted and stared at Gerard for a moment.  Was Gerard a fan of Laz?

Elder Roland had been taken aback by Gerard’s fervor, but after being initially stunned by it, he shook his head and gave them a wry smile.  “It seems that such a man would be very fitting for someone like Miss Snowy.”

Seemingly satisfied that they agreed with his assessment of Laz, Gerard had nodded his head and Beks finished eating.  They planned to leave early and even skip breakfast, but when they were ready to go, someone was waiting for them outside.

The grandson was seated on a large rock next to the entrance of the house and stood up as soon as he saw them.  “Since we’re both heading to town, why don’t you come with me!”

There really wasn’t a way to say no without being rude.  The old man had been very kind to them and Beks wanted to keep good relations in case Gerard, Jonas, or one of Wild Dogs needed to pass through, so she agreed before Gerard to stop the young man.

Excited, the young man led the way, as if guiding them there.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if he weren’t asking Beks questions and offering to show her around the town despite her rejection.

“If you want me to stop him, my lady, tell me,” Gerard whispered in a low voice.

“It’s fine.  No need to hurt him.  He hasn’t done anything.”  Except be annoying, but it wasn’t going to kill them.

“What do you plan to do after you get married?”

Beks let out a heavy breath.  “Support my family.  Perhaps start a small business.”

“Will you be able to do so while managing the house and farming?  Didn’t you say that your future husband has some land?”  He looked over his shoulder and gave her a look of pity.  “A woman like you shouldn’t spend her life working to the bone in the fields.”

“It is my decision to do so,” Beks replied in a firm voice.  “There is no shame in farming!”  She couldn’t even keep plants alive without the help of royal gardeners.  What more farming?

“I didn’t mean it like that,” the young man said.  “My parents are farmers, but they want me to live a better life, so they wish for me to learn to become a bookkeeper.  At least then, I won’t toil under the sun in the fields and hurt my back.  That’s only with farming.  In addition to that, there is the housework.”

“Miss’ fiancé will cook and clean for her,” Gerard said in a low voice.

The grandson furrowed his brows. “Does her fiancé know that?”

“Yes,” Beks said.  “It was his suggestion.  As long as I marry him, I will not need to lift a finger to cook or clean.”

“Aren’t you afraid that he is lying to you and when you marry him, he will force you to work for him?” the young man asked.

“I am not afraid.  He is honorable.”  And already does so for me.  Those dried fruit chips are delicious.

“Young Mister Roland, I understand that you admire Miss Snowy very much, but she is engaged....”  Gerard trailed off, but Beks could hear a hint of a threat in his voice.

The young man nodded.  “I know, I know.  Don’t worry, Mr. Gerard, I’m only curious.”  He gave them another bright smile.  “I know I am not good enough for her.”

Gerard looked satisfied once more.

Beks kept the pleasant smile on her face the entire time.  When they reached the town, Gerard hastily made an excuse, saying that they couldn’t hold him from his studies, and led Beks away to the inn.

The town itself wasn’t very large, but it was much larger than the village with one street and a cluster of homes.  It had a proper inn and Beks couldn’t help but let out a breath of relief upon seeing it.  Both of them could get rooms, there was a restaurant on the ground floor where they could eat, and the front desk even told them they could request a tub of warm water to wash up in.

It wasn’t a big tub, just a wine barrel cut in half, but it was better than nothing, and Beks was able to refresh herself after two days on the road.  She’d grown used to bathing once, if not twice, a day on the island.  The mainland wasn’t as humid or hot, but she had been sweating.

The town was less than a morning’s walk away, giving them the rest of the afternoon to run the necessary errands after they put their things away in their rooms.

The first stop was the local bank.  Beks traded in two plats of gold for usable coins, then tried to find a place to order simple clothes, and finally went to a general store to look for a urapearl stand.

“I’m sorry, miss, but I’m afraid we don’t have any here,” the owner of the general store said with some embarrassment.  “We’re just a small town and most of our residents don’t have urapearls.”

Beks hid her disappointment.  She should’ve thought of that.  Urapearls were usually used by the wealthy or noble.  In a small town, they’d have one or two urapearls at most, and something like a urapearl stand would be difficult to purchase.  “I see....” Beks smiled a bit.  “I was hoping to bring one back to my fiancé.  Thank you for letting me know.”

“There may be one you can buy at Cite Lorane, which is closer to the main road,” the store owner suggested.  “A friend owns a store there that has more expensive items that travelers passing through look for.  There is a good chance of an urapearl stand there.”

Beks nodded and gave him a thankful look despite being resistant to the idea of going into a larger town.  Gerard gathered what they bought and they left the store.

“My lady, since we planned to wait here until we are able to contact the Wild Dogs, why don’t I go to the larger town to look for your urapearl stand?” he offered in a low voice.

Beks drew her lips inward.  It was tempting, but she wouldn’t know who a Wild Dog was if they came.  “Let me think about it.  Let me try my urapearl again with the stand Jonas bought.  Perhaps it can connect how that we’re on the mainland.”

She didn’t want to get her hopes up.  Gerard nodded and they returned to their inn.  They were on the top floor of a two-story building.  The inn had about a dozen rooms and theirs were at the far end of the hall.  Hers was at the corner and Gerard’s was right next to her.

“When I’m speaking in here, can you hear me from your room?” she asked as she allowed him inside to put her things on the table by the door.

“I couldn’t hear your footsteps or any movement earlier, my lady.”

“Go to your room and test it out.”  In the off chance that her urapearl worked, she didn’t want others to hear what she was saying.  Gerard and the others thought she was trying to contact the Sacred Valley, which she was, but more importantly, she needed to contact Nexus.  Gerard went to his room next door and Beks closed the door without him.  “Gerard, if you can hear me, knock on the wall between our rooms.”

She first tried in her normal voice, as if he were inside with her and they were speaking.  He didn’t respond, so she raised her voice.  She repeated her phrase two more times, her voice growing louder each time, until there was a knock on the wall between them.

Beks nodded, somewhat impressed by the inn.

“My lady, did you hear my knock?” Gerard asked as he came to the door.

“Yes.  How much did you hear when you heard me?”

“Muffled voices, but nothing discernible.  It was muffled,” he confirmed.

That was what she was hoping for.  She happily patted his shoulder and said that she would pay for dinner.  That night, she ate the fullest meal she’d had since she was exiled, and all but waddled back to her room to rest.

Inside, her room had a skeleton key as a lock, but nothing else. Gerard suggested she barricade the door in case of an intruder.  They were on the upper level and climbing through the window was difficult.  Even if one could, the windowpanes were small and it would be difficult for anyone to come through even if they managed to climb up and break the glass.

Beks stood in the center of the lantern-lit room and looked around for something to use.  There was a shelf built into a corner wall, a bed enough for a single person pushed against the wall with the window, a narrow table against the wall, and a stool.

For a moment Beks stared at the narrow table that would topple over if it weren’t leaning against the wall, and the stool that would do absolutely nothing to stop an intruder who came through the door.  She had a better chance of survival if she wielded it as a weapon.

This left the bed.

A moment later, low creaking filled the room as she pulled the bed across.  It wasn’t too heavy, but it was cumbersome.  She wedged it in the corner, between one wall and the back of the door.  The door opened into the room and the bed would be difficult to move in that position.

Satisfied, Beks went to get her new sleep clothes out of the basket.  She placed some of the items on the table: a comb, the urapearl, and its stand.  As she held out the sleep shirt, a flash of light caught her eye.

She turned back to the table and her heart shot to her throat.

The urapearl was glowing, but the inside was black.

The sleep shirt was forgotten, tossed back into the basket as Beks rushed to the table and bent down to hover over it.

“It’s working...it’s not broken....”  She carefully turned the urapearl on its base, inspecting for any cracks, but appeared unscratched.  She then looked over the stand and squinted.  Was the stand not broken?  The image and light in the urapearl were clear.  She licked her lips.  “Connect to Nexus.”

Black turned to silver and lingered.  If no one received the call, then it would stay as silver, but at least it wasn’t flickering.  It was working, but no one answered.

She glanced towards the window.  It was already late.  The person she expected to answer, Mr. Kesse’s second in command, Mrs. Holdings, had a family with small children.  She wouldn’t be working that late.

The silver began to fade and Beks resigned herself to try again in the morning, but instead of reverting back to black and then clear, a gray-haired woman’s face appeared. A bit haggard, the woman’s eyes crinkled up and seemed to redden as she peered into her urapearl, as if trying to get a better look at who was calling and confirm that she wasn’t dreaming.

“My lady?”  She sounded breathless, almost hesitant to call out the name.

Relief flooded Beks and she let out a small chuckle.  “Good evening, Mrs. Holdings.”

“My lady!”  The woman’s hand shot to her mouth and covered it as she shut her eyes to keep from crying out.  “I knew it!  I knew you were alive!  They can’t kill you.”  She wiped her eyes and cheeks  as she looked at Beks from the within the urapearl.

The last time they had talked, she and Beks had gone over what to do if Luther did not take the canceled engagement well.  It had always been a possibility, though Beks didn’t think something like exile would really happen.  However, she’d always tried to be thorough in her plans, especially when things were out of her control.

“I’m sorry to have worried you.”

“No, no, it’s good to hear from you.”  The old woman sniffled and tried to compose herself.

Beks chuckled again.  “I didn’t think you’d recognize me so easily?” The image on urapearls were washed out and lacked color.  Beks’ missing orange hair wouldn’t be as noticeable.

Mrs. Holdings opened her mouth to reply, but then jerked her head back.  Her brows knitted together as she squinted and leaned forward.  “What...what happened to your eyes?”

“There is a light illusion in place to change my appearance.  At least the colors of my eyes and hair,” Beks replied.  This information seemed to make the older woman even more relieved.

“Good, it will be difficult for them to find you,” she said.  “My lady, Mr. Kesse has reported that His Majesty is awake and speaking, but his body is still weak.  He requires at least a few more months of recovery, but that is a conservative estimate.”

Beks gave her a small nod.  “That’s fine.  Let him recover well.  I’ve just begun my journey to find my family.  We will come for him when we are reunited.”

“I will report to Mr. Kesse that you are well.”

“He may tell His Majesty and Lady Eleanor, but no one else.  Our family in Sagittate believes we are alive and this will not stun them,” Beks said, fully confident.  “Tell me the situation in Kadmium.”

It had only been a few months since Luther took control and at the moment, it seemed as if he were following the budget that she and Laurence had long planned.  However, there were always minor changes to be made depending on sudden need.  Under normal circumstances, she would keep track of this in order to move monetary allocations.

In addition, while she and Laurence had planned it, it didn’t take into account all of the emergency expenses, including the drought, wildfires, and the added expenditure of Luther’s upcoming wedding.  Royal weddings were supposed to be a glamorous, expensive event, and from what Beks found out, Luther and the new oracle’s wedding was rushed in comparison to normal.

Rushing meant even more money was spent; money that had to come from somewhere.

Beks slowly shook her head.  The kingdom wouldn’t feel the effects immediately, especially in the capital, but the places further from there would before the wedding took place.  The most likely place they’d take money is from emergency relief funds.

As for her family, there was nothing new.  It was as if her branch of the Carolines disappeared.  It was the same news regarding the confused drivers and single recovered carriage, but from the insider in the Gilded Palace, there was only one guard missing.  He had a name and was a real royal guard who had missed the bout of food poisoning that incapacitated the royal guards the night before she was exiled.

The royal guards originally assigned were replaced, but no one knew who the replacements were, as aside from that single guard, everyone else was accounted for.  Beks filed that away from later use.  If the royal guards were suspicious, she could use that.

“My lady, the royal family has released the news of your family’s exile, blaming the Carolines for facilitating the kidnapping and subsequent death of the King,” Mrs. Holdings told her.  “We have suppressed the news and spread our own, saying that you and your family were wrongly blamed as retaliation for rejecting the usurper king’s marriage proposal, despite the fact that he humiliated you with an affair and engagement to a Wife of Convenience before your marriage.”

“And how is the populace taking it?”

“Your reputation in Kadmium is very good, and many people refuse to believe that you and your family have acted wrongly.  There are many witnesses to the usurper king meeting with the new oracle in the city.  Many are outraged for you, and support your ending the engagement.  The royal family is searching for the sources of these rumors, but we’ve been careful.”

“Your safety is priority. If they get to close, pull back,” Beks said with a slight nod, though she was relieved to hear that her family was not being blamed.  “Spread the rumor that Luther and the new oracle conspired together when they met at the Great Temple.  I was told that there were plenty of witnesses to see them grow close.  The affair started at the Great Temple, while his mother was dying and ignored.  He expressed his frustration at being the youngest in line to the throne, and that it is a suspicious coincidence that the Third Prince, a priest’s, caravan was attacked and he went missing.  Then let the people make their own theories; if it can sow distrust of the new oracle and Luther, spread it.  Do not let them legitimize his claim to the throne.”

“Understood, my lady.”  Mrs. Holdings gave her a bow of her head.  “When will you be returning?”

Beks furrowed her brows.   She wasn’t sure herself.  “I don’t know if I can at the moment, but I need a carriage or at least horses.”

Mrs. Holdings sat up straight and appeared ready to take an order.  “Where shall I send them?”

Beks smiled.  “A small town in the southeast....”  She gave the old woman the name of the town and said she would wait for the horses.  Mrs. Holdings assured her she wouldn’t have to wait for long.

By the time Beks completed her call, she felt more tired than she was earlier.  She tucked the urapearl and base away before changing and then falling back on the bed.  She winced as she fell back; the straw mat wasn’t very soft or thick.  Still, it was better than the floor.

She blew out her lantern and fell asleep quickly.

It seemed as if she just closed her eyes when she heard a quiet jiggling coming from her door.  In the dark, she opened her eyes and looked towards it.  She held her breath and craned her neck.  She could hear movement rubbing against the door and metal hitting metal.

Someone was trying to unlock her door.

She almost sneered.  It was her first night at an inn since she was three, and this is what happened.  She reached for her dagger, but remained seated in bed, hoping to weigh it down and make entry more difficult.

A small click was heard.  The door was unlocked.  She heard a few murmurs and the door was pushed open.

Or at least tried to.  Resistance from the bed barricading it was met at once, and Beks almost wanted to laugh as she heard the confused whispers behind the door.  It seemed like there was more than one person.  The door was unlocked, but didn’t budge.

Whoever was on the other side began to push their body against the door.  At first, it was a slight push, then a heavier one, and suddenly, there was a strong thud that sounded as if more than one person was trying to get in.

The bed was pushed a little forward, but not by much.  There was a pause and then another thud; once more with more than one person.  However, in their attempts to break in, stealth had taken a blow.  The sound of their bodies slamming against a wooden door filled the hallway and alerted any guests nearby.

Before they could ram the door a third time, Beks heard something slam and then a familiar voice yell.

She knew it was Gerard, but wasn’t sure what he was saying, as the door muffled his words.  It didn’t matter.

Sounds of violence ensued.

She wasn’t worried, either.  Laz would not have sent Gerard with her if he didn’t have a certain amount of confidence in Gerard’s skill.

The yelling, pained grunting, whining, and heavy thuds were short lived.  Beks got off her bed and turned on the oil lamp she was given when they checked in.  She put her cloak around her and then pulled the bed back just enough for her to open the door and look out.

The hall had oil lamps hanging from the ceiling which provided enough light for guests to see where they were going, and for her to see three young men piled on the floor and a shirtless, seething Gerard looming over them ready to beat one down the moment they tried to stand.

Beks looked down at the three young men and recognized the one at the very bottom with a split lip and a red face.

“I don’t know how you’re going to explain this to your grandfather,” Beks said.

“Should we send them to the night watch, my lady?”

“Yes, make sure it’s documented.  That way, we can’t be blamed for what happened,” Beks said.

“I can go and notify the innkeeper.”

Beks lifted her head and noticed that three other doors in the hall had opened and a few people stuck their heads out to see what the ruckus was.  A middle-aged man volunteered and Beks thanked him as he closed his door and walked towards the stairs.

The young family who was in another room asked if everything was all right.  Once Beks reassured them, they went back inside and closed the door.

The room furthest from them had a tall, slender woman rooted at the door frame.  Her eyes were wide and her face red.  Her tousled brown hair was in a long braid over her shoulder and she wore a long night dress.  Her eyes weren’t fixed on the pile of intruders, but on Gerard.

Beks tilted her head and noticed this.  She looked at Gerard and then at the woman.  Gerard wasn’t wearing a shirt, so perhaps the woman was interested?

Gerard lifted his head to tell the woman to go back into her room; that everything was fine out in the hall, but as soon as he saw her, his face lit up.

“Sandra!”

Beks jerked her head back.  Gerard had a fairly easy-going and happy personality, but she’d never heard him that happy.   He seemed to forget all about the three unconscious men, unceremoniously walking over their bodies to approach the woman.  His arms spread out, as if to welcome her into them.

Before he managed to hug the woman in the night dress, as Beks thought would happen, a slap rang through the hall.  She took a sharp breath as her brows shot up.

Gerard stood in place, stunned as a red mark appeared on his weathered face.

The woman’s face was burning and tears rimmed her furious eyes.  “How could you!”

“What....?  Sandra?”

“I came all this way as soon as I got your message and...and....”  She lifted an arm and pointed at Beks, who subconsciously lifted her hand and pointed at herself, as well, in question.  “Who is that harlot!?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 27 - I Dare To Do Many Things


                Twenty years of some of the most intense education in the world, and Beks could not figure out how to react when she was accused of being a mistress.  She froze in place, her eyes  wide as her mouth was left agape.

Did she correct the woman?  Did she deny it?  Obviously, she was not having a sordid affair with Gerard.  Not that he was terrible, but she had standards; one of them being not being interested in people already in relationships.

Before she could produce a suitable answer, Gerard grasped the woman’s arm and shook his head.

“Sandra, it’s not what you think!”

I don’t think you’re starting well.  Beks pursed her lips as she watched the horrified man try to calm the red-faced woman.  Jonas had mentioned his sister by name a few times - Sandra, and since his sister was Gerard’s wife, that angry woman must’ve been Gerard’s wife.

Beks squinted.  She did resemble Jonas quite a bit.

“It’s not what I think?” Sandra’s disgusted voice spat out.  “Are you not half naked with some woman?”

“I am her bodyguard!” Gerard gasped.

Sandra pulled her shoulders away and scowled.  “Is that what you’re calling it now? ‘Bodyguarding’?”

“No!  Those men were attempting to break into her room!”

“You mean yourroom?”

“We weren’t sharing a room!”

“Do you expect me to believe that?” Sandra asked, unable to help stomping her foot on the ground in frustration.  She continued to point at Beks.  “You were standing right next to her!”  She narrowed her eyes and looked Beks up and down.  She seemed to want to criticize Beks, but when she opened her mouth, she let out a small, choked cry instead.  “Is that the type of woman you want?”

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She didn’t like where this was going.

Gerard looked confused as he looked from his wife to Beks and back.  “No!  Of course not!”

“Don’t lie to me!  Look at her!”

“I won’t!” Gerard paled.  He took a step closer to Sandra and lowered his voice.  “She is the Commander’s fiancée!”

Sandra opened her mouth to argue further, but the fury and bitterness on her face faded into a dumbfounded expression.

“Commander?” she whispered.  She squinted and lowered her voice further.  “As in...BattalionCommander?”

Gerard bit his lips and nodded, still keeping his voice low.  “I am on a mission to escort her.”

Sandra looked at her husband and then went back to Beks.

Beks stared back at them.

“I’ve not been trained for this sort of conflict.”  She took a deep breath, rubbed her forehead, and turned around, making a lazy hand motion at the pile of men on the floor.  “Finish this up and then talk to your wife. I’m going to sleep.”  Beks slipped back into her room, closing the door behind her.  She then pushed the bed back against the door and went to sleep, ignoring the arrival of night patrols and chattering of the innkeeper in the hall.

The next morning, Beks carefully selected clothes and hid away anything that could be seen as expensive and eyed by thieves in her room.  The dress she wore on the island was tattered from being worn day in and day out, and from traipsing through the jungle and ruins, so she had opted to leave it behind and wear the dress Lucian had tried his best to make her.

It was more an apron with a long skirt and sleeves that went over a somewhat oversized cotton shirt Jonas had brought back for her.  Both pieces were average with no embellishment; suitable for any average commoner to wear daily.  The stitching on the dress portion left much to be desired, suggesting she had to make it herself or could only afford a terrible seamstress.

She didn’t tell Lucian that for fear it would hurt his feelings after he’d worked so hard.

Satisfied that she looked like an ordinary commoner, she left her room to eat breakfast at the inn’s downstairs restaurant, and wait for Gerard and his wife to come down.

She didn’t have to wait at all, as soon as she opened the door, Gerard and his wife straightened up from where they were leaning against the wall beside the door.

Beks’ looked them up and down.  Gerard was fully clothed and appeared nervous while his wife wore a regular olive dress with a dark brown apron with flower embroidery. Though standing rigid as soon as the door opened, they seemed to have been waiting for some time.

She raised a brow.  “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Miss.”

“Good morning, my lady-I mean, Miss.”  Gerard gave Sandra a gentle tug on her sleeve to watch her words and she corrected herself.  She lowered her head.  “Miss, I am very sorry for what happened last night.”

“There is no need.  You are not at fault for those men attempting to break into my room,” Beks replied.  She closed the door behind her and locked it, jiggling the handle to make sure it was locked.  “If you were waiting here, why did you not knock?”

“We wouldn’t dream of it, Miss!”  Sandra kept her head down and grasped the sides of her dress with discomfort.  “And I apologize for my unfounded accusations last night.  I was half asleep and did not see the situation for what it was!”

Beks let out a hum and walked past them, neither accepting the apology nor declining it.  “Have you eaten yet?”

“No, Miss.”  Gerard replied as he followed her.  The couple seemed to tense as they trailed behind with Sandra still looking down.

“Thank you for waiting for me,” Beks told them.  They reached the end of the hall and walked down the narrow steps against the wall.  The first floor of the building was the restaurant, but it also functioned as a lobby for guests.

Though it wasn’t too early, there were already a few people seated scattered throughout the lobby.  Beks looked for the most secluded private table to sit at and headed directly over.  Gerard and Sandra followed, but instead of taking two of the seats across from Beks, they remained standing.

She raised her eyes at them and then motioned for them to take a seat.

“Good morning, guests!”  A cheerful middle-aged woman reached their table and recited what was available for breakfast.  She placed a glass carafe of juice on the table.  Beks went with eggs and some bread then looked towards the couple to order.

“I’ll have the same!” Sandra said.

Gerard furrowed his brows and thought.  “Eggs, bread, ham and bacon, cheese, and mead.”

His wife looked at him, slack jawed.  As soon as the waitress confirmed their orders and left, Sandra grabbed his arm.  “What are you doing?  Will the Battal-your boss be all right with you spending so much?”

Gerard lifted a hand and scratched the back of his head.  “I think so?”

“It’s fine,” Beks said as she poured herself some juice.  “He will need to consume more than us and we have allocated enough for that.”

Sandra nodded and seemed to study her.  “Miss, did you sleep well?”

“I did,” Beks said.  “I had some things to consider, but we’ve been traveling, so I am quite tired.”

The woman drew her lips inward and bit them.  “I didn’t know who you were.  I’m sorry for insulting you.”

  Beks took a sip of her juice and waved her hand dismissively.  “As long as the misunderstanding has been cleared.  What happened to the three would-be intruders?”

Gerard sat up straight. “The night patrol came and dragged them out.  I followed them to the town jail to make sure all the records were straight and waited until they awoke.  They were students learning accounting from a local lord’s treasurer.”

Beks mulled over his answer.  “Then, the old man’s son and those other two were friends.”

“Yes, Miss.”

“What is the punishment?”

  “Since they were caught before they could do anything, the punishment is rather light.  They will spend a few days in jail.”  There was disappointment in Gerard’s voice and, though she was unharmed after the incident, Beks was also disappointed.

“Has the old man been notified?”  If so, she’d have to prepare for a possible confrontation.  It was clear that the old man loved his grandson and if he found out that the fool was arrested because he tried to break into her room, he could try to seek mercy through her.

She was not in the mood to be merciful.

“Yes, Miss.  I made sure that their families and places of study were informed.”

The corners of Beks lipped curled up.  “Good.”  She took another sip of her juice.  “A local lord’s treasurer should be hesitant to continue to teach thieves.”

Gerard and Sandra both nodded, but after a moment, Sandra furrowed her brows.  “Thieves?”

Beks nodded.  “Yes.  Why else would they target my room out of all the others?”

She almost didn’t notice Gerard stiffen in his seat.  Sandra’s eyes crinkled up.  “You...you think they targeted you because of money?”

“That and I am a woman, so they may have estimated that it would be easiest to rob me,” Beks replied.  She frowned and put her cup down on the table.  Her voice lowered.  “Though, I don’t know how they knew I had money.  Gerard had paid the old man, and I was very cautious when we were at the bank.  I even asked to exchange for coins in a private room so as to avoid being seen with too much money on hand.”  Her frown deepened.  “Was the very act of doing so suspicious?”

If so, she’d have to be more careful with her actions.  She’d have to separate her coins and only take out a certain amount per day.  If she was accosted and Gerard wasn’t near, then she’d sacrifice a few coins to save the rest.

That was what Mrs. Holdings told her when she was young and visiting Nexus with the late Queen.  Thieves would stop after they got what they wanted, and a few coins wasn’t worth her life.

Beks shook her head, disappointed at her own naivety.  She was so confident about going on a journey on her own, too.  She didn’t want to admit that the twins were right to send Gerard with her.  She’d never left Kadmium after she arrived, of course there were things in the world she didn’t understand.

When she was observing, she must’ve looked distracted, which would make her an easy target.  Perhaps that’s what drew those men’s attention.

“Is that why you think they came after you?” Sandra asked in a tight voice laced with disbelief.

Beks looked back at her and gave a solemn nod.  “What other reason could there be?  They are not professional thieves from the look of it, so logic would dictate that they would try for an easy target.  The old man’s grandson had been studying me intensely since we met the day before.  He must’ve been estimating his chances of success then.”

Sandra and Gerard both seemed to swallow hard.

“Out of curiosity, Miss...do you...do you consider yourself...er...beautiful?” Sandra asked.

Beks nodded her head.  She didn’t see anything wrong with admitting it.  Beauty was all around her.  “Yes, everyone in my family is very attractive.  It would be strange if I differed.”  She said it so casually, as if she were describing the weather.

“Miss grew up surrounded by very beau, I mean...in a privileged home,” Gerard said, trying to measure his words.  “She may have a different standard.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “Standard of what?”

“Beauty,” Sandra said.  “Miss is very beautiful and that attracts a lot of attention.”

She wasn’t an idiot.  She could put two and two together to understand what Sandra was saying.  Beks drew her head back and frowned once more.  “They tried to break into my room not because of my money, but to get to me?”

Sandra nodded, but Gerard flushed and shook his head.  “Never mind what happened last night, Miss.  It must’ve disturbed you greatly-”

“That is preposterous!” Beks narrowed her eyes.  “I am only a little better looking than average, at best.”  Their eyes told her they thought otherwise without a word, but she continued on.  “I have seen breathtaking beauty, and I am far behind.  Hardly worth mentioning, let alone breaking the law and common decency for.”

“As an example?” Sandra asked in a weak voice.

“My mother, for example.  She is tall and stately, she commands attention when she enters the room,” Beks replied.  “Daddy has written poetry of her beauty and strength.”

Sandra leaned closer to her husband.  “Have you ever seen her mother?” she whispered.

“No....”

Beks sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Then, what about the twins?  Their luxurious hair, their beautiful eyes, the smooth, even muscle tone of their bodies.  I particularly like looking at their forearms and necks.”

Sandra furrowed her brows with some confusion.  “The twins?” She looked at her husband, only to find him nodding in agreement.

“Yes, he does have many admirers.  And he’s charismatic,” Gerard added.

Beks nodded as Sandra looked from one to the other.  “Who are you talking about?”

“The Boss,” Gerard replied.  Sandra’s eyes slowly crinkled up.

“Ah...Miss,” she said, looking back at Beks.  “What about my brother?  Hector Jonas.”

“Sandra, what are you asking?” Gerard gasped, almost horrified.  “She is already engaged!”

“I’m not asking if she is interested in my brother.  I am asking if she thinks my brother is handsome.”

“Is that not the same thing?”

“No.”

“Jonas is not ugly.”

The waitress place wooden plates with their food in front of them and the table went silent.  Beks thanked the waitress, not noticing the dull look on Sandra’s face.  Gerard immediately picked up his fork to start eating.

“Hector was considered the best-looking boy in our village,” Sandra muttered as she lowered her eyes to her plate of eggs.  “So many people wanted to marry him, even begging him not to leave....”

Beks bit into her toast and thought for a moment.  “Was your village small?  If so, the sample size may not be enough.”

Sandra almost fell back, as if given a blow.  “It was not too small!”  She looked almost defeated as she slumped forward and picked up her fork.  “I just never heard anyone say my brother wasn’t handsome.”

“But compared to the Boss....” Gerard trailed off.  Sandra slumped down even further, having seen Laz in person before, and agreed in silence.  “You know, Miss.  The Boss was the one who introduced me to my wife.”  Gerard smiled from ear to ear, his eyes sparkling at the memory.

Beks smiled a bit.  “Is that so?  Was it through your work?”

Gerard nodded and looked at his wife with a fond expression.  “We were stopping where Sandra worked.  He kept assigning me work that would allow me to cross paths with her.”

Thinking of the memory, Sandra seemed to smile as well.  “Hector was upset and asked why he couldn’t be sent, as he was my brother and due to the nature of his work, he didn’t see his family often.”

Gerard let out a sheepish laugh.  “If it weren’t for the Boss, I would never have gotten to know you.”

“And if he didn’t step in, Hector would still be against our marriage,” Sandra said with a sigh.  She looked at Beks.  “Miss, are you excited to be engaged?”

“It hasn’t been finalized yet, actually,” Beks replied.  Sandra looked at her and then at her husband.  Beks wasn’t sure what Gerard told her last night.  “I have to discuss with additional family, as well.”

“Yes, familial approval is important.”  Sandra agreed as she ate her eggs.  “But do you like your...prospective husband?”

Beks nodded. “Yes, they're quite impressive.  It’s difficult to decide between the two as I care about both of them very much.”

Sandra almost choked on her eggs.  She reached for the juice at the side and downed half the glass before she managed to catch her breath.  She looked at Beks as she wiped the juice from her lips.

“Did you say you were deciding between two?” She whirled to her husband.  “Did you know about this?”

“The...er...Third Master is a good man, but as his subordinate, I must side with the Second Master, the Boss,” Gerard said.  It seemed he had already taken a stance.

“It is a bit of a complicated matter,” Beks told Sandra, who appeared to be in disbelief.  “We are all aware of the situation.  It is all right, Mrs. Gerard.”

“Sandra is fine, Miss....” the woman said, distracted.

“For now, I am just an orphaned woman going to meet my future husband,” Beks said, stressing a few words.  Sandra nodded.  Gerard should’ve told her their backstory already.  “Sandra, how did you end up in this town?  Jonas told me that you were working at a fortress in the center of Kadmus.”

Sandra seemed to shake herself out of her stupor and then lowered her eyes.  “I came to find them.”  She seemed to pause for a bit, as if unsure how to answer.  She looked at Gerard, who gave her a nod.  She lowered her voice.   “The Wild Dogs had scattered.  Rumors had it that they went to find someone in the Forbidden Valley and were lost.  I couldn't believe it at first, but weeks passed without hearing from my husband or my brother.” She shook her head. “This...this hasn’t happened before.  They would send me a note at least once a month.”

Beks felt her chest tighten.  She could understand Sandra’s feelings; the sense of anxiousness and urgency, and the fear of the unknown, as well as the desperate hope that everyone was safe.  She thought of when she didn’t know where the twins were and how she tried to convince herself that they weren’t dead.

“The Boss approved for us to send her a message,” Gerard said.  He frowned and looked at his wife with some disapproval.  “But I didn’t expect to see her here.”

“I tracked where the message had been sent from and came to this town,” Sandra said.  “I asked at the store and they said a bald man and a man with long brown hair had come by twice.”

“So, you waited, knowing that they’d likely pass through again,” Beks said.  Sandra nodded.  “Now that you’ve found your husband, what do you plan to do?”

“Go back-”

“Follow you.”

The couple across from her locked eyes and Beks watched as she brought some eggs into her mouth.

“I take it you didn’t discuss this last night,” Beks replied.  She reached for her juice.

“Sandra, you can’t come with us.  I have to escort the Miss,” Gerard said, lowering his utensils.

“I’ve already left my position at the fortress.  I can’t go back,” Sandra replied, determined.

“Then return to the village.”

“No.  I want to come with you.”

“Coming with us is dangerous,” Gerard said in a low voice.  “Look at what happened last night.”

  “It is precisely because of what happened last night that I should go with you,” Sandra replied in a domineering voice.  She ate the last of her bread and looked at her husband.  “It is clear that the Miss is unaware of her effect on others.  This ignorance is a danger.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “I am sitting in front of you.”

“That is why you shouldn’t come,” Gerard told his wife.  “The Miss already attracts danger, so those around her will also be in danger.  It is safer for you to go back to the village.”

“You can’t take care of her all the time.  She needs a woman with her.  I can serve her while you guard her.”

“That is unnecessary.  The Miss will learn as she travels.”

“She doesn’t know to hide her face when she’s out in public, Leon. Every man and woman on the road will look at her if given the chance.  What if she’s recognized then?”

Beks quietly lifted her hand to her face.  Was the cloak hood not enough?  Did she need to wear a mask?

“Then, we’ll get her a mask.”

“A mask?  Are you trying to make her stand out more?”  Sandra sounded exasperated at her husband.  “She should weigh something not so eye-catching.”

“Such as?”

“This is why I should go with you,” Sandra insisted.  She looked at Beks, who was still touching her soft, plump cheeks.  “What do you think, Miss?”

  Beks raised her head to look at them.  She looked towards Gerard, who seemed to be giving her a silent plea to tell his wife no.

Beks took a deep breath.  She didn’t want to get in between a married couple’s argument.  She could only address the ‘business’ portion of this.  “As for being a partial ‘employer’, we would need to consider the expenses incurred with an additional travel companion.”

“That is not a problem, Miss!” Sandra lifted her hand to her chest and tapped it, proud.  “I have money.”

“Did Gerard tell you how long our trip will be?” Beks asked with a raised brow.

“Two months!  That is not a problem, as long as I am frugal,” Sandra replied.

Beks nodded.  Last night showed her that perhaps she needed to be escorted by experienced people after all.  She already managed to contact Nexus and her urapearl worked now that they were on the mainland, so there was no urgent need for her to return to Kadmium.

As such, she didn’t need to find a way to escape Gerard’s watchful eye.  “Then, since the financial portion is addressed, I am not against having another person come with us.”

“Thank you!

“Miss!” Gerard protested at the same time his wife clapped her hands with satisfaction.  Beks lifted her hand to silence both of them.

“However, I will not make the final decision.  This needs to be discussed and agreed upon by the two of you.  All I am saying is that there is no reason for me to decline her request,” Beks told them.  She reached for the rough, cloth napkin the restaurant had provided and picked it up, bringing it to her lips to dab.  “I made a call and need to stay here for two more days.  In those two days, you two must come to an agreement.  I will not be involved further.”  She wasn’t foolish enough to get herself involved with a couple’s disagreement.

She put her napkin down and pushed her seat back.  “Miss....” Gerard seemed to want to convince her, but Beks shook her head.

“I am going to my room.  I still have much to read.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

The abnormal amount of bihar surrounding the island was likely the reason her urapearl did not work as it was supposed to when she was on the island.  That brought up the concern of how she would use the urapearl from the island when she returned, as it would be their base for their reclamation of Kadmus and she would need to remain in contact with Nexus.

However, there were records of urapearls in the texts she’d memorized, meaning that at one point, urapearls could be used on the island.  What she didn’t know is if they only worked when it was a peninsula.

Beks let out a heavy breath and fell back on the bed.

Two days spent reading and she still hadn’t found anything on manipulating the bihar on the island.  Aside from the urapearl and communication with the outside world, what concerned her was the bihar that controlled the currents around the island.  It would make it difficult for ships to get through and that is what they would bring Laurence back on.

There had to be a secret, as she somehow arrived at the island on a piece of floating wood.  It had all happened by chance, as she didn’t have any sails nor anything to paddle, let alone steer.

She draped her arm over her eyes.  Perhaps she’s just been reading too much so things weren’t registering as they were supposed to.  When she found her brother and father, she’d ask them.

Beks lowered her arm and glanced out the window across the room.  After she moved her bed the first night, she hadn’t moved it back.  At most, it was pulled forward a bit to allow her some space to get in and out of the room.

Nexus confirmed that a contact would come soon to take her part way.  Nexus was an information network with many people who traveled.  It wasn’t all that difficult to arrange for her, Gerard, and Sandra, if they finally agreed, to join merchants and delivery people.

Since Beks no longer had her exile marking, she could come and go through the kingdom without a problem.  She’d planned her route around cutting through the eastern corridor of the kingdom.  The region was east of the mountains and less settled than the western side, so there would be less people, fewer large towns, and thus the chance of being recognized was lower.

It also wasn’t so barren of a place where they’d need to stop by fortresses for safety for the night.  Fortresses were of course staffed by military and government employees, which meant that even if she weren’t recognized immediately, word of someone fitting her description or overhearing a conversation could reach unwanted ears.

She crinkled up her eyes.  While she couldn’t tell Gerard and his wife about Nexus, she had to explain how she got the carriage and the driver.  Gerard knew about her from Laz.  In fact, he and Jonas knew more about her than she thought and it turned out that Laz spoke about her often, or rather, often referred to someone he called ‘Egg Tart Monster’.

It was enough that his aides and bodyguards knew that Beks spent most of her life in Kadmium and hadn’t left the palace out of security concerns, meaning that she was very sheltered.

If that were the case, how would she be able to arrange for a carriage and a driver?

“The Carolines?” Sandra’s eyebrows shot up, but she kept her voice quiet as she put the tray of food on Bek’s desk.

In order to minimize attention and get some reading done, Beks had settled into her room, only coming out for some meals, and sending Gerard on errands to buy things for their trip.

The door was closed and Sandra took a seat on the foot of Beks’ bed.  Since Gerard was busy, Sandra took the opportunity to keep Beks company, even if it meant just sitting in the room with her while Beks ‘read’, and working on her crocheting in silence.

“My urapearl a was given to me by my family before I left Sagittate.  I can still contact them there.  They are isolating themselves from Kadmus in protest of our exile.”  That was the nicest way to say that they refused to accept the blame placed upon her and her family, so they cut off contact by collapsing the isthmus that connected them to the mainland.

Sandra’s large brown eyes looked impressed.  “The Duchy families really are strong.  Their reach extends even here.”

Thank goodness, she bought it.  Beks nodded.

“How will we know who they are?”

“They’ll come to the inn to ask for Miss Snowy.”  She watched Sandra’s lips tighten into an awkward smile.

“Are you sure you still want to go by that name?”

“Yes, I’ve selected it in honor of Snowflake.”  She missed Snowflake.  It was strange not having the massive serpent following her around.  In fact, she’d walked much more since she left the island than when she was on it, as Snowflake usually carried her.  Have I been spoiled?

Sandra let out a tired sigh.  “If that is what my lady wishes....”

Beks squinted.  She was starting to wonder if she didn’t understand how the common people thought as much as she originally thought she did.  This was an uncomfortable feeling and she resolved to do more observations when traveling.

Another knock came from the door at the time and Beks looked over at the door.  Sandra stood up to open it and found Gerard outside, looking a bit confused.

“Miss, there is someone downstairs looking for you, or rather, Miss Snowy.”

Beks’ face lit up.  She jumped off her bed and smiled.  “Get your things ready.  Our transportation has arrived!”

Their transportation was a trio of two wagons and a carriage going north delivering large pieces of harvested hardwood to a workshop.  The items being transported weren’t worth much as they were; large pieces of a tree trunk, but once they were properly carved, the furniture created from the wood would be rather expensive.

Beks recognized the wood as similar to some of the wood used for furniture back at the Gilded Palace.  As such, four men escorted the small caravan.  The merchant with them had been asked to pick her and her two escorts up to be taken north.

Beks introduced herself and the old man heading the caravan greeted her respectfully.

“Miss Snowy, we will leave in the morning, after my people rest.  I’ll also be staying at this inn, so we will meet here in the lobby after breakfast,” he told her.  Beks nodded her head.

“Understood. Thank you, Mr. Falker.”

“Tomorrow morning....” Sandra rubbed her chin and frowned.  “I should’ve prepared earlier.”

Beks looked over at her and smirked.  “Have you decided?”

Gerard, who was standing behind his wife, let out a heavy, tired sigh.  “I fear that if we leave her behind, she will try to follow.”

“I would,” Sandra said with a nod.  “No one can stop me.”

Beks nodded her head in return.  “I can respect that,” she said.  “Then, since we leave in the morning, we should pack the things we’ve purchased.  I don’t want to put unnecessary hardship on Mr. Falker during our journey.”

Gerard gave her a small bow of his head.  “Yes, Miss.”

Beks turned around and prepared to return to her room, but Sandra darted in front of her, her eyes sparkling with determination.  Beks tilted her head to the side.  “Is there something you need?”

“Rather than me, there is something you need,” Sandra replied.  She looked at Beks' clothes up and down and wrinkled her nose.  “While your clothes will make you appear as a commoner, you lack a commoner’s bearing.”

Beks squinted.  “A commoner’s bearing?”

“Your stance, your posture, the way you walk and move.”  Sandra leaned closer and whispered, as if speaking of a conspiracy.  “You cannot lose your noble movements so easily, my lady.”

Beks stiffened in place.  The late Queen was very strict about all things in her upbringing, including posture.  She was taught to sit up straight at all times and to walk a particular way, so as not to let her head bounce.  She spent an entire year just going through the motions of gracefully eating and drinking.

So ingrained were these small habits, that she did them without a second thought.

Beks frowned.  “These aren’t habits I can change so easily.”  She’d need to constantly fight against her training and if she weren’t careful, she’d revert directly back to her usual movements.

Sandra nodded.  “Exactly, but as long as you don’t move around too much, it’ll be difficult to notice at a glance.”  Beks let out a small breath of relief.  “Our main concern should be your face.”

She jerked her head back and furrowed her brows.  “I’ll have my cloak on when we travel.”

“You can’t wear a cloak everywhere,” Sandra told her.  “If you wear the hood up indoors, during the day, it will seem out of place.  Out of place attracts attention.  Attention isn’t always positive.  Think about those men who tried to break into your room.”

“I recall you saying that masks would also do the same,” Beks said with a knowing nod.  “Should I change my appearance further?” She touched the hair that habitually fell over her shoulders.  “Cut my hair short, perhaps?”

“That may work....” Sandra trailed off.  She studied Beks’ face almost too closely.  “Come with me!”

Gerard tried to stop his wife, but it was too late.  Sandra dragged Beks to her room.  Her room was a bit smaller than Beks’, but also had a small, narrow bed.  On the table against the window was a cloth bag that seemed to be bulging with items

However, Beks’ eyes landed on the unmade bed and some discarded clothes around it.

“Perhaps I should wait in my room.”

“Don’t worry, my lady, I don’t mind,” Sandra said with an excited voice.  “Please, take a seat.”

There was only a stool with some things piled on top of it in the corner of the room, and the unmade bed.  “That’s quite all right.  I can stand.”

“Sandra!”  Gerard came through the door.  His eyes focused on the bed, the wrinkled sheets, and then Beks, who had decided to stand in the corner furthest away from the bed.  The man’s face turned red as he rushed across the room and quickly tried to cover the bed with a thin blanket.

“Leon, what are you doing?” his wife asked with a disapproving voice.

“Why did you bring her ladyship here?” Gerard whispered in desperation as he scrambled to his wife and pulled her aside.  He lowered his voice, but the room was only so big.

“I wanted to use make-up to try to change her features.  Make her less...recognizable.”

“It’s already difficult to recognize her!  The Third Prince has changed her hair and eye color!” Gerard sounded as if he were complaining.

“But she’s still beautiful!  Look at her face!” Sandra hissed.  “Do you know how dangerous that face is?”

They’ve forgotten I’m standing right here and can hear them, haven’t they?  Beks pursed her lips.  “There is nothing wrong with my face.”

“Of course, there is nothing wrong with your face, my lady!” Sandra almost threw her arms in the air.  “That is the problem!  Beauty attracts unsavory individuals!  There is only Gerard and I with you; what if we’re outnumbered and can’t protect you?”

Gerard gave his wife a dull look.  “Why are you speaking as if you’re a bodyguard as well?”

Sandra ignored her husband and walked to Beks.  “My lady, you may not realize this, but what some people covet more than wealth is beauty.  It would be best to hide yours so as to avoid attention and trouble.”

Beks furrowed her brows and lowered her eyes, contemplating her words.  She supposed Sandra made a point.  Beks grew up surrounded by beauty and splendor, so she was not often impressed by it.  However, for those who didn’t grow up in such an environment, it could be jarring.  They could become envious and greedy.

She couldn’t underestimate greed.

She also couldn’t put Sandra and Gerard in any more danger.

“Can your makeup give me a different appearance?  One not so eye-catching?” Beks asked.

Sandra’s face lit up and nodded.  “Yes, my lady!”

Despite her attempts to move to her room, Beks found herself seated on the edge of the bed.  Sandra pushed her things off the stool and brought it over, then laid out various tins, jars, and brushes on the bed next to Beks.

She closed her eyes and let Sandra begin.  While Sandra was painting her face, Beks began to go through the tablet titles in her head to find one that could give information on the stele that changed the currents around the island.  She’d made it through part of a book when Sandra let out a heavy breath.

“Is it done?” Beks asked.  No one answered her at first.  Beks tilted her head to the side.  “Is something wrong?” She opened her eyes and looked at the woman seated across from her.

There was a helpless and somewhat frustrated expression on Sandra’s face while behind her, Gerard was making an awkward face, first looking at Beks and then at his wife in disbelief.

“It’s...good,” Sandra said, swallowing a lump in her throat.

Beks wasn’t sure how to take that.  She looked around the room, but like hers, there was no mirror.  “Do you have a mirror?”

Sandra hesitated.  “My lady, perhaps I should try again.”

Beks frowned.  “I’m sure it isn’t terrible.  Let me see for myself.”

Sandra whimpered a bit and turned around.  She rummaged through a bag next to her and took out a small bundle wrapped in leather.  She held it in one hand and unwrapped it to reveal a round mirror the size of her palm.

She prepared to hand it to Beks, but paused.  “My lady, perhaps we should try something else.”

Beks held out her hand in silence.  Sandra placed the mirror in her palm and Beks lifted it up, expecting to see a botched attempt at a disguise.

Instead, the reflection in her hand showed defined features, symmetrical and outstanding, drawing one’s gaze at eyes with thick lashes then to full lips, and finally flushed, healthy cheeks.  Beks turned her head from side to side.

She expected to see many things, but not this.

“...have you...put on makeup on others before?”

Sandra’s head lowered and she nodded.  “I had an interest and would often put it on other ladies at work.”

“I see,” Beks said in a measured voice.  “And...do they like your work?”

Sandra took in a sharp breath.  “Yes...I’ve even been paid to do someone’s makeup for their wedding.”  Gerard covered his face with his hand and ran it down.

Beks took in a low deep breath.  “The maids at the palace have not managed to make me look like as beautiful as you have.”

“Sandra,” Gerard said in a tired voice.  “I thought you were going to try to make her ladyship look more average.  Downplay her beauty.”

“I tried!”  Sandra threw her arms in the air.  “I tried!  How can I help my god given talents, Leon?”  She lifted her hands and shook them, disgusted.  “Curse my gifted hands that can only bring beauty!”

Beks shut her eyes and resisted the urge to rub her forehead.  “Gerard, please go and fetch a wash basin.”

The large man bowed his head and exited the room.  His wife slumped forward.  “I’ve failed you, my lady.”

“In retrospect, if we had gone with this method, then you would be required to paint my face every day.  This isn’t efficient and in some cases, would be difficult if we were in a rush,” Beks told her.  “I can cover my face some other way.”

Sandra lifted her head.  “How so?”

“I am an orphan, aren’t I?” Beks asked as she took Sandra’s hand and gently placed the mirror back into it.  “So, I am mourning my parents.  Why do I not simply wear a veil?”

It was so obvious, Beks almost despised how much time she wasted thinking of other options.  All throughout the late Queen’s death rituals, she’d worn a veil.  Any simple piece of cloth, as long as it was thin enough or had enough holes through the lace, would suffice to obscure her face and allow her to see.

They were easy to put on and take off, they could be pinned to prevent movement, so a gust of wind wouldn’t remove it.  They were also cheap and she could get multiple in case one was lost or damaged.

In addition, she had the perfect excuse to wear one.

Sandra furrowed her brows and nodded.  “Yes...yes, a veil will work!  Let’s go and buy one right now before we leave!”

“We can send Gerard-”

“It may be awkward for him.  We should go,” Sandra said, already standing.  She looked at Beks and let out a sigh.  “Although, you should remove the makeup from your face.  I’m afraid I’ve done too good of a job.”

Beks’ lips pulled into a line.

Gerard arrived soon, and she washed her face.  She then tugged the hood over her head.

“My lady, perhaps you should tie your hair up.”

Beks nodded and pulled her hood down.  Sandra gave her a ribbon and Beks pulled her hair up into a high ponytail.  After she tied it in place, she looked at the couple.

Sandra whimpered once more and Gerard let out a low hiss, as if he’d miscalculated.

Sandra looked at Beks with pity.  “Now you just look like a handsome young man.”

“All right, that’s enough of this.” Beks tugged off the hair tie.  She pulled her hood back on.  “Let’s just go.”

Gerard led them to a nearby fabric store.  Sandra led Beks to a wall with sheer fabric and immediately began touching them and comparing.  As she was trying to help Beks decide, Beks could feel gazes on her.  She glanced around and noticed several women in the store had stopped to look at her.

She’d taken her hood down when she entered out of habit and regretted it.  Since Sandra brought it up, she’d realized that every time she went out into the village the previous days, people cast her second glances.  Some outrightly stared.

She didn’t think it was just her face, either.

There was also her height to take into consideration.  Beks was taller than the average woman and so she stood out in a crowd because of it.

This may be something I’ll have to get used to, she told herself with some disappointment.

“Ask her,” she heard someone whisper behind her.

Beks turned around at the sound and three young women gasped and shrank back as they realized she heard them.  Beks gave them a slight nod and returned to shopping.

She thought they’d pretend nothing happened, but someone spoke out.  “Excuse me.”  Beks looked over her shoulder and then turned around.  She gave the young woman a nod to acknowledge her.

“Yes?”

“Are you...are you the noblewoman who put the apprentices of Master Landon in jail?”

“Who is Master Landon?” Beks asked.  “And I’m not a noble woman.”  That is partially true since I’ve been exiled and stripped of my title.

The young woman exchanged looks, but seemed emboldened.  “Master Landon is Lord Rowling’s treasurer.”

“The apprentices, especially Godwin Holmes, were especially valued by Master Landon,” another young woman told her.  “He is angry that his apprentices were wrongly arrested.”

“Wrongly?” Beks nearly spat this out.  “With so many witnesses, they claim they were wrongly arrested?” She wasn’t asking the young woman, but more asking out loud.  Still, the young woman grimaced.

“Miss, do you not know?  Master Landon is looking for you to clear their names.”

Beks resisted the urge to sneer.  “There is no need to clear the names of a guilty party.”

The door to the fabric shop suddenly flew open.  Gerard quickly stepped in front of Beks and Sandra, blocking them from view of the door as a thin woman pointed towards them.

“She’s in here, Master!  I saw her!”

“Where is she?” A tall, slender man with graying hair and a long beard walked in, scowling.  “Where is the woman who falsely accused my apprentices?”

The young ladies who were surrounding Beks nearly jumped to the side to put as much distance between her and them.  Beks didn’t take this seriously and remained in place.  Gerard didn’t move and Sandra had wedged herself in front of Beks to add another layer of protection.

However, the man she assumed was Master Landon caught sight of her arm and rounded a table in the center of the shop to see her.  His eyes widened and a glare filled his face.

“Is it you?”

Beks kept a neutral expression on her face.  “May I help you with something, sir?” she asked, in an equally neutral tone.

The old treasurer bristled and gritted his teeth.  “Are you the woman who falsely accused my apprentices and sent them to jail?”

Beks raised a brow and looked at the man up and down without a hint of fear.  “I sent three men trying to break into my room to jail.”  At that, the old treasurer wanted to throw another accusation at her, but she cut him off.  “We have eyewitness accounts, the proper records have been filed, and there is evidence collected of their attempted intrusion.  So, tell me, sir,why do you claim they were falsely accused?”

“I know my apprentices well!  They would never do such a thing!”

“And yet, they did,” Beks replied.  She glanced at Sandra.  “Buy two pairs of that cloth in your hand.  That’s enough for now.”

Sandra drew her head back and blinked, as if stunned at how calm Beks was.  She opened her mouth, but Gerard nodded.

“Yes, Miss.” He turned and handed his wife some coins to pay for the veils clutched in Sandra’s hand.  The woman didn’t know what else to do but to pay for them.

Beks looked at the treasurer.  “Your judgment of the character of the arrested does not give you any legal standing to apprehend me, sir.  Please move aside.  We have things to do.”

Perhaps the old treasurer had spent too long in a lofty position.  He looked affronted at Beks’ words and almost choked as he spoke up.  “How dare you speak to me that way-”

“Gerard, move him out of the way.”

“Yes, Miss.”  A large hand reached out, grabbed hold of the man’s left arm, and dragged him to the side despite his attempt to stay in place.  Before he could yell for Gerard to let him go, he was released.

He stumbled back, aghast at his rough treatment.  “Do you know who I am?  Who my lord is?  How dare you lay a hand on me-”

“I dare to do many things, sir,” Beks said as she walked past him, reminded of those arrogant old nobles in the chamber who dared do what they wanted and used their status to control others.  What was worse than those people were their underlings who used their superior’s names like a weapon.  She did not fear them then and she did not fear them now.  She sent the old treasurer a withering look.  “Do you dare to see what else?”
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                If that arrogant old man thought he could frighten her by invoking the name of his lord, then he was delusional.

Beks may have been sheltered in regard to common life and rural villages, but she had faced angrier, more arrogant, and nobler men before.  This particular type of petty officer, at best, was just another weak, stubborn, old man who threw status around like an upset child flailing a toy in the air.

There were many things she was afraid of, but this old treasurer was not one of them.

She sneered.

It seemed that few people in the village knew how to address such a problem as she did, as the old treasurer’s eyes almost bulged out of his face while gasping and clutching at his chest.  Beks rarely saw such an affronted man.

“Young lady, do you know who I am!?”

“You’re yelling it as if doing so will magically inform me,” Beks replied in a droll voice.  Her unimpressed eyes remained on his.  Nothing upset people like him more than a calm opponent who looked down on them.  “Speak clearly.”

“Our master is Master Perry Landon, the treasurer of Lord Gavin Octavius!” One of the men stormed forward and stood beside Master Landon.

Beks looked over Master Landon’s men.  She was outnumbered in terms of bodyguards four to one, but those men didn’t appear to have much training.  They were likely local thugs or imposing men hired as guards.  They had weapons at their sides, but those looked new, as if they’d been recently purchased. That was out of the ordinary.

A top tier group like the royal guards could afford to have their weapons replaced or repaired all at once, making the weapons they wielded similar in appearance at all times, but such a thing was not financially responsible for a rural local lord.  Most private guards for such families would replace weapons only as needed, so members of the group would have worn weapons at any given time.

Beks did a lot of work with military and royal guard budgets, and replacement and maintenance of weapons, armor, and various tools could get costly, so there were rotational systems in place in order to keep costs reasonable and not waste what was still usable.

Gerard’s sword was already several years old, but like most battalion soldiers, he carefully maintained it.  That was part of the training and those unfamiliar wouldn’t take such care.

Though, if it came down to it, Gerard may not have to use his sword to do more than threaten Master Landon and his men.

According to Laz, the higher in the ranks a Wild Dog was, the better they were at hand-to-hand combat, with the exception of specialists like Jonas who had different strengths.  Gerard was a hulking bald man with ten years’ experience in the legions.  Before they left the island, Laz trained with Gerard multiple times a day in order to ensure her safety.

If she had to bet, she would put her money on Gerard.

Without a hint of fear, Beks crossed her arms over her chest.  “And why is Mr. Landon crying in the middle of a fabric store?”

“I am not crying!  And you are to address me as master!”  He continued to point his finger at her and Beks had to resist the urge to smack his hand away.

Instead, she stared at it and then shifted her eyes towards him.  “You are not my teacher, and you most certainly are not my lord and do not own me,” she said in a low, measured voice as her eyes narrowed.  “As such, I am under no order to follow your commands.” Beks took a step closer to him, her face darkening.  “Do you understand, Mr. Landon?”

She hardly noticed Sandra tapping her forehead with a piece of cloth as she clutched the two pieces she’d purchased for Beks against her chest.  Gerard dutifully loomed behind Beks; his eyes fixed on the guards in case they made a sudden move.

Master Landon’s chest rose and fell with heavy breaths and his face remained filled with reddish splotches.

“I have never been so disrespected!”

“Your apprentices have resorted to theft,” Bek said, speaking slowly and clearly, and loud enough for the entire store and those standing outside to hear.  “They tried to steal from me.  They tried to break into my room and steal my things.  And my informing you that you don't own me is what disrespects you?”  She lifted her chin and smirked.  “One would think you see yourself as the lord of this land.  Not Lord Octavius.”

For a moment, a small flash of fear spread across his face and Beks watched his eyes dart to the door, as if worried someone who shouldn’t have heard such a thing did.  When he didn’t seem to see anyone but his own men still standing by the door, he let out a small breath of relief.

Her eyes lit up.  She knew it.

He turned his narrowed eyes back at her.  “How dare you say such an insulting thing about Lord Octavius!  Men, arrest her!”

“Why would they arrest me?  Aren’t I doing the lord a favor?” Beks asked in a smooth voice.

Sandra looked at her confused and even Gerard momentarily paused to take in her words.  Since when did she get involved with the local lord?  Regardless, as soon as Master Landon’s men stepped forward, Gerard blocked them and hovered his hand over his sword at his side.

His movement was quick and the guards hesitated, keeping their distance as Master Landon grew flustered.

“What nonsense are you talking about-”

“The lord’s treasurer was teaching three thieves.  They have been to the lord’s manor to assist their master,” Beks said as a small smile tugged at her lips.  It was a good thing that the old man’s son had bragged about this when he joined them on their journey to town from the village.  “Is that not cause for suspicion?”

“Are you insinuating that my apprentices stole from Lord Octavius!?” Master Landon’s brows shot up as his eyes almost bulged out once more.

“I am saying that your apprentices must’ve learned such a habit from someone,” Beks said.  Her eyes narrowed.  “I’ve met the grandfather of one of the captured thieves.  He’s an honest man who doesn’t ask questions when his grandson asks for money.  His parents do not live with them.  Therefore, he must’ve learned his immorality from someone else close to him.”  She lifted her hand and, mirroring the old treasurer’s earlier movements, pointed directly at his face.  “Students learn well by observing, you know.”

Master Landon let out a hiss and shook with fury in his spot as patrons in the store began to whisper.

“You dare insult me by accusing me of embezzling funds!”

“I told you I dare to do many things, Mr. Landon.  And I never mentioned you embezzled funds,” Beks replied.  She motioned a hand towards the men.  “Do treasurers usually have an armed guard with them?  Weapons are expensive to purchase and maintain, you know.  Most normal people can’t afford them.  Look at me,” she said, lifting her hand to her chest.  “My fiancé is a landowner, but he can only hire one bodyguard.”

“And a personal maid!” Sandra said.

“Yes, and personal maids don’t need expensive weapons.”  Beks looked at the men and then at the old treasurer.  “But all four of your men have new weapons.  Swords aren’t cheap.  It seems that Lord Octavius pays you very well.”

Master Landon sucked in a sharp breath.  He took a step back and shook his head.  “Don’t try to change the subject.  Come with me to the town jail and withdraw your accusation!  My apprentices are innocent!”

“Were you there when they entered the inn?”

“No-”

“Were you there when they picked the door to my room and tried to push it open?”

“Of course, not-”

“Well, I was, and they are guilty,” Beks replied.  “I will not revoke my words.  They were breaking the most basic of laws and should be punished accordingly.  I suggest you find new apprentices.”

Seeing that she wasn’t worried at all, Master Landon clenched his fists at his sides and trembled.  He snapped his head towards his men.  “Take her!”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “Gerard.”

“Yes, Miss!”  The men with Master Landon hardly took a step forward before Gerard reached them in a single step.  Once the first fist landed on a random guard’s face, Beks looked towards Sandra.

“Take the veils back and inform Mr. Falker that if he wants to leave on time tomorrow morning, to request an audience with Lord Octavius at the town jail at once.”

“What?” Sandra nearly dropped the fabric in her hands.  Her eyes went wide as she looked at Beks with horror.  Beks took one of the veils from Sandra and began to place it over her head.  Sandra’s mouth was open, as if unsure why she was so calm.  “The jail?”

Someone let out a cry of pain behind Beks as one guard’s body flew out the doorway.  Beks didn’t turn around at all to look over the chaos.  Instead, she lifted her hand dismissively at Master Landon, who’d crouched down beside one of the tables piled with bolts of fabric.

“This has gotten out of hand, so the town’s patrol should arrive soon.  It’s best for you to go now,” Beks said.  Sandra looked at her and then at Gerard.  She clutched the fabric against her chest.  Beks followed her gaze.  “Don’t worry.  I won’t let anything happen to him.  The Second Pr-Young Master’s person is my person.”

Sandra took a deep breath, but nodded.  “I will tell Mr. Falker at once!”

She turned towards the door, but Beks stopped her.  “Sandra!” She held out her hand and Sandra turned around.  “Make sure Lord Octavius brings his heir.”

Sandra tilted her head to the side.  “What if they ask why?”

Another yell sounded just as a crack of bone was heard behind her.

Beks gave Sandra an encouraging smile “His treasurer has been arrested for embezzling tax money.”

Master Landon clearly didn’t hear her as he remained crouched by a table, covering his head as Gerard toyed with the men attacking him.  One was still laying out on the dirt road outside while another was on the floor, clutching what was likely a broken arm.  The remaining two pulled their swords, but their postures were awkward and they seemed hesitant, even against Gerard, who had yet to draw his sword.

Beks felt she was right in assuming they had little to no formal training.  Sandra scurried away.  Once she left, Beks felt a heaviness fill the room.  She turned her head towards Gerard and raised a brow.

As soon as his wife is gone, he releases his biha. That’s a bit sweet of him to have waited.  The air felt oppressive and she wasn’t the only one who noticed.  The change was quick and it surprised everyone in the store.  The moment the two remaining guards lost their focus on Gerard because of the air biha causing discomfort, Gerard darted forward.

Two new swords fell to the floor as the two men were disarmed and then pushed back.  They hit the wall, groaning as their bodies bounced against it.  Gerard began to reach for his sword.

“Hold!” Beks’ firm voice cut through the room and Gerard froze in place.  “The patrol is coming, don’t draw it.”

The air pressure around her became light, returning to normal as Gerard took a step back and moved his hand from where it was hovering over the grip.  He kept his eyes on the guards as he returned to his place in front of Beks.

“My lady, we should leave,” he said in a low voice.

“No, I want to finish this,” Beks replied as she glanced at Master Landon cowering.  “What happened here should be made clear.”

Voices were heard outside.  Someone was shouting that there was a fight happening in the fabric shop.  A moment later, a half dozen men of varying ages from young to late middle-aged poured through the door.

“What happened here?” The leader was the one with a blue coat.  Everyone else wore regular clothes.  In rural towns and villages, patrols were community based.  These men were all residents of the town and surrounding villages who took turns to keep order.  They didn’t have formal uniforms, except the leader, and their weapons were long, wooden batons.

Beks stepped forward, head held high.  “Patrol leader, these men accosted me.  That man,” she said, pointing to Master Landon who was just starting to stand up.  “Is the master of those three young men who broke into my room two nights ago to rob me.  He has come to take revenge for his apprentices on me.”

“Revenge!” Master Landon balked.  He looked at the patrol leader.  “I am Perry Landon, the treasurer to Lord Octavius!  I have no reason to come for revenge.  My students are innocent!  She is lying!”

“I wouldn’t make such an accusation when you’re the one who also admitted to embezzling money from Lord Octavius.” Beks spoke with such unwavering certainty that Gerard nodded without thinking.

Master Landon choked back a cry.  “I never admitted to such a thing!”

“Did you or did you not say embezzling?” Beks raised a brow.  Master Landon opened his mouth to say he didn’t, but froze when he realized he had said the word.

“I said it, but-”

“You heard his confession.” Beks cut him off and looked at the patrol leader.  “He said it.”

Master Landon looked as if he was ready to pull his hair out.  “This woman isn’t from our town.  How can you believe her?”

“Patrol leader, you must know that three young men were arrested at the Sunrise Inn two nights ago.  There were witness accounts and tools for picking locks were found at the scene,” Beks said.  “This man cannot accept that his apprentices have been caught and wants to take his anger out on me.  He had threatened me with bodily harm.  If it were not for my personal guard, his four men would’ve cut me to pieces.”

Beks motioned her hands to the fallen men behind them.  Their weapons were either still in their sheaths or on the floor with them, but it was clear that at one point, they had drawn their weapons.  Perhaps not necessarily at her, but that was a technicality.

“I was trying to stop you from leaving!”

“Why would you stop me from leaving?” Beks asked, calm as ever.  “I have done nothing wrong.  You are harassing an innocent citizen and threatening them with weapons.  Under Kadmus Kingdom Common Law, volume one, section three - extortion, coercion, and blackmail, you have harassed me with intent to cause bodily harm for personal interest, punishable by fine and up to a month of prison time and hard labor, depending on severity.  Furthermore, you caused a public disturbance, also punishable by fine and prison time.  This doesn’t count the damage you’ve done to the store.  It is right that you should give compensation to the store owner.”

Master Landon stared at Beks, dumbfounded at what she was spouting.  “I...I haven’t done such a thing-”

“Patrol leader, to be cautious, you should act in accordance with patrol procedure and take us all to the town jail to be questioned,” Beks said.  “I am more than willing to give my statement for the records and see to it that this master thief is imprisoned!”

Hearing her cite Kadmus Common Law and mention patrol procedure, the patrol leader nodded his head and lifted his hand.  “Bring them with us back to the jail.”  Several of his men spread out to pick up the guards and pull them to their feet.  Master Landon was grabbed by the arm and pushed towards the door.  The patrol leader looked at her.  “Miss, you will have to come with us.”

  Beks gave him a nod.  “My pleasure.”

She walked forward to follow the procession of arrested men, and Gerard followed behind her.  He leaned forward and whispered.  “Miss, are you sure about this?  What if you’re noticed?”

“In this case, I've already been noticed,” Beks said in a quiet voice.  “I should stand out as someone else.  Besides, I can’t let this man get away with what he’s done.”

Gerard took a deep breath and nodded.  “Yes, such a man should be punished for threatening you.”

“Yes, but also, he really has embezzled money.  Either from local taxes or from the lord’s own coffers,” Beks told him, keeping her eyes ahead and fixed on the old man with his shoulders slumped forward.

Gerard furrowed his brows.  “How do you know?”

Beks lips pulled into a wry smile.  “I know.”

Gerard continued to frown, unsatisfied with the answer.  He looked towards the old treasurer and his men being pushed or dragged forward ahead of them and squinted.  After a few moments, he perked up.  “Their weapons?” She had mentioned it earlier.

“And his guilty face,” Beks replied.  “By the way, Gerard, I’d appreciate it if this weren’t reported to my fiancé.  Don’t tell them I went to jail.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“That’s strange....”  Iris lifted her head from where she was going through various drawings of wedding dress designs at the coffee table in Luther’s office.  She looked towards his desk, where he sat with a frown and his brows furrowed as he flipped to another page in a book.

“What’s wrong?” she asked as she sat up.

Luther’s lips tightened into a line.  “We’re spending much faster than anticipated.”  His eyes crinkled up with concern.  “If this keeps up, we won’t have enough for the projected costs in the winter.”

Iris tilted her head to the side.  Luther had been working very hard to learn procedures from Chamberlain Wilton and listened intently to experienced courtiers he felt had the kingdom’s best interests at heart.  Iris felt he was doing well getting along with those snobbish, old folks at court, but there was more to being king than socializing.

The governing portion, in particular budgets, had troubled him a great deal, as there was much that Luther wanted to do to improve the kingdom, but there was not enough money to do so.  It was often difficult for him to prioritize one thing over another unless there was an urgent need, which made him feel guilty.

Her heart ached for him.

Luther was a good king and only wanted what was best for Kadmus.

“Perhaps some expenses cost more than projected.  That happens often, especially when construction is involved or if initial estimates were incorrect to begin with.  It could be that a situation changed,” Iris said.  “Once, we were assisting in providing food for a village that had flooded, but surrounding villages heard and started to come to that village.  We didn’t bring enough supplies, so we had to apply to the Temple for more, which cost more.”

Luther looked back at the ledger on his desk and nodded his head, solemn.  “That’s true.”  His shoulders sank and his eyes reddened for a moment.  “We certainly didn’t expect to lose both Mother and Brother Laurence.”

His voice was tight and the room was quiet.  Iris rose from the sofa and crossed the room to get to him.  She walked around the desk and wrapped her arms around him as she stood by his side.

Every now and then, Luther would think of his mother and dead ‘brother’.  More than once, she knew that he’d gone to the tombs below.  She’d followed him the first time she noticed, and heard him speaking to the dead, venting his frustrations and confusion when he thought no one was there.

Iris grit her teeth.  Luther never told her when he went and after the first time she’d followed him, she never bothered again.

Luther had asked his mother’s sarcophagus and his ‘brother’ what he could have done to keep Lady Rebecca with him.  Iris could still hear his words that angered her and broke her heart: If she were here, I’d be more confident.  I know I could be king if she was at my side, guiding me like you planned.

This had spurred her into reading up on Kadmus history and studying political and government related books.  She even found books in the library on the kingdom’s finances, but there was too much information and she didn’t have a proper instructor, so everything was gibberish to her.

Her attendants told her not to compare.  After all, Lady Rebecca had been groomed since she was a child to master those subjects.  That was twenty years.  Iris could not learn that in a day.  She could only focus on one thing at a time, but she was doing it in secret so as not to alarm Luther and make him worry about her.

She pressed his head against her chest and nuzzled the top of her head with hers.  One day, she would be of help to him governing and be able to take some weight off his shoulders.

“You are doing your best, Luther.”

His hands rose and rested over her arm that was wrapped around him.  “I only wish I had been more diligent when I was younger.  Studied more or followed my brother.  I am more unprepared than I thought.”  He frowned with disappointment and shook his head.  Before Iris could comfort him further or distract him, he gently pulled her arms off.  “I want to call my cousin.”  He reached across his desk to grab hold of a small bell.

After he rang it, the door opened and the guard bowed.  “Yes, Your Majesty?”

“Summon Frank Hessing.”  The guard bowed his head and closed the door.

Iris frowned a bit.  She didn’t like Luther’s cousin.  His father’s family, the Hessings, were a Count family.  It was also the late Queen’s maternal grandmother’s family.  They were large and the income generated by their land wasn’t enough to support such a large family, so they had many businesses.

However, they weren’t all doing well.

Iris had hoped that Frank Hessing, who the Third Consort assured Luther was the most successful businessman of their generation, would be able to assist Luther with budgeting, which he was, but she couldn’t bring herself to trust him.

She remained at Luther’s side, rubbing his shoulders until a knock came from the door.  Frank arrived and he bowed once he entered.  Iris narrowed her eyes.  Frank was a few years older than them and unmarried.  He seemed to carry the Hessing appearance with wavy blond hair left long and tied at his nape and down turned green eyes.

Iris tried not to sneer at his ostentatious clothing.  Even in the past, when she tried to dress her status as the mother of Luther’s child, she had been subdued as it was seen in bad taste to flaunt wealth outside of social events amongst peers.  Luther had told her that and she took it to heart.

Frank didn’t seem like a noble at all.

“Your Majesty, good afternoon.”

Luther raised his hand.  “You may call me by my name in private, Frank.”

“It is an honor,” he said.  His eyes turned towards Iris and his thin lips pulled into a lazy smile.  “And good afternoon to you, Your Eminence Oracle Elpidah.”

She hated the way he looked at her, as if she were being leered at.  Even if he greeted her politely, she knew Frank didn’t take her seriously as the future wife of the king.

Luther gave him a distracted nod.  “I’ve called you in regard to the budget for the remaining year.  It seems that we’ve had several unexpected expenses.  I wanted to know if you had any ideas on where we can move funds.”

Frank let out a low hiss and furrowed his brows.  “You ask a lot of me, Luther. From what I reviewed last, much of the budget for the remaining year has been allocated and fixed.  What about the royal family’s coffers?”

“We’ve already used up a good portion for my mother and brother’s deaths and my coronation.  I don’t want to take any more from it, as we are using the remaining for our wedding,” Luther said as he lifted his hand and placed it over Iris’.

Her gaze softened as she looked down at him.  She knew he would not let her suffer.

Frank gave him a thoughtful nod and walked closer to the desk.  “I did notice that some of the businesses the royal family holds aren’t doing as well as they have in previous years.  It may be time to reinvest, sell, or change the focus of the business.  For instance, there are lands north of here that are...underutilized.  All that is there is an inn and perhaps when it was built, the traffic was high, but the trade route it used to support is no longer in use as before.”

Luther nodded his head.  “I see.  We do have several of those properties.  You’re more experienced in this sense, Frank.  What do you think?”

  “I think the land should be sold.  Since it’s on the slopes of a mountain, it’s not suitable for farming, but perhaps it can be sold to a logging merchant,” Frank told him.  “I can send out some inquiries to associates I know and get an idea of the value of the land.  It shouldn’t be a small amount.”

Luther nodded his head solemnly.  “Please look into it and draft a proposal for review,” Luther said.  “I will discuss it with my father.”

Frank’s face lit up and he nodded.  He bowed his head.  “Of course, Your Majesty.”

“You are dismissed.”

Frank left the room and Iris let out a low breath.

“Are you all right?” Luther asked.  He turned his head to look up at her. “Your grip on my shoulder....”

Iris gasped and snatched her hand back.  Her eyes were wide as she gave him an apologetic look.  “I’m sorry, Luther.  Did I hurt you?”

He smiled softly and shook his head.  “No, but I am worried about you.”  He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips.  “Tell me, what’s wrong?”

She was hesitant to answer.  After all, not only was Frank Luther’s cousin, but he was brought to Luther by his father to assist him.  He was also doing his job and so Luther was pleased with his performance.

“It’s nothing,” she said with a reassuring smile.  “I’m just worried about the missing funds.  After all, so many people are depending on you.”

“We will figure something out.  We should always be prepared for emergencies, after all.  Even the budget approved for next year has an allowance for emergencies around the empire,” Luther said.  “I remember my mother authorized such a fund to be added to each year’s budget a few years ago at Beks’ suggestion-.”  He snapped his mouth shut and looked at her with a bit of panic.  Iris’ face fell at the name of another woman coming from his lips.  “I’m sorry, Iris.  I didn’t mean to bring her up.”

She quickly controlled her expression and forced a smile.  “Don’t be sorry.  Lady Rebecca did much for the kingdom.  It’s good that she’s done so much, isn’t it?”

Luther caressed her hand and brought her closer.  “She has, but she abandoned us.  Turned her back on the kingdom.  I can never forgive her.”

If you can’t, then why did you tell your dead mother that you wished she were here?  Iris pushed the bitterness down and kept a smile on her face.  She wanted him to forget all about that woman.  “Luther...if you want...that is...I want to help you.”

He cocked his head to the side and gave her a curious look.  “Help me?”

“Yes,” Iris said.  She moved around and sat on his lap to hold his attention.  “I want to learn more about Kadmus and how to govern it.  I want to be your support and stay by your side to help you carry the burden.”

His eyes dilated as he stared into her eyes.  “Iris....”

“Can you find me a tutor?  Someone to help me learn?” Iris asked.  “They taught Lady Rebecca to be of use.  Why can’t they teach me?”  She gave him a weak, hopeful smile.

He clenched his jaw and threw his arms around her.  He buried his face against her chest as he pulled her close.  For a moment, he only held her tight, as if she were the most precious person in his life.  Iris relished his embrace and pressed her head against his.

“It is so much work, Iris.  Are you sure?” He pulled his head back to look at her with uncertainty.  “Learning to govern is no easy task.”

She nodded.  “I know.”

“But you are also the next Great Oracle,” Luther said with crinkled eyes.  “Won’t it be too much for you?  You still have duties to the Temple....”  His voice trailed off and he rested his forehead against her shoulder.  “I don’t want to be a burden on you.”

Her heart swelled.  She knew he wouldn’t want to trouble her, but this was something she needed to do.  “You’re not a burden, Luther.  I want to help you.”  She cupped his chin and tilted his head up to meet her eyes as she smiled.  “You are my king and I will be your queen.  This is what I should do.”

His eyes seemed to look at her as if burning her into his memory.  Without warning, he grasped her face with one hand and brought it down, pressing his lips against hers.  She let out a gasp, her eyes widening with surprise before she relaxed into his kiss.

The hot, heavy breathing filled the room before the two red-faced, breathless people pulled apart.  Luther kept his arms around her as he cradled her against him.

“Thank you, Iris,” he said as he kissed her once more.  “I knew I was lucky the moment I met you.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Leon!  Miss!”  Sandra’s eyes were red as she rushed towards them.  Beks stayed in place and didn’t move to greet her so that Gerard could sweep his wife into his arms.

He laughed as Sandra ran into him and embraced him.  “Were you worried?  You should have more faith in Miss!”

Beks sent him a sidelong glance.  He said that now.  Two hours earlier, when they were seated in a cell because Gerard engaged in the fight and Master Landon insisted Beks instigated it and was framing his apprentices, he hadn’t been so confident.  He paced his cell, seemingly at a loss for words, and kept rubbing his face with his hand muttering that the Battalion Commander would demote him.

They weren’t the only ones in the cells, either.  Beks, as the long woman of the group, was put into a different, smaller cell, while Gerard was put into one across from her.  Master Landon’s group was kept in a different cell with one empty cell between them and Gerard, so as to avoid another fight.

With nowhere to sit, but the ground, Beks had paced her jail cell, daydreaming of ways to make Luther’s reign difficult while creating as little collateral damage as possible.  She settled to crippling the royal family financially, or at least as much as she could.  There were few people who knew the extent of the royal family’s business.

At one point, all the taxes and rent of royal lands weren’t enough to run a kingdom, so the royal family had some businesses.  This was well known and other kingdoms practiced it.

However, during the period of decline, when the royal family's private spending was at its peak, even those businesses weren’t enough so there were more aggressive attempts to make money for the family.  When the late Queen took over, a small portion of those businesses continued to supplement running the kingdom, while the riskier businesses were dropped.

The handful of remaining financial endeavors were transferred over to Nexus.  Many of them were tied with the businesses the royal family kept, so slight manipulations of partners, supplies, and supply chains would cause some havoc and disrupt the flow of money enough to give Luther a headache.

One couldn’t run a country, let alone their own household, without money.

Beks had giggled to herself in the cell and Gerard had asked her to stop as it was frightening.

“I’m glad you are safe, Miss Snowy,” Mr. Falker said as he wiped some sweat off his brow.  He had come with Lord Octavius and the lord’s son directly from their manor to ensure that Beks was released.

The man had rushed as soon as Sandra told him, surprising the woman who was left behind.

“Thank you for your efforts, Mr. Falker.  I apologize for having to trouble you.  I know that you were resting at this time,” Beks replied with an apologetic bow of her head.

The man shook his head.  “Your safety is a priority, Miss.”  He started to bow, but stopped, as if remembering that Beks was just a normal citizen at this time, and not a noble.  He still gave her a respectful nod.  “I will return to the inn.”

Beks gave him a return nod and watched him leave before turning towards Sandra.

“I’m sorry to have made you wait, Sandra,” Beks said as she gave the woman a thoughtful smile.  “You did an excellent job.”

Sandra clung onto her husband’s arm and nodded.  “I was worried that Mr. Falker would not listen, but as soon as I told him, he rushed out.” Sandra leaned closer to Beks.  “How did you know he would?”

“Mr. Falker is a wood merchant that comes through here often and transports wood from some land belonging to the local lord,” Beks replied.  “So, they have a business arrangement and Mr. Falker would be able to get an audience with the local lord quickly enough.  Mr. Falker is also instructed to transport me, so he can’t leave me behind.”

Sandra’s eyes were wide, impressed.  “Your family’s influence is great.”

They weren’t in jail for half the day and the sun was just setting.  Beks sighed.  It was only supposed to be a quick errand to buy veils, but it turned into an entire debacle involving the local lord.

“Miss!”  A man’s voice called behind her and Beks stopped and turned around.  The man who had come with Lord Octavius looked out of breath and flustered as he rushed out of the jail.  “Miss, wait a moment!”

Beks stood in place and Sandra leaned up to her husband with furrowed brows.  “Who is that?”

“Young Lord Octavius, the lord’s heir.  He accompanied his father when he heard about the charges against Landon,” Gerard replied.  “They’d taken longer than expected, as he wanted to bring the ledgers to check.”

Sandra’s brows rose.  “I see...then, Miss was right?”

Gerard frowned a bit.  “I didn’t expect her accusation to be true.”

Sandra snorted.  “Then, shouldn’t you be the one who has more faith in her?”

Beks ignored their banter and gave the young lord a small bow of her head.  “Is there anything else, Young Lord Octavius?”

He wasn’t much older than her with thick brown hair, and green eyes.  Perhaps only a little shorter, but not too noticeable.  He came to a stop in front of her and gave her a respectful bow of his head.

“Miss, I cannot thank you enough for your assistance today,” he said.  “I’ve long suspected that Master Landon has been siphoning money, but my father puts too much trust in him and refused to let me check.  Today, in the name of proving his innocence, I was able to go through the ledgers and records.  It wasn’t much, but it’s enough that my father has approved them for review.”

Beks raised a brow and frowned.  “Is your father not convinced of Landon’s embezzlement?”

She could see the frustration in the man’s eyes, showing that he had likely tried for some time to verify his suspicions, but were refuted by his father, leaving him helpless.  Hearing that his father still wanted more proof was also a bit frustrating, but it would be good practice to be thorough.

The man frowned and shook his head.  “I’m afraid they have too long a history together and the trust is not easily broken.”

“Then aside from your father’s records, you should also check the finances of Mr. Landon,” Beks told him.  “What made me suspicious to begin with were the weapons on those men.  It means he had enough money to not only buy weapons, but hire men to work for him.  A good question to ask is why he would need several hired thugs to begin with.”

The man drew his head back, surprised.  “This is the first time I’ve seen him with those men.  At most, only his apprentices had been with him.”

“Do his apprentices pay him tuition?”

“Yes, but it’s mainly to supplement their boarding and food at his house in town,” the man replied.

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “He may try to claim that any extra comes from his apprentice, so make sure to question them individually on their tuition first.  It is important to be thorough about this, as for the sake of the people, and so as much money can be retrieved as possible.”

“Of course, Miss.  I understand that,” he said.  He looked over his shoulder and saw his aging father being helped into a carriage.

When he had entered the jail earlier and demanded to see them, Lord Octavius appeared much more energetic. Having realized he’d been betrayed by someone he trusted for years must’ve given him a blow.

“You should reassure your father that this isn’t his fault and that it’s a relief that Landon has been caught,” Beks told him.

“Yes,” the man replied.  He looked back at Beks.  “Miss, I’m afraid I never got your name.”

“My name is Snowy,” Beks replied with a small, graceful nod of her head.  “Everyone calls me Miss Snowy.”

The name garnered the same response from him as it did Sandra, and behind her veil, Beks pursed her lips.  Was it that strange of a name?  She thought it was fine.

“Miss Snowy, I was told that you were staying at the inn.  Will you be here for a few more days?  My family and I would like to thank you.  May I invite you and your people to the manor for a meal?”

Beks lifted her hand and shook her head.  “We will be leaving in the morning, Young Master.  Thank you for your kindness.”

He furrowed his brow and seemed to think.  “Then, may we prepare something for your trip?”

“It is unnecessary to trouble yourself.  You have much to investigate.” She made a vague hand motion to the town jail made of stone and brick behind him.

He looked a bit pained, hesitant to let her go without reciprocating.  “Must you leave so soon?”

Beks nodded her head.  “I must.  My fiancé is expecting me.”

He snapped his head up and blinked.  “Your fiancé?  You’re engaged?”

“Yes.  He lives quite a bit away from here,” Beks replied.  Disappointment filled the man’s face.

“I see...I see....”  He muttered to himself and took a step back, giving her a wry smile.  “Then, I wish you a safe journey, Miss Snowy.”

Beks gave him a nod and turned around, heading back to the inn.  Sandra looked over her shoulder at the man and then at Beks.  “My lady,” she whispered.  “Do you think he wanted to see your face?  Perhaps he heard that a beautiful woman was seen recently and wanted to take a look for himself.”

“It’s possible he was curious, but he didn’t pressure us to stay.  That's respectable,” she replied.  “He may send something over as thanks despite my insistence, so Gerard, keep an eye out for that.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“How are you so certain?” Sandra asked, appearing genuinely curious.

“Reciprocity is very important to nobles.  Not showing gratitude would make you appear selfish, rude, and too poor to repay a favor.  He’ll likely send something.”

They made it halfway through dinner that night before a servant from the lord’s manor arrived with some fabric and dried meat local to the area for their journey.  It wasn’t too much, as too much would be troublesome to travel with, which Beks thought was considerate.  The dried meat would be useful on their journey, as well.

“My lady....” Sandra gasped as she sat in Beks’ room and examined the fabric that had been delivered.  She unraveled part of it and lifted it up.  “This is beautiful...do you think it’s imported?  I’ve never seen it before.”

Beks finished packing away her small bundle of things and looked towards the bed.  The Octavius family had sent her two bundles of fabric and both looked expensive.  She walked over and ran her fingers across.

She raised a brow.  “It’s from Paraxes.  The gold floral pattern woven into the fabric, not just on the edges, means that this fabric had a specific purpose.”

Sandra looked interested and nodded.  “What is the purpose?”

“Marriage,” Beks said as she withdrew her hand.  “This is fabric used for wedding clothes.”

Sandra immediately took in a sharp breath and almost threw the cloth out of her hands.  “Is he insane?  He’s using this to propose to you?”

Beks looked over her shoulder at the stunned woman, eyes wide, and confusion on her face.  “What?  No, Sandra, I told him I had a fiancé.  He knows I’m getting married; he must’ve sent this in consideration of that.”

Sandra puffed her cheeks out and frowned.  “In our village, items related to the wedding were gifted by one party to the other.”

“Then, did you and Gerard prepare each other’s clothes when you got married?” Beks asked.

Sandra paused and her eyes crinkled up with a helpless sigh.  “We got married in the Wild Dogs encampment.  The Battalion Commander married us and bought us our clothes as we didn’t have anything suitable.”

“Were you in the middle of a battle?” Beks asked.

“They were heading out for a year-long border tour and had stopped at the fortress a second time.  If we didn’t get married then, it would be another year...and his safety is never guaranteed.  My brother is a soldier, so I know that.”  Sandra touched the wedding fabric once more.  “Both of us wanted to get married as soon as possible.  The fortress where I was stationed at the time didn’t have anything for wedding clothing, or supplies for a wedding, so the Battalion Commander sent someone out and prepared it for us.”

“I didn’t know that a battalion commander could marry you,” Beks said as she tilted her head to the side.  She didn’t recall them having a specific right to do so, as they had to be given authority to approve the marriage agreement, which was a legal document.  In Kadmus, authority to approve marriage agreements for noble marriages was usually given to priests, heads of marches and ducal houses, the monarch, and their heir.

Unless common marriages were different, and more senior officers and nobles were allowed?

“He was surprisingly skilled and did the Temple marriage blessing before we signed the marriage agreement,” Sandra replied.

Beks paused.  “You said he gave a blessing from the Temple?”

Sandra nodded.  “Yes.  He even had the robes. We don’t know where he got them. He just laughed and said not to ask.”

“And this was done in front of the entire camp?”

“Oh, the ceremony was very private in the Battalion Commander’s tent,” Sandra said.  “Hector was with us, two more Wild Dogs, and two friends of mine from the fortress.  And the Battalion Commander, of course.”

Beks blinked and then turned her head away as she smiled a bit.  “I see.”  She chuckled to herself.  “It’s getting late, Sandra.  I should get some rest.”

The other woman let out a disappointed sigh, still wanting to chat.  “I’m all packed.  Thank you for letting me join you.”

“There is no reason not to allow you.  We can afford to bring you and this is a recovery trip.  It shouldn’t be too dangerous as long as no one recognizes me,” Beks replied.  Sandra nodded.

“It is still appreciated.  I don’t get to see Leon too often,” Sandra said with a melancholy smile.  She lowered her eyes and touched the wedding fabric.  Her voice softened.  “I really missed him.”

Beks smiled a bit and leaned down, snatching the fabric up and making Sandra snap out of her thoughts.  The woman’s bewildered eyes met hers.  “If you miss him, why are you wasting your time with me?  Go and spend time with your husband!  I’m sure he’s waiting out the door right now.”

Sandra’s face filled with a flush.  She gave Beks a quiet thanks and scurried out.  When she opened the door, Beks heard her gasp that Gerard really was waiting outside.  The door closed and Beks sighed.  Sandra and Gerard weren’t much older than her.  They’d married when Sandra was her age.

Beks sat down on the edge of her bed and combed her hair.  It was strange to think that she’d been engaged since she was a child up until now, though technically, there was no agreement and her marriage partner had yet to be decided between the twins.

She put her comb down and rolled on to the bed.

The last two nights, she hadn’t thought much about them.  In fact, she hadn’t since she left the island, as all her focus had been on getting contact with Nexus, securing reasonable transport to get her to the location where her brother was likely to be, and then finding her brother and father before returning, then leaving again to find her mother and younger siblings.

For a moment, she felt guilty.

She hadn’t really thought about the twins and they were so good to her.  Although, she did feel that something was missing.  No one was bringing her food he just cooked.  No one was nagging her to get some rest.  No one rubbed her shoulders, worried she’d strain herself studying the tablets.

She raised her hand and touched the empty space on her bed.  It was narrow, but at least half another person could fit on it.  A full person if they both slept on their sides.  Before she left the island and she was spending nights memorizing text in the library, Laz and Lucian would stay with her, if only to make sure she didn’t stay awake all night.

There were nights where she fell asleep and felt her tired body fall against a warm, familiar one.  Sometimes, she’d feel herself being laid on the mat with a new cushion so she didn’t sleep awkwardly and hurt herself.  Occasionally, she’d heard their voices fussing over her.

Looking back on it, on the island, she really was spoiled.  Perhaps she didn’t have the material luxuries she had when in Kadmium, but care was taken when it came to her daily life.  She didn’t have to worry about her immediate needs and was surprisingly relaxed.  Then again, it may have been the bihar-rich bathing pool.

Or it could’ve been waking up between those two.  Beks let out a small snort-laugh as she rolled over and shut her eyes.  She wondered how they were doing without her to bother them.  Were they sleeping all right when she wasn’t there?  What were they working on?  More baskets?

The pillow beneath her wasn’t as comfortable as Lucian’s arm cradling her head, nor was the blanket as heavy as Laz’s arm around her waist.

She took a deep breath, her eyes shut tight, as her hand grasped the thin blanket across her, wrapping it around her.  The room didn’t feel as safe without them there, either.

Laz...Lucian...Snowflake.... It seemed that she missed them more than she thought.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 29 - The Journey Was Going TOO Smoothly


                “They’re trying to sell the Alpine Route Inn?” It was unexpected news and Beks couldn’t contain the confusion and irritation in her voice.

It took them a little over two weeks to get to the northeast border, to a location on the far reaches of the kingdom that were close to the High Desert, where the cold tundra melted into steps before desert. That was with them traveling every day and seamlessly transferring from merchant caravan and escort to different merchant caravan and escort.

That meant that it had only been two weeks since she gave Nexus the order to begin pulling back partners and cutting off supply chains that worked with businesses connected to the royal family. It was too soon to start seeing the effects of the behind-the-scenes manipulation, and far too soon for the situation to be dire enough that Luther would start selling off property.

“Yes, my lady,” Mr. Kesse replied. “There were three properties that have been put up for sale by the royal family.” Mr. Kesse had just returned to Kadmium from Sagittate on the same private vessel that took him and Laurence to her family’s duchy. When he answered her urapearl call that night, he had expressed his awe that she had managed to get not only a suitable ship, but a skilled crew.

Beks had told him it wasn’t her, but her mother. He’d then asked if her mother knew pirates, as while no one mentioned it, Mr. Kesse was wary enough to notice the icon of a kraken on the hull of the Leviathan’s Throne.

Beks brushed it off as one of her mother’s contacts from her days as a sailor.

After getting news about Laurence and the situation in Sagittate, he began to report about the royal family’s recent activities and the presumed financial issues they were facing.

Beks narrowed her eyes. “What are they doing? Even with the unexpected death expenses of the late Queen, and that bloated corpse they passed as Brother Laurence, and Luther’s hastened coronation, there should still be enough money to get the royal family through winter. They haven’t squandered the kingdom’s emergency fund budget, have they?”

That was in place only to deal with natural disasters and the humanitarian crisis that often came with them. There was a literal law in place that the emergency fund could only be used for such things and if there were any remaining funds, it would roll over into the next year. Since the emergency fund had been created, there had been a decent amount remaining each year, padding the fund for the upcoming year.

“Emergency fund allocation requires royal approval when applied for and can only be used when applied. At the moment, aside from the emergency requests received when you were still here, none have been submitted. There is still at least a quarter of the year's start amount.”

Beks took a deep breath. “At least he’s not touching that....Were there any sizable expenses?” She frowned and corrected herself. “No, were there any expenses out of the ordinary. Large or small and continuous?”

Mr. Kesse’s image in the urapearl tensed a bit. “They have begun preparations for the current king’s...wedding.” He hesitated and seemed to wait for her reaction.

Beks raised a brow. She expected Luther to marry the new oracle. He had announced to the world that he was going to marry a Wife of Choice. While in front of her. Before he had even married his Wife of Convenience. It was just sooner than she expected.

“Already?” Her question seemed to make the old man sit up straight and carry a brief look of alarm.

“The fact that they are planning to marry soon means that there was no thought given to a proper engagement. It shows that the woman he is going to marry is of little importance-”

Beks raised her hand and shook her head to stop Mr. Kesse from rambling on. “It doesn’t bother me that they are getting married, Mr. Kesse. I’m only surprised that it’s so soon considering the events in the last few months. His mother’s and purported brother’s deaths would usually be mourned for a year before such a joyous event. Not to mention the cost of a royal wedding is no small sum.” She furrowed her brows. “The royal family’s budget for the coming year didn’t plan for this.”

Laurence and Lady Eleanor had planned to wait a full year after the death of the late Queen. While the ceremony and reception dinner of the wedding would be paid for by the royal family, gifts to the bride would be paid for by the groom to show his sincerity, and Laurence had plenty of money to spend on Lady Eleanor. She would not want for anything.

Luther, on the other hand, had nowhere near as much personal savings as his eldest brother. Beks knew this firsthand because she’d helped him manage it. Much of his personal wealth was tied up with various businesses he invested in. As that money wasn’t fluid, Luther would need to scrape his savings if he wanted to give proper engagement and wedding gifts to the new oracle.

And if he were short, he’d have two choices to get additional money. First was his father, but Luther would be too embarrassed to reach out to his father for money. He desperately wanted to show that he was a competent person and that was true now more than ever as he carried the mantle of a king. His second choice was to go to the royal treasury, which as king, he had the final say in.

Thinking about this gave Beks a headache. She lifted her hand and rubbed her forehead. By the time Laurence retook the throne, they kingdom would be bankrupt.

“Should we continue with the plans to damage the income stream of the royal family, my lady?” Mr. Kesse asked.

“Continue.” Stopping wasn’t an option. “What other properties is he selling?”

“Alpine Route Inn and the property it is on, Green Meadows, and the western grazing property on the other side of the mountain range.”

Beks squinted. “The grazing property is massive with numerous tenants. How can he sell such a large property? Don’t tell me he’s splitting them into lots.”

Mr. Kesse gave her a helpless look, affirming her concerns.

She took a deep breath. “Find who the prospective buyers are for each location and how much they are willing to pay. Green Meadows is just a horse breeding farm for royal horses and can be moved elsewhere. It’s just that it’s in a scenic location along a major trade route.”

“What about Alpine Route Inn? The late Queen had a particular fondness for the inn and had wanted to divert the trade route that went through it so as to make it a royal private residence,” Mr. Kesse told her.

Beks clenched her jaw. The late Queen didn’t just have a fondness for the location. She wanted it made as a private residence not so she could vacation there, but because the Alpine Route Inn sat on an iron ore-rich mountain. Beks and Laurence knew this because the late Queen passed along the knowledge for the iron ore deposits as a resource for the kingdom.

Laurence estimated that mining would happen during his reign. Neither of them knew how many other people knew. Apparently, Uncle Timur had discovered this.

Did someone else know about the iron in the mountain? If they sold the mountain, the mining rights went along with it. In private hands, the kingdom would lose a valuable resource.

“Find out how much they are selling the mountain the Alpine Route Inn is on,” Beks told him. “If possible, I’d like Nexus’ shell company to purchase it.”

Mr. Kesse’s eyes widened. “We may need to utilize more funds than we have available for use.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “I had wanted to try to find a way to withdraw money from the Kadmium Central Bank for use, but it would be difficult to do so if Luther or his father had enough caution to have it monitored. I may not be able to access it, but it can go to my beneficiary in the event of my passing.” Beks shut her eyes and tried to call the legal documents surrounding her account.

Upon one’s death, their assets could be transferred to a beneficiary. Her beneficiaries were a handful of charities under Nexus. She always felt that in the event of an untimely death, at the very least she could give the charities one last bit of support. There were other circumstances that would allow transfer to beneficiaries, as well, and if she weren’t going to get her money herself, she could funnel it where she could still control it.

Lifetime imprisonment including hard labor, loss of Kadmus citizenship, or if the owner of the account was missing for five years. Exile was not directly stated, but it fell into “loss of Kadmus citizenship”.

Mr. Kesse’s brows knit and he seemed to also be thinking about the technicality. “Shall we apply for transfer of assets due to your exile?”

“There is no law or rule stating that the assets of an exile should be given to the kingdom,” Beks said with a slight smirk. “Apply for transfer of assets immediately before the current king and his cronies figure this out and try to enact a law to plunder my account.”

Her parents didn’t have this worry, as all of their assets were in Sagittate. She’d only used Kadmium Central Bank because it was local and convenient for her.

Mr. Kesse bowed his head. “Yes, my lady.”

“And while you are at it, keep an eye on the accounts of Their Highnesses the Second and Third Princes. They’re considered missing, but alive, so their accounts should not be touched.”

“Yes, my lady. Is there anything needed?”

“Spread rumors about the royal family teetering on bankruptcy because of the current king and his fiancée’s excessive spending, and the Third Consort siphoning off money from the royal treasury to assist his family’s failing businesses.”

“Shall we target the Hessings, as well?”

“That goes without saying,” Beks said. “I want the kingdom to lose their trust in Luther.” Mr. Kesse bowed his head once more and Beks ended the call with her thanks.

Despite her wishes to ruin his reputation with accusations of wanton decadence and corruption, when it came to matters involving government spending, Luther would err on the side of caution and be careful with spending. He would want to put the needs of the kingdom first.

No matter how naive or ignorant Luther was, serving the kingdom would be something paramount in his head. It would take convincing from someone he trusted to go against what his own mother had drilled into him. It was unfortunate that there were plenty of people who would try.

Beks took a deep breath and leaned back against the chair. If Luther and his father wanted to sell things that weren’t royal property, she wouldn’t be so concerned, but how would she explain to Laurence that the mountain filled with iron was sold?

She couldn’t help but wonder whose brilliant idea it was.

She glanced at the window and frowned. With the winter months approaching, the sun set earlier. It was already dark and she lowered a hand to her stomach. Her eyes swept across the desk of the inn where they were staying for the night. Along with her urapearl and its stand were a few maps of the region and the routes through the High Desert back to the coast, which would be outside of Kadmus’ borders.

Tomorrow, they’d need to purchase horses and go off on their own to find her brother.

But first, dinner.

Beks put her urapearl away and grabbed the cloak and veil from the foot of the bed. She put it on, securing both pieces before leaving her room. The inn they were staying in this time was small, with only five rooms and a single floor. There were a few small restaurants in the small town. Sandra had checked each one and reported back that they should eat at a small shop two buildings down from their inn.

Beks opened her door and found the couple dutifully waiting for her. She let out a tired sigh. “I said you could knock.”

“You said you were going to make a call, my lady. We didn’t want to bother you,” Sandra said.

“It’s all right. I don’t mind,” she replied. “Let’s get something to eat. Gerard, did you ask around about the road leading to the high desert.”

Gerard took a deep breath and squinted. “I have. There is concerning news and we should discuss it.”

That didn’t sound like a good thing. Still, Beks nodded and led them to the restaurant. Sandra rushed forward to greet the waiter and tell him that she had reserved a corner table in the back. Beks drew her lips inward. Sandra always tried to make reservations to ensure a private place to eat, but it wasn’t necessary when there was no one else in the restaurant.

She supposed Sandra was being cautious. Beks was glad that they brought Sandra along. She’d been of great help as Sandra was very familiar with travel and working outside the home. It was akin to having a guide, as Beks was lacking in her knowledge of common life.

The trio was led to a table in the back. Beks’ eyes flickered around, satisfied that it was reasonably private and if other guests came in, they wouldn’t be bothered. Sandra ordered for the table, having already reviewed the menu and based the order on their preferences.

Beks chuckled as the couple sat across from her. “I know you’re pretending to be my maid, Sandra, but you don’t have to do so much.”

Sandra shook her head. “I need to be of use during the journey. After all, I am the one who wanted to come.”

“You have been very useful,” Beks assured her with a small smile and nod. “I also don’t regret you joining us.” Sandra beamed and turned to look at her husband with a smug look.

“See, I told you.”

Gerard released an exasperated breath. “I was only concerned about your safety.”

Sandra puffed out her chest. “It’s been fine! Everywhere we went, we’ve had an escort and all of my lady’s contacts had set us up in decent lodgings.” She poked her husband’s bulging bicep. “And even if there wasn’t an escort, we have you, don’t we?”

Gerard’s ruddy cheeks flushed at his wife’s complement. Beks chuckled.

They are a very cute couple. No wonder Laz encouraged this. I wonder how Jonas took it? I’m going to ask when I get back. The server returned with some mugs of light mead and placed them on the table, informing them that the food would be out soon. Beks gave him a nod, thanked him, and then turned her attention back to Gerard, her face growing serious. “What did you find out about the road ahead that is so concerning?”

Gerard took a deep breath and seemed to pause for a moment together his thoughts before speaking. “The three warring states in the valley beyond Giant’s Ridge have become worse. Usually, there are just skirmishes for disputed territory, but it seems that the fighting has gotten so bad that people are fleeing the region.”

Beks furrowed her brows, remembering the map she’d reviewed of the area. The route they would take forked when it reached the base of the Giant’s Ridge Mountain Range. The road going west would go up the mountains and into the territory within. This was a caravan route that crossed the habitable region and came out on the western pass.

The road going east led to the High Desert. It was also a caravan route and Beks believed she’d find her brother along one of the stops or villages on the route.

“With the people fleeing, has the road become unsafe?” Desperation sometimes brought out the worst in people.

Gerard furrowed his brows. “There haven’t been any instances of attacks that have been reported, but a refugee camp has been created outside of town, about a day’s travel up the road.”

“I thought that region has been fighting over usable territory for years,” Sandra said. “Why did it escalate to the point where people are fleeing all of a sudden?”

Gerard held out his hands and tried to explain it. “It seems that the two larger states have split the habitable region into two, marginalizing the third state. They’ve taken control of the east and west passages whereas before, there was an informal understanding that the passages were free for anyone to use.

“According to the merchants I spoke to this afternoon, they are only allowed to enter if they agree to only do business with the state controlling the pass. In the case of the east passage, merchants can only enter if they only do business with Salgul. The west is controlled by Brekram.”

“What about the third state?” Beks asked.

Gerard lifted a hand and scratched the back of his head. “They’re in a very difficult position. A few months ago, two volcanoes in the southern tip of the range erupted. The southern portion of the habitable area is where the third state, Dranga, is settled. They had no choice but to be forced north to flee the volcanic aftermath.”

“Brekram, Salgul, and Dranga....” Beks closed her eyes and pulled up the information she’d read on them. Her lips pulled downward. “Dranga is the smallest of the warring states...they’ve had to flee their region due to a natural disaster and are at a disadvantage in numbers.” Her eyes opened. “Is it possible that the refugees fleeing the region are from Dranga?”

Gerard seemed at a loss. “No one I’ve spoken to knows who they are. The encampment is a little way from the road and they don’t seem to be bothering any of the merchants coming through.”

“Then they’re self-sufficient?” Sandra asked. “Why haven’t they come down further, to the town?”

Beks narrowed her eyes as she looked at the wooden tabletop. “Maybe they’re waiting.” The couple looked across the table at her and Beks lifted her head. “Isn’t that possible?”

“Well, I suppose,” Gerard replied. “There are rumors that Salgul is losing ground to Dranga, though no one understands why since they vastly outnumber the Dranga state.”

“The Dranga has a high frequency of biha users,” Beks said as before taking a sip of her drink. “I remember, as they had similar reported births of biha users as in Sagittate. Not as many, but still above average. I don’t know if the southern area of the mountain range is bihar-rich, which can cause it, but it’s possible that even with their low numbers, they’ve learned to utilize their biha to take territory or at least defend themselves.”

“If that were the case, why are they just learning to use it now?” Sandra asked. “Even I know that the warring states are called so because they’ve been fighting with each other for centuries.”

She had a point, as Beks never heard of the people in the mountain range using their biha. There were numerous hotspots of biha-users around the continent and due to her slight obsession with it, Beks paid attention to those spots.

“Gerard, was there anything strange about that region other than Salgul losing ground?”

“The only thing I’ve heard is that the most recent merchants that tried to get to the east pass for trade were told to turn back by refugees fleeing. The more daring merchants made an attempt, but said that something was wrong at the pass. They worried that there was volcanic activity triggered by the volcanoes in the south.”

Beks cocked her head to the side. “Was there volcanic or geothermal activity there before?”

Gerard shrugged. “I don’t know, my lady. All they said was when they tried to pass through, it became so unbearably hot that the horses refuse to go forward and they couldn't make it more than a few steps without it feeling as if they had stepped into an oven.”

Her chest tightened as she sat up straight. Her eyes were wide as her hand gripped her wooden mug of mead. Her sudden tense expression alarmed Sandra.

“My lady?”

Beks pursed her lips and looked up. “Tomorrow, we’ll continue with the plan. Buy horses and then travel up the road.”

Gerard nodded and Sandra wrinkled her nose. The server came and placed some wooden plates with food on their table. As she pushed the plates to each person, Sandra spoke up. “We’re going to avoid the warring region, right?”

“That depends,” Beks said as she picked up a knife and fork. “I want to ask the refugees what is going on in the region. There is something I want to confirm.”

The husband and wife across from her exchanged looks before glancing back at her. “What do you want to confirm?” Gerard asked in a hesitant voice.

Beks brought some pickled vegetables and stewed meat to her mouth, nodding in approval at the passable taste before swallowing. “If the mysterious heat in the region is caused by my brother.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Despite the moniker of a refugee camp, the people in the neat rows of animal skin tents weren’t in worse health than those she’d seen in the slums when she was a child. This was a relief to see.

“They seem better off than I thought they’d be,” Sandra said as she looked around from her seat on the saddle behind her husband.

“They may be weary of strangers,” Beks said. She looked around the outer edge of the camp and saw a tree line not too far away. “Let’s bring the horses there.” She led the other two to the trees and slid off her horse. “You two stay here. I need to find someone to ask about the situation at the pass.”

“I’ll come with you,” Gerard said.

Beks held out her hand to stop him. “You may alarm them. Stay here. I doubt they’ll cause any trouble.”

Sandra nodded and grabbed hold of her husband’s arm to keep him back. “She’s right. You’ll intimidate them and they won’t want to talk.” Gerard still looked hesitant.

“I’m not going far. You’ll be able to rush in if anything happens,” Beks told him.

He took a deep breath and nodded. “All right, my lady. Please be careful.”

Beks nodded and adjusted her cloak and veil. She walked into the encampment as if she knew where she was going, but her eyes darted around, trying to find someone to speak to. All around her she heard a foreign language, likely Higer, which she didn’t understand.

Someone older may know Jasper, so let’s look for someone my age or older. It was easier said than done. The more she looked, the more she realized that there were many adults older than her parents and small children. There were hardly any she’d consider elderly and almost no one her age, or a few years older or younger. Her eyes narrowed.  Did people my age stay behind to fight?

“Are you looking for something?” A voice asked behind her and Beks whirled around. She looked down at an aging woman who was looking her up and down, as if trying to figure out what she was doing there.

“Yes, we’re traveling through and heard that the east pass is impassable because of a war. Is that why you have fled, as well?” Beks asked in a curious voice.

The woman let out a heavy breath and nodded. She turned her head in the direction of the pass with regret and longing. “If you’re here with the town, we won’t go and cause any trouble. We’re waiting for the others before we continue on.”

“The others?” Beks tilted her head to the side. “Are you waiting for more refugees?”

“We are not refugees,” the old woman said as she lifted her head proudly. “We are the Dranga people and we are going home!”

“Home?” Beks looked in the direction she had gazed towards earlier. “Isn’t home back in the Giant’s Ridge?”

“With the volcanos, Salgul, and Brekram, we are migrating elsewhere,” the woman replied in a rough voice. “However, due to the dangers at the pass, we can only come out in small batches at a time, as too many people at once cannot be protected.”

Beks narrowed her eyes behind her veil. “Protected from what? Salgul? The heat at the pass?”

When she mentioned the heat, the woman across from her tensed. Her eyes went wide and she almost took a step back. “From...from Salgul, of course! They are chasing us to our deaths!”

“Who is protecting you?” Beks asked as she took a step forward. “Is there a man with red hair and exceptionally strong fire biha there?”

The woman’s mouth clamped shut. Her eyes looked away. “You shouldn’t go any further. It’s too dangerous for a young lady!” She turned around and took two steps forward before a child blocked her way.

He was likely no more than twelve years old and looked at Beks curiously. “Do you use biha?”

“Naim!” The old woman scolded the boy in Higer, but the boy kept looking at Beks and spoke in accented Jasper.

“There is a biha user of fire. He’s very strong,” the boy said carefully so as not to make a mistake.

Beks’ heart shot to her throat. “Is he a younger man or an older man?”

“Young-”

The boy opened his mouth, but the woman slapped her hand over his and pulled him away. Beks couldn’t understand what the woman was saying, but she was fairly certain she was admonishing the boy for talking to a stranger.

She saw the boy’s eyes widen and fear go through them before he cowered away. Beks let out a heavy breath. She could understand their wariness, but it wasn’t helping her any. Still, from the reaction of the boy and the old woman, her suspicion that her brother had something to do with the heat in the pass only increased.

She walked back to Gerard and Sandra, who looked at her with an eager expression.

“Did they tell you anything?” Gerard asked.

“Not much. They’re wary of me, which considering their circumstances isn’t a bad thing. However, they did let it slip that there is someone with very strong fire biha there. I believe that person may be my brother.”

Gerard nodded and looked at his wife. The two seemed to have a silent conversation before looking back at Beks. “Then, I will go to the pass and check.”

Beks frowned and looked at him with knit brows. “You can’t go alone. My brother doesn’t know you, Gerard. If he’s in the middle of fighting, he’s going to be very wary of people he doesn’t know,” she told him. “I need to go. Even with my hair like this, I know my brother will know me when he sees me.”

Gerard shook his head at once. “I’m sorry, my lady, but I cannot allow you to go unescorted.”

Sandra nodded her head in agreement. “That’s right,” she said. “We’ll all go.”

“You’re not going.” Both Beks and Gerard said and stopped her at once. Sandra choked back her words.

“What? Why not?”

“It’s already dangerous enough with her ladyship going. I don’t want you to be in danger, as well,” Gerard told her in a low voice.

Sandra brushed it off with a wave of her hand. “That’s what you said two weeks ago and I’m still here.”

“Sandra, it’s different this time. The probability of danger to get to this point was rather low. As long as I maintained a low profile and no one recognized me for who I am, then we wouldn’t have a problem. We’re just traveling a well-traveled road. But the east pass is different,” Beks told her, frowning beneath her veil. “There are two sides actively fighting over the pass. They don’t know us and we could be attacked if we get too close. It’s too dangerous for you to come with us.”

“My lady, you should stay, as well. I will surrender and ask to speak to your brother,” Gerard told her.

“Gerard, you may not get that far. You also don’t know my brother. If you even hint that you’re keeping me away, he’ll consider it a threat,” Beks told him in a dire voice. “I need to be present to talk to him. I know I’m a liability, but I need to go.”

Gerard frowned at this. Sandra kicked the ground with her boot, equally upset. “How long do I have to wait?” she asked, impatient.

“The pass is a few days’ north of here. It will take another day or two to get over the pass. If it’s as difficult to cross as they say, we’ll need to go around....” Gerard told his wife. Sandra looked more and more disappointed.

Beks drew her lips inwards. “Give us three weeks. If I don’t find my brother in a few days, we’ll come back and return to the island. At the very least, we can drop Sandra off where she’ll be safe and Lucian can extend my disguise. We can plan for a smoother journey on our second attempt.”

Gerard and Sandra both looked at her with surprise. “My lady, is that acceptable? You’ve come all this way-”

“I’m also in a rush to reunite my family, but I’m on a time limit.” She reached up and touched a bit of hair that fell over her shoulder. Without Lucian’s disguise, it would be the shock of hair that was orange. “If I’m identified, I’ll be hunted down. I can’t be seen with my real hair color. I’d risk not only myself, but my family. At most, the royal family is uncertain about our current statuses and that shields us a bit.”

Her bodyguard and would-be maid seemed to go quiet with thought. Gerard was the first to finally nod his head. “All right, my lady. You will go with me to search for Lord Amadeo.” He looked at his wife with worry. “Sandra, you’ll wait for us in town.”

“Leon!”

“He’s right. That’s the safest place for you to wait,” Beks agreed as the other woman balked. She reached forward and held Sandra’s hands. “I know you don’t want to be left behind, but I need to be selfish to ensure safety for not only you, but myself. Gerard needs to focus on our environment to protect me while I’m searching for my brother. If you’re there, not only Gerard, but I will worry about you. If you’re in danger, I don’t want Gerard to have to pick between his duty to guard me and you, the love of his life. Do you understand? I don’t want any more risks than we already have.”

Sandra lowered her reddening eyes. Beks felt Sandra’s hands tighten around hers before she nodded. “All right.”

Gerard let out a rushed breath of relief and grasped his wife’s shoulders turning her towards him and bringing her into an embrace. Beks stepped away to give the couple a moment, distracting herself with her new horse.

Concerned that Sandra could try to follow after them, she led them back to the town and paid in advance for Sandra’s stay.

“If you leave, you’re going to waste my money. They will not give it back even if you leave early,” Beks told her in a stern voice. It was already night and she and Gerard were leaving without rest, but Sandra gave her a dull look.

“My lady, I am not a child. I can wait,” she said. She glanced at her husband who was standing by the horse, taking something from the saddle. Sandra’s eyes crinkled up and she held Beks’ arm. “I know it is his job to protect you, but if you can....” She trailed off and looked at Beks with hopeful eyes.

Beks returned her nod. “Laz’s people are my people. I will do what I can to bring him back safely.” She paused for a moment. “But if I cannot, then go south, back where we came. Go to the mouth of the Hague River. When you reach the sea, turn back, and go up the river until you come to a wide, pebble lined clearing along the riverbed. Wait there and your brother will come.”

Sandra pursed her lips and bowed her head. “Thank you, my lady.”

Beks pulled away, pressing some gold coins into Sandra’s hand, before she walked towards her horse. “Go and reassure your wife,” Beks told Gerard as she passed him.

He nodded. She watched the couple speak in low voices to each other, then embrace. When it seemed like Gerard was leaning down to kiss Sandra, Beks casually turned her head to the side. It wasn’t until Gerard climbed onto his horse that Beks looked back.

“May the road bring you only peace,” Sandra said as she lifted a hand and waved.

Beks gave her a solemn nod of her head. “And may we bring that peace back to you next we meet.”

Following the road, they’d come from not a few moments earlier, Beks led Gerard ahead.

“My lady, thank you for making Sandra stay. She is very stubborn.”

“I have my limits on what I will risk,” Beks said as she kept her eyes ahead on the dark road using the oil lamp they bought at an earlier point. “Laz assigned you to guard me, so I can’t leave you behind, but Sandra needn’t be dragged along when it gets too dangerous.”

“We will find your brother and return soon, my lady.”

Beks took a deep breath. “Let’s hope so.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

It was a steady ride to the east pass without any trouble. The only major setback was that they had to stop every so often to rest. It was lucky for her that Gerard was used to marching with the Wild Dogs and was able to set the pace with ease.

With their speed on horseback and with minimal rests, they reached the base of the mountain range sooner than expected, but in that time, they passed three groups of a dozen or so people each time, all small children or older adults that were similar to those in the encampment.

“If only a few people at a time can manage to sneak out, then it’s likely that they’re sending out the most vulnerable but still mobile group, which is why we haven’t seen many elderly,” Beks said as they stopped to survey the path that split into two roads. In the far distance, they could see the smoking pillars and gray smoke coming from the volcanoes. They hadn’t stopped yet, and with smoke and ash in the air, it would be difficult for anyone to remain in nearby. “Is there no other way out?”

Gerard’s head was tilted up, looking at the mountain ahead of them. The path that curved towards the pass was well worn and would cut through a canyon between the mountains. As they approached, the elevation had increased. Though it was cold, the sun felt as if it were close and Beks could feel a subtle change in the air.

“The air is already thinning at this level,” Gerard said. “If they go higher, those who aren’t used to higher elevations can easily become lightheaded if they go too fast.”

“And that would be dangerous if they’re following a rough path,” Beks replied, following his gaze.

“My lady, I believe we can go over the mountains from here.”

Beks turned towards him. “What about the thinning air?”

“I can regulate the air around us,” Gerard said with a serious look. “Us and the horses. We shouldn’t get lightheaded.”

“Do you have enough biha to last us? What if it takes longer than expected?” Beks asked with a frown.

“Regulating air doesn’t consume much biha, my lady,” Gerard assured her. “My well has also increased since we were on the island. We also won’t stay at the top for too long.”

Beks thought for a moment and nodded. “All right. Let’s do as you suggest. If we can bypass the east pass, then we won’t face the heat the merchants were talking about. If we can’t get past that, then we won’t be able to get inside and search for my brother.”

The two veered off from the main road and began the ascent up the mountain. With no set path, they could only weave between the trees, with Gerard getting off his horse to survey before allowing her to come forward.

Night came before they were anywhere near the peak and Gerard insisted they stop to rest, as if they went any further, he’d need to regulate the air and he couldn’t do so if he were sleeping.

“Is it necessary to regulate the air if we’re not climbing?” Beks asked as she fed the campfire some dried twigs.

“Going up this high won’t cause a fatality in itself, but in the event of an ambush, when one will begin to breathe hard; the lack of breathable air can cause an accident.” Beks hummed and nodded. “Don’t worry, my lady. I am sure by tomorrow night; we’ll be over the ridge and will have descended low enough to breathe normally.”

“I didn’t realize we were so high up.”

“It isn’t noticeable this far inland,” Gerard told her. “The Giant’s Ridge Mountain Range is higher than the Eastern Mountain Range. They are hills in comparison.”

“Have the Wild Dogs done this before?” Beks asked.

Gerard pursed his lips and shook his head. “Not the entire battalion, but I’ve been sent off to do survey work here before and I’ve spoken to others about it, so I am familiar.”

Beks let out a heavy sigh. “I need to thank Laz for sending you with me.”

Gerard smiled. “The Battalion Commander thinks very highly of you, my lady. When His Highness the Third Prince told us you were on the island, the Battalion Commander demanded we bring him to you at once. Of course, the closer we got, the more hesitant he became because of his hand. He was unsure how to explain it to you, saying that you would be upset.”

Beks furrowed her brows as she stared into the fire. “How badly was he wounded, Gerard?”

The man across from her tensed in his seat. “It wasn’t something that would kill him, my lady.”

She raised her eyes and gave him a sharp look. “He lost a hand and had a large wound across his stomach.”

Gerard hesitated. “It’s not just his stomach, my lady. The Battalion Commander was run through when we were fleeing with the Third Prince.”

“What?” Beks nearly jumped up. “What do you mean he was run through? With a sword?”

“It didn’t rupture any organs and the Third Prince was able to bandage him up well enough-”

“How long did he take to recover?”

Gerard avoided her eyes. “He was only starting to walk again when we found out you were on the island. He was injured when we found the Third Prince.”

She shut her eyes and clenched her hands. “Paladins did it?”

“Yes, my lady, but they are already dead.”

She ground her teeth together. She took a deep breath. “I don’t know what we’ve done to have the Temple target us. I’ve not wronged them, neither has my family, nor Brother Laurence and the twins. If anything, it is their oracle who has wronged me.”

Gerard lowered her eyes, not knowing how to answer.

She reigned in her anger and frustration, breathing in and out and counting to fifty before she unclenched her hands. “Are you all right, my lady? The Battalion Commander told me to take care if you have another flare up.”

She shook her head. “I haven’t had one since my biha explosion. And this amount of emotion isn’t enough to trigger a flare up, Gerard. Don’t worry.”

“Are you used to controlling your emotions, my lady?”

She cracked a small, helpless smile. “My health depended on it. It’s freeing to let it out, but I find myself still restraining them. Old habits, I suppose.” She stretched her arms over her head. “Wake me before dawn. Let’s try to get over the difficult part of the ridge before tomorrow night.”

“Yes, my lady.”

She leaned against a tree and closed her eyes, reading what she could before she succumbed to sleep. As arranged, she awoke before dawn. They were well on their way before the first rays of light peeked over the horizon. When she found herself catching her breath, Gerard began to regulate the air.

Her next breath made her sit up straight on her horse. She looked over at Gerard, impressed. “It’s like we’re back in town. Are you sure you can continue this?”

“Yes, my lady. Don’t worry. I can do a full day and night of air regulation with the size of my biha well.”

Beks let out a sigh. “Well, at least one of us can.” Despite Gerard’s efforts, Beks didn’t want to waste energy chatting, so most of the journey over the ridge was in silence. They reached the point to cross over before dawn and from there, the rest of the mountains didn’t seem like much.

They stopped to survey the area and Beks pointed out where the east pass was in the distance, where the mountains were shorter and there were a natural canyon people could move through. In front of them, the valley spread for quite a bit, but there was only a small path of greenery left. Snow and frost were coming from the north, and soon, the valley would be taken over for the winter.

“They don’t have much time,” Gerard said.

“Which means both sides will get restless,” Beks replied. “Let’s go down and try to get as close to the pass as we can.”

“Do you think your brother is near the pass?”

“If he’s changing the temperature, then he needs to be nearby,” Beks told him. “My brother is very skilled, but he can’t be too far from his target.

“Then, we will go there.”

After another night of rest, they set off in the morning, hoping to reach the east pass before sunset. Gerard led the way in case of sudden attack while Beks followed behind him, still somewhat frustrated that she couldn’t do much with her biha to help.

“There was a lot of bihar released from the volcano, my lady, but the closer we get to the pass, the more biha in the air. It’s spread thin, but there is so much of it, I can feel it everywhere,” Gerard said with some awe.

Beks drew her lips inward. She took a deep breath and tried to extend her senses to feel for biha, as she had read in a book, but she still couldn’t feel a change. A frown marred her face beneath the veil.

I was engaged to Luther for twenty years; I should be used to disappointment by now....

As if already expecting her to be annoyed, Gerard tried to cheer her up. “You will sense it soon, my lady. I could not sense it when I was a child and it took practice.”

“I suppose....” Beks muttered. They continued through the trees and Beks looked around. “Since we left the main route, we haven’t seen anyone.”

“I am suspicious, too, my lady,” Gerard replied, dropping his voice. “We haven’t seen or heard evidence of anyone from the warring states, except for the biha in the air.”

“I would think that the closer we get to the pass, the more eyes would be on us.”

Gerard was quiet for a moment. “I wouldn't be surprised if they were on us now.”

His words made her tense and Beks’ grip tightened around the reins. The sun was low in the horizon, but even as the shadows of the mountain fell across the valley, the temperature grew warmer. Beks began to sweat beneath her veil.

“How much biha is in the air?” Beks asked.

Gerard seemed to swallow his words. “Quite a bit, my lady.”

The entrance of the canyon, a large crack between two mountains, could be seen not too far away. The closer they got, the hotter it became.

“I can see why merchants turned back. If just the surrounding area is this hot, I can only imagine what the middle of the pass is like,” Beks said. “Is this how my brother forced out Salgul?”

“We should stop for the night, my lady. Somewhere cooler.” Beks opened her mouth to agree when Gerard suddenly grabbed the reins of his horse and pulled it to the side. “My lady, duck!”

She felt the wind knocked out of her as Gerard threw his arm around her torso and pulled her off the horse. She let out a cry as she dangled above the ground. She couldn’t see what was happening around her, only knew that Gerard dismounted and sent the horses into the forest before heaving her over his shoulder and darting behind some trees.

“What’s going on!?”

“Someone is shooting at us!”

I knew the journey was going too smoothly. I knew it. “Do you know who?” She wheezed out as each step he took seemed to force the air out of her.

“I don’t think that matters right now, my lady!” Gerard wove through the trees and Beks winced as she felt small branches hit her legs. She raised her arms to cover her head and kept them up until Gerard skidded behind some boulders. “My lady, are you all right?”

“I’m fine, I’m fine! Put me down!” He did as he was told and turned his back to her, pulling his sword from his sheath as he peered over the boulders. “We’re outnumbered and I don’t know how many are targeting us.”

“I didn’t think they’d attack us on sight,” Beks said with a disbelieving shake of her head.

“As you said, they don’t recognize us.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “Can you get their attention and try to coax them to talk?” Gerard furrowed his brows. “I can try.” He put his sword back into his sheath and raised his arms to show he was unarmed. “Hello! Don’t shoot! We are merchants!” He leaned further out from behind the boulder when no one answered. “Hello! Is anyone there? Do you speak Jasper?”

No one answered. Beks shifted with discomfort. She knew they were being watched. Perhaps they’d run too far into the forest that whoever was watching didn’t hear them.

She heard Gerard shout once more, taking another step further away from the boulder.

“Don’t go too far,” Beks said. “They may be waiting for you to get within range.”

Gerard stopped before he took another step. “Is anyone out there? We are looking for someone!”

“Wait-”

“Amadeo of Caroline!”

Beks let out a low groan and tilted her head back against the boulder. “That may make them even warier....”

When no one responded, Gerard looked back towards the boulder. “My lady-”

“Move back!” Beks shot forward, grabbed Gerard’s shirt, and tugged him back just as another arrow hit the spot where he was standing. She pulled him behind the boulder. “They’re getting closer.”

“My lady, I can’t fight projectile weapons. I only have a sword,” Gerard said, distressed.

Beks clenched her jaw. “Can you move air?”

“Move...like wind?”

“Yes, can you use wind to divert projectiles like arrows?” Beks asked.

Gerard squinted. “I can, as long as they’re not too heavy, but not for long. My biha well is still gathering bihar after we crossed over the mountains.”

Beks swore internally. Before she could produce a plan, she felt the boulder she was leaning against move. Both she and Gerard looked at each other, asking in silence if the other felt that.

“Oh no....”

The boulder began to jiggle in place and a low rumbling could be heard as it began to rock from side to side. Beks looked towards the rest of the tumbled stone with a pained expression. They were on a slope, with little place to hide.

“My lady, stay behind me!” Gerard grabbed her arm and pulled her behind him as the boulder was rolled off to the side. She stumbled behind him and he pulled out his sword, their only defense left.

Beks’ eyes widened as she saw the arrows coming down against the orange sky. “Use your biha! That sword isn’t going to stop those!”

Gerard grimaced and threw his arms back, then brought them forward, almost clapping his hands together. Beks felt a slight rush of wind past her and watched as a gust of wind came from Gerard’s arms and slammed into the arrows, knocking them out of their trajectory. They continued to come down, but were pushed to the side.

“Don’t shoot!” Beks shouted. “We’re trying to find Lord Amadeo of Caroline!”

“Don’t listen to them!” Beks jerked her head back as a man’s voice came through. She didn’t recognize the voice, but she knew a Kadmus accent when she heard it. “They must be spies for Salgul!”

“We’re not spies!” Gerard shouted. “Can’t you hear our accents?”

Beks could make out figures crouching by the trees, arrows pointed at them. “Gerard, they’re going to shoot again-”

A now familiar whistling sound cut through the air and Gerard repeated his earlier motion to try to deflect the arrows. However, the wave of arrows was irregular. Several missing his air biha and he deflected with his sword.

“My lady, can you force your biha? I’m almost out!”

“I’m trying!” Beks threw her arms at her side, trying to manipulate air like he did, but nothing was happening. “Why isn’t this working?”

“I can feel your biha coming out, but why isn’t it controlling anything? The Battalion Commander said that you resonated with all bihar.”

“I know what he said, Gerard-”

The man in front of her let out a yell as he raised his sword and pushed aside a spear that had been thrown at them.

“My lady, they’re coming!”

“Why...aren’t...you...working!?” Beks screamed at herself. She could feel the energy in her. She could feel it pouring out of her hands, just as they had when she was at the rotunda with the twins. Frustration filled her as Gerard moved to push aside another spear and shielded her.

At this rate, he’d be used as her human shield.

How would she face Sandra? If she’d even get back to Sandra.

Her eyes reddened. Why couldn't she use her biha? What was the point of having so much if she could do nothing with it?

She felt a light breeze around them fade and Gerard let out a gasp. “My lady, I’m out of biha!”

Shouting could be heard from a distance. Perhaps whoever was attacking them was waiting for Gerard to be weakened so they could close distance and attack in close range.

Gerard was one man with one sword.

Beks looked up at him and then down at her hands.

She clamped down on his shoulders. “Use your biha!”

“My lady, I’m out-”

“Just use it!” Beks screamed as she shut her eyes and visualized all the energy gathering in the pit of her stomach moving up her arms, out of her hands, and into Gerard. If the clerics could do it, then so could she. Right?

Gerard’s arms flew out at his sides. He let out a yell and Beks felt a rush of wind fly around her. Her veil flew into the air as her cloak whipped around her body, her hair sweeping up to cover her face. She could feel pressure against her, almost sliding her forward as Gerard’s yelling was drowned out by the roar of wind.

She resisted the urge to open her eyes as she continued to pour a seemingly endless amount of biha into Gerard.

She heard screaming, yelling, the sound of wood cracking, and the howling of wind.

She grit her teeth concentrating on transferring biha until her clothes and hair stilled, and silence filled the air. She didn’t know how long she’d been transferring biha.

Beks opened her eyes and heard Gerard’s trembling breath.

“We’re alive?” she whispered. She slowly released his shoulders, her hands coming down as she stepped around him and sucked in a sharp breath. “Did...did you do this?”

Several rows of trees had toppled over, dirt and small rocks had been pushed so far away, that the ground was clean in a radius of several paces round them. There were fallen branches, trees further out had lost patches of leaves, and the people who had been approaching were nowhere to be seen, as if they’d been lifted and tossed back into the forest.

Terrified yelling could be heard as people began calling out to others to find them.

And she and Gerard stood in a clearing at the center of it all.

“My lady....” The tall bald man in front of her slowly turned his head to meet her confused expression with a mix of awe and terror. “Exactly how much biha do you have?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 30 - Do You Know How Much Biha It Takes?


                “I don’t know; I’ve yet to hit a limit on my biha well,” Beks replied truthfully.

Gerard’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. “You mean to say that after all of that, you still have biha in your well?”

She nodded her head once. “I only stopped transferring biha because the wind died down.”

“I only stopped using biha because I thought you would run out soon, which could cause dizziness or weakness if you’ve never drained your well before!” Gerard seemed to almost choke on his words, rattled by the absurdity that Beks still had biha after uprooting and toppling trees as thick as she was.

“Whenever we tried to estimate the size of my biha well on the island, we never got that far.”

“How long have you continuously used your biha?”

“Lucian timed it at three hours,” Beks said. Lucian had put together a sundial for them.

Gerard squinted. “How much were you using during that time?”

Beks shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know...as much as I could? We were trying to reach the bottom of my biha well, so I was releasing as much as I did when I was transferring biha to you-”

“That much!” Gerard couldn’t contain his voice and it shot up. “The moment I tried to use my biha again, it was as if my well was full. Full!” It normally took days to refill a drained biha well.

She didn’t know how to measure based on that, as the capacity of a biha well varied. Lucian said a drained well could take a day to a full week depending on the size. “Is your biha well small?”

Gerard gaped at her. “My lady....” he said in a pained voice, as if he’d been betrayed. “I was able to regulate the air around us for hours and still had enough biha to deflect arrows a few times.”

“You said that regulating the air required minimal effort and biha!”

“Yes, but the wind deflection didn’t. My lady, I’ve never used so much concentrated biha at one time before!” He seemed at a loss for words as he placed his hands over his stomach. “And...and my biha well is still full!”

“Isn’t that good?”

“Yes, but...but....” Gerard looked overwhelmed. “My lady, we nearly flattened this section of the forest! Do you know how much biha it takes to topple a single tree?”

He waved his arms in front of him and Beks turned her head towards the circle of trees closest to them. Some were nearly as thick as her shoulders and they had been pushed down, their roots still surrounded by clumps of dirt exposed to the air. It wasn’t just one tree, either. It was every tree closest to them, all around them, meaning the air Gerard manipulated wasn’t concentrated on one spot.

It was spread around them and it still caused significant damage.

Beks swallowed hard. “This...was unexpected.” She looked back at Gerard, who was eyeing her as if she were a monster. Her eyes dulled. “They told you I had substantial biha.”

“This is not merely substantial, my lady,” Gerard told her in a serious voice. “How did you know you could transfer the biha to me?”

“I couldn’t use it myself, so I thought maybe I could give it to you to use-” She went quiet as she heard noises. The voices around them were getting louder as their attackers found each other and were confirming they were alive or needed assistance. Beks narrowed her eyes and pulled her arms up. “Never mind that, we’ll discuss what we’ve discovered at a later time. We’re not done here yet.”

Gerard straightened up and looked towards the forest where the arrows had come from moments earlier. He shifted into a defensive stand and held his arm out. “Stay behind me, my lady.”

Beks nodded and took a step behind him, but swept her eyes across the toppled tree line. “They know you have strong biha, so let’s take this opportunity to put some pressure on them and ask for my brother.”

Gerard nodded. He took a deep breath before letting his voice boom across the area. “I won’t hesitate to level this entire forest with all of you in it if you attack us once more! Now, bring out Amadeo of Caroline!”

Beks let out a tired breath as her shoulders sunk. “All right, when I said pressure, I didn’t mean threaten.”

“Isn’t that what putting pressure on an opponent is?” Gerard kept his eyes forward and alert, but still sounded confused.

Beks narrowed her eyes. “Is that what Laz taught you?”

“The Battalion Commander is an honorable man and would not resort to such petty threats.” Gerard didn’t seem to forget to compliment his leader in front of her. “He graciously gives enemies warnings.”

Beks pursed her lips and then let out a heavy sigh. She wanted to tell Gerard to try to lure Deo out by telling them that his sister was there, but she was hesitant to advertise herself in case word got back to Kadmium that she was alive.

Sooner or later, her being alive would reach them, but she wanted to push that as far back as possible.

“Tell them that we’re messengers from Sagittate!”

Gerard nodded. “We bring news from Sagittate for his lordship!” He glanced at Beks who gave him an approving nod.

“Who are you!”

Beks narrowed her eyes as she recognized the man with the Jasper accent’s voice. It still sounded unreasonable. It was unexpected to hear that accent all the way out here, but she could ask her brother when she found him.

Beks took a deep breath and shouted a reply before Gerard could. “The Snow Flower of Sagittate!”

Gerard glanced at her. “My lady, I know you miss Snowflake dearly, but you needn’t use ‘snow’ in all your aliases.”

Beks shot him a slight glare. “My father’s nickname for me is Snow Flower. My little sister is Starfish. Deo will know this.”

“I don’t know who that is!” the Jasper-accented man replied.

Beks snapped her head towards the direction of the voice and glared. “It isn’t for you to know! Tell Amadeo of Caroline that the Snow Flower of Sagittate is looking for him! If you don’t tell him and he misses me, you will regret it!”

“Is that a threat!?”

Beks grit her teeth and wanted to throttle the stubborn man. “It is a warning!”

Gerard nodded with satisfaction.

Beks put one hand on Gerard’s shoulder. “Stand our ground. We’ll wait. If they make any moves, don’t hesitate to use air biha. I will keep transferring biha.”

Gerard nodded. “I will stand at the ready, my lady.”

The man with the Jasper accent didn’t reply and Beks hoped he had gone to find her brother. Considering that they could feel the increasing heat well before they reached the entrance to the pass, her brother must’ve been close.

She also wondered how long he’d been controlling the heat. Deo’s biha well was massive, but to control the temperature in such a large space would still be draining. When she and Gerard went over the mountains, the amount of air regulation was essentially a bubble around them to conserve biha.

There was also the question of how Deo managed to get the Dranga out of the pass without being cooked in the heat.

“Perhaps we should’ve given them a time limit,” Gerard said. The sun had set with the last rays of light disappearing in the horizon. Their lantern was still on one of the horse saddles, so like their attackers, they were standing in the dark.

“It would be difficult for us to keep time at night and without a time piece of any sort,” Beks told him. She had pushed aside her veil so she could see better. “We can only stay alert and wait.”

“Do you think they really went to get Lord Amadeo, my lady?”

“I would hope so,” Beks replied. “We’ll give them a bit more time, then I want you to release biha that makes it difficult to breathe. Not so much that they suffocate, but enough so they feel it and aren’t able to move much. I’ll keep transferring biha to keep it steady. You tell them that you will give them until the count of a hundred to bring Deo forward or else.”

Gerard squinted, uncertain. “I’ve never done that before at such a distance. I don’t know if I can do that.”

“You can do a lot of things if you have enough biha to concentrate. It’s just like regulating air earlier, only the opposite,” Beks told him. “Give it a try.”

Gerard nodded. She couldn’t feel the biha itself, but she could feel the pressure in the air around them change. Her breathing became more labored and she patted his shoulder. “Can you direct it elsewhere? Not on us?”

He furrowed his brows and seemed to concentrate. The pressure in the air eased around her and she was much more comfortable. In the distance, she heard someone cough and then wheeze.

Gerard’s eyes widened and he quickly withdrew his biha. “It’s possible,” he said with confirmation.

“All right. Let’s count down-”

“Beks!” A man’s voice filled the air and in the distance, a flickering flame could be seen moving between the shadows of trees.

Her eyes widened as her heart leapt to her throat. She stepped around Gerard and looked towards the voice and the approaching frame. “Brother!”

“Beks, I’m here!”

“Brother Deo!” Beks screamed into the darkness.

“Beks, are you all right-ah!” Her brother’s voice was cut off and the rapidly approaching flame disappeared. A moment later, it reappeared with a disgusted voice. “Why is this tree on the ground?”

“My lord, be careful!”

“Beks!” A large flame seemed to fly up to illuminate the area as a man stumbled out from amongst the toppled trees with some leaves in his fiery hair and dirt on his clothes. His gray eyes were wide and reddening as they met hers.

Relief filled Beks as she saw her brother well, appearing unharmed. She choked back a cry. Seeing him in front of her, even knowing that he was a biha master and was experienced on the battlefield and with survival, she still couldn’t help but worry. She took a step forward, not realizing that her legs were trembling beneath her.

“Brother, you’re all right-”

As she stumbled, his arms wrapped around her and crushed her against him in a tight embrace. “You’re alive! You’re alive! I knew you’d survive!” Deo let out a bitter-sweet laugh. “The gods chose you! They would not take you from us so soon!”

He pressed his head against hers and she felt something hot and wet against her cheek.

Her eyes widened. She had been worried about her family, but her family had also been worried about her. For them, it must’ve been worse. She was the only one exiled alone without any real training to fight, survive, or use biha. She was the most vulnerable.

Beks’ heart ached as she raised her arms and wrapped them around her brother. She shut her eyes and buried her head against his shoulder.

“I’m alive, Deo. I’m all right.”

Her older brother squeezed her tight once more.

“Although, we were almost killed by your people.” Gerard spoke up and Beks’ eyes opened.

Well, the heartwarming reunion was good while it lasted. Beks loosened her hold on Deo, but her brother kept a firm grip on her as he looked over her shoulder and narrowed his eyes at the large man. The air grew warmer and she could sense a strong pulse energy from her brother. Her brows furrowed as she looked at Deo.

Was that biha?

“Who are you?” Deo asked, as if ready to fight at any moment.

Gerard stood up straight and saluted. “Lieutenant Commander First Class, Leon Gerard, my lord! Wild Dogs Battalion!”

“Wild Dogs....” Deo drew his head back. “The Second Prince’s battalion?” He looked at Beks with wide eyes. “Then he’s alive?”

Beks nodded and motioned a hand to Gerard. “Laz sent him to escort me.”

Deo nodded his head and froze. His gaze turned a little colder. “Laz?”

“Battalion Commander has agreed to mar-”

“Let’s not talk here!” Beks grabbed her brother’s arm and pulled him away from Gerard as she tried to muffle the man’s voice with her own. “It’s not safe and I have questions.”

“I have questions, too,” Deo said. He looked around and waved his free arm around at the destruction. “What happened here?”

Beks’ eyes crinkled up. “I’ll explain later. Is it all right for you to talk? What about the heat in the pass?”

Deo looked at her with surprise. “You know about....” His brows shot up before he grabbed Beks’ shoulders and made her face him. “Beks, how did you get into the valley?”

She sighed and shrugged off his hands. “Just answer my question. Can you leave your post?”

“The heat will dissipate on its own if I leave it for an hour. Then people can go through while I’m refilling my biha well. It’ll be fine. It will take some time for Salgul to realize it’s passible. By the time they get close enough, I can reheat the pass,” Deo told her.

Beks nodded. “All right. Where can we go to talk?”

Deo looked around. He furrowed his brows. “Lloyd!”

Shuffling was heard from the tree line, and a blond man in a ragged and stained royal guard uniform rushed out. He stood to attention. “Yes, my lord!”

“The man with the Jasper accent....” Bek trailed off, raising a brow. She looked him up and down. She could recognize that uniform in her sleep. “He’s really a royal guard....”

“My lord, this is the man who ordered them to kill us.” Gerard pointed him out immediately and Beks could hear the irritation in Gerard’s voice.

She was irritated, as well, but was trying accept the man’s rash actions as an act of desperation. Of course, acceptance didn’t mean forgiveness.

“What?” Deo whipped his head towards Lloyd and narrowed his eyes. “What did you do?”

Lloyd tensed. Even under the firelight, he looked a bit pale as he seemed to put together the near consequences of his actions. “I...I didn’t know who they were-”

“So, you attacked them?”

“They were getting close to the pass and weren’t Drangan, so we tried to keep them away,” Lloyd replied.

“They shot arrows at us,” Beks said in a deadpan voice. Deo’s glare hardened.

Lloyd winced. “But they’re our only means of defense.”

She kept her eyes fixed on him. “Speaking is also useful.” Lloyd shrank back. Deo put his arm around her and pulled her away.

He gave Lloyd a firm look. “Clear the area and begin the next group to go through the pass. It’ll be bearable within an hour’s time. Increase the sentries immediately to watch for any Salgul infiltration.”

Lloyd saluted him. “Yes, my lord!” He turned around to relay the orders.

Beks watched his fleeting back. “A real royal guard escorted you?”

“He was the only one who didn’t get food poisoning, so he needn’t be reassigned.” Deo looked at her with a frown. “What about you?”

“All six were paladins.”

She heard her brother swear in Sagittate and she gripped his arm. “It’s all right. They didn’t take me seriously.”

Deo took a deep breath to calm himself. His voice was low as his hand rested on top of hers and squeezed the. “How did you get away?”

She opened her mouth, but wasn’t sure how to tell him. She sat him down on one of the shorter boulders.

“They pushed the carriage off a cliff into the southern gulf with me in it.”

“Those bastards-” Deo shot up from his seat and Beks grasped his arm and pushed him back down.

“It wasn’t that high and I wrapped myself in the cushions inside the carriage and braced myself. The carriage tumbled down, so it was only bumpy and not a sheer drop that would cause fatality upon impact,” Beks told him.

Deo’s face was dark and the air around him had grown hot. He swallowed hard, trying to restrain himself. “They...they gave you cushions?” he asked, his voice unsteady. He seemed to try to focus on the positive.

“Chamberlain Wilton likely arranged it,” Beks replied. She offered her brother a smile. “Being well loved is not without its privileges.”

Her brother looked up at her with a pained expression. “When His Majesty is back on the throne, we will make sure they are punished.”

Beks’ smile was peaceful. “They won’t live to see Brother Laurence retake the throne.”

The corners of his lips cracked into a smile. He nodded. “Yes...yes, that’s right.”

Beks looked around. “Is it all right to talk here?”

“I can’t stray too far from the entrance of the pass,” Deo told her. “Salgul is watching. They must’ve figured out that the heat was caused by someone’s biha and that it cannot be continuous, so there would be breaks when it cools. During that time, we send groups of Dranga people through.”

Beks squinted. “How long do they have?”

“It takes half a day to get through the pass, so we need to hold off Salgul during that time, if the passable canyon is discovered,” Deo replied.

Beks frowned. “Half a day....then from start to exit, you can only send in so many people.”

“The heat doesn’t dissipate completely, either, so we’ve only been able to send older adults and children well enough to make it.”

“We’ve passed by groups of them heading away from the range,” Beks replied. “But that can’t be all of them. How many more people do you have?”

Deo looked tired. “Including those who remain to guard? A quarter of the people.”

Beks frowned. “How long have you been doing this?”

He gave her a wry smile. “Over a month.”

Beks lifted her hand and touched her hair. “I don’t have that long....” she said under her breath.

Deo tilted his head to the side. He squinted at where her hand was touching her hair and raised his own hand with a flame. His eyes widened. “What happened to your hair?”

“Lucian used light biha to disguise-”

“Lucian the Third Prince?” Deo narrowed his eyes once more.

Beks sighed. “The Second Prince went to find his brother and succeeded, but were chased all the way to the Forbidden Valley.”

“Is that where you met them?” Deo asked. Originally, she was supposed to be exiled there, but was instead pushed off a cliff. He furrowed his brows.

“No, we met on the island.”

“There is an island?” Deo looked at her as if she’d spouted something crazy. Now that he said it like that, her experiences did seem a bit farfetched, even for their situation. “Beks, what happened to you?”

“When the carriage hit the water, I climbed out before I could drown in it and managed to climb on some rocks. The water was turbulent in the area and a whirlpool formed, taking the carriage with it. I hid behind the rocks and when the carriage went down, the paladins watching must’ve thought I went down with it. After some time, the water pushed the carriage back up.

“I couldn’t get back to shore from the rocks I was on, so I jumped on the overturned carriage and got caught in a tide that took me to an island off the southern coast. Laz and Lu- the Second and Third Prince also managed to find their way there - oh! That reminds me!” Beks grabbed her brother’s arm as her face lit up. “Brother, I found Snowflake! He didn’t run away!”

She heard a small slap behind her and looked over her shoulder to see Gerard running his hand down his tired face.

Deo’s brows shot up once more. “Snowflake, your pet white python with the big red eyes whose favorite foods are rodents?”

“You two really are siblings....” Gerard muttered.

Beks and Deo shot him a silent look. “Yes, somehow he made it on the island, but he’s not a python, Brother. He’s a horned serpent! My baby has gotten so big.”

“My lord, my lady, what can we do about the exodus?” Gerard piped up.

Deo frowned. “The Second Prince sent him as your guard?”

Beks nodded. “Two of his men were on the island with him. The other is his secretary.”

Deo stood up. “Then it’s him with the air biha?”

Beks took a sharp breath. “Brother, I have more news.” She tugged at his arm and he looked at her.

“More news?”

“I have a biha well!” She watched his face, hoping he’d be just as excited as she was. His face bloomed with a smile.

“A biha well! Really?”

“Yes! It seemed to have been sealed.”

“Well, what’s the affinity?” Deo asked, matching her excitement. “Fire, like Dad and me? Water? Mommy would love that.” The excited look on her face slowly faded. When he noticed this, his expression also grew serious. “Beks?”

“I...my biha....” She grit her teeth. “Lucian said that my biha resonates with all elements. Fire, water, air, earth, light, dark, and life. However, the problem is that I can’t control any of them.”

“What do you mean you can’t control any of them?”

Beks frowned and pulled away from him. She held out her hands and began to release biha. “Do you feel that?”

Deo nodded. “Yes....” His eyes slowly dilated as he lifted his gaze from her hands to her eyes. “Beks, you don’t need to use so much biha-”

“I can do this for hours and not empty my biha well,” Beks told him. Deo furrowed his brows and frowned.

“Do you have any idea how much biha you are releasing at once?”

“Less than the amount I transferred to Gerard to do that.” She tilted her head back, towards the forest and toppled trees behind her. Deo's eyes widened.

She watched her brother's eyes dart from her to the forest and back. He blinked. “Did you say you transferred biha to him?”

Beks nodded her head. “I can’t control anything, Deo,” she told him in a defeated voice. “I tried. I tried everything I’ve learned about biha since I was two years old in the Sacred Valley and nothing works. Lucian tried to teach me, I tried to control it in a life-or-death situation,” she said, throwing her arms in the air. “And nothing. It comes out, but I can’t control anything.”

Her brother’s look softened, as if remembering her frustration as a child. “Beks....”

She shut her eyes and took a deep breath. “When Brother Laurence was in a coma, clerics were brought in to feed him life biha. I thought that if they could transfer biha, so could I, and to someone who could control their affinity.” She pointed to Gerard. “And it worked.”

Deo looked at Gerard for a moment. “Beks.” He held out his hand and looked at her. “Transfer biha to me.”

Without a word, she grabbed his hand. Almost immediately, he inhaled a gasp and stared at her with stunned eyes. She held his gaze, silently asking if he believed her now. He pulled his hand away.

“Is your biha well full?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“How did this happen?” Deo looked at her with confusion. “You’ve been trying your entire life-”

“I also have a spirit core.”

Silence slipped between them and she watched her brother’s face contort with disbelief. “That’s not possible.”

“Lucian says that the reason my biha was undetected was because I also had a spirit core and they canceled each other.”

“Well, then, what does your spirit core do?”

“We haven’t figured that out yet.”

Deo slowly shook his head. “All these years...Beks, your biha well must be larger than mine. All I did was hold your hand for less than a breath and the biha you transferred...it was like pouring a bucket of water into a cup to fill it.”

“My lord, I could not have done this with my biha without the amount of biha my lady transferred to me,” Gerard said.

Deo squinted. He opened his mouth, but a voice shouted.

“Lord Deo! Salgul is marching!”

He was on his feet in an instant and took a swift step to shield his sister. Two people, the royal guard and a Dranga woman from her dress, rushed forward. “Salgul is marching towards the pass!” The royal guard looked flustered.

“I don’t know how they know, but they must’ve figured out that the temperature of the pass was dropping and so, you must be resting to refill your biha well,” the woman with Lloyd told him.

Deo frowned. “Take my sister and her guard to the camp. Hold the villagers back from starting the evacuation. If we let them go now, they could be chased if Salgul gets through the defensive line!”

“Yes, my lord!”

Both the man and the woman turned around to give his orders, and Deo sighed. “Lloyd! Take my sister and her guard back!”

“Right, my lord!” Lloyd turned on his heel and rushed back.

Deo put his hands on Beks’ shoulder. “Wait for me to return to the camp while I deal with this.”

“Brother, I can help-”

“You refilled my biha well, Beks. I can take it from here. You can’t control any of the affinities. It’s safest for you to go to the camp,” Deo told her.

Beks wanted to argue, but without any actual battle training or usable biha for battle, she’d just be a burden. She clenched her jaw and nodded. “Fine.”

A brief look of relief flashed across her brother’s eyes. He patted her head and looked at Lloyd. “If anything happens to my sister-”

Lloyd nodded, standing up straight. “I will guard her with my life, my lord!”

“No need, I am here for that,” Gerard told him, unimpressed. He leaned towards Beks. “My lady, the quality of the royal guard isn’t as high as I thought.”

Beks leaned towards him and whispered back. “Gerard, he is standing right there.”

Lloyd’s shoulder slumped, but he led them away as Deo turned around.

“Beks!” Deo called out to her and she looked over her shoulder. He threw her a bright smile. “What do you say?”

She blinked at him for a moment. “Athar’an stry; stry’an vena; vena’an ul.” She brought two fingers to her lips and then made a motion of touching the air in front of her, above her head, her forehead, and then her chest.

Deo beamed and mirrored her movements. Her brother then turned and rushed into the forest.

“What does that mean?” Lloyd asked.

“Is the extended version of our family’s motto: peace with strength, strength with thought, and thought with heart,” Beks said as her brother disappeared from view and she turned around. “It is also a blessing for those who go off to battle in Sagittate. May they fight with strength and mind for what is good, so that they may return to find peace.”
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As far as travel companions went, Beks was positive that she fared better than her brother. Even putting aside highly capable Gerard, Sandra was much smoother at facilitating things than the royal guard who’d joined her brother. At the very least, Sandra was nowhere near as chatty as Lloyd.

Her brother was usually a very calm and collected person. He didn’t mind the occasional boisterousness, or even casual conversations with strangers, but he must’ve been at his wit’s end with Lloyd’s mouth speaking non-stop.

The corner of Gerard’s eye twitched and Beks took a deep breath. In the short, but somehow painfully long, journey to the camp where the remaining Dranga state people, both villagers and warriors, had gathered, Lloyd had told them his life story, including how he became a royal guard - a dream of his since childhood, apparently, and how he met her brother.

He’d only paused his story when they reached the guarded gate around an impressive wall that would’ve disappeared into the darkness if it weren’t for the torches. Lloyd cheerfully greeted the guards and introduced Beks and Gerard as if he were a host at a party and introduced his guests. At the very least, no one questioned him and allowed them in.

Once inside, it was clear that these people were ready to leave.

Unlike the groups they’d seen outside, there were many more elderly individuals. Beks furrowed her brows. She was sure she’d see more people their age.

“My lady, this is only a portion of the remaining villagers,” Lloyd told her dutifully. “Much of the Dranga’s able bodied young people are on guard or on the front lines with Salgul.”

That answered her question. Beks nodded her head. Within the walls, there were torches along major pathways, so Lloyd handed a torch he’d borrowed from someone to of the guards by the gate before leading them forward.

“Where should we wait for my brother?” Beks asked.

“I will take you to the lodge,” Lloyd told her. “Lord Deo will return there first. Also, if you’re hungry, I can get you something to eat.”

Beks gave him a nod. “Thank you.”

Lloyd wore a happy-go-lucky smile on his face as he led them along. He greeted many people in passing, old and young. They walked deeper into the heart of the camp, and found a large row of tents connected to each other. There were guards on either side of a wooden door and Lloyd went to explain who they were.

The two guards glanced at them and nodded before opening the door. Lloyd waved his hand energetically at them to beckon them inside.

Since there were no windows, and it was night, the tent was illuminated by numerous hanging lanterns. There were cushions and stools for seating all around a small pit fire and a few adults her parents’ ages were seated around. They stopped talking when Lloyd ended with them.

Someone gasped and threw something over a round object at the foot of the woman seated in the center of the room. Their eyes grew wide with panic.

“Lloyd! What are you doing? Who are you bringing inside?” The woman at the center of the room frowned and stood up, clearly unhappy to see them.

“Those are some of the elders,” Lloyd whispered to Beks before rushing forward and bowing. “Elder Drahn, I have come at Lord Amadeo’s orders to bring his sister and her guard here.”

“Sister?” Aside from the young man who was trying to wrap the round object with cloth, the others in the room stood up to get a better look at her. “The prophesied daughter with dawn in her hair.”

I thought that prophecy was only popular in Kadmus. Beks furrowed her brows, but gave them a respectful bow of her head. “Good evening, I am Rebecca of Caroline.” Since her brother was helping the Dranga, she doubted they would go around spouting that they saw her when they escaped from the valley.

The elders looked at her with scrutinizing eyes. Elder Drahn looked at Lloyd and frowned. “They could not have waited outside? Why did you not announce them first?”

“I brought them to where Lord Amadeo would come as soon as he came back,” Lloyd replied.

“It is about time for him to rest and refill his biha,” one of the men said, looking at Elder Drahn.

“Wait, didn’t a messenger just come to tell the next batch to wait before going to the passage?” a middle-aged woman asked with a frown.

“Salgul has discovered the pattern of Lord Amadeo’s rest. They have begun to march forward,” Lloyd said. “However, they don’t know that Lord Amadeo doesn’t consume all his biha at once and will be able to defend.”

“They’re marching?” Someone else looked alarmed.

“We must trust Lord Amadeo,” Elder Drahn said as she held out her hand to calm the room. “If it weren’t for him, we’d already be at the mercy of Salgul or Brekram.” She let out a tired sigh.

Beks looked at the round object as she listened to them. She narrowed her eyes. Lucian said there were a few that had remained on the mainland. Langshe had one or two apparently, but she didn’t think she’d see one in a remote area such as the Giant’s Ridge Mountain Range.

As if noticing her gaze, Elder Drahn took a step forward and stood in front of the object. Beks looked up and the woman coughed.

“My lady, forgive us for any inhospitality. Please have a seat and we will bring you something to eat,” she said.

Beks nodded her head and motioned for Gerard to take a seat, as well. He shook his head, wanting to stand guard behind her. She let him be and took a seat. “Thank you,” she told the elders. She made a motion towards Elder Drahn’s legs, or rather, the object she’d tried to cover. “And there isn’t any need to hide it. I’ve seen plenty of light pearls.” There were twelve in the rotunda alone.

Elder Drahn and the others around her froze. The woman narrowed her eyes and bore them into Beks. “What did you call it?”

“It’s a light pearl,” Beks said, making a vague motion towards it. “A pearl that is sensitive to light biha. A light biha user needs only activate it with some of their own and it will illuminate. The ones I’ve seen automatically dim during daylight and illuminate when it gets dark.” She still couldn’t dim them on her own and needed Lucian to do it for her.

Now that she thought about it, she should see if she could find anything about it in the books she’d memorized.

The mood in the room seemed to become serious at once. Elder Drahn took several steps towards Beks. “Where did you see it?” she asked in a low voice.

Beks narrowed her own eyes with suspicion. “Why do you ask?”

“This pearl is from our ancestral homeland,” Elder Drahn told her. “The Dranga migrated north after a natural disaster and it was brought with us.”

Beks tilted her head to the side. “What kind of natural disaster?”

Elder Drahn carefully recited the oral history of their people, and with each word, Beks found her conclusion more likely. Just as she ended the story, Elder Drahn looked fondly at the light pearl that was wrapped in layers of cloth.

“When it illuminates again, we will be summoned home.” She swallowed hard. “There were several groups of us who left and it is unknown what happened to our brothers and sisters.” She took a deep breath and looked back at Beks. “We are prepared to return to the island you speak of.”

Beks stared at the light pearl. “Did...do you know if the island, the peninsula, was completely abandoned?”

Elder Drahn shook her head. “A few elders remained to supposedly seal the island in order to protect it until we could return. They were old....” It was unlikely that they had any more children.

Beks lowered her eyes. The stele surrounding the island to move the currents and fog that shielded the island must’ve been something those elders had created to protect the island when they no longer could.

“There weren’t any signs of recent human life on the island when we arrived,” Beks told her. “But...it is habitable. There are ruins that only need to be repaired and plenty of resources.” She crinkled her eyes. “And very large animals.”

Elder Drahn nodded. She lifted a hand to her chest, appearing a bit hopeful “Then, my lady, since you know the way to the island, will you return with us?”

Beks shook her head, immediately rejecting it. “No, Deo and I have to find our father first.” She turned towards Gerard. “But he can go with you.”

Gerard tensed and turned towards her at once. “My lady, I cannot leave your side-”

“You were to escort me as a bodyguard, but I no longer need you to come with me,” Beks told him. Gerard frowned. “I have my brother.” She gave him a serious look. “Do you think you can win against him?”

Gerard swallowed his words. Deo could roast him alive before he could so much as wave his arms.

“You can’t,” Lloyd said, speaking up from where he was sitting, munching on some jerky. “Lord Deo can fight ten of you.”

Beks sighed and Gerard shot him an irritated look. “My Commander assigned me to my lady. I cannot return.”

“Did he give you that order as a prince or as a Battalion Commander?” A voice asked from the back of the tent. Beks looked over her shoulder and saw her brother stride in. Lloyd stood to attention at once, but she remained seated.

“Brother.”

He put his hand on top of her head and looked at Gerard. “Answer me, Lt. Commander Gerard.”

Gerard frowned, as if knowing where this was going “As Battalion Commander, my lord.”

“Good. Do you know what my rank is?” Deo asked, almost casually. Beks drew her lips inward. Deo was an active officer in Kadmus’ military, in a level of officer that outranked not only Battalion Commanders, but the Legion Generals. Specific nobles who were required to utilize military forces fell within this category and Deo had authorization to command battalions. “Commander General. My order trumps your Battalion Commander.”

“My lord-”

“Once we complete evacuation, you will be relieved of your duty guarding Lady Rebecca of Caroline, and escort the Dranga people to their ancestral island.” Deo was smug, but at the same time serious. “This will actually help them a great deal, Lt. Commander. Their pearl has signaled them and they know to go south, but the exact details have been lost to time. They can’t remain displaced. They are not nomadic people and are unused to that life. They need guidance to return to the island.”

“My brother is right, Gerard,” Beks told him. “Think about the difficulties to get to the island. You’ll need to contact the twins and Jonas, and then facilitate a way for the Dranga to return.”

Gerard still hesitated. He glanced at the elders and looked back at Beks and lowered his voice. “My lady, the island was going to be the launching point.” Of the campaign to retake Kadmus.

Beks nodded. “I know, but the island is large enough. Laz and Lucian will be able to facilitate the relocation of arrivals, and in secret so as not to alert the mainland. In addition...Elder Drahn said that the light pearl only started glowing a few months ago.” She met Gerard’s eyes. “Do you know what happened a few months ago on the island?”

Gerard drew his head back. “We arrived...His Highness the Third Prince and us, and you, arrived on the island.”

“Yes, when Lucian activated the dormant light pearls, it may have resonated with the light pearls abroad, signaling that the island was ready to welcome its people back,” Beks said. “The island isn’t ours.”

“The light pearls in Gurani require a vast amount of biha to reactivate after a period of dormancy, my lady,” an old woman said. “If they are to resonate with the light pearls abroad. Only inheritors of the island’s bihar can do so. Inheritors of the island’s bihar are the true owners.”

“Inheritors are unlikely. Perhaps the Third Prince you speak of is simply very strong?” Elder Drahn asked.

Beks stared at them with a blank expression for a moment. She thought that just by activating the dormant light pearls, it was enough. However, if it weren’t, there was something else that triggered them and she could guess what it was with ease.

“No, His Highness the Third Prince’s biha well is not particularly strong,” Gerard said. He looked at Beks. “My lady...you had that biha explosion when he found you.”

“Biha explosion?” Deo looked at his sister with a frown. “What is he talking about?”

Beks furrowed her brows. “When I fell into the sea, my medicine became saturated and turned into mush. I’d taken what I could of it, as I was worried something would trigger a flare up during the ordeal. However, when I got to the island, my body began to feel more and more feverish and heavy. I thought I was eating something that disagreed with me, but cooling off in one of the bihar-rich pools made me feel better.

“One day, I was scared by the rokhs and it triggered a flare up. I didn’t have any more medicine, so I thought to cool down in the pool...I passed out. When I woke up, Lucian had found me. He pulled me from the pool. I passed out because the island is too bihar-rich and I absorbed too much. My well and spirit core essentially burst, causing my biha to explode out. I was asleep for three days.” She looked at her brother with reassurance. “I’m fine now. Really.”

“I’d count that as strong....” Lloyd said, a bit dumbfounded.

“An excess of biha of such a large magnitude is enough,” Elder Drahn suggested with a thoughtful look. “Still, it would be good to look for inheritors, as the island may need them.”

Deo let out a heavy breath and ran his hand through his hair. “All right, we’ll need to deal with this at a later time. We have a more pressing matter.” He knelt down beside Beks. “Salgul is waiting. Their number of warriors outnumbers the total number of people we have left. We can’t defend the pass for long and I can’t keep using my biha. I need time to recover and when I do, they may attack.”

Beks met her brother’s eyes. “Isn’t it possible to create a heat barrier to keep them away while clearing the pass for the rest of the Dranga to evacuate?”

“I don’t have enough biha to extend my reach that far,” Deo said.

“Now you do.”

She watched as a warm smile reached his lips. “I knew you wouldn’t let me down.”

Beks gave him a nod. “I told you I’d find you, didn’t I? And I did.” His eyes reddened as he reached forward, cupping the side of her head and pressing it against his.

“I didn’t doubt you.”

Beks nodded. She pulled away. “Tell me the situation outside first. We can act accordingly then.”

“I don’t have too much time. I raised the temperature of the pass to keep Salgul at bay and need to return.”

Beks frowned. “How have you been sleeping?”

“Short bursts of sleep. It’s fine, Beks.”

She wanted to lecture him, but now was not the time. “Someone bring me a map.”

Rather than stay in the tent with her brother, she followed him back to an area between the mouth of the east pass and where she and Gerard toppled trees. There were several people guarding the spot, but the most skilled of their warriors were further away, near where Salgul’s army encroached after they lost the pass.

Deo had returned after setting a portion of the forest on fire to push them back, but it wouldn’t last in the climate. It only delayed.

Beks reviewed the map of the area after Deo marked the location of Salgul’s army. A large swath of land around the mouth of the pass would need to be isolated for heating. With Beks, it wouldn’t be a problem of lack of biha.

The human body had limits. Neither she nor Deo could stay awake for days to keep Salgul at bay while the villagers fled. There was no one else with them that had the ability to raise the temperature of a location like Deo could.

Either they build some sort of obstacle to keep Salgul out, which would only buy them time, or they make the evacuation process faster.

“Are there any earth biha users?” Beks asked. “Can you get me earth biha users?”

Deo nodded. “There are a few, but they’re not very strong.”

“They don’t need to be strong. Strong just means a large biha well. I need them to have control,” Beks told them. Deo looked towards the woman who’d come to tell him Salgul was marching forward.

She stepped forward and replied. “We have several who have good control over their biha, my lady.”

“Bring them to me,” Beks said.

“What are you going to do?” Deo asked.

Beks tapped the map. “The reason why only so many people go through the pass at once isn’t just because of the window of opportunity, but because parts of the pass are narrow, which slows the procession. The merchants we spoke to told us about it when we were in town.”

“They said that in some places, only one beast with cargo can fit. Wagons and carriages can’t be brought in through the east pass because they’re too wide,” Gerard added.

“Therefore, I propose to widen the pass with earth biha users to allow more people to go through at once and in a shorter amount of time,” Beks said. “I’ll take all the earth biha users you have, and Gerard.”

“My lady, I can only use air biha.”

“Yes, and someone will need to blow away the dust and debris from the air in the pass so we can breathe,” Beks said. “We’ll push everything out.”

“How long do you think it will take?” Deo asked.

“How long do you think you can keep Salgul away from the pass?”

Deo frowned. “A few days, but we’d wear ourselves thin. We don’t have enough people.”

“I can refill your well once a day,” Beks told him. “Is that enough to keep up a barrier?”

“Yes, but I can’t do it alone. Even if I have enough biha, I’ll need to rest every now and then.” The way her brother was resting wasn’t sustainable and he’d been doing so for some time now. Even with his ability, it could wear him down.

Beks furrowed her brows. “Gerard, how long did it take us to get here?”

“Four days, my lady.”

“Four days...and then another four days to return....” Beks muttered to herself. “Five, if we want to go back to town...let’s keep our journey here at a fortnight.” She held up one hand and spread all five fingers. “Give me five days.”

Deo drew his head back. “Five days?”

“Can you keep Salgul and Brekram back for five days? Even if they encroach a little, as long as they don’t get too close to attack the pass, can you keep them back?”

Deo furrowed his brows, but nodded. “We can do that.”

“Good. Three to clear the pass and two to get everyone evacuated. On the last day, all remaining Dranga who are guarding must also leave.”

“What if they chase after us?” Lloyd asked.

Beks raised a brow and looked at him as if it were obvious. “Then we seal the pass behind us.”

Her brother thought for a moment. “This is a lot of work for you, Beks. What if you run out of biha? You can release a lot, but-”

“But we don’t know where my biha well ends,” Beks cut him off. She leaned forward. “Brother, I have a selfish reason for doing this as well. We can’t stay here for too long. We need to find Daddy and then go back to the island. Lucian’s disguise on my hair and eyes will only last two, three months at most. I was able to cut through Kadmus to shorten my time, but you can’t.”

Deo furrowed his brows and nodded his head, conceding. “All right. We’ll do what you say. If it doesn’t work-”

“Then we’ll stay a few more days longer. It can’t be helped,” Beks said. She clapped her hands together. “We have a plan.”

Deo looked at two of the guards. “Bring us your most capable earth biha users regardless of well size.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Deo looked at her. “Are you sure you can do this?”

She paused for a moment and drew in her lips. “Fairly certain.”

“You may have the biha to support people, but you still wouldn’t be the one controlling the biha itself. You’d have to do significant guidance and instruction to get the biha users to do what you want them to do. It’s not easy to organize others to work on something like this,” Deo said with some hesitation.

Beks raised a brow and sat up straight. “Organize others?” she asked in a droll voice. “Brother, what do you think I’ve been doing in that palace the last several years of my life?”

He cracked a smile and nodded. “I’m sorry if I underestimated you.”

Beside him, Lloyd nodded, his eyes wide and filled with awe. “Yes…to think that even with an exile marking, you can enter and exit Kadmus,” he said. Beside him, Deo perked up as if he’d suddenly realized he’d overlooked something. Lloyd looked at Deo with some apology. “My lord, I think my lady is stronger than you.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 31 - You Trust Me Too Much


                “Good evening, everyone. I am Beks Snowy. Please call me Miss Snowy. I’m a distant relative of Lord Deo.” Beks wore a wide, amiable smile on her face as she stood in front of the half dozen people. When they asked for the best earth biha users the Dranga had, they received them. Also, all the Dranga had were six earth biha users to begin with. Earth biha users were somewhat common, which was surprising in a population with higher-than-average biha users. “He’s asked me for assistance in the evacuation.”

Two years ago, a route into one of the smaller farming valleys was approved to be widened and Beks had to pour through various documents outlining the cost of the project. While she was waiting for the earth biha users to arrive, she pulled up the memory of the document and re-read it, as the steps of the widening process had been outlined.

The detail wasn’t great, but it was better than randomly collapsing canyon walls.

Beks elbowed Gerard next to her. “Ahem. I am Gerard, Miss Snowy’s...assistant and air biha user. I will be assisting with the air quality.”

Beks nodded, pleased he’d followed her script for him. She turned back to the crowds.

“Before we begin, I’d like to assess your abilities.” She walked to the side and motioned to the boulder that she and Gerard had hid behind a few hours earlier. It had been moved to the side, so she knew that someone on the team had enough biha to move it. “One by one, please try to move this boulder.”

Torches lit the area and while the light provided wasn’t much, Beks could still see the hesitation on their faces. No one stepped forward, but her pleasant smile didn’t leave her lips.

“Miss Snowy, I was the one who moved the boulder earlier,” a thin young man stepped forward and gave her an awkward bow of his head. “I...I am still recovering biha.”

Meaning he didn’t have enough biha to move it yet. Beks nodded. “What is your name?”

“Efran.”

“Efran, that’s fine. I have also been asked to help, as my biha well is very large and I am able to transfer biha into other biha users for their use. May I have your permission to transfer biha to you. I just need to put my hand on your shoulder or arm; close contact in order for a seamless transfer.”

She didn’t know how close she needed to be to have an effective transfer, but she’d go with what she knew.

The young man didn’t seem to know what else to do, except nod and hold out his arm. “Please.” Beks stepped forward and grasped his forearm, already releasing biha as she held him. He had the same reaction as her brother.

A sharp intake of breath, wide eyes, and a stunned expression. He looked at her with a gaping mouth, as if wanting to ask how she did that.

Beks retracted her arm and waved towards the boulder. “Please move it.”

Still appearing a bit shaken, the young man resolutely stepped forward and faced the boulder. He held out his hands and squinted. The boulder was quite large; big enough to hide both her and Gerard behind it, so it took some effort for the young man to actually move it. It rocked back and forth before it rolled to the side.

Gerard lifted his hand and scratched the side of his bald head. “I’m an air biha user, so I’m not entirely sure, but his method is rather unorthodox.”

Beks glanced over at him. “How so?”

Gerard furrowed his brows and seemed to try to get his thoughts into words. “I can’t see biha like some users, but I can feel it in the air clearly. Jonas, who is an earth biha user,” he said, looking at the six so they understood. “And I often compare. Even on the island, we were comparing and taking notes to the changes in our wells and abilities. Jonas doesn’t manipulate biha the same way I do.”

Beks perked up. “That’s right. Earth is an outlier in terms of technique as earth is typically solid and difficult to manipulate fluidly like the other affinities. Earth has to be broken down into smaller parts and then those smaller parts are manipulated all at once if the biha well is too small.” She clapped her hands together and walked to the boulder. “When Efran moved the boulder, did he try to move it as a whole, like one would a mutable affinity?”

Gerard nodded. “Yes, he concentrated his biha against it.”

“I see...I see....” Bek squinted and paced in front of them. It would take much more biha to move something solid than something mutable, which would result in the biha wells of the six draining much faster. That wasn’t a problem since Beks could refill their wells in an instant; however, she only had two hands. She took a deep breath and faced them. “I don’t know what you’ve learned about biha in your state, but in Sagittate, earth biha users are taught different techniques due to the nature of their affinity.”

In her obsessive state as a child, she’d tried all sorts of techniques in hopes of activating some latent biha inside her. This meant she tried techniques meant for different affinities. None of them worked at the time, of course, but she wasn’t unfamiliar.

She had the small group huddle around her and she began to break down the easiest theory of earth biha use and how it could be applied practically.

For the other affinities, they were different degrees of fluidity that required focus to contain as their biha could spread within it. For earth biha, the main focus was on moving a solid from the outside, not within.

“The larger the piece, the more biha is required, but if this boulder was made into smaller pieces, it is easier to move and less biha is used,” Beks told them. “The first step is to break it. This can be done by first concentrating your biha into your dominant hand, then releasing it into a singular point. The goal is to create a crack that can be used to insert biha and split apart the solid matter. When the pieces are smaller, they can be moved easier.”

She then went around and filled all the biha wells of the six and placed them in front of different rocks with the goal of practicing their concentration of biha.

“For someone who did not have biha most of her life, you are quite good at instructing,” Gerard said, impressed as Beks stepped back from the last person she was instructing personally.

“I tried it all at one point or another,” Beks told him as she watched the group. “And when I worked at my...previous job, I had to explain everything if I wanted to do anything. One on one guidance can make all the difference when you’re instructing others.”

She watched six throw out their fists, as if punching the rocks a few paces in front of them. Cracks appeared in one location after two or three attempts, delighting them. Beks walked past and let them know she was going to fill their biha wells. She placed a hand on their shoulders, transferring biha in an instant as she stepped past.

“Thank you, Miss.”

She let out a small hum. “Don’t worry about conserving biha. I have plenty to transfer to you. If you’re drained after one movement, tell me. I don’t have such small limitations.”

As she said that, Gerard stood up straight at once. He looked at Beks with a concerned expression. “My la-Miss, I didn’t remember until now, but didn’t you say that Lord Deo and your father had suppression markings?”

Beks nodded. “Yes, they’re placed on the back of the neck.”

“Then...how is Lord Deo able to use his fire biha?” Gerard asked.

Beks gave him a dull look and then slowly curled her lip into a smirk. “Did you know that the markings used to suppress biha are very old and have a limit to what they can suppress?” She’d looked it up in the books she’d memorized and had a feeling that with her brother and father’s massive biha well, the suppression could only do so much. “Both my brother and father far outdo a normal person’s biha well, so they would be able to use at least a small amount.”

Gerard squinted and gave her a look of disbelief. “My lady, he has been controlling the heat of a canyon that takes half a day to go through.”

“It only takes half a day because there are points where it becomes too narrow and causes a backup,” Beks told him with a wave of her hand. She looked back at the earth biha users trying the technique she instructed. “Also, when I embraced Deo, the marking was different.”

He gave her a suspicious look. “How are you sure?”

Beks rolled her eyes. “I spent weeks memorizing tablets and you’re unsure if I can remember what my brother’s suppression marking looks like?” Gerard opened his mouth, but couldn’t seem to find the words to say. “The markings are old and I couldn’t read them when they were applied to my brother and father, but now that I’m familiar, it’s in High Berup, and additional markings have been added to modify it.”

Gerard’s brows shot up. “Who added them?”

Beks motioned to the biha users in front of them. “I have suspicions.” He followed her gaze and nodded, as if enlightened. “Of course, even with the modification, there is still some suppression. If Brother Deo didn’t have the suppression marking at all, I wouldn’t need to use earth biha users. I could just have my brother blast his way through the canyon to expand it.”

She didn’t catch Gerard’s somewhat nervous expression at the thought.

He turned back to the six and took a deep breath and exhaled. He lowered his voice. “Do you think you will be able to clear the canyon in the time allotted?” He squinted at the six in front of them. “They’re not very strong.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “Strength is second to precision right now,” Beks said as her eyes narrowed. “I need to be able to chip away at the canyon walls and then push the debris out to make room. If we use too much uncontrolled biha, it could collapse too much at once and put us in danger.”

Gerard nodded. “Do you think they’ll be able to do it?”

She took a deep breath. “Perhaps not to the scale I want, but they’ll be able to widen the narrow points enough.”

A crack was heard and her eyes darted to the large boulder that had been split into. Efran had frozen in his spot, his first still outstretched in front of him as he gawked at the split boulder. The others around him stopped to stare and he slowly turned his head back to Beks. “Miss...I did it.”

Beks’ eyes crinkled up with delight. She gave him a pleased nod. “Yes, you did,” she told him as she put her hand on his shoulder and transferred more biha. “Now...do it again.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She forced herself not to think of her brother as she put all her efforts into widening the canyon. While she wanted to let the six biha users rest, Elder Arash came to give them life biha in order to reenergize them. Beks didn’t know that life biha could do that, but Elder Arash told her that it was not a long-term solution.

Eventually, a person needed actual, natural rest; however, her life biha could keep them energized and awake for the duration of their project.

Beks had cocked her head to the side and looked at the woman with surprise. “It seems that there is much to learn about biha.”

The old woman’s eyes had crinkled up with mirth. “We lost much of our foundation, but for things that our survival required, we kept.”

“What about my brother’s suppression marking?”

Elder Arash had smiled. “A few incorrect strokes can change a word.”

Beks had laughed. “I didn’t think it was that easy.”

“It is only because Lord Deo has exceptionally strong biha that allowed him to bypass the suppression. If not, even changing the marking wouldn’t have an effect.”

It gave her something to think about. Her initial plan had been to bring back her father and brother to the island, put them in the pool in the rotunda, and try to flood them with biha to try to expel the mark, as hers had when she had her biha explosion.

The procedure had yet to be proven effective, and there was a degree of danger, but she wanted to try as she didn’t know how to get rid of it outside of cutting it off. She didn’t know if that would work either. Since Elder Arash could not remove the suppression marking or even negate it by changing the marking manually, the only way to stop it was to remove it.

Beks had pushed the thought out of her head in order to focus.

After their well-received refresh, and as the sun began to rise, she had them take her to the entrance of the canyon.

The entrances were wide open spaces, but as they walked through, the walls began to close in and rocky outcroppings jutted out, getting in the way of the path.

“We’re going to focus on widening the narrow passages first. Knock down these outcroppings and then push the rubble to the nearest entrance. Once they’re clear, we’ll chip away at the walls. It must be as even as possible in order to avoid funneling, which will slow down the evacuation. Let’s get started.”

She arranged the earth biha users by initial abilities with those who had the most focus to first break down the earth and then less precise users push the rubble.

Gerard’s instructions were to use his air biha to blow dust and dirt away in order for them to see and to avoid inhaling the dust.

Beks started off small, focusing on one of the outcroppings that jutted out and made the ground uneven. One hand was on the shoulder of two individuals and as they gathered their biha to focus, Beks gently walked them through the steps.

As soon as the first earthen pillar fell and Gerard swept away the dust with a gust of wind, revealing the pile of rubble, the narrow portion of the pass filled with the cheers of the six people. Another set of earth biha users stepped forward to move the rubble like a small wave of pebbles to the side to be pushed later.

The process was methodical, with each pair of users having a specific duty and Gerard carefully making sure that they could see and breathe.

If Beks wasn’t giving direction or transferring energy, she was reading through past Kadmus proposals to reference what she was doing.

The widening of the canyon went in stages, but it was going faster than she expected.

“You’re very good,” Beks said. A meal was delivered and before the food runners left, Beks asked them to bring her back something to write with and paper, if they had it. She had instructions to prepare for the evacuation. When the sun set, she would rush out to refill her brother’s biha. Now that they had a moment to rest, Beks wanted to encourage the earth biha users. “Team, I am very impressed with your work. The more practice you have, the more precise your usage and coordinated your movements. Our process is significantly faster than anticipated.”

The late Queen told her that she had to reassure her people and keep their morale up, as well as assure them that they had a strong purpose that was beneficial to them and those they cared about.

Beks took that into consideration as she spoke to the small group.

“It is your biha support that has allowed us to move this quickly, Miss,” one of the users said with a wide smile. Even without her words, they seem to feel accomplished.

Beks shook her head. “Biha is only part of it. Your ability to understand and put into use what I’ve told you, your level of concentration, and quick minds are the most useful. When you reach your destination, you must find a way to further hone your abilities. There are many toppled ruins that only need to be adjusted to bring them back to their former glory.”

“Miss, what is the island like?” Efran asked.

“It is smaller than what it was before due to the natural disaster, but it is still quite large. I’d say a bit dangerous, there are several species of animal that are...well, giants, but they seem to avoid the ruins. I haven’t noticed any particularly predatory animals. At least none that would target humans.”

There was a brief look of concern on their faces.

“It’s hot and humid, even at night,” Gerard told them as he bit a piece of bread. “But the air and water, and the fruits, are all rich in bihar. Your biha wells will likely increase, if only a little.”

Excitement filled their faces at the thought, distracting from Beks’ statement about giant predatory animals.

As soon as they finished eating, they returned to work. Every sunrise, Elder Arash would come to give them another treatment of life biha to keep up their energy.

Two days and 2 nights without any sleep, and somehow, they were still awake and alert, shaving off sides of the canyon to expand it. They had just reached the final quarter of the canyon and Beks made the decision.

“When the meal runners come, I’m going to tell them to start the evacuation according to my instruction,” Beks said. “By the time they reach us, this section will be clear. As discussed, I will leave a pair of you at specific locations to assist. Gerard, you will stay at the exit.”

He hesitated, but nodded. They were short on people and he knew what the plans were, so he could direct them. It wasn’t as if he didn’t know how to give orders at his rank, either.

“Will you facilitate at the entrance?” Efran asked.

Beks shook her head. “I will check. I will need to find my brother and make sure the remaining sentry guards withdraw and bring up the rear of the evacuation. Efran, when you see my brother’s flare, come to the entrance, as we may need to close the entrance of the canyon behind us.”

The young man nodded with seriousness on his face.

The last quarter of the canyon was relatively wide and not much needed to be done, but a lot of debris had to be moved out. That part was more time consuming than actually demolishing parts of the canyon.

Every step was calculated and any adjustment that could save time was taken. In the end, Beks managed to gain half a day. Sentries were placed along the canyon path to give direction and make sure everyone was following procedures.

When the first wave of evacuees entered the canyon, Beks was still making her way to the entrance. She was both pleased and relieved to see that her careful instructions had been followed and there was a neat, organized line of people waiting.

She remained at the entrance for a few moments, her eyes scanning the crowds of people coming through, making sure they stayed organized according to her plans. A certain number of people were let into the pass at a time and they were to stay close to one side of the canyon. A third of the width of the path was to be kept clear, except when one group caught up too quickly and wanted to bypass another.

This would prevent too many people from getting stuck behind a group that proved too slow.

It also kept the funneling to a minimum.

Each group had a leader who was ordered to keep everyone together and pace the group so there was some semblance of order. Each group had assigned a number, which would be checked off when they met at the rendezvous location past the exit.

Everything appeared in order, but Beks could still feel some anxiousness inside her. It was likely that until the evacuation was cleared, she could not rest.

“Miss Snowy!” Lloyd was running from the forest opposite where the line of evacuees came from. “Lord Deo requests your assistance.” He was panting and leaned forward with a pale face. “Brekram is approaching.”

“What?” Her skin grew cold at the thought. “Did they suddenly join forces with Salgul?” That was her first thought, but it didn’t make any sense. Amongst the three warring states, Salgul and Brekram were the largest and would see each other as a bigger threat than Dranga.

Lloyd looked confused. “I don’t know, my lady.”

She frowned. “All right, take me to him.”

He nodded and turned around to run. Beks was still wearing a pair of pants beneath a long dress, which had been tied at the bottom to give her space to move while riding and in the canyon. Long legs and a decent stamina allowed her to keep up with Lloyd, but she was still out of breath when she saw her brother’s figure standing on a jutting rock over the valley.

It was where Deo had stayed the last few days to control a sweltering barrier that kept Salgul back. Not that they hadn’t tried.

It seemed that once every few hours, they’d try to test their luck to see if the barrier cooled enough to let them through, but after a few paces in, they had to retreat. Deo told her that one had even collapsed in the barrier while she was transferring biha to him.

With Deo were three other people, two women and a man, all appearing to be pointing to the area below and speaking rapidly. Their Jasper was heavily accented and sometimes laced with Higer words, but her brother nodded, understanding what they were saying before responding.

He seemed to know she was approaching and lifted his head. From his knit brows and tightened lips, there was a serious change in their plans.

“Brother?” Beks asked as she easily scaled a few large rocks to get to where he was standing.

“Beks, how much longer will the evacuation last?” he asked.

She frowned. “The first group started a few hours ago, but at this pace, we should be done ahead of schedule by at least half a day, as long as there are no accidents,” she replied. “I had asked for two days. Do we no longer have that much time?”

Her brother took a deep breath and grasped her wrist, pulling her forward so she could get a better view of the crowds below before the sun set. “I’m unsure. I didn’t expect Brekram to suddenly appear.”

Beks looked past her brother and at the sprawling valley just past their viewpoint. She took in a heavy breath as she saw the numerous banners and thin pillars of smoke rising into the air that signaled camps.

“My lady, if you look there.” The other man with her brother appeared to be their father’s age. “The blue banners in the distance are the banners for Brekram.” He let out a helpless breath and shook his head as he kept his eyes fixed on them. “This is unexpected. Brekram never comes this far east. Salgul would keep them past the central river.”

“It is possible that with Salgul’s forces concentrated near us to try to regain the east pass, Brekram has managed to move closer,” a woman said with a frown.

“If your greatest enemy suddenly lost ground, and to what is perceived to be an inferior opponent, wouldn’t you see if you could take some ground from them, as well?” Beks said. Her assessment was not without reason.

“What are we going to do?” Lloyd asked as he stood nervously to the side.

Beks looked back at him. “Don’t let word of Brekram’s approach spread. I don’t want to panic the evacuees,” she told him. She then turned to her brother. “What do you propose?”

“We don’t have enough people to fight Salgul directly, what more Brekram, too?” Deo said with a scowl. “We can only hope that Brekram targets Salgul instead of coming after us.”

“What is the backup plan if they attack us instead or worse, arrange a temporary truce with Salgul and then proceed with a joint attack?” Beks asked.

It didn’t seem that the last scenario was even a possibility to the others, but the air had grown tense.

Deo didn’t seem at all bothered by it, as if he’d already taken it into consideration. “Then, we can only do our best to hold them all back while retreating into the canyon.”

“Have you started to recall the warriors stationed further?”

Deo nodded. “Yes, as soon as you gave word that the evacuation would begin, we sent messengers to bring them back.”

“Have them guard the lines of evacuees. Once the evacuees pass them, they can follow behind to allow for protection in the rear,” Beks said. “Also, once the last of the evacuees leave the village, we’ll need to burn it down.”

“Burn it?” The three Dranga people with them appeared filled with alarm. “You can’t!”

“Why not?” Beks asked as her eyes moved over to theirs. “You are not coming back.”

The cold reminder seemed to cut through them and they held their breaths. Deo raised his eyes. “Beks makes sense. We can’t let them use the village after you leave. It needs to be destroyed.”

“They likely won’t expect us to burn the village down on purpose, as they think Dranga is claiming the east pass, not trying to leave. A group that is staking claim to a territory wouldn’t just burn down their own village.” Beks looked back at the valley and frowned. “Set the village on fire and then set other spots on fire to appear as if it’s spreading. They will be hesitant to move closer if there is a threat of fire.”

“It’ll distract them!” Lloyd explained, hitting his palm with his fist. “I understand!”’

“I need to remain here to hold the barrier,” Deo told her. She looked at the younger woman. “Gather the remaining fire biha users to prepare to burn down the village.”

Reluctance was on the younger woman’s face, but she bowed her head. “Yes, my lord.”

“I’ll come by to transfer more biha to them in order to facilitate it faster,” Beks told her. “Any buildings, remaining frames, and the outer wall needs to be burned. Before that, I want a steady check of the village to make sure no one is left behind before the fire starts.”

“Elder Arash can help with that,” the middle-aged man told her. He looked at the other woman and Deo. “I will go speak to her.”

He rushed off with the younger woman and Beks looked back at her brother. She put her hand on his shoulder and transferred more biha to him. “You’ve used a lot.”

“I haven’t allowed it to cool since I started,” Deo told her. He frowned. “If I wasn’t suppressed, this would’ve been over already.”

“What? You would’ve set the entire valley on fire? Don’t be so extreme,” Beks said.

Deo snorted. “I’m not a monster. I simply would’ve had enough strength to control my fire’s distance and could’ve used it to push them back. Suppressed, if my fire gets too far, I’ll lose control and then the valley really will catch on fire.”

Beks remained standing beside him, looking at the evidence of two warring states’ armies below. Her eyes crinkled up. “I’d feel more comfortable if they would fight. At least that would take attention from us.”

“I want to know what they’re planning,” Deo said in a low voice as he rubbed his chin. After a few moments, he looked at her. “Will the evacuation go through the night?”

Beks nodded. “Yes, we won’t stop to rest. I gave instructions to organize the groups and make sure they are rested in preparation. The walk through the canyon won’t take as long. It gets darker in the canyon faster, so by now, they should already have started using lanterns. The process won’t stop.”

Deo gave her a small nod of his head. “Go back and prepare the village. The sentries that were posted out will be assigned when they return to the village gates.” He looked back at the valley took a deep breath. “The sooner this is over, the sooner we can leave and find Dad.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

In the short time that Beks had been away from Kadmus, she began to believe that when things were going too well, something was bound to go wrong. Despite her calm and collected presence, there was a tightness in her chest, anticipating something, though she wasn’t sure what that something was.

The sentries that had been posted had been accounted for and as soon as they reported to the entrance of the village, they were reassigned to escort the trail of evacuees. Elder Arash and three others who had life biha combed through the remains of the village for any remaining people, including elderly who refused to leave, forgotten individuals who’d been left behind in the rush, to those who had rushed back to retrieve something forgotten.

For the population of the Dranga, to have four life biha users remaining behind to sweep through the village was enough to show that their ratio of biha users was far greater than normal. Beks associated it with their bloodline going back to Gurani. Though those users didn’t have what Beks considered formal training, they could use their life biha to heal, which included giving life biha to a wounded or tired individual, and to sense signs of life within a certain area.

Elder Arash explained it as an increased sensitivity to the energy that humans naturally omitted. Their sensitivity range varied, and it was not that wide to begin with, nor could they tell you how many individuals there were when they sensed something, but they could tell if the remnants of a tent or ramshackle hut still had someone within.

Beks had hoped that no one had been left behind, but in the end, a few sentries who were guarding the village had to assist in forcibly carrying out frail elders who insisted that they would only hold their families back and those who appeared deathly sick.

All Beks and Elder Arash could do was feed the life biha in hopes that it would give them enough energy to get through the pass. They were carried out on cloth hammocks tied to a branch resting on the shoulders of two sentries each. As they were carried out of the gate, they were still refusing to go.

Elder Arash would not hear of it.

As the last group left the village, and the last of the life biha users followed with confirmation that the village was empty, Beks sent in the fire biha users. They were start in the center of the village and worked their way out, heading out to the gates. Then, they would circle the walls to set the walls on fire.

Beks had filled all their biha wells first.

She looked at Elder Arash who stood beside her, a good distance from the open gates of the village as she watched the fire biha users march in .

“Elder, you should follow the evacuation line now,” Beks told her.

Elder Arash took a deep breath and shook her head. “No, I will stay until the village goes up in flames.”

Beks squinted, but nodded. Perhaps this was part of the mourning process. The Dranga had migrated north and lived in the valley since the fall of Gurani, unable to return. Even if they had always believed that they would one day return to the peninsula turned island, the valley inside Giant’s Ridge was their home, and the only one they’d known for generations.

Who wouldn’t have some regret leaving?

There was a spark of fire in the darkness and Beks took a deep breath as the tents in the center caught on fire. Beside her, she heard Elder Arash take in a sharp breath.

Beks glanced over at her. The fires slowly came closer and closer as the users moved further away from the center. They emerged from the gate; their bodies silhouetted against a hazy orange-yellow glow. A familiar scent of burning filled the air.

Beks approached them to transfer more biha before ordering them to split into two groups and set the wall on fire. They rushed to finish their job and as Beks walked back to Elder Arash, she heard the choked cries of those at the very end of the evacuation line. Villagers had paused to look back and see their former home up in flames.

Beks raised her hand and Lloyd rushed forward. “Tell them that the village is being destroyed to distract the enemy and ensure time for them to leave.”

Lloyd bowed his head and rushed towards the line.

“Even if this one burns, there are several other villages that remain. Abandoned, but hold traces of us,” Elder Arash said.

Beks looked up at her and saw the glistening tears sliding down the old woman’s wrinkled face. “If you stayed, there would be no guarantee that your people would survive against the other states and the volcanoes.”

Elder Arash gave her a slow, solemn nod of her head. “I know. Our destiny is the island, as you call it. Not here.”

“But it was still your home.”

The shadows of the fire fell across her face as the crackling of splintering, burning wood filled the air in the background. “Indeed.”

“Miss, we have completed the burn points!” The fire biha users rushed towards her.

“The five of you assigned to provide light to the evacuation line proceed to your position,” Beks said as she placed a hand on each of their shoulders to refill their biha. Each time she did, they seemed to get a burst of energy from it and nodded enthusiastically. “The rest of you remain here in case we need to add more flames.”

“Yes, Miss!”

Elder Arash smiled a bit as she looked at her. “You give orders well,” she said with some warmth in her voice.

“It was something I needed to learn to do,” Beks said. “Though orders are only as effective as the power that the giver has.”

Elder Arash was quiet for a moment and looked back at the burning walls and smoke filling the sky. Her voice was even. “They made a mistake forcing you away.”

Beks followed her gaze. “I made a mistake thinking I was useful enough that they wouldn’t.”

“You are young,” Elder Arash told her as she lifted her chin. “It is good for you to learn now. It is an experience.”

“The island will be your home,” Beks said. “But I wish to use it as a base.”

“For how long?” Elder Arash asked, not defensive or suspicious, just curious.

“One...two years. If we haven’t moved past the island in two years, we’ll have larger problems.”

Elder Arash let out a small chuckle. “My lady has done in less than a week what we have been trying to do for months. If you haven’t moved past the island in two years, my assessment of you was wrong.”

“I’ll try not to disappoint you.”

Elder Arash smiled. “Lady Rebecca,” she said as she gazed at the fire. “It is not unheard of, amongst our history, for one to have both a biha well and a spirit core, you know.”

Beks furrowed her brows and looked towards her. “I’ve read many history books and consulted with a priest on the matter. Neither of us had heard of such a duality.”

“We only have an oral history, my lady. You would not have read it in any books in Kadmus,” Elder Arash told her. She glanced over. “You mentioned that you had memorized books on the island?”

“Yes. My translations aren’t perfect, as I’m still learning, but I’ve also looked over what I’ve memorized and I haven’t read anything regarding an individual with both,” Beks said.

“Have you read anything about Inheritors?” Elder Arash asked.

Beks furrowed her brows. “I remember you mentioning them when I arrived. I haven’t had a chance to search for anything on them.”

“Well, you’ve been busy. I don’t blame you,” Elder Arash replied knowingly. “Inheritors are an anomaly in our legends. They control vast amounts of biha, enough to move mountains and control the tides.”

“That sounds like a legendary figure indeed.”

“Yes, after all...who else can be born with both a biha well and a spirit core?”

The amused grin on Beks’ lips slowly faded and she turned her head towards the old woman. “They have both?”

Elder Arash nodded. “You indeed have both a biha well and a spirit core, Lady Rebecca. That is why you have what appears to be a bottomless well.”

“Then, when I had my biha explosion on the island...that’s really what triggered the light pearl?”

“I believe so,” Elder Arash told her. “Inheritors were said to be exceedingly rare. You may be the only Inheritor in existence at this moment.”

“Isn’t it possible that someone suffered the same problem as I had, and couldn’t use biha or their spirit core? They might not know what their potential was.”

“Yes, of course it is possible,” Elder Arash said. “But you were in a position that allowed you to survive. You said you were feverish before the biha explosion and had ‘flare ups’?” Beks nodded her head once. “That is your body struggling to deal with the biha it has accumulated. That biha is unlike other biha that can be sensed by skilled users. Biha users wouldn’t likely know that what you were suffering from was related to biha. You were very lucky, my lady. Under the attention of the late Queen of Kadmus, you had medical attention to keep those incidents from becoming fatal.”

Beks drew her head back. “Then...if someone has both, their body can’t control their biha, and...they die?”

Elder Arash nodded. “The Dranga is led by a council of elders,” she said as she looked towards the tail end evacuation line. It was going further and further away, which was a relief to see. “And while we belong to that island, it is not our duty to govern it. Inheritors governed the island and protected its people. I don’t believe it is a coincidence that you arrived on that island and are an Inheritor.”

Beks shut her eyes and knit her brows together. “I...even if I wasn’t a citizen of Kadmus, I’m not from the island.”

“At this point, are any of us actually from the island?” Elder Arash laughed. “The island resonated with your biha explosion. It has claimed you; it and everything on it is your destiny.”

“I can’t stay on the island,” Beks said in a firm voice.

“You don’t have to stay on the island to govern it,” Elder Arash said. “We will need assistance in integrating with the rest of the world. The last thing we need is the island to be fought over in a messy territorial war between neighboring countries. We’ve had enough of that and do not have the strength to defend the island. We’d only be forced to flee once more.”

Beks tilted her head and looked at the woman with suspicious eyes. “Are you saying you want us to claim the island as a territory not necessarily to govern it, but to keep it geopolitically stable?”

“It is the Lady of Caroline who claimed it on behalf of Kadmus,” Elder Arash told her. “Perhaps if you apply for it, your true king will give you a title and it as your territory.”

“You trust me too much,” Beks said in a deadpan voice.

“I trust the Inheritor.”

Beks lifted her hand and rubbed her head. “We’ll discuss this at another time. For now, you should go and join the-”

“Miss!” Another voice filled the air, over the roar of the fire in the distance. Beks looked over her shoulder at the sound of the voice. She saw the middle-aged man that usually supported her brother running towards them and she frowned. Her chest tightened. Her name would not be called so urgently if there wasn’t a problem.

“What is it?” Beks stepped away from the elder and towards the man.

“Brekram bypassed the barrier.”

“What? But my brother hasn’t lowered the temperature of the barrier yet.”

“No, no.” The man shook his head. “Lord Deo’s barrier forms an arc around our location here and the east pass through the forest, but it seems that Brekram has sneaked a party along the side of the mountains.”

Beks heart sank. “Which side?”

“The south.”

“Oh, thank the gods....” Beks let out a breath of relief. The man gave her a look of disbelief.

“You’re thanking the gods?”

“South of here we can still defend the east pass, but if they came from the north, there is nothing but sheer rock cliffs to keep them at a distance from the mouth of the pass,” Beks said. She turned towards the remaining fire biha users and waved her arm. “You three, send out the final return flares. Guard team eleven! Escort them to the southern tip of the village and set the forest on fire. Return and bring up the rear of the evacuation line. Guard team twelve, escort Elder Arash through the canyon.”

“I will stay at the rear to comfort my people,” Elder Arash told her in a firm voice. “If I leave them behind, even if they follow, what kind of elder am I?”

Beks always felt that there was something about this old woman that deserved her respect and she was not disappointed. She bowed her head. “Then, I will see you on the other side, Elder.”

Elder Arash looked at the middle-aged man with a firm expression. “Since you are here, it means Lord Deo sent you to guard his sister.”

“Yes, Elder.”

“Guard her well.”

The middle-aged man bowed his head at the old woman, watching as she turned around and was escorted by six men and women to the end of the trail. The time it took to get to the mouth of the canyon was almost doubled when there was a line.

“Where is my brother?” Beks asked.

“Lord Deo is retreating and bringing the barrier back with him as a precaution.”

Beks frowned. “That takes more biha than keeping it up.”

“He assures you that he will be able to hold.”

Beks grit her teeth. “I trust my brother.” Three fireballs shot into the sky in the distance at once: the final return flares. It was a sign for the remaining warriors to close in on their posts around the path to the canyon.

Flames began to fly into the sky as smoke coiled against their light. The forest was on fire.

Before she could be satisfied, another fireball shot up, higher than the flames of the forest fire. She waited for a moment. No other one accompanied it and her heart dropped.

“That’s a distress flare!” Beks took off in the direction of the fireball.

“My lady, wait!”

“If there is a fireball, then they’ve breached our barriers!” Beks shouted as her arms pumped beside her.

Up ahead, to one side, the log walls of the village were burning in place as smoke and flames shot up from the engulfed structures behind them. Directly ahead, trees were glowing with flames and the meager half dozen guards trying to send back the three fire biha users were surrounded by at least a dozen armed men with singed clothing.

The fire was just starting and while it was raging in some places, there were still plenty of open spots that they could come through if they were fast enough and covered their noses and mouths.

“Miss, run!” one of the guards shouted in horror when they saw her. His momentary distraction gave the man in front of him an opening and he let out a yell as he was slashed across the chest. He stumbled back, but remained standing. Beks didn’t know how deep the wound was.

“Guard eleven fall back! Fire users, come to me!” Beks shouted, skidding to a stop.

Someone yelled and fell back, dropping their spear to the side. A sword swooped down at their head, but they managed to roll to the side. The middle-aged man rushed forward and cut down his sword, sending the attacker back before grabbing the guard’s arm and dragging him up.

“Miss!” Two of the three fire biha users reached Beks and she grabbed their shoulders, transferring biha in an instant.

“Gather your biha in one hand and then launch it forward, focusing on one enemy’s face at a time. Once they fall back, expand the fire biha around their hair and clothing,” Beks told them. “Do not stop releasing biha at these points until I tell you to move to the next one!”

She kept her hands on them and they followed her directions. They aimed at the men closest to them and screams filled the air as the men stumbled back and tried to cover their faces, only for their hands to blister under the intense heat of the onslaught.

“Cover the Miss!” the middle-aged man ordered the guards.

“Leave an opening for these two so they can use their biha!” Beks shouted. “When we move, the closest guard is to strike to kill the closest enemy that’s been burned!”

It was an odd sight to see one woman in the center, her hands on the shoulders of two other women, who were acting as fire shooting weapons to be moved at her will, as if some sort of miniature fire-breathing phalanx. Anyone who got too close was either held back by the middle-aged man or the guards, or was trying to get out of the way of the fire.

Distance proved to give them little safety, as when one tried to flee, the fire seemed to grow stronger and thicker before searing his back and sending him to the ground, screaming in pain.

The air around then began to grow hotter and Beks frowned. The land around the village and its walls had been cleared, but if the trees toppled forward, it could send embers their way.

“Fall back!” Beks screamed and took a step back, bringing the two women still burning their closest attacker with her. The group around them seemed to understand this and remained close, keeping her protected as they retreated.

A loud crack was heard and what Beks feared came true. One of the trees cracked and fell forward, knocking over another tree, and sending it towards them.

“Move faster!” Someone grabbed her around the waist, squeezing the air out of her, as she was pulled away from the fire. Her hands slipped from the women, who were also grabbed and pulled back. “What are you doing here?”

Her brother’s scolding voice filled her head and she grimaced. “Utilizing my biha in the only way I know how.”

He looked over her shoulder and shot her a glare. “Why didn’t you stay with the evacuees?”

“A distress flare went up!”

“And you went towards it?”

“They needed help!”

Deo seemed to want to admonish her, but held back. “That’s why I came back!” He scowled. “Never mind that. Amir, is everyone else at their posts?”

“Yes, my lord!”

“Beks-”

“I know, I’ll go to the mouth of the cave to prepare any defenses,” Beks said, confirming the agreed-upon plan. Deo let her go and sent Amir, the middle-aged man, with her. Beks immediately began to run to get to her post.

The end of the evacuation line had moved up quite a bit. It wouldn’t be long until the last of the group entered the canyon. She could see the mouth of the pass, as a line of lanterns led into it. Before she could relax, another fireball coming from the mouth of the cave shot up.

“No....” Amir gasped behind her and Beks grit her teeth.

“Don’t tell me they breached the north, too!” She quickened her speed, passing dozens of people as she ran up the path. Amir could barely catch up to her.

“My lady!” Gerard was in a defensive stance with Efran at the entrance along with another fire biha user. Behind them, designated sentries were urging the groups to enter, no longer pausing between groups, just instructing them to stay to one side.

“What’s going on? Have they gotten close?”

“My lady, we saw spots of light across the cliffs. They couldn’t get past the barrier below, but they may have tried to come around through the north,” Gerard reported.

“Even if they can see us, they can’t cross the gap between the cliffs to get to us so easily,” Beks said with a frown. Her frown fell and her eyes widened. “Gerard, use your biha like we did in the valley and focus it towards the cliffs.”

She grabbed his shoulder once more. He turned to give her a confused look, but they heard the whistling.

Above the low shuffling of feet entering the pass, there was a whistling coming from overhead.

Gerard narrowed his eyes and threw his arms back before bringing them together. A large gust of wind swept around them, kicking up dust and debris before a force strong enough to uproot trees shot forward.

Arrows fell uselessly to the ground in front of them, but Gerard didn’t stop.

“How long do I continue, my lady?” he shouted over his shoulder.

“Until the last evacuee enters the pass!”

“Understood!”

Her hair flew up around her as the loose fabric of her clothes moved in all directions. Anyone who got too close, even if the wind were not directed at them, could feel gusts strong enough to push them back.

“Beks, hold!” She pulled her hands off of Gerard’s shoulders and he took it as a signal to stop.

Suddenly, several fire balls shot out from either side of them, illuminating the areas around them as they passed. She heard her brother swear somewhere behind her.

Beks sucked in a sharp breath as she saw the vague shapes of people littering the cliff side across from the mouth of the pass. The heat barrier was below them, but even if they couldn’t pass, they didn’t seem to give up and were waiting in ambush across.

The pale cliffs were littered with figures waiting with bows and arrows. They were close enough to hit the evacuees. Gerard’s eyes widened.

“There are so many...I can divert their arrows, but I can’t knock them all down if they’re braced against the cliff....”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “You don’t need to. Efran!”

The young man who had rushed further away to avoid being thrown off his feet returned at once. “Miss?”

“Stand behind me. Gerard, do it again for twenty counts. Brother!”

“Yes?” Deo asked. “Do you want cover or light?”

“Light,” Beks said. “I need to see the cliffs so we know where to aim.”

Deo nodded. “A bit of biha?” She grabbed her brother’s hand and he chuckled. He took a deep breath and held out his hands and threw out several balls of fire below the cliffs. Before they went out, he poured biha into them, increasing their flames until they began to catch on the trees below. An orangey glow came up from beneath the base of the cliff. “How’s that?”

“Good enough. Gerard, now!” A roar of wind filled the air and several yells of surprise came from the evacuees behind them. Beks kept her hands on Gerard’s shoulders, but looked back at Efran. “Collect biha in both your fists. When I tell you to, release your biha directly at the cliff in front of us. I will grab your shoulder and transfer biha so you won’t run out. Don’t stop until I tell you, understand?”

She watched his head bob up and down. “Yes, Miss!”

“Good!” Beks said. “The goal isn’t to just make cracks, Efran! The goal is to loosen the earth!” she shouted. “I want you to make a landslide!”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 32 - Enough Sense


                “Gerard, now!” Beks clamped her hands on Gerard’s shoulders as he repeated his earlier motion. Wind was kicked up all around them and she felt someone press his hand against her back to keep her from moving.

“Keep transferring! I’ll make sure the kid doesn’t get swept back!” her brother said.

Beks grit her teeth and dug her feet into the ground. “How is the evacuation line?”

“We need more time!”

“Gerard, can you hold?”

“As long as I need to, my lady!”

“Lord Deo!” Someone shouted behind them. “There are attackers coming up the rear!”

“Brother, go!” Beks said without looking over her shoulder. “Keep them back! I can do this much here!”

She could almost sense her brother hesitate. “I’m going to make the call to crowd them into the canyon. We can seal it once everyone is in!”

“Understood!” Her brother’s hand left her back and she called back. “Efran, hold on to my shoulders to keep steady. You’re not used to this much biha!”

“Yes, Miss!” Efran’s nervous voice shouted.

“Tell me how the line looks!”

She heard the young man’s nervous breaths as he grasped on to her shoulder and turned around. “I can see the end of the trail. The bypass space is being used now. They can only go in as fast as their fastest person.”

Beks frowned. “How is the order?”

“No one has broken the line, and the sentries are keeping everyone calm, my lady.”

Her heart slammed against her chest. If she was like this, she doubted anyone was really calm.

“Efran, get ready. Aim for the same spot across the canyon; directly across from us and down. If we can loosen the rocks below, the weight of the rocks above won’t hold, and it’ll all come down!”

“Yes, Miss!”

“Gerard, on the count of ten!” She began to yell numbers, removing one hand from Gerard’s shoulder and placing it on Efran, half using it to pull him forward and into position. “Nine...Ten!”

Efran’s arms shot up and Beks felt a slight tingling from him. She didn’t stop to think about it.

“My lady, how do I know when a crack appears? I can’t see from this distance!”

“Just keep releasing concentrated energy into a singular location,” Beks shouted. “Your biha will force its way into the earth and it will need to expand in order to make room. When it expands, it will crack!”

She’d told them that before, during her initial explanation on earth biha fundamentals, but she wanted to remind him. Even with a full biha well, the strength depended on the size of the well. Efran was the best of the earth biha users they had and his biha well was average at best.

They had to make up for the strength of biha with quantity in a never-ending onslaught.

“Efran, how are you holding up?” Gerard asked, still manipulating typhoon strength winds in front of them.

“I’m fine, Sir! I am using Miss’ biha.”

“But you still need to concentrate,” Beks said. “On the count of ten, stop and rest. You don’t have the mental stamina to keep this up consistently.”

Efran frowned a bit, but nodded. “Yes, Miss!”

He pulled back when ordered, and Gerard adjusted his focus and began to sweep the wind across the side of the cliffs in an effort to knock some people over. Beks squinted and tried to make out the targets through the rising smoke. She gasped.

“Blow smoke in their eyes!”

Gerard seemed to tense for a moment, but did as he was told. She watched the smoke that had been rising steadily move over the cliff. It was difficult to see anything when your eyes were burning with forest fire smoke.

She called for Efran again and in the same process as earlier, launched another attack on the cliff side. Beks was counting to a hundred in her head when she heard the low rumble of rocks and then the cries of surprise and terror coming from across the canyon.

Efran gasped. “Do I keep going?”

“Rest first!” Beks said. “Gerard, keep up the wind barrier. Efran only took out a portion of the cliffside.”

“Yes, my lady!”

“My lady, the evacuees are almost inside the canyon!” One of the sentries ran to report to them.

“Where is my brother?”

“He is fighting further back, at the rear, but has instructed the sentries to follow the evacuees inside. He wants you to pull back, as well!”

Beks grit her teeth. She looked over her shoulder. The last two dozen or so people were shuffling into the mouth of the canyon pass. With them, a handful of guards were bringing up the rear in defensive stances.

“Let’s slowly step back! Gerard, keep up the attack! I will guide you back!” Beks shouted. She saw him nod. “Efran, let’s go!”

With the young man walking beside her, Beks took careful steps back, making sure her feet were securely planted on the ground before each step. She swept her foot back every so often to look for anything she could trip on.

In front of her, Gerard took small steps back, keeping the majority of his focus on his air biha. This slow, backwards process made the time walking back longer, but Beks didn’t want to risk turning her back on archers.

“Efran, tell the sentries to get the evacuees as far into the canyon as possible! We need a good deal of space to seal the canyon!” she said. “And get the other earth biha users in place!”

Efran nodded and ran towards the mouth of the canyon.

Fire dancing in the night caught the corner of her eye and she couldn’t help but look to the side. Sentry guards were running towards the mouth of the cave, shouting at each other to clear the area. Beks couldn’t see her brother amongst them.

She took a deep breath to calm her rapid heart. Even partially suppressed, her brother could hold his own. If he had sent the sentries back, it must’ve meant he was handling the remaining attackers himself.

“My lady, do we wait for Lord Deo?”

“We wait for him!” Beks said as they neared the entrance.

“Miss, please come inside!” Someone shouted.

“Not until I see my brother!” Beks shouted back. She had come this far to find him. She wasn’t going to leave without him.

“Miss, Lord Deo has told us to bring you inside.”

“I’ll go inside when he gets here!” Beks said behind gritted teeth. “Is everyone else inside?”

“Yes, Miss!”

“All the sentry guards, too?”

“Yes!”

Beks let out a low grumble and glanced back down the path. The fire flashing in the dark had disappeared. Her heart almost stopped. “Brother?”

“Get in the canyon!” An urgent voice shouted from the darkness and Beks squinted.

“Brother Deo?”

“What are you doing? Get inside!” The faint shape of her brother could be seen running towards them.

“Gerard, let’s go!” Beks stopped transferring biha and pulled him back. Gerard lowered his arms and quickened his step, but didn’t turn around. He kept his eyes on the cliffs across from them and the hazy glow of fire beneath.

Deo shouted for the lingering sentries to get inside. “Brekram is coming from of the forest below, up the hillside to where the village is. I toppled some trees and set them on fire to barricade the road, but that’s not going to hold them.”

“We need to seal the canyon entrance,” Beks said as she swept past him. Her eyes were fixed on the small group of earth biha users waiting around a lantern. She looked at her brother. “Can you give us some light on either side of the walls?”

“Yes, how much do you need?”

“Enough to take aim,” Beks said. She squinted, trying to assess how far back they needed to go to avoid any falling rock. “Gerard! Same procedure as when we were widening the canyon. Use your air biha to keep dust and light debris away when the walls come down.”

Gerard hit his fist to his chest to confirm that he understood.

“Earth biha users, line up!” Beks said. She counted her steps, a good seventy steps away from the entrance of the canyon. She turned around and looked up, pointing her hands up to the sheer cliffs on either side of the entrance. “Brother. There and there!”

Deo created two identical fireballs in each hand and then threw them in the direction Beks pointed. Before they went out, they seemed to float in place and then expand into long, fiery pillars that cast light on the walls.

Gerard let out a low whistle. “And this is what he can do suppressed....”

Beks filled the earth biha users’ wells. “Just like what we did the last few days. Aim for the top corners and let the rock come down to barricade the opening. We won’t push it out, just let it pile up.”

They nodded and split into threes. The practice the last few days widening the pass paid off. They were exact in their targets and the combined biha of three people was enough to crack the walls and send chunks of it tumbling down.

Gerard’s air biha pushed the dust back so it didn’t bother them.

“Is that good enough, Miss?” Efran asked.

Beks narrowed her eyes. The wall of tumbled rocks wasn't nearly as high as she’d like. It could be climbed over. It was time consuming, but it was an easy thing to do.

“No,” she said. She turned to face them. “We’ll go in further and repeat, pushing the fallen rock back as high as they’ll go. When we’re a third of the way through, my brother will heat this portion of the canyon as a precaution to buy us time.”

Several heads bobbed up and down in acceptance.

“At the halfway point, I suggest piling another wall,” Deo said. “After that, we should be fine. Brekram and Salgul want the pass. They can have it when we’re gone.”

“Understood.” Beks looked at the biha users with her and gave them hopeful smiles. “Let’s continue. We have a long night ahead of us.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

After refilling the tapped biha wells of the earth biha users, she personally sent them each back to their family, praising them for their hard work and hoping that they will continue to practice when they could and improve. She then told them to take a well-deserved rest while they could.

She herself didn’t take her own instruction. She wandered away from her brother clutching some papers.

Beks reviewed the list of groups, walking along the rows of evacuees waiting to leave once more with Efran and Amir. With each group, she had the leader confirm that all members of their party were present.

For the family groups that had elderly or heavily injured individuals who wished to be left behind for fear of holding back their families were in tears, thanking her for forcing those relatives to come. Beks pushed their gratitude on to Elder Arash.

The check alone took until the afternoon. Even after the chaos of that night’s evacuation and attempted ambush, Beks kept going. Elder Arash didn’t want to give her another life energy transfer, as lack of actual rest was harmful to the body, but Beks insisted that it was the last time.

“If the Inheritor wishes, I can only comply,” Elder Arash told her with a small smile in her eyes.

“I’m not...all right, for now, I’ll accept it,” Beks said. She could deal with it after she reunited her family. There was a chance that Elder Arash, their council, and the rest of the Dranga people would change their mind by the time she saw them next, after all.

Once she finished her round of confirmation, she returned to the base of the pass exit, where the elders and her brother had remained with Gerard to discuss the evacuation route.

When Beks returned, hesitation and displeasure was still written all over Gerard’s face, making it clear that though he had agreed to lead the Dranga to the coastal drop off point and then to the island, he still wanted to stay with Beks as the guard assigned to her by his superior.

He could do nothing against Deo’s orders or Beks’ insistence.

“The light pearl only tells them that it’s time to return, but not how to get there. Aside from the rokhs and a boat, the only other way is through the Forbidden Valley and it’s too dangerous for a healthy and able individual,” Beks said as she took a seat on the rock her brother vacated for her. “What more all the small children, the elderly, and the sick and injured?”

“A boat is the best way to bring across large groups at a time,” Gerard agreed. “But what about the currents?”

“Currents?” Deo asked, looking at Beks.

“There are stele buried in the waters surrounding the island,” Beks said. “They change the currents, diverting entire ships around the island despite the ship’s sails and initial direction. We assumed this was a defensive measure. Since I drifted to the island by accident, I suspect that there is a specific break in the current barrier that acts as an entry point. Unfortunately, I have no idea where that is or how I even managed to get caught in it.”

“Are you sure it’s a break in the barrier, my lady?” Elder Arash said.

Beks furrowed her brows. “I can’t think of any other reason. I hadn’t done anything. I couldn’t steer the overturned carriage.”

Elder Arash had a thoughtful look, but nodded.

Deo looked around the group. “Beks and I have to continue into the High Desert to find our father. Gerard will be your guide going forward.”

The Elders nodded and Gerard took a deep breath, but bowed his head.

“Gerard, my brother will need the horse you were riding,” Beks said. “Sandra has some of my gold. Buy another two horses for you two for the journey.”

“Yes, my lady.” He bowed his head and turned around. The elders began to disperse to return to their families and spread the plan.

As they were left alone, watching them leave, Deo lowered his voice as he kept gazing out at the encampment of people before them. “I told them that our identities must not spread. I’m a local lord and you’re a distant relation.”

“Yes, we’re the Snowies.”

“That’s a good alias.”

“I know.”

From the crowds, a blond man in a stained and wrinkled royal guard uniform merged and walked towards them. Deo let out a heavy breath.

“Lloyd’s been with me and fought beside me since the assassination attempt past the border,” he said with some helplessness in his voice. “He’s depended on me for survival until now and stayed by my side. I don’t think he’ll be convinced to follow the Dranga so easily.”

“My lord, are you really going?” Lloyd appeared disappointed as he approached the siblings.

Deo gave him a small nod of his head. “I must. We need to find my father.”

Lloyd looked down and furrowed his brows. “I’ve been with you since the border.”

“I know, Lloyd. From the start, you’ve proven yourself a good, dutiful guard. It isn’t a mistake that you became a royal guard,” Deo told him. Lloyd looked up with red eyes.

“Thank you, my lord. That means very much to me.”

Deo nodded. “I know you don’t want to part, but-”

“I will miss traveling and fighting by your side, my lord. I hope your journey with Lady Rebecca is smooth and successful.”

The words were like ice water thrown in Deo’s face. Beks turned her head to the side and shot her hand to her mouth to try to muffle her chortle, only to hear her brother’s sharp “Don’t laugh.”

She bit her lips. “Sorry.”

Deo took a deep breath and squinted his eyes at Lloyd. “Are you going to follow the Dranga?”

“Yes, my lord. At this point, I can’t go back to my post in Kadmium,” Lloyd said in a humbled voice. He knit his brows together. “As you said, they have likely noticed that I’m missing and if I’m seen, then I could put you, and Lady Rebecca, in trouble. The best choice is to follow Lt. Commander Gerard and the Dranga to the island.”

That was Deo’s plan, but Beks could see some irritation in her brother’s face when he was the one who was being left behind instead.

Deo kept his composure otherwise and gave Lloyd a regal nod of his head. “Then, you should listen to Lt. Commander Gerard. Make sure to stay as anonymous as possible. Limit any attention you get.”

Lloyd nodded. “I will change my clothes and join one of the elder’s families as an evacuee.”

“It goes without saying that you are not to speak of our involvement,” Beks said as she remained seated. Lloyd bowed his head to her.

“Yes, my lady.”

She gave him a nod. Deo crossed his arms over his chest. “Then, save travels. Help the Dranga out well, as they’ve sheltered us since our arrival.”

“Yes, my lord.” Lloyd knelt down and bowed his head, pressing his fist against his chest. “I will take my leave.”

He looked up, saluted them once more, and turned to leave.

Beks drew her lips into a tight smile. “Convincing him was difficult.”

“Don’t.” Deo shot her an annoyed look.

Gerard arrived shortly after with two horses in tow. They’d been caught by the Dranga warriors and then put in the care of a family familiar with livestock while the evacuation happened. Gerard had a satchel usually attached to the saddle slung across his shoulder.

“My lady, my lord.” He presented the reins to them.

“Gerard, thank you for your protection, support, and guidance,” Beks said as she rose to her feet. “I wouldn’t have made it here safely, and found my brother, without you.”

Gerard bowed his head. “It is what I came to do, my lady.”

“I know you will do well in leading these people back. I will see you and Sandra when I return to the island. Tell her not to be upset that I didn’t follow,” Beks told him.

Gerard gave her a wry smile, as if knowing what he’d face when he returned, and his wife found that he didn’t bring Beks with him. “Is there anything you wish me to tell the Battalion Commander, or Prince Lucian, when we return?”

“Just to ensure the settlement of these people and see if they notice any more groups arriving,” Beks said as she narrowed her eyes. “The Dranga weren’t the only group who fled.”

Gerard nodded and paused. His eyes crinkled up. “But...is there anything else?”

Beks furrowed her brows. “That I hope they are eating well and safe?”

Gerard pursed his lips. “Do you perhaps miss anyone?”

Beks perked up. “Of course! I can’t believe I forgot.” She moved her hand over her chest. “Tell Snowflake I miss him.”

Deo’s lips twitched as he tried to contain his laugh. Defeat filled Gerard’s face as he bowed his head and let out a heavy sigh. “Yes, my lady.”

Beks took the reins from his hand. “And tell Laz and Lucian, I miss them, too. It was strange the first few nights in an inn without them.”

Gerard’s face lit up and he nodded. “I will relay the message well, my lady!”

Deo took the remaining reins from Gerard with a frown. “You make take your leave, Gerard.”

He bowed his head and pressed his first over his chest. “May the road bring you only peace.”

“And may we bring peace back to you,” Deo and Beks chorused.

Gerard turned around. He was to lead the way and thus had to walk to the front of the group.

Deo looked at his sister. “Are you ready?”

She walked to the side of her horse and grabbed the saddle, one foot in the stirrup, before pulling herself up and easily getting on. “Let’s go. Daddy’s waiting.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“So, because the script on the exile marking is tied to the barrier stele around Kadmus, changing it like they did the suppression marking could cause a backlash?” Beks asked.

Deo nodded. “It could trigger effects similar to crossing the barrier, so we didn’t want to risk it. Besides, we can always go around the territory.”

Beks nodded as she and her brother rode their horses in the dark, with only one of their two lanterns lit to guide the way. When the sun rose, the temperatures could cause heat stroke, so they would need to find a place to rest during the peak hours. “How did they know that changing the suppression marking would allow you to use biha.”

“Their oral history recalls it. They knew I could use some fire biha, even with the marking, so it was clear that the suppression marking didn’t completely seal my biha,” Deo replied. “Since the marking isn’t tied to anything, there was little chance of a backlash. Some of the elders recognized the script and thought that by skewing some of the markings, it would negate, or at least make the marking as effective.”

“It’s strange that they have so many biha users born into their group, but they’re not very strong.”

“They don’t have the foundation building we have in Sagittate. It may have been lost during their migration and settlement of Giant’s Ridge,” Deo said. He looked at her arm. “Tell me again how you got rid of your marking.”

“During my biha explosion, I was in a bihar-rich pool. Lucian believes that coupled with the explosion, my marking was removed,” Beks said. “I didn’t notice at first.”

“That’s why you were able to travel through Kadmus to arrive faster,” Deo told her. She nodded.

“The meeting point should be outside of Kadmus territory,” Beks said. “As long as we find Daddy within the month, we can return.”

“I’m eager to find the rest of the family, too, but why are we aiming for a month?”

“Lucian’s light biha disguise on my to change my eye and hair color may fade within two months of application,” she said. “We actually don’t know how long it will last, but two to three months is considered safe.”

Deo studied her hair. “This is the first time I’ve heard, let alone seen, such a thing.”

“He figured it out with a senior student while at the Great Temple,” Beks replied. “When the other student told their instructors, she disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“Lucian said they came in and took her. He never saw her again. No one came after him, so he thinks that his senior never told them that he had been experimenting with it, too. Since then, he hasn’t shown or told anyone else.”

Deo frowned. “Anything that goes against the teachings or can undermine the power of the Temple is stopped as soon as it’s identified, or worse, taken away to be studied and exploited. It’s good that the Third Prince wasn’t caught.”

Beks nodded. “I don’t know how the Queen could send them away after Uncle Timur died.”

Deo was quiet for a moment. They rode in silence for a while before Deo spoke up again. “What did you mean by missing the Second and Third Prince?”

Beks slowly turned her head towards him with crinkled eyes. “We’ve been traveling for two days already and you’re just bringing that up?”

“I didn’t want to bring it up immediately.”

“Was it lingering in your mind?”

“Do you miss them as your childhood playmates?”

“I’ve always missed them as childhood friends. You know there weren’t others, except Luther, my age, at the palace. They were my only friends and suddenly, they were gone. Uncle Timur died, the twins left, and I was left with Luther, whose father almost prohibited us from playing together,” Beks said with a hint of irritation. She felt that she’d never done anything to deserve such treatment. It wasn’t as if she put Luther in dangerous situations or was a negative influence.

With her diligence and studiousness, the Third Consort should’ve encouraged friendship so that his son would study.

“What about now, as adults?”

Beks let out a heavy breath. “Before Brother Laurence lost consciousness, that night we got back from the Inundation Blessing, Lady Eleanor told me that Laurence wanted to not only break the engagement between me and Luther, but engaged me to the Second or Third Prince instead.”

Deo rolled his eyes. “Can he not govern without your guidance? Does he need to keep you at the palace, even after the engagement is broken?”

“I’m sure he can, but he wanted to keep me in an advisor role. Marrying me to the Second or Third Prince would solidify my position,” Beks replied.

“What do you think about it? Marriage to one of the twins?” Deo seemed to study her face carefully, as if to see if she would tell the truth.

“I’m fine with it,” Beks said. “Not only will I not have wasted twenty years of my life preparing for the role, but I am closer to Laz and Lucian than I am to Luther. And they’re very good to me, Brother. I told you that as soon as they found out I was also on the island, they came to find me. Lucian pulled me out of the pool after my biha explosion and Laz has been feeding me.”

Laz had been feeding all of them.

Deo clenched his jaw. “It’s not that I don’t want you to marry them. I have nothing against the Second or the Third Prince. In fact, I’ve heard good things about them. Our parents and I have even considered it better to marry one of them instead of the Fourth Prince before, as you were closer to them when you were a child.”

Beks raised a brow. “Then why do you sound against an engagement to a different prince?”

He gave her a helpless look. “Because I thought you would come home.”

Her shoulders slumped down as the disappointment in her brother’s voice reached her. She was so focused on herself and the kingdom, that she forgot that her family likely wanted her to return to Sagittate so they could be together.

Aside from the few weeks they lived at the Old Tower before exile, Beks had never lived with the four of them.

Her father had been excited to plan a tour around Kadmus as a family. After Laurence was back on the throne, he likely hoped that they could proceed with the tour.

Beks lowered her eyes, her hands tightening around the reins. “With Brother Laurence as king, I won’t be prohibited from leaving the capital any more. I can visit Sagittate.”

Her brother gave her a wry smile. “Visit. Not returning home. It’s not the same.”

“Even if I returned after this, would it really be permanent?” Beks said. It surprised her a bit that even knowing that she was leaving the palace and everything she’d spent a lifetime preparing for, Sagittate wasn’t where she saw herself spending the rest of her life.

Deo furrowed his brows and cocked his head to the side. “Were you considering returning to Kadmium?”

She looked ahead of her and was quiet. When she considered other places to go, there were plenty, but she found herself thinking about the capital. Not only had it been her home for two decades, but outside of the palace, she had things to do there.

“The late Queen had set up multiple charities and programs unaffiliated with the royal family. She used to take me out of the palace to check on them. After she passed, responsibility fell into my hands. Before Luther’s coronation, I tried to prepare for the worst possible situation knowing I was going to end the engagement. The charities are still running and are waiting for me to return.”

Deo gave her a curious look. “I didn’t know she took you out of the palace.”

“Not many people knew,” Beks said. “Even Laurence, the twins, and Luther didn’t know.”

“Can’t you run the charities and programs from Sagittate?”

“I think the better question to consider is what can I do in Sagittate that will make a significant impact?” Beks asked, looking over at him. “You are the heir. Our extended family is capable. The duchy is run very well with little to no major crisis.” She let out a tired breath. “I’m not needed there, but I am needed in Kadmium.”

“What about us?” Deo asked with a slight frown. “Your family. Do we not deserve your time?”

Beks gave him a weak smile. “More than anyone else. But it’s too late for me, Brother. For years, I put the kingdom first and I will continue to do so. I swore to the late Queen I would and I can’t just abandon it. Not to Luther and his father. Not to my neglect.”

Deo’s lips tightened into a line. “The best place for you to be is Kadmium, then.”

“I’m no longer trapped there,” Beks said with a smile. “I can go back to the duchy at any time.”

“You’re going to have to tell our parents. Daddy is the one who was looking most forward to you coming home. He’ll be disappointed to find out it’s only temporary.”

“Do you think he and Mommy will be against an engagement with one of the twins?” Beks asked.

“Not against, but once more, disappointed. If they had to choose between your marrying into Kadmium and returning to the duchy, they would obviously want you to return. They wouldn’t force you to marry, either. Allowing to be politically engaged once was enough.”

Beks smiled. “I appreciate their leniency.”

“Sagittate doesn’t have a tradition of arranging marriages.”

“Is that why you’re not yet married?”

Deo scowled and shot her an annoyed look. “If you must know, I haven’t had time. Most of the people I spend a lot of time with, outside the castle that is, are people I work with in the military. That is not to say that I’m unknown outside of it. I’m popular.”

“People who say they are popular usually are not as popular as they think,” Beks said. Deo squinted his eyes at her. “I heard the maids saying that before.”

Deo let out an indignant snort. “I can look into finding a wife after we get Laurence back on the throne.”

“He’s awake and now moving and speaking, by the way,” Beks said.

Deo furrowed his brow and looked at her. “How did you know?”

“I smuggled an urapearl with me when we left. When I got back on the mainland, I was able to contact the people that took him out of the city and brought him to Sagittate. They reported that he’d woken up, but the period of time where he was unconscious and wasting away did have negative effects on his body.”

Deo frowned. “They’re not long lasting, are they?”

“No, it doesn’t seem like he has serious injuries. He just needs more time to recover and get his strength back,” Beks replied. “By the time we see him, he may still be a bit weak, but he should be well enough to travel.”

“Good. Who else have you been able to contact?”

She’d only been in contact with Nexus, but she didn’t need to give her brother the details. “The charities. I can’t access my money in the Kadmium Central Bank, but as my beneficiary, the charities should be able to get it.”

“Have you tried to contact Sagittate?”

“I only have your and Daddy’s urapearls. Who is going to answer them if you two are both exiled?” She had tried, but no one answered, as expected.

“Daddy’s urapearl is in his study, and Uncle Erik or Uncle Harald will go in to do work on occasion. I’m sure they’ll go in more often while our father is out. Keep trying.”

Beks nodded. “When we stop for the day, we’ll try again.”

Deo looked out ahead of them. “We should start looking for a place to pass the day. I don’t want to wait until dawn and get caught out during the peak heat period.”

“We don’t have much water left, as is,” Beks said, reaching to her side at the water skin strapped across her body.

“There should be a caravan stop soon,” Deo told her. “We’ll take the chance to ask around to see if anyone has seen our father.”

“You ask around. I’ll read,”

Knowing what she meant by that, Deo nodded and glanced over. “Have you found anything about the Inheritors the elder was talking about?”

“I have, but it’s all been in terms of governing, such as what they do on the island. There isn’t much about their biha or spirit core usage. I haven’t found anything confirming that an Inheritor has both, either.”

“She wouldn’t have mentioned it if she didn’t think it was important or relevant,” Deo told her. “Perhaps having both wasn’t as important as their role in Gurani.”

“She said having both was a defining feature of an Inheritor, so it must have some importance.”

“Do you think you’re an Inheritor?”

“I haven’t found any records that can verify such a claim.” It was asking a lot for her to believe such a far-fetched thing. “If they’re asking for geopolitical assistance in order to give the island legal status and protect it from territorial dispute, I can arrange that with Brother Laurence, but to govern the island? What qualification would I have?”

Deo turned to look at her with a dumbfounded look on his face. “Twenty years of training and you’re saying you can’t govern a small territory?”

“My noble title is an honorary one as the daughter of a Duke,” Beks replied.

“Then have the king give you a title and territory.” Deo sounded as if it were as simple as asking a small favor.

Beks let out a scoff and gave him a sidelong glance. “Do you think the king can just give me a title and territory because I asked?”

“No, but he’ll give it to you because you rediscovered the island and directed a group of people to repopulate it, as well as decided to use it as a launching point to retake Kadmus from your idiot former fiancé,” Deo replied. “And that’s not taking into consideration Dranga’s belief that you’re an Inheritor; a class of biha well and spirit core welding individuals who have historically governed Gurani.”

“In accordance with their oral history. Again, I haven’t found anything relating to it verifying their claims.”

Deo tilted his head back and groaned. “Why are you so against it? Do you know how many people who give up everything for such an opportunity?”

“Plenty,” she said with a dull look. “But running a territory while in an advisor role....”

“All right, perhaps this is something that you should think about seriously. The role carries a great deal of responsibility, and considering what Laurence needs of you, it may be too much work. Or at least a needless addition to what you’d have to do.” Her brother at least understood that much. “However, don’t completely push it aside and refuse to consider it. There may be a reason why you ended up on that island despite the diverting currents around it.”

Beks gave him a deadpan look. “Are you going to tell me it’s my destiny?”

Deo snorted and shook his head. He looked ahead of them. “Destiny is a heavy word. I won’t throw something else at you considering that you are the daughter with dawn in her hair, which had already placed a burden on you as a child that no child should have had to carry.”

“Also keep in mind that if I am given a title and territory, I cannot return to Sagittate as often.”

Deo went quiet. His lips tugged down into a frown. “On second thought, it’s just too much for one person.”

Beks let out a laugh and shook her head. “We will deal with it when the time comes. Right now, let’s just focus at the task at hand.”

“Yes, and that’s to find that caravan stop....” Deo frowned. “We may need to wait until dawn....”

“Should we stop now and wait?”

Deo pursed his lips and nodded. “Yes, let’s do that. Caravan stops precisely one night’s travel from each other, but that’s based on the average speed of a caravan with people on foot and heavy wagons. We’re faster on horses. It’ll be trouble if we passed one in the dark.”

“Shouldn’t we see lights if we got close enough? That’s how we saw the last one.”

“They may be too far from the main road or hidden against rocky outcroppings to further shield them from the sun. We can’t always depend on a lantern light,” Deo replied. “The same thing happens with the outposts on the way to the Northern Pass. It’s better to stop and wait for light instead of passing it.”

He led Beks off the main road and they rested for a bit. As soon as the first signs of light illuminated the horizon, Deo was able to spot the caravan stop. Beks was relieved; they could get water.

It took until midmorning to reach the caravan stop. A few other groups were arriving to spend the day in its shelter, but there was plenty of room for everyone, including room in the stables for their horses. Deo and Beks paid for a private family room. Once they brought their personal items into the room, Deo clapped his hands together.

“First thing first,” he said. He looked at his sister and Beks looked at him. The two nodded at the same time as they spoke. “Let’s eat.”

Caravan stops were like modest fortresses and there were separate buildings for people to sleep and rest, and a canteen of sorts for people to eat. Food was a separate cost and more expensive than in a village, but that was mainly because supplies had to be brought in from elsewhere.

There wasn’t a line when they reached the building. They each picked up a wooden tray and a round plate by the door. They then went down a counter with different pots and pans with a simple selection of food they could scoop on to their tray. When they were done, their trays were weighed along with two jugs of water. The total came out as the same cost of a modest meal in the edges of Kadmium, which wasn’t expensive, but Beks did have cost in mind when she scooped up food.

She only had so much money left with her, and they had yet to find her father.

She followed Deo to sit at a table with long wooden benches on either side. The seating was shared, so the siblings sat across from each other at the very edge. As they began to eat, Deo chatted up the people around them.

A casual greeting, asking what wares they sold under the assumption that their well-dressed, but travel worn neighbors were merchants, and then shared the ‘news he heard’ about the east pass to the Giant’s Ridge having had a landslide that sealed the pass.

Her brother talked to make others comfortable and coax out information as news.

As she took a sip from the water jug, she heard her brother ask a more direct question.

“We’re looking for a man with graying reddish hair, not too short and a bit wavy, and gray eyes. He’s rather pale in complexion, but as he’s been out for so long his skin may have reddened. He’s been out wandering for some time now and we’re trying to bring him news from the family.” Deo let out a heavy sigh, as if finding that man was a thankless task they’ve been given.

“I haven’t seen such a man. Is he a trader?” the middle-aged merchant asked from her brother’s left.

Deo let out a scoff. “I don’t believe he has an actual occupation. He’s simply been wandering around; claiming that he wants to see where life takes him.”

Several older people around the table let out sympathetic sighs and began rambling about members of their own family who were seemingly unwilling to settle down.

“If he’s wandering in the High Desert, there isn’t much for him to do. I can only think of being a sword for hire and escorting caravans or guarding posts,” one man told Deo. “Can the man fight?”

Beks almost wanted to scoff. Could her father fight? Did the sun rise in the east?

“Yes, he’s a very good fighter,” Deo replied.

Suddenly, a man at the far end of the table sat up straight. He leaned forward and looked as if he had a good idea. “Have you checked the stadium on the border canyon? Many people fight in their daily tournaments for money. If he’s trying to get by and needs some quick coin, as long as he’s a good fighter, he can make a decent amount.”

Beks raised her head. She looked across from her brother, who tilted his head to the side and seemed to consider this. “We haven’t reached the border canyon yet....How far is it from here?”

“If you continue down the path, it’s another three nights,” one man said.

“And you will need to pay an entry fee into the stadium outside of placing any bets,” another told them.

“Even if we just want to watch?”

“Viewing fee,” the man who told them about it said with a helpless shrug. “You can’t blame them. It’s difficult enough to make a living in the desert.”

Deo glanced at his sister, who gave him a subtle nod. Deo turned back to the men and gave them a winning smile. “We’ll go and take a look. Maybe with any luck, we’ll find him!”

The men wished them both good luck and once they were finished, she and Deo returned to their room. It was sized for a family, so there were multiple beds and bunk beds. Deo paid extra to ensure they had a room to themselves for Beks’ privacy.

“Do you think Daddy could be at the stadium?” Beks asked as she sat on the edge of one of the lower bunk beds and furrowed her brows.

“The stadium must have a town around it or nearby for its workers and guests,” Deo said as he paced the narrow room. “And it’s a sedentary place where he can wait for us, and get a job so he can eat, drink, and have shelter.”

Beks frowned a bit. “But do you think that Daddy’s fighting in the stadium?”

Deo let out a chortle and shook his head before giving her a sarcastic smile. “He is in his fifties. He’s old enough to know his limits.”

“He’s not that old.”

“But he should know better than to enter a ring at his age,” Deo told her. “If anything, he may be working as a guard at the stadium. If there is betting involved, chances are there must be security to have order and to protect the property.”

Beks nodded. “That’s true.”

“All right, get some rest,” Deo said. “We’ll leave at dusk.”

She let out a tired breath and nodded. They’d only been traveling at night for three nights now and she still wasn’t in the habit of sleeping when it was light out. The sleeping quarters in the caravan stop didn’t have large windows, only narrow strips to let in air.

She lay in bed with a strip of cloth covering her eyes as she read through the tablets. She didn’t know when she fell asleep, but Deo had to wake her before dusk to leave.

The frustrating part was when they got to the stadium, the heat wasn’t so terrible that they couldn’t travel during the day, just during a few peak hours of heat.

That didn’t stop Deo from covering her with a thin sheet he bought at the last caravan stop so they could make it to the stadium at the border within two nights and a half day. The closer they got, the more people were on the road, as the border canyon was at the crux of multiple roads.

“It’s surprisingly cooler here than I expected when it’s still daylight,” Beks said from between a part in the sheet. Her veil was also down as an added layer against the sun.

“That’s because we’re in the shadow of the canyon walls now,” Deo said. He squinted as he looked at the massive stone building that was partially nestled against the canyon wall. “I didn’t expect it to be so big.”

“I’m sure the people traveling through need a source of entertainment.”

Deo looked over at her and grinned. “Shall we place a bet?”

“We’re here to look for Daddy,” she replied in a droll voice.

“It wouldn’t hurt to look. Besides, if we win, we’ll have some more money for the journey,” he told her.

Beks rolled her eyes under the veil. “And if we lose?”

“All right, all right. No betting,” Deo said. “But I do want to see who the fighters are.”

She could allow him that much. Besides, if they were near the area where bets were placed, then there was bound to be security. It would give them a chance to look for their father. Perhaps someone had seen him.

They placed their horses in a corral with a large canopy over it to give the animals shade. It cost a few coins and Beks carefully separated some money to pay.

“And how much is it to enter the stadium?” she asked the person tending to the horses.

“Five copper coins a person.”

“That’s not bad,” Beks said.

“Per entry.”

“Per entry?” Beks looked up. She made a face. “Then if we leave, if we want to enter again, we need to pay again?”

“Yes. And you are only paying for entry. If you want a seat, it’s extra.”

Beks stared at him for a moment. It was clear where this was going. “Then, the better the seat, the more it costs?”

“Yes. Pay and they will give you a ticket to get into a reserved section.”

“What about the non-reserved section?” Deo asked.

“At the very top...and I don’t advise you to go there,” the man said with a small shake of his head. “Gamblers who don’t do too well tend to stay there and it can get rowdy.”

Deo pursed his lips. He grasped the man’s hand and pressed another two coins in his palm. “Thank you for the tip.” He looked at Beks and motioned for her to follow him. “Stay close.”

She nodded and followed him to what was a ticket booth. There was a map burned into a piece of hide showing the various seating sections of the stadium. Deo wanted to sit in the most expensive seats, which were closest to the fighting ring. Beks refused to spend that much money.

In the end, they agreed to pay for a midtier area. Once they paid, they went to the betting hall. As expected, there were many large men standing stiffly at posts around the area, their eyes scanning the crowd of boisterous people for any trouble makers. None of those men were her father.

Beks couldn’t help but be disappointed. She hooked her arm on to her brothers in order not to be separated as they walked through. There were plenty of people placing bets, men and women, and young adults to the elderly. The hall was filled with noise from people who won, people who lost, and people who were just shouting to be heard over the cacophony.

Deo looked around. “We should ask a guard if they’d seen our father.”

Beks nodded, prepared to be pulled along to the nearest guard who wasn’t too close to the crowd, when her eyes caught what appeared to be a wooden leaderboard. Names, or rather fighter aliases, were on wooden planks and hung on hooks along with their wins, losses, ties, and the related odds. It also included their affiliation.

There were different fighting clubs and the person at the top belonged to the stadium’s fighting club. Did that mean they were employees?

She sucked in a sharp breath and stopped in her spot. She tugged her brother’s arm to make him stop. He looked over his shoulder and gave her a confused look. Before he could open his mouth and ask what was wrong, she narrowed her eyes.

“Look at the board.”

“What?” Deo followed her gaze and repeated her sharp breath. The name on the wooden top most plank with twenty consecutive wins, zero losses, and a single tie was Duke of the North.

“It could be a coincidence, right?” Beks asked, more to try to get an affirmative answer than a real one.

“There are other dukes...in other places...of the north....” Deo didn’t sound convinced himself. He shook his head out of his stupor and pulled her to an attendant. “Excuse me, when is the Duke of the North’s next fight?”

The uniformed attendant checked a booklet in his hand and his eyes widened. “His is the next fight. You’re in luck. He only has one fight today. You better get to your seats now before it starts.”

The two exchanged looks and followed the signs to the stadium floor.

“We should’ve asked him how the Duke of the North looked,” Beks said as they quickened their speed through a tunnel. They could see the light at the end up ahead, and beyond it, the large gravel fighting ring.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Deo said as they emerged. They looked around and Deo showed an attendant their seat tickets. The two were directed to a roped off section where they had to show their tickets again before being seated. They sat as close to the ring as they could within their section.

Heavy drums filled the stadium as the current match below ended. All around them, people were yelling, either exclaiming that they won or lamenting their loss. Beks craned her neck. The two men fighting, or rather the one knocked out on the ground and the man struggling to remain standing after the fight, weren’t her father.

Stadium attendants rushed into the fighting ring to retrieve the unconscious man and escort the winner out. The gravel was then combed over with large rakes by six men to make the ground even.

Deo looked around and frowned. “Looks like a lot of people are interested in the next fight. The upper level is practically full.”

Beks looked up. “The leader board did have the Duke of the North at the top. Everyone wants to see the top fighter.”

“Who is he fighting against?”

“The Scorching Snake,” Beks said. She cringed. “That’s a strange name for a fighter.”

The drums were hit and then trumpets seemed to blare from all around them. A man in a uniform stepped out to the center of the ring. He took a deep breath, faced their side of the stadium, and announced the next fighters.

“The challenger, from the Dunes Fight Club, with thirty stadium wins, veteran fighter, Scorching Snake!” Beks raised her hands to clap, if only to be polite, when she heard booing coming from the stadium.

Deo’s brows rose. “It looks like he’s not a favorite.” He cupped his hands together around his mouth and also let out a ‘boo’ as a towering man with long dark hair in loose pants and stained shirt walked into the ring from one side of the stadium. He raised his arms in the air, yelling something at the crowd to rile them up further.

As the crowds settled down, the announcer took another deep breath.

“And coming in today for what may be his twenty-first consecutive win, the Stadium Fight Club favorite, the Duke of the North!” The crowds erupted with cheers, making Beks jump in her seat. She looked around, calmly clapping.

She held her breath as the doors to the opposite side of the stadium opened and a tall man stepped out, beaming a brilliant smile at the audience as he raised an arm and waved. His clothes looked simple, but were clean, and appeared to be pressed. His thick dark red hair had some gray.

“Thank you! Thank you!” The man’s booming, jovial, and painfully familiar voice greeted the crowd. “It’s good to see you all again!” He laughed as the crowds only screamed louder for him.

Beks and Deo sat in their seats with their jaws open and no noises coming out.

“Brother.”

“Yes?”

“How old did you say Daddy is again?” Beks said as her voice tightened.

Deo swallowed hard. “Fifty-eight.”

Beks drew her trembling lips inward and bit them. She took a deep breath. “Then explain to me.  Why is our fifty-eight-year-old father in a fight club?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 33 - They Existed and Weren't an Elaborate Lie


                Robert of Caroline tossed his head back with a laugh as he continued to wave at his adoring fans.  All around them, people were calling out ‘Duke of the North’, cheering for him to win again, and in some cases, screaming that they loved him.

Beks and Deo sank in their seats, trying to minimize their presence as if the greatest shame would be to be discovered as the children of the Duke of the North.

“How did it even come to this....?” Beks whispered under her breath.  Aside from the direct and certain physical danger, they were exiles who were supposed to be killed, but managed to escape.  They didn’t know if the people who sent those paladins to assassinate them would try to finish the job.

Wasn’t standing out like this calling for attention?

Beside her, her brother frowned.  He looked around at the excitable crowd around them.  The crowds were dying down as the fighters took their positions.  One empty seat down from Deo was a man about his age and Deo leaned closer.

“How long has the Duke of the North been a fighter here?” he asked.

The man raised a brow and looked Deo up and down to assess him.  He let out a low huff and sneered.  “First time?”

“We’re just passing through,” Deo replied, nonchalant.  “It’s the first time I saw a crowd cheer like this for a fighter.”

“The Duke of the North started several weeks ago as a substitute,” an older man replied from behind them.  Deo turned around and furrowed his brows.

“A substitute fighter?”

“Apparently, the top fighter scheduled to fight that day didn’t show up.”  The man leaned forward and lowered his voice.  “I heard he got into trouble with some debt and couldn’t pay, so the lenders went after him.”

Deo drew his head back.  “All right...but how did an old man become a substitute?” he asked, motioning down to the field.

“He’s not old!” a middle-aged woman told him with an abrupt voice.  “Don’t look at his graying hair!  He’s fitter than men half his age!”

Beks rolled her eyes.  Just because her father was healthy didn’t mean he should be fighting.

“What type of fight is this, anyway?” Beks asked from behind her veil.  “Fisticuffs? Sword?  Do they pick their own weapons?”

“It seems like too large of a venue for going at it barehanded,” Deo said, craning his neck.  “Though the last fight was barehanded.”

“The arena below will be made smaller in a bit, now that the fighters are introduced,” the man told them.  He looked past them and pointed with his chin.  “There.  The barriers are coming out.”

Both Beks and Deo looked back towards the fighting ring.  From its size, different types of events could be held inside, but as they watched, wooden planks were carried out from beneath the stadium and arranged form an octagon just a quarter of the size over the total space.

From the fighters standing within, the octagon walls reached their hips with wooden pillars placed in slots in the ground to both keep the plank walls up, as well as hold up a netting from the fighters’ hip level to past their heads.  It would make the fight easily viewed by the spectators.

A stand was pushed closer to the octagon and there, the announcer stood.

“Why didn’t the previous fight take place inside the smaller ring?” Beks asked.

“You really are new here,” the man next to her brother retorted with disdain.  “The Duke of the North is the top fighter and only the top fighters can fight in the octagon.  All lower ranked fighters must prove themselves in the main ring first.”

“Then, matches are set by elimination,” Deo said.

“It takes three days for low level fighters to go through the rankings, but most don’t make it past the second day.  The second- and third-day’s fighters tend to be within the top twenty on the ranking board,” the old man told them.  “The final match of the third day is between the reigning champion, the Duke of the North, and the highest ranked winner from yesterday’s match, the Scorching Snake.”

“Who has been on the leaderboard longer?” Deo asked.

“The Scorching Snake.  He has a bone to pick with the Duke,” the middle-aged woman answered with an indignant huff.  “When the previous top fighter didn’t show up, the Scorching Snake should’ve been bumped up, but the stadium found a new fighter, the Duke.  Without fighting through the ranks, the Duke won and since then, the Scorching Snake hasn’t been able to surpass him.”

Despite the embarrassment, Beks was a bit proud that her father had managed to maintain his ranking.

“The stadium just needed someone to fight that day,” the older man said, more speaking out loud than actually informing them.  “No one thought he’d win. He hadn’t fought in any earlier match.  All the odds were against him.”

“Where did they find him?” Beks asked.

“He’s a security guard at the stadium.”

Beks drew her lips into a tight line.  That didn’t surprise her at all.  Beside her Deo ran a hand down his face.

“He just happened to fall into this is what they’re saying....” he said.

“I could understand fighting as a substitute once, but why is he stillfighting?  Surely by now, the ranks would be adjusted,” Beks replied as she furrowed her brows.  “Why let a substitute continue?”

“I love you, Your Grace!”

“Marry me!”

“I want to have your babies!”

Beks and Deo shuddered as their skin crawled.  The old man behind them laughed.  “A good looking, charismatic prize fighter like him?  Of course, because he’s popular!”

“Thank you for your love, but I’m married!” Their father shouted back into the crowds with a proud smile.

The middle-aged woman behind them lifted her hand to her chest and let out an envious, but disappointed sigh.  “Oh, to be that man’s wife....”

“Mommy would toss him into the sea and ask if he’d lost his mind....” Deo muttered.  Beks nodded in agreement.

“Another reason he’s famous is for bragging about his wife,” the man next to Deo said with a small scoff.  “I don’t expect him to be so loyal.  No one’s seen his wife.  I heard they’re separated.”

Beks and Deo both narrowed their eyes.  Before they could comment, the middle-aged woman shot him a glare.  “Just because you’re not able to honor your wife doesn’t mean the Duke can’t!  With women throwing themselves at him, he rejects each and every one and is never seen with a woman.”

“I was there when he launched into his speech about how beautiful his wife is.  Do you expect me to believe that such a beautiful woman exists?” the man demanded.  “He’s got to be lying!”’

Beks held back the urge to defend her mother and draw more attention.

“If you’ve never seen her, then I wouldn’t talk.”  Deo did not.  He sent the man a withering glare and Beks could feel the air around them heat up even more.  She tugged on his sleeve to calm him.

Drums sounded again, drawing their attention back to the arena floor and the octagon in the center.  The Scorching Snake had stripped to just his pants while their father kept his clothes on, though had removed his shoes, which seemed to be mandatory.  Both fighters had cloth strips wrapped around their hands and fists.

“How many times have they fought?” Beks asked. If they were the top two, they must’ve met in the ring multiple times already.

“This will be the fifth time the Scorching Snake has fought him,” the old man said with a click of his tongue and a shake of his head.  “I don’t know what he’s thinking.  He’s lost four times already.  Knocked out all four times.”

“Can you blame him?” someone else said.  “The prize money for winning a fight with the Duke of the North is more than most fighters make in their lifetime!”

“If he wins just once, I’ll be set for a lifetime, as well!”  Another man laughed, but people around him looked back and gave him a mocking look, as if telling him to continue to dream.

Beks turned her attention back to the arena floor.  She moved aside her veil to get a better view. The crowds became quiet as the announcer lifted up a yellow flag. A whistle sounded and the flag went down.

The Scorching Snake darted forward and ready for attack.  The Duke of the North stood in his spot, a playful smile on his face which would infuriate the opponent.  The Scorching Snake lifted his left arm and pulled back his right shoulder.  His first breezed past the Duke of the North’s face.

It wasn’t a big move on Robert’s side, just a partial step to avoid the hit.  He kept his body aligned with the Scorching Snake and finally lifted his arms in a defensive position.

“How long do these fights usually last?” Beks asked.  It wasn’t a fight to the death, so there was no need to act quick and precise to ensure a clean death.  This was entertainment.  They had to put on a show.

“Depending on the fighters, it can take some time, especially if no one gets a hit in.  Then it’s all just stamina.  Whoever lasts the longest wins,” the old man said with an annoyed look.  “Those are the most annoying ones.”

“The Duke of the North is fast in comparison.  I’d say his shortest match was less than a minute,” someone said with awe in their voice.

“Less than a minute?” Deo frowned.  He shook his head.  “What a waste of time.  There must be a minimum time, then.  Don’t tell me he can’t finish him off quickly.”

Just as he said it, their father threw a punch to his opponent’s head and then kicked him in the stomach.

The crowds let out a collective hiss as the Scorching Snake stumbled back.  His arms dropped for just a moment, which was enough for the Duke of the North to continue an onslaught of punches to the head and upper body, as well as a few kicks to the side.

Beks tilted her head as she watched her father step back when the Scorching Snake had tumbled to the ground.

“Why doesn’t he finish him when he’s down?” she asked out loud.

“When one fighter is down, the other is prohibited from continuing to attack him,” the old man behind them told her.  “If he stays down for ten counts, the fighter left standing wins.  You’ll often see a fighter on the ground to give themselves a rest, but still get back on their feet before the ten counts are over.”

Beks nodded.  Just as the old man said, before the ten counts the announcer was yelling out loud concluded, the Scorching Snake pushed himself up and got back on his feet.  The crowds booed him once more, clearly hoping he'd stay down.

“It wouldn’t be interesting if he stayed down so soon,” Beks said.

“Aren’t you usually one for efficiency?” Deo asked with a slight grin.  Beks kept her eyes on the match below.

“Efficiency in government work and battle is one thing, but for entertainment, I don’t want it to have to be over so soon.”

“You have a point, young lady.  It’s best to get our money’s worth!” Someone agreed with her.  Beks nodded once more.  Not only had they had to pay for entry as a viewing fee, but they had to pay extra for their seats.

They also weren’t so pressed for time that they needed to drag their father out of there the instant they saw him, either.  Outside of watching her father use his fire biha or sword when she was a child, she’d never seen her father fight barehanded.  He seemed very good at it, so he must’ve trained for some time.

She leaned towards Deo.  “Do they teach you this in the military?”

“Yes, basic training includes significant hand-to-hand combat both defense and offense, without a weapon.  Some people are very good at fisticuffs.  Some are better when a weapon becomes an extension of their body.”

“What about you?”

“Fire biha is my preferred weapon,” Deo replied.  “Though, I’m better with a sword than with my fists.  Not to say that I’m incompetent.”

Beks let out a curious hum and looked back to the ring.  Her father managed to step to the side just enough to miss the Scorching Snake’s punch, but was quick.  He grabbed his opponent’s wrist and elbow, and turned him to the side before pinning his arm behind his back.

Robert turned to face the audience and yelled.  “Shall we finish him?”

Deo let out a heavy breath and ran a hand down his face.  The crowds yelled, shouting for Robert to finish the match.

Robert seemed to bask in the energy of the audience before he twisted the Scorching Snake’s arm and lifted a leg to kick him forward.  As the Scorching Snake stumbled to a stop and managed to turn around, Robert’s foot slammed into his head, sending him flying backwards and on to the ground.

The crowds cheered.  The Scorching Snake did not get up.

Beside the octagon, the announcer began counting down from ten.  Soon the entire stadium echoed with numbers as they followed along.  Even Beks couldn’t help but be caught up in the moment.

“Three!  Two!  One!”

Drums were beaten and trumpets blared as the crowd erupted once more.  Their father threw his arms in the air and smiled as he turned to the audience to accept their cheering.

Beks smiled and clapped her hands, looking at Deo, who seemed to begrudgingly accept their father’s new identity as a prize fighter.

“Do you know if there is any way to meet the Duke of the North?” Deo asked the old man behind him.

The man grinned.  “Are you a fan now?”

“I wouldn’t admit that if he threatened to disown me....” Deo muttered.

Beks turned around.  “In the capital, athletes sometimes meet fans after the games are over.  They will sell cards and sign them for extra.”

Deo looked over at her.  “Have you been to any?”

Beks shook her head, but lowered her voice and whispered. “Luther has a collection of cards of famous charioteers.  All signed.”

“I’m afraid you’re out of luck here.  The Duke of the North never meets with fans.  If you’re lucky, you may catch him leaving the stadium, but he’s accompanied by a retinue of stadium security.”

“What....” The corner of Deo’s lip curled up with distaste.

“I’m sure it’s for safety reasons,” Beks said.  “Think about the number of people who likely lost a fortune because he kept winning.”

“That’s true....”

“We’ll have to try our luck and see if we can intercept him-”  Beks sucked in a sharp breath and gasped as Deo, who had been facing her, whipped to the side, back towards the arena.  His eyes had widened.

The fireball shot over the heads of the crowds and into the ring before Beks could ask what was going on.  She followed it with her eyes and gasped as she saw the Scorching Snake on his feet rushing towards their father, who had his back turned as he was speaking to the announcer.

However, Robert wasn’t dull.  He likely heard the movement behind him and turned around, arms raised in preparation for conflict.  Instead, his eyes widened as he saw the flame coming towards them.  He stepped back to avoid the Scorching Snake’s extended hands, but the hands wouldn’t have reached him regardless.  The fire slammed into the Scorching Snake, flinging him against one of the octagon panels so hard that it cracked in half.

Back in the audience, Beks let out a low hiss.  “I hope we don’t have to pay for that because we’re on a budget as it is right now.”

“Deo?” A man’s voice came from the ring.  The Duke of the North easily hoisted himself over the panels and netting as he rushed towards their side of the stadium.  He seemed to lock on to his son over a dozen rows away.  His eyes lit up as he raised his arms, waving them in the air as if there was a chance his son wouldn’t see him.  “Deo!”

“Ah.”  Beks readjusted her veil to hide her face and then scooted away.  “He found you.”

Deo shot her a glare.  “Don’t pretend you don’t know me.”

“I’ve never seen you before in my life-”

“Beks!?  Beks, my snow flower, is that you?”  Their father sounded elated and beside her, Deo smirked as she resisted the urge to hide as unwanted attention fell on her.

“He found you, too.”

“I’ll send someone to get you!  Stay where you are!”  The Duke of the North rushed back to the announcer and grabbed the arms of one of the security guards standing with the announcer.  He seemed to give him instructions to retrieve Beks and Deo.  The guard nodded, saluted their father, and rushed out of the ring.

Several people around them turned to look at them with interest.  “He’s talking about someone else,” Deo said with an awkward laugh.  “Why would he know us?  This is our first time here.”

“You’re just making it seem more suspicious,” Beks said in a low voice.

Deo kept a pleasant smile on his face under the gaze of their father’s adoring crowds.  “I should’ve let him get attacked.”

A set of attendants had arrived with a stretcher.  They tried to lift the unconscious Scorching Snake onto the stretcher, but found that he was too heavy.  Another set of attendants had to be summoned to help them.  The announcer brought Robert on to the platform and lifted up one of his arms.

“Winner of his twenty-first consecutive fight, maintaining his position as the top fighter: the Duke of the North!”

The crowds began clapping and yelling once more.  Beks clapped as well, admiring the acoustics of the stadium.  Their father raised his arms in the air in a triumphant motion, then waved at the crowds before he stepped off the platform and headed for the exit.  He cast one more look in the direction of his children and waved before he disappeared.

“Young Mr. Deo?  Miss Beks?”  A shadow fell over the two siblings as the people seated in the seats closest to the aisle of their row moved back to make way for two large, uniformed men.  Their brown leather outer vest seemed to be branded with an image of the stadium and some text.

Deo rose to his feet.  “We are them.”

The two guards nodded.  “You and your sister need to come with us.”  Despite his tone sounding inviting, the words sounded like the start of a threat.

“Did you two do something wrong?” the old man behind them gasped as the two began to shuffle to the aisle.

“Our only mistake was having to witness this,” Deo said.  The two of them shuffled between the rows to get to the aisle.  One guard led them to the stairs while the other followed.  Beks grasped the crook of her brother’s arm as they walked, staying close together as they made their ways through the crowd.

The guards were careful, making people make way before turning into a corridor with multiple doors.  At the far end were two more guards.

Upon the sight of Beks and Deo they seemed to straighten up.  “Who are they?” one of the men asked as he looked them up and down.  “Don’t be rude!  They are the Captain’s children!” the guard leading them replied.  The two guards at the door both appeared surprised and then apologetic.

“I should’ve known,” the older of the guards said with a sheepish smile.  “This young man looks like the Captain.”

“The Captain?” Beks asked.

“Captain Caroline is the head of security here at the stadium, Miss,” the guard escorting them from behind replied.  “Since he arrived, we’ve had better training, arrangements, and guidance.”

“It may seem chaotic in the betting hall now,” the guard leading them said.  “But before he came, there was a fight nearly every hour.”

“Was your father in the military?”  the younger of the door guards asked, looking earnest.

“He has a military background, yes,” Deo replied, distracted.

“All right, don’t hold us up.  The Captain has been waiting for his children to arrive, remember?  He talks about them coming all the time!”

“It’s been so long, I almost didn’t believe he really had children,” the younger door guard said as he rubbed the back of his neck.  The older guard next to him unlocked the door and let them in.

The two guards brought them into what seemed to be the storage and offices beneath the stadium.  There were guards everywhere, some only wearing part of their uniform as they walked around, appearing to be taking a break.

“Those are the gate doors that lead out to the stadium floor,” the guard ahead of them said as they passed a set of large, wooden double doors that were currently closed.  “There are four.  Most fighters come out of the north and south gates, but the Captain comes out of the east gate.”

“It’s the closest gate to the main security office,” the other guard said.

Beks perked up.  “Are you saying that our father fights during work hours?”

“Yes, during his shifts, but it’s only once a day at most.  And not every day,” the first guard said, as if to reassure them.  “It only takes a few minutes.”

“Don’t worry, he gets paid for each fight even though he’s still working his shift,” the other guard said with a smile.

Beks took a deep breath.  That wasn’t what the problem was.

They reached the security offices.  Their father didn’t have a room to prepare for the fight like the other fighters.  Instead, he just came straight from his office before the fight and returned there afterwards to continue working.

“Beks!  Deo!”  Their names filled the hall, earning the attention of several off-duty guards and stadium personnel.  Robert hadn’t gone to his office.  He was waiting outside with a towel around his neck.  His face filled with joy as he didn’t bother to wait for them by office, opting instead to run towards them.

Seeing him up close, without a scratch on him, Beks felt her eyes water with relief.

Her nose felt sour.  “Daddy....” Her quiet voice was picked up at once.

Robert’s eyes reddened as he raised his arms and reached out to embrace her.  “Beks, thank the gods....”  He crushed her against him and shut his eyes.  “I was worried that they’d done something to you.”

His emotional voice upon holding her caught up with her.  She sniffled and grasped at his shirt.  She struggled to think of something to tell him that would reassure him that she was fine; that she had managed to escape.

“I stabbed one in the hand.”

“Good, good!”  As expected of her father.  He understood her immediately.  He grasped her shoulders and held her out at arm’s length.  Beks lifted her hand and pushed aside the veil.  She saw a brief look of surprise on her father’s face.  “Your hair...your eyes....”

“Let’s take this in your office,” Deo said with a tired sigh.  “I don’t think it’s appropriate for your subordinates to watch our family.”

Robert was studying Beks’ eyes, but nodded.  “You’re right.”  He looked over at the two guards.  “Thank you for fetching them.  Return to your posts.”

“Yes, Captain!”  He was saluted and Robert ushered his two children into his office.  It wasn’t very big, but there was a desk, some papers, ink and pen, and a chair.  There were two other chairs on the other side of the desk.

As he closed the door behind him, he looked at his two children.  He seemed to be giddy at the sight of them.  “Well, are you surprised?”  He seemed to be doing much better than Deo was in Giant’s Ridge or Beks her first few days on the island.

“We are,” Deo said in a deadpan voice.  “I wish we had known you were in a fight club.”

Robert chuckled as he pulled out the chairs for them to sit.  “I fell into it as a favor to the owner.  Who knew I’d get so popular?”

Deo and Beks took a seat on the wooden chairs.  “Yes...had we known, I would’ve let Brother Deo post a bet.”

Robert waved a hand dismissively.  “Don’t dabble in such things.  Gambling is addictive and troublesome.”  He took a seat across from them and seemed to study them for a bit longer, as if taking in the sight to reassure himself that they were fine.  His eyes lingered on his daughter.  “Beks...what happened to your hair and eyes?”

“It’s a long story, but I needed to disguise my hair color.  It’s done with light biha.  It’s an illusion,” Beks said.

“Daddy, how did this all happen?  The guards said you’re the head security guard here,” Deo said.  “It’s a bit of a leap to go from security guard to amateur fighter, isn’t it?”

“I was only supposed to fight one match as a substitute, but I was popular and they wanted me to fight again.  Believe me, it wasn’t my original purpose here,” Robert told them with a tired sigh.  “The stadium owner offered me triple what I make as a security guard in addition to my security guard wages to keep fighting until someone beats me, since I drew in a crowd. We agreed that after I lost the match, I could just return to guard duty, like normal.”  He then let out a tired sigh and shook his head.  “I didn’t think it would take this long.  With how popular the stadium’s fights are, I expected better opponents.”

“Daddy, why didn’t you just throw a fight?” Beks asked.

Robert nearly choked and looked at her with dismay.  “A Caroline does simply throw a fight, Beks.  We must fight with honor and strength every time.”

“This is an organized fight for entertainment purposes, not a battle,” Deo said.

“The money is good, Deo.  It not only gives me enough to live on with Mr. Reidan, the carriage driver who came with me,” their father told them.  “But the money can also be used for our travel expenses.”  He looked at Beks thoughtfully.  “I can’t spend all my daughter’s money.”

“If it weren’t for me, I doubt the family would’ve been targeted,” Beks said with a shake of her head.

“If it wasn’t us, it would’ve been the Senecas or one of the other ducal houses.  It just so happened that they wanted to punish you for not supporting their plans,” her father said with a frown.  “Don’t blame yourself.  We are staunch supporters of King Laurence.  You were closer to them than the Fourth Prince, but you did nothing wrong.”

She didn’t believe her father, but didn’t argue with him.  “We were coming from the High Desert through the Shadow Desert.”

“Yes, I tried to send someone to search for you there and intercept you, but apparently the trade routes further north was blocked due to a territorial dispute of sorts, and it was difficult to get information,” he replied.  “I decided it was best to wait for you here.  As long as you stopped in the stadium, I knew I’d find you.  But that’s enough about what I’ve been doing.  Beks, my Snow Flower.”  Robert’s eager, affectionate gray eyes turned to her as he leaned across the table and grasped her hands in his.  “I knew you’d come find us, as you promised.”

Beks nodded her head.  “It took longer than I thought, but I’ve made it.”

Robert’s eyes reddened and he nodded.  “Yes...it must’ve taken you time to go around Kadmus to fetch your brother.”

“I didn’t go around Kadmus.  I cut through.”  Beks said.  She pulled her hands away from her father’s and pulled up the sleeve of her shirt to reveal a pale arm without a hint of any marking.

At once, Robert’s eyes narrowed.  He sat up straight and grasped her wrist, moving her arm closer to him as he squinted.  His brows knit together as he turned her arm, as if looking for the exile marking that had been pressed into her.

Deo smirked.  “It’s gone.”

Robert lifted his head to look at his son and then turned to look at Beks with confusion and concern.  “Beks...what happened to your marking?  Is it another illusion caused by light biha?”  His eyes drifted to her hair and she shook her head.

“No, if it were a trick with light biha, the exile marking would still be there even though we couldn’t see it.”  She went on to explain the failed assassination attempt, where her father squeezed her hands and nodded, muttering that he knew she’d survive; the island, the pool, and her biha explosion.

Panic filled his face and Deo cut him off before he could panic.  “She’s fine.  It tired her out and she needed to sleep, but she’s fine now.  It’s all right.”

Robert let out a shaky breath.  “She may be fine now, but that doesn’t mean my heart doesn’t ache for my daughter’s suffering,” he said as he grit his teeth.  He looked at Beks, as if studying her face for any sequelae.  “Who did you say found you in the pool?”

“The Third Prince arrived just in time and pulled me out so that I wouldn’t drown,” Beks said, hoping to bolster Lucian’s image in her father’s mind before she revealed the tentative engagement.

Her father’s eyes narrowed and he frowned.  “The Third Prince?  What is he doing on that island?  What about the Second Prince?”

“They’re both there.  Daddy, they were chased into the Forbidden Valley....”  Beks explained the treacherous path that the twins went through to get to the island, including Laz’s missing hand, earning a disappointed shake of her father’s head.

“Of the princes, the Second Prince was the most skilled.  He had the talent Timur had,” her father said with a frown.  “That’s a shame.  Are they still on the island?”

“Yes, and now that we’ve found you, we can go back,” Beks said.  She touched her hair.  “I don’t know how long my disguise will last exactly, so it’s best to drop by the island to have it strengthened before we search for Mommy.”

Robert thought for a moment and nodded.  “Precautions for your safety are important.  How do we get back to the island if that fog hides it and the current pushes ships away?”

“There is a light pearl filled with Laz’s shadow biha that the rokhs use as a beacon to land,” Beks said.  “It’s just after the Kadmus border, so we should be able to access it without a problem.”

Robert furrowed his brows and leaned back against his seat.  “From here, if we bypass Kadmus, our time is almost doubled to get to the southern coast,” he said.  He tapped his fingers on the wooden table next to him.  “The fastest way is the trade route southeast, but there are numerous shrines in that area.  The influence of the Temple is strong and pilgrims are always coming and going, including the convoys for religious figures.  High ranking ones.”

Deo frowned.  “Where there are high ranking religious figures, there are paladins.”

“Lucian said that while all paladins are trained and technically belong to the Temple, they follow the orders of the figure they are assigned to escort,” Beks said.  “Random paladins escorting other priests and the like may not know about the assassination attempts.”

“But if they noticed us, word would spread back to the Temple quickly, and those who are behind the assassination attempts would find out that we’ve reunited and are on the move,” Deo replied.

“As long as you keep your markings hidden and try to cover your hair, I think we’ll be fine,” Beks said.  “It isn’t as if our faces are recognizable everywhere.”

“A slight adjustment to our physical features would be enough for the most part,” Robert said.  He nodded.  “All right, we’ll go through the southeast trade route.”

Deo frowned.  “What if we run into paladins?”

Robert took a deep breath and stood up.  “We will deal with the paladins when we come to them.  For now, we can’t delay.  I’ll speak to the stadium first and when we leave and head to the village, I’ll begin arrangements to leave.  I’ll need to buy a horse....”  He looked at his children.  “How did you two get here?”

“By horse,” Deo said.

Robert frowned.  “You didn’t buy your sister a carriage?”

Deo gave him a dull look.  “With what money was I going to use?  And where would I buy a carriage at the Giant’s Ridge?”

Robert clicked his tongue with disgust at his son before looking at Beks.  “Daddy will buy you a carriage, Snow Flower.  There is no need for you to be exposed to the blistering sun.”

Deo rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Is Beks the only one who’ll sit in the carriage?”

“Of course not,” Robert replied as he reached for his vest and then tossed his sweaty towel to the side.  “I’ll sit with her.”  He tugged his vest straight and looked at the two.  “All right, let’s go.  I’ll also need to collect my pay before we leave.  Usually, I get paid at the end of the week, but I’ve always made it clear to the owner that as soon as my children come, I will resign and leave.”

“Will the stadium owner agree so easily?” Deo asked.  After all, the stadium owner did offer to pay such an exorbitant amount.

“He will.  I had it written into my employment contract.”
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“Robert, please!  Rethink this!  You don’t have to leave!  We’ll give them jobs!  We’ll support your whole family, Robert!” a rotund, balding man seemed to plea.

Behind her veil, Beks crinkled her eyes.  How much did the stadium make with her father that it was cost effective to not only hire him for two jobs, but to hire his children, as well?

Their father gave the man a heavy sigh and shook his head.  “I’m sorry, Christof.  You know I was waiting for my children.  We still have to find my wife and my two youngest.”

The bald man looked wounded as he fell back onto his plush leather chair.  He looked at the wooden tabletop between him and Robert, defeated.

“I always knew this day would come, but I didn’t think it would come so soon....”

“Christof, I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, and I most especially appreciate your trust, but now, I must go.”

The bald man nodded his head.  “I’ll arrange your final payment, then.”  He looked at one of the guards in the room with the.  “Go and fetch Nika from the treasury and Vice-Captain Bahl.”

The guard nodded and hurriedly left, but Beks caught the corner of her father’s eye twitching.

“Is Bahl working right now?”

“Yes, since you had a fight, he came in today.”

“I see....”

The door suddenly swung open and a large man with bulging muscles, dark hair, and a beard rushed in.  His dark eyes immediately locked on to Robert.

“Captain!  Are you really leaving?”

Robert gave him a nod.  “My children have come for me and we need to leave to find my wife and two youngest children.”  The large man looked pained, but before he could respond, Robert held up his hand to stop him. “You knew this was only a temporary arrangement, Bahl.”

“But Captain, you can’t leave.”  Bahl seemed to choke this out as he reached out to grab the back of a chair to steady himself.  He looked at Robert with confusion. “Who will train us?  Who will schedule our posts and organize our patrols?”

“You’ve had several months of training and I’ve shown you how to schedule and organize.”  Beks and Deo stood to the side.  Their father looked towards them with a helpless expression.  “Go and get your horses.  Meet me at the eastern entrance.  There is an employee entrance there that is guarded.  I’ll send two additional guards to wait with you.  This may take a while.”

The two nodded and Christof asked for another guard to escort them out.

“I didn’t expect them to depend so much on Daddy,” Beks said.  “But at least he’s trained his security successor.”

“I’m more impressed with how much money he’s bringing in,” Deo replied.  The sound of loud voices yelling and chattering grew louder as they got closer to the betting hall.

“How long do the fights go on?” Beks asked, looking over her shoulder.

“The last fight should’ve already taken place, Miss,” the guard with them told her.  “After a small fire a few years ago, the stadium no longer had events of any sort after dark.”

She couldn’t help but think that if they had light pearls, the stadium would be a good place to sell them to.  She felt her brother pull her closer.

“We’re being watched,” Deo said as they walked past the betting hall to get to the front of the stadium.  “I think people recognize us.”

“The guards didn’t identify us when they came to get us,” Beks told him.  Therefore, their identities as the children of the Duke of the North weren’t known.

“But they saw him shout in our direction and then two guards came to get us.  We must be affiliated to him somehow,” Deo replied.  His hand on hers tightened.  “Be wary, Beks.  We don’t know how many people may have animosity towards our father with his success.”

Beks drew her lips inward and nodded once.  The two guards with them helped them through the crowded area and then led them down another hall that was less crowded.

“Young Mr. Deo, Miss Beks, you can exit through here to avoid the crowds,” the guard said as he led them through another hall and to a guarded door.  They thanked him as another guard opened the door for them and let them outside.

Outside, the sun was setting, but it was already quite dim in the canyon.  The exit they were let out through was close to the corral where the horses were kept.  That was thoughtful of the guards.

The two headed towards the corral and greeted the attendant.  Deo produced the small tablets he’d been given and the horses were led over to them.  After checking to make sure they were fine and had been fed, they climbed on and began to go around the stadium.

Large groups of people were coming out of the main entrance in varying states of excitement and disappointment.

Lanterns began to appear and Deo lit the lantern hanging from a pole in front of the horses to light the way.  The east exit where guards were waiting was well lit, with several lanterns, but not all of them belonged to the guards.

There was a small handful of people appearing to be waiting by the doors and were held back by the guards.

“Don’t tell me they're waiting for Daddy....” Deo said with an exasperated sigh.

“He’s very popular.  He should sell cards.”

“We can use the extra money.” Deo grinned.  “Retaking a kingdom doesn’t come cheap.”

Beks let out a small snort laugh.  The two approached, but remained on their horses when they stopped not too far away.  Two of the guards motioned for them to come closer, but Deo said they’d wait, as they didn’t know how chaotic the crowd of fans would become.  It could make the horses panic.

The side door opened and the small crowd began to yell.  Beks crinkled her eyes.  It was clear that they had been waiting for her father.

“Move aside.  Move aside!”  Four guards surrounded a man with his face covered with a piece of cloth common in the desert.  The guards were all in their uniforms and wearing face coverings, holding out their arms and telling people to stand back and give the “Duke of the North” some room.

Deo cocked his head.  “I have to respect the loyalty of those guards to our father.”

Beks nodded as she nodded her head.  “It’s not every day a guard would distract a mob so someone could get away.”

There was a carriage waiting not far from them and the guards ushered the man in the center into the carriage.  The man waved from the window, but as soon as the door closed, the carriage began to move.  The crowd immediately followed, calling his name.

Three of the guards that were surrounding the man tried to hold the people back, yelling for them not to block the road and let the carriage go.

The last of the guards quietly slipped away from the crowd.  Without looking back, he approached the two siblings on horseback, his head lowered and covered.  Deo slid off his saddle and handed the reins to him.  “I’ll ride with Beks.”

Their father chuckled as he took the reins and mounted.  “I can’t fool my own children.”

“What kind of children would we be if we didn’t recognize our own father,” Deo said with a slight snort.  He climbed on to the saddle behind Beks.

“I spoke to Christof and he asked if I could do one more match as my farewell fight,” Robert told them.  “It’ll be in two days. I only agreed because it looked like he’d cling on to me if I didn’t. It would also give me some time to work with the remaining security.”

“That’s fine,” Beks said.  “We don’t need to leave immediately and I’m sure there are things you must take care of before you leave, such as the rental home, supplies, and more horses.”

Robert nodded.  “I’ve got tomorrow morning off and don’t have to come in to finalize the handover to the Vice Captain until the afternoon, so I’ll go with Mr. Reidan to the horse market.  There are carts and crude carriages sold there.  I got my final wages in advance, though after the farewell fight, I’ll get another sum.”

“Beks and I can buy additional food for the journey, as well.”

“Speaking of journeys, what happened to you?” Robert asked, looking over his shoulder at his son. Deo raised a brow, asking him to elaborate in silence.  Robert raised a hand and made a small flame.  “The suppression marking is still limiting me, but you threw a fireball strong enough to knock a man into a wall and unconscious.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “What exactly did you do?”

Deo shrugged.  “I helped a few people and they helped me.”

“Brother Deo helped one of the warring states in Giant’s Ridge fight against a stronger state, and then led them out of the valley so that they could return to their ancestral homeland, which happens to be the island I washed ashore on.  I suspect that while what we know of as modern biha techniques are lost to them, they have managed to retain some old knowledge passed from their ancestors.  They were able to skew his suppression marking by changing the marking strokes, and lessened its strength as a result.”

The father and son looked at each other while Beks looked straight ahead under her veil.

Robert eyed his son and slowly nodded.  “I see we have a lot to talk about.”

Deo narrowed his eyes and nodded.  “Indeed.  I have a few questions, myself.”  His eyes bore into their father.  “Tell me...why are there women in Dranga who say that you told them that you’d never marry.”

“Better question,” Beks said.  “Does Mommy know?”
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“Are you sure you don’t want to watch my last fight?” Robert looked disappointed as his two children paused with boxes in their arms.  They were moving supplies and various items their father had, for some reason, collected during his stay in the village into the wagon.

It had taken Beks nearly half a day to convince her father that a covered wagon was more suitable for their journey than a fancy carriage, as they had things to haul, as well as people.  Mr. Reidan was also well versed in driving a covered wagon, having been what he learned on.

Deo let out a heavy sigh.  “If we’re going to leave after your fight, then we need to have everything packed up.  We still need to give the keys back to the landlord and there are still items inside.”

“Daddy, why did you buy so much?” Beks said as she pushed a wooden box with bedding into the wagon bed.

“I wanted to be comfortable,” Robert said with a slight shrug.  “Well, just in case you change your minds....”  He took each of their hands and placed a ticket in them.  “If you come early enough, make sure to bet money on me.”

“I thought you said gambling was addictive and troublesome,” Deo replied in a dull voice.

“Once won’t hurt.”  He mounted one of the horses they bought and waved.  “I’ll see you later!”

They watched their father ride off and Deo looked at his sister.  “How much more do we have?”

“Kitchenware.”

“Do we need to bring it?”

“It honestly doesn’t hurt to have it.  We can always sell them if we don’t need them.  If we don’t run out of money, we can use them on the island,” Beks said.

Deo let out a sigh, but nodded.  “All right.”

“Young lord!”  Mr. Reidan carried an armload of dried meat from the inside of the house.  “I need to go and pick up the flour we ordered for the journey.”

“From the store at the entrance to the village?” Deo said.  He held up his hand.  “You stay here.  I’ll go and pick it up.  The bag will be heavy.”

“It’s not too heavy, my lord.  I can still carry it.”  The old man patted his upper arm with confidence, but Deo shook his head.  “Just continue moving things into the carriage.  I’ll bring back the flour.”  Mr. Reidan opened his mouth to argue, but Deo cut him off.  “That is an order, Mr. Reidan.”

The old man pouted a bit, but acquiesced.  He walked back inside to continue gathering items that they didn’t have packed, as there was nothing else to pack them in.  Deo headed out and Beks climbed into the wagon to pull things further inside and arrange them to make room for the other goods.

“Looks like he wasn’t lying.”

“He really does have children.”

“Is that his daughter?”

“That’s what I heard....”  Several voices of chattering old and middle-aged women reached her ears.  It had been a constant thing since they first arrived in their village.  It seemed that despite her father’s insistence that he was not only devoted to his wife, but had several children, was thought of as an excuse by the villagers to keep admirers away.

When Deo and Beks rode in with their father, Robert was accosted by a few old folks sitting outside, relaxing in the cool evening.

Their father didn’t hide who they were, but everyone was still surprised to learn that they existed and weren’t an elaborate lie.

Since then, whenever they were outside either dealing with the horses or preparing the wagon, villagers with nothing better to do walked by to take a look.

Deo was popular because he almost seemed like a younger version of their father.  A bit leaner, but taller with thick hair and nice, sun-kissed skin.  A few people had inquired about his marriage and Deo claimed he had a fiancé from the Giant’s Ridge.  It was a lie and they hadn’t told their father it was, yet.

Beks kept her face covered, so there was an air of mystery.  However, it was believed that since father and son were attractive, so was the daughter.  It didn’t help that their father shamelessly bragged that she was as beautiful as she was smart, and his daughter was very smart.

Since mid-morning, villagers had lingered nearby in hopes of catching a glimpse at her face.  They almost caught her a few times, as she’d stopped to wipe her brow.  Even in the morning and in the shadow of canyon walls, it was hot.

Beks pulled a box against the wall and adjusted a wooden plank over it.  She used some of her father’s collected bedding as cushion for the journey.  She sat down, adjusting herself in the wagon before nodding, satisfied.  It wasn’t going to be as comfortable as a carriage, but it wouldn’t hurt to sit.

She climbed out of the back of the covered wagon, but before her feet could touch the ground, an arm grabbed her around the waist and pulled her from the wagon.  Her fingers weren’t strong enough to keep hold, and her breath was squeezed out of her as she was ripped away.

For a moment, she didn’t know what was going on.  Was she falling?

“Stop!  You there!  Let her go!” She looked up and saw Mr. Reidan drop the items in his arms and ran after her as she bounced along.

Beks looked down and saw her feet were hovering over the ground while an arm around her torso held her up.  Beside her, the brown and gray spotted backside of a horse running away from her father’s rented house.

The first thought that came into her mind as people were shouting around her and an unknown man’s voice yelled back was that this was not one of their horses.  Their horses were mostly brown, black, and white, with no spots.

The second thought made her heart sink.  Oh no...am I being kidnapped?

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 34 - I Can't Believe He Found a Cape to Wear


                The first rule of being kidnapped was not to panic.

Beks didn’t have time to.  She was more concerned that the man carrying her would accidentally drop her, and she’d be trampled underneath the horse hooves.  They were going faster than she felt comfortable and she didn’t know how long the man’s grip would hold.

A man on horseback ahead of them called back.  “Don’t drop her!”

Please don’t.  I want to live.

“If she gets hurt, we’ll be killed for sure!”

That piqued her interest.  It was a relief to know that their intent was not to harm her, but it brought up the question: what exactly did they need her for that she had to be in pristine condition?

It wasn’t her first time being kidnapped.

Nor her second.

Nor her third.

Being identified as a prophesied child and then taken in as the Queen’s foster daughter while also being the daughter of a duke made her a prime target for kidnappers.  It was a grim reality she’d faced since she left the protection of her family’s duchy.

The first time she was kidnapped, she hadn’t yet reached Kadmium.  Lord Anders and his crew, who had been sent to fetch her from the Sacred Valley, had stopped for the night at a small town about two days away from the capital.  The town had a reputable inn and Beks had her own room with a nanny who had been hired by Lord Anders to attend to her on the journey.  Despite how it might have seemed, Beks could not be treated badly.  In fact, everyone had been kind towards her and took care of her comfort.  The guards had even sometimes taught her how to play cards or bought books for her when they stopped at a town.

The nanny had been doing her job very well.  She was attentive, kind, and stuffed Beks with food whenever she had the chance.  Therefore, it was a surprise when the nanny conspired with a local band of kidnappers to take her while they were spending the night.

Beks had some trust in the woman, but even she had found it strange that they were going for a walk in the middle of the night.  At the time, Beks didn’t realize she was being kidnapped until it was too late.

The entire debacle fell apart the moment panic set in and Beks had a flare up.  She was burning to the touch, gasping for air, and crying.  The kidnappers panicked and all but threw her body on the doorstep of the inn before they fled.

It was likely that they only wanted to ransom her for money, but knew that if she died in their hands, they were as good as dead.

Luckily, the guards who were escorting Lord Anders and her to Kadmium were doing their rounds around the inn and found her.  The doctors with them worked two days and two nights to save her.

When Beks woke up, they were back on the road to Kadmium, where the royal doctors were waiting for her.  The nanny was ‘missing’, which Beks was sure meant that she had been captured and killed.

As a child under the care of the royal family, Beks not only had access to the same, if not better, education than the princes, but also was taught how to react in a kidnapping situation.  Apparently, there was a period of time when the late Queen was a child and up to her early reign when noble children were being kidnapped for one reason or another.

Don’t panic in order to think straight.

Don’t aggravate the kidnappers and follow their directions so they don’t harm you more.

Find out their motive and go along with it to lower their guard.

Wait for rescue.

As a child, chances of escape were small.  They simply couldn’t get far enough and would likely lack the geographic knowledge to get home.

As an adult, the kidnappers would be suspicious of her.  What she needed to do was find out their motive.

She wasn’t dressed elaborately.  Nothing about her screamed wealth.  She’d also covered her face, so they couldn’t see how she looked.  If they planned to traffic her, they were taking a risk.

In addition, she doubted she was recognized as Rebecca of Caroline.  Without her orange streak, she didn’t stand out as the prophesied daughter.  Few people outside of Kadmus knew who the Carolines were, either, let alone what they looked like.

“We don’t have to go far.  We just have to make sure she can’t escape!” There were two other men with the one holding on to her.  All three of them were on horseback.  The village was fading into the distance, but the village wasn’t very big.  Her brother would return soon and as soon as he did, he’d come after her.

There were only so many places for kidnappers to take her in such a short period of time.

When they raced out of the village, they had met up with several other riders waiting outside, but as they grew further away, the riders began to fan out and split from the main group.  Beks frowned.  They were creating dead leads for search parties.

“What’s going on?  Where are you taking me?” Beks tried to speak up over the sound of horses.

No one answered and she didn’t know if they simply didn’t hear her or were ignoring her.  Beks succumbed to her fate and decided to wait until they stopped before prying for answers.  Dust was kicked up and she shut her eyes, lifting her one free arm to wipe her face.  It still felt caked on when they came to a stop.

“Tie up her hands.  She’s not from here, so she won’t know where to run,” the man holding her said.  Beks heard someone approaching, answering affirmatively.

The man holding her handed her off to another man, who tied her hands together in front of her with a long strip of cloth.

“Don’t worry.  As long as you stay here and wait until nightfall, we’ll take you back,” a thin, grizzled man said as he held the end of the strip of cloth and pulled Beks forward.

She squinted her eyes and looked up at the sheer cliff wall.  Every so often, there was a spot of darkness against the reddish-brown stone where a cave or crevice was.  She and Deo had come from the north, so they didn’t pass this area.

They had been galloping, but they hadn’t been gone for long.

“Don’t try to run,” the gruff voice of a short man said as he followed behind them with a frown.  “It’s easy to get lost in the cave systems.  Sometimes, they just drop into the earth, so don’t try to sneak away, and hide.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Beks said.  She was in unfamiliar territory.  She calculated the various risks with different escape and waiting scenarios.

For the time being, her likelihood of survival appeared highest if she did what she was told and waited in place.

“Go hide the horses,” the short man told the biggest of the three who had been the one who grabbed her from the back of the wagon.  “Split them up in case someone tries to track them.”

The biggest man grunted.  While still on horseback, he gathered the reins of the other two horses and led them away.

“Watch your step.  The ground is loose and uneven,” the thin man pulling her forward told her.  Beks looked down at the reddish-brown rocks that littered the ground.  She glanced up at the walls and wondered what the chances were of a landslide.

She carefully stepped around and over the various rocks, some as large as her calf.  Every so often, she had to pause to steady herself, as her feet would sink into the piles of small rock and shift.

There didn’t seem to be a path up to the caves and they walked along the slopes covered with fallen, broken pieces of cliff.  She didn’t need to look at her shoes to know they’d be covered with red clay dust.

They didn’t go into the closest cave.  They bypassed a handful of caves ranging from having a wide entrance and a shallow depth, to person-sized cracks in the cliff that vanished into darkness.

“This one,” the short man said as he seemed to inspect a cave halfway up from the canyon floor.  Several desert shrubs partially blocked the entrance, but they still had a good view of the entrance to the canyon where they’d come in from. 

“All right, take a seat,” the thin man told her.

Beks looked around and prepared to take a seat on the dusty ground.  ‘

“Not here!” The short man shot her a glare.  “Further back!  Don’t stay so close to the entrance!”

Beks looked towards the back of the cafe, then glanced at the dirt on the ground.  There didn’t seem to be any signs of animals.  In fact, in one corner, she could see the remains of a campfire, so the cave must’ve been safe.

She took careful steps to the back of the cave with the thin man coming along with her, still holding on to the strip of cloth.

“There aren’t any animals,” he told her.   “You only have to wait here for a few hours.”

“Why a few hours?” He seemed like the friendliest of the trio, so she addressed him.

“Then the fight will be over.”

“Fight?”  Beks cocked her head to the side.  There was only one fight she could think of.  She clenched her jaw, but tried to keep her expression neutral.  She couldn’t show any excitement or fear, else she could alarm her captors.  “A fight at the stadium?”

The short man lingering in the shadows of the entrance let out a snort and looked over at her.  “It’s unfortunate for you that you are your father’s daughter.”

She was starting to put together the clues, but pressed further.  “What does my father have to do with my kidnapping?  He hasn’t done anything wrong.  He doesn’t owe money.”  That they knew of.

“He’s the top fighter at the stadium!” The short man threw his arms up and glared at her.  “Do you know how many people hate him?  How many people have lost money because of him?”

Bek furrowed her brows and tilted her head to the side.  She could believe that, but there was always a risk with gambling.  It wasn't her father’s fault that people had made irresponsible bets.

“But haven’t people also made money if they bet on him?” Beks asked.

“The payout for him winning is so low, it’s hardly worth the investment,” the short man said with a scoff.  “But every time he fights another fighter, the payout for the other fighter winning is usually enough to make people take the risk.”

“And don’t think they’re just making the bet because of the odds,” the thin man told her, as if a reminder.  “But all the fighters your father has fought against are at the top.  It’s just rare for a single person to be undefeated for as long as the Duke of the North.”

“Many people have complained about him cheating, but the stadium hasn’t done anything about it!”

Beks held back her frown.  “How do you know he’s cheating?”

“How else can a man win twenty times-”

“Twenty-one.”  The thin man cut off the short one, who narrowed his eyes and sent him a hard look.  The thin man shrank back a bit.  “He...he’s won twenty-one fights in a row.”

“It’s underheard of!” The short man paced the front of the cave.  “If this keeps up, none of the other fighters will have a chance.”

“But tonight is my father’s last fight here,” Beks said.  “After tonight, he’s going to leave with us, so he won’t fight any more.”

“Exactly.”  A glint of greed shone in the short man’s eyes as he turned to look at her.  “This is the last time we’ll get such ridiculous odds and a massive payout if the Scorching Snake wins!”

Beks drew her head back.  “He’s fighting against the Scorching Snake again?  Wasn’t he injured?”  Deo didn’t use his full power against him, but he still did send the Scorching Snake back against a wooden wall, causing it to break.

The short man smirked and let out a cold chuckle.  “A bit bruised up, but it’s not going to kill him,” he said with narrowed eyes.  “And besides, it’s not like he’s going to actually fight tonight.”

Beks furrowed her brows and drew her head back.  “What do you mean?”

“A message has been sent to the stadium to be given to your father that you’ve been taken,” the thin man told her.  “Everyone knows how much he dotes on you.  The entire village was talking about it and there are rumors all over the stadium that he’s leaving because his daughter came to get him.”

For a moment, Beks felt a bit of pity for her brother, who seemed to be forgotten in the equation.  At the very least, now she understood the kidnappers’ motives.

“You want to lure out my father by telling him I was kidnapped so he will spend time looking for me and miss his fight,” Beks said.

The short man nodded, the smirk never leaving his face as he seemed to bask in his readymade triumph.  “If he misses his fight, it’s an automatic loss.  The Scorching Snake will win by default.”

Beks could only imagine how much could be made if the Scorching Snake won.  She’d only glanced at the display boards with the odds for fights the day before and a gold coin could turn into enough to support a single person comfortably for the rest of their life.  The more that was placed, the more they’d win.

She narrowed her eyes a bit and tried to look concerned.  Showing sympathy for the kidnappers was a way to lower their guard and gain their trust.

“But what if the stadium finds a substitute again?  That’s how my father ended up fighting.”

The short man tossed his head back and laughed.  “Young lady, what are the chances that there will be another fighter as competent as your father?”

“The Duke of the North is head of the stadium’s security.  He’s only been around for a few months and he’d already risen to that position,” the thin man said, as if deducing it for her.  “This means that no one else in the stadium’s security can beat him.”

They wouldn’t need to beat my father.  They’d just need to beat the Scorching Snake.  And if it did come to a fight with a substitute, surely the odds would also change.  Beks took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes.  “If I don’t struggle, you swear you’ll let me go after the fight is over?”

“It will all be over by nightfall,” the short man told her with a dismissive wave of his hand.  “We’ll bring you near the village and let you go.”

“No harm done,” the thin man said with a reassuring voice.

Beks nodded and lowered her head to play the worried victim.

By now, Deo must’ve returned to the rented house.  Knowing her brother, he’d send Mr. Reidan to notify their father while he started a search for her.  Her eyes flickered up at her two captors.  Did they remember her brother?

She wasn’t sure if they timed their abduction to wait until Deo left before sweeping in to kidnap her.

The short man lingered by the entrance, keeping his gaze out at the canyon.  Beks leaned back against the cave wall and closed her eyes to get some reading done.

She was midway through a tablet on Gurani governance when she read a term she didn’t recognize nor could she translate.  She pursed her lips.  The term addressed an authority figure who oversaw laws and policy in the ancient territory.  Beks didn’t know how to pronounce it, but she had a hunch it was the term for ‘Inheritor’.

No wonder I couldn’t find anything about it.  It’s not a direct translation.  Of course.  Beks took a deep breath and continued to read.  The responsibilities attached to what she believed was Inheritor seemed to match up with what Elder Arash said they would be required to do, but there was no mention of biha wells or spirit cores.

Then again, there was a chance that both had nothing to do with the actual governance portion, but were used as an indicator for a fitting leader.  In some cultures, the best warrior led.  In others, the wealthiest people ruled.

“What’s taking Nock?” The thin man spoke up and Beks opened her eyes.  He was sitting not far from her, still holding on to the cloth rope, but from the light coming in from the entrance, she could see he was a bit nervous.

“Shh!”  The short man brought his fingers to his lips in a sign to be quiet.

Beks narrowed her eyes and sat up straight. She craned her neck to try to hear what was going on outside.  It was mainly the rustle of the wind through the shrubs at the entrance, but after a moment, she heard yelling in the distance.

Her eyes lit up, but a hand clamped over her mouth.  She drew her head back, surprised.  The yelling continued, but it began to fade.  She watched the short man relax and lean back against the cave wall.

“Nock distracted a man who rode in.  I think it’s the Duke of the North’s son.”  He looked over at Beks and sneered.  “It seems he’s looking for you.”

Beks frowned.  The man removed his hand from her mouth.  “He can’t possibly follow him too far.”

“He doesn’t have to.  We have more people waiting deeper in the canyon.”  Beks winced at once and the short man laughed.  “What?  Are you worried about your brother?”

“It’s not my brother whom I’m worried about,” Beks said.  As soon as Deo realized he was being ambushed, it was only a matter of using his biha to escape and possibly destroy a base.  She let out a heavy sigh.  “Since you haven’t hurt me, I was hoping no one would get killed.”

From listening to them talk, all they wanted was to make money. They weren’t even ransoming her, just holding her to distract her father.

“What are you talking about?” the short man said as his smirk fell.  He frowned and narrowed his eyes.

“My brother is a fire biha user.  A very strong one,” Beks replied.

The two men looked at each other.  The thin man was a bit nervous, but the short man scoffed.  “It’s fine.  What is fire biha against arrows?”

An explosion echoed through the canyon and Beks automatically lifted her hands to try to block the ear closest to the entrance.  While the cave didn’t shake, some dust fell from the ceiling.

The two men with her seemed to forget all about her as they rushed towards the entrance of the cave.  Beks was pulled forward and she rushed to her feet, also wanting to take a look.

Past the shrubs, there was a cloud of dust coming out from the canyon opposite them.  Through the cloud, there were flames flying up, and the distant sound of yelling and screaming.

The two men froze in place, their faces pale and flabbergasted as Beks pursed her lips and crinkled her eyes.

“What are arrows against a collapsing cliffside?” Beks asked.

Two pairs of eyes turned towards her.  The short man’s face reddened. “Get back inside!”

“All right, all right...”  Beks cast one last glance outside the cave.  She lifted her hand up and held it against the break in the canyon where she could see a flat horizon.  A little over an hour left before sunset.  It took Deo longer than she thought to find them, but considering that several tracks of horses led away from the village, who knew how many he’d had to follow before he got to the right place.

She’d walked deeper into the cave, but remained standing in case she had the opportunity to run.  The light was fading outside.

“Where is she!?” A loud voice echoed through the canyon and Beks turned to look over her shoulder.  She stopped in place, but the thin man pulled her forward.  That wasn’t her brother’s voice.  “Bring me my daughter, you cowards!”

The short man’s eyes widened with glee.  “It’s him!  He really came!”

Beks frowned.  “Isn’t that what you expected?”

The short man let out a gleeful yell as he looked towards the sky.   “The farewell fight must’ve already started.  If he’s here, it means the fight was thrown!”

“Do you hear that?” the thin man said, looking at Beks.  “Just a few more minutes and we’ll release you.”

“That’s it?” Beks asked.

The thin man nodded.  “We only wanted to distract your father.”

Beks furrowed her brows, but nodded.  She wasn’t upset that her father missed his fight to find her; it was what it was.

“Beks!”  Deo’s voice sounded close and she perked up.

“Don’t say a word!” The short man took out a dagger and pointed it at Beks, causing her to freeze in her spot.  “Stay quiet or you won’t get out of here safe and sound!”

“Just do what he says,” the thin man whispered to her.

Beks glanced from him, back to the opening, and back.  She weighed her options as she looked back at the short man with the dagger in his hand.  Her eyes went to her bound hands and then followed the cloth rope to the thin man.

She let out a low breath, her shoulders sinking before taking a deep breath.

“Brother, I’m inside a cave half-way up the cliff!”

For a moment, the short man’s eyes went wide as he seemed stunned that she dared to go against him.

“Are you crazy!?”

Beks grasped the cloth rope and slid one foot back to brace her position before pulling it forward and making the thin man stumble towards her.  She grabbed more of the rope and pulled again until the thin man was right in front of her.

As soon as he was in reach, she pulled the cloth rope up and wrapped it around his neck before turning him forward so he faced the other man.

The thin man choked out a cry as the short man lunged at them with the dagger.  He wheezed as his face paled.  “Don’t!”

The short man swore and took a step back, appearing hesitant to attack when she had a human shield.

“I apologize for using you like this when you’ve been very accommodating to me, but don’t worry,” she said.  “It’ll be over soon.”

“Beks!?”

“Brother!  I’m here!”

“Stand away from the entrance!”

She grabbed the man in front of her and pulled him back.  He stumbled, but she kept her grip and almost dragged him to the back of the cave.  So only made it a few steps when fire flew into the cave entrance.

She turned her head away and dropped the rope to cover her head before dropping to the ground as she felt the short-lived, but intense heat.  The thin man in front of her cowered and covered his face, but they were far enough not to be singed by the fire.  The short man at the entrance, however, ran out screaming as soon as the fire came in with part of his scarf that he used to cover his head from the desert sun on fire.

“Cousin!”  The thin man cried out as he almost tripped over Beks, causing her to roll to the side.

She grit her teeth and complained in silence, but remained rooted in her spot, waiting for  her brother to come.  She heard voices outside, mainly the short man yelling about putting out a fire while the thin man told him to calm down.

The now familiar sound of a flame sweeping past them sounded, followed by Deo telling them to stay on the ground.  A few other voices joined him, but Beks didn’t recognize them.

“Beks!”  Her brother’s voice came from the cave entrance and Beks dared to open her eyes and looked towards the opening.  The bush that was just outside the entrance was singed and still smoking as the silhouette of her brother filled the entrance.

She began to push herself up.  “I’m here!”

“Beks, are you all right?”  Frazzled, her brother rushed over to where she had rolled over on the ground, her hands still tied together.  She curled her legs up beneath her to try to sit up, but Deo got to her first and helped her up.

“I’m fine,” she said as she held up her tied hands.  Deo reached into his boot for a dagger to cut the cloth.  “I was just startled.  They didn’t do anything to me.”

“Are you sure?” Deo raised his hand to cast more firelight in the dim cave.  He looked her up and down.  “The shock could numb any immediate pain.”

Beks shook her head.  “My stomach aches a bit from the way they carried me from the wagon, but otherwise, they didn’t harm me.”

Her brother didn’t look completely convinced, but still helped her to her feet.  He gave her another once over before letting her take a few steps.  He grasped her arm and helped her out.  Just a few steps away, the short man and the thin man were being tied up by men she didn’t recognize.

“They’re some men from the village.  They do patrols.  One of them came to get me when he heard Mr. Reidan shouting and saw you being carried away.”

“Is Mr. Reidan all right?  He wasn’t attacked or anything was he?”  He had been close enough that there was a chance someone would’ve tried to silence him as a witness.  After all, there had been multiple kidnappers.

“He’s fine.  When he couldn’t catch up, he yelled for someone to find me in a panic. I had him send a message to the stadium.”  He looked towards the canyon floor as they began their way down.  Her father and several men were getting off their horses.

“Beks!”  A worried expression filled her father’s face and Beks tilted her head to the side.  He hadn’t looked this worried when they were exiled.  Perhaps it was because at the time, they knew that they had some control and knew what awaited them as soon as they were outside the grasp of Kadmus, but in this situation, where he had no idea what awaited his eldest daughter, it would unnerve him.  He began to rush up the embankment, but was shouted to stay down and wait for them by his son.

Deo helped Beks keep her footing as they descended.  Before they set foot on the canyon floor, their father gave up waiting and rushed forward.

“Are you all right?” he asked as he reached her.

“I’m fine.” Beks’ forced a smile on her face to try to put him at ease.  “What are you doing here?”  She looked past him, at the sky.  The sun was low on the horizon.  Her father was supposed to still be at the stadium.  For him to get that far meant that he would’ve missed his fight.  “Did they move up the fight?”

Robert balked as he reached forward and clamped his hands on her shoulders.  His gray eyes seemed to scan her, searching for any wounds or bruises.

“How could I fight in a silly match when my daughter has been kidnapped?” Robert said with a scowl.  His brows were knit together tightly and as he removed his hands from her shoulders, she saw the tremble a bit.  “I almost didn’t get the message!  I was still discussing something in the security office with Bahl when a guard said someone was asking for me in the hall.  I wasn’t going to go, but they said the man was acting strangely and mumbled something about you.

“I didn’t want to take any chances, so I went out and someone said he was paid to tell me that you had been kidnapped and to come to the west canyons by sunset or I’d never see you again.”

“So, you left?” Beks said.  “Then...then you forfeited the match.”

Robert shook his head and seemed to dismiss the entire situation as meaningless in the face of his daughter.  “After the last top fighter went missing and a substitute was needed, Christof asked for volunteers from security.  He’d pay them, and me, to train to fight in case another substitute was needed.  Those boys aren’t bad.  They just needed the right guidance.”

“Then who’s fighting in your place?” Deo asked.

“Bahl.” Their father gave them a lopsided smirk.  “Don’t let his size fool you.  He’s quite agile.  His footwork has improved, and he’s learned and practiced where to best hit an opponent while still defending his vulnerable points.”

“What are the odds of him winning?” Deo asked.

“Not as good as mine, but against the Scorching Snake....”  Their father let out a slight scoff.  “The fool should’ve rested after you attacked him.  To think, he’d insist on facing me for my farewell fight.”

Beks frowned a bit.  “Your fans will be disappointed that they didn’t get to see you fight one last time.”

Robert tossed his head back and let out a laugh.  “No one is more disappointed than Christof, but it isn’t as if he could stop me from looking for you.”

“How could I stop you if you left before you told me?” an out of breath voice laced with irritation shouted.

Behind the two men who came with her father were two other horses, one of which had the owner of the stadium on him.

Her father looked a bit surprised.  “ What are you doing here?”

“I heard your daughter was taken, so I summoned all the off-duty guards to come help you look.”

Beks lifted her hand to her chest as her father’s smile softened.  “Christof, thank you.”

Christof lifted his hand and made a dismissing motion.  “Not that we were of any help.  Looks like you already found her.”  He looked at Beks and his voice became gentle.  “Are you well, child?  Hurt anywhere?  We have excellent doctors at the stadium.  Have them take a look.”

“I am fine, sir.  Just a scare.  They wanted to lure my father out so he could throw the fight and they could win with an automatic defeat,” Beks told him.

Christof scowled and let out a snort of distaste.  “Do they think it’s that easy?”

“I asked for a substitute to take my place so I could come look for you,” Robert told her.

“A substitute?  For you?  Are you insane?” Christof said as slid off his horse.  He waddled forward and patted his sweaty head with a handkerchief.  “Do you know what those people will do to me if we have your farewell fight, but you’re not there?”

Robert brows shot up, but he shook his head.  “We’re supposed to leave tonight.”

“It won’t take long!  Just go in there and finish the fight.  Bask in the cheers and glory one last time, and then you can go!  I’ll even have guards guard your wagon and horses outside so you can leave as soon as the fight is over.”

Deo raised a brow.  “A fight after dark?  What happened to not having any more events after the sunsets due to fire concerns?”

“Well...aren’t you a fire biha user?” Christof gave him a pleading look.  “Your father brags about you all the time!”

Deo slowly turned his head towards his father and a sly smile filled his face.  “You do brag about me.”

Robert snorted and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Why not?  Have you done something I should be ashamed of?”

Deo chuckled.  “I thought you only bragged about Mom, Beks, Thad, and Wrath.”

“I would think you’d be sick of me bragging about you by now with all the praise I gave you as a child.”

“I still like to hear it as an adult.”

“Brother Deo, can you light up the stadium, or at least the fighting ring for a bit while Daddy fights?” Beks said, cutting them both off.

Deo gave a small nod of his head, agreeing.  “It’s an easy matter.”

“Thank you-”

“But not a cheap one.”

Christof’s elated face fell.  “You...you want to be paid?”

“My brother should be properly paid for his labor,” Beks told him with a small nod.  They needed the money for their journey, after all.  Sooner or later, they’d need fare for a ship in order to search for her mother and remaining siblings.

Christof furrowed his brows.  “All right.  Since your father and I are friends.  How much do you want?”

Deo narrowed his eyes and smiled.  “How much is my father being paid for this fight?”
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She didn’t have enough pockets in her new petti skirt to hold all the gold plats that came from her father’s job.  She could sew more pockets, but she didn’t want the skirt to weigh her down too much.  At the same time, she didn’t want to just put all the money in the fancy wooden box Christof had given them before they left.

If that was stolen, there went months of her father’s hard-earned money, as well as their travel and campaign funds.

“What if I sew them into the inner lining of your vests?” Bek said from the inside of the wagon as it swayed with each step of the two horses pulling them.

Her father remained riding beside the carriage on his newly purchased horse while Deo’s and Bek’s horses followed behind the carriage.  Her brother sat inside with her, reviewing a map.

“Won’t it be too obvious?  Not just with the weight, but the outline of the pockets?”

“I can sew them inside the lining.  Don’t you want to keep your money with you?”

Despite Deo’s request to be paid, he hadn’t charged Christof an astronomical fee for his fire light services.  With Beks providing a constant stream of biha, the biha used to control the flames all over the stadium and around the fighting ring was an easy matter.

They were seated in the owner’s booth, with a clear and close view of the fighting ring.  When they arrived, torches were posted and watched by attendants in the aisles, and placed on stands around the ring, but a torch could only provide so much light.

When their father went to prepare for his fight, Christof took them to the owner’s booth.

“How is this?” the rotund man had asked.  “Can you light the stadium from here?”

Deo looked around and nodded.  “This will do.”

“What else do you need?” Christof asked.

“Do you want only light or do you want a spectacle?” Deo had asked as he rolled up his sleeves.  Christof blinked.

“A spectacle?”

“Good choice,” Deo had said.  “Tell the drummers to start drumming.  When the stadium goes dark.  When my father comes out, tell the trumpeters to start.  I’ll take care of the rest.”

Their father’s former boss had looked confused, but nodded.  He sent one of the guards with them to give the orders and waited.  When the drummers raised a yellow flag, indicating that they received the message, Christof looked at Deo.

“It’s ready.”

“Beks.” Deo had said.  She had put her hand on his shoulder and refilled his biha.  He took a deep breath and sent out fireballs with precision.  Each ball hit a torch, making each torch burst upwards for just a moment before returning to their regular height.  The effect was like a wave of light around the stadium starting from one side to the other.

Deo had then narrowed his eyes and dimmed them until it was dark.

The drumming had begun and Beks could almost feel the exciting rising in the stadium, as guests had been waiting some time for the farewell fight.  With every strong beat, the torches ignited and grew brighter and brighter before the flames spiraled into the air.  Deo twisted his body a bit and Beks looked up to watch the flames fly into the sky and join a ring of fire that appeared above the stadium.

Christof’s jaw had dropped.  “Your...your father wasn’t joking about your ability.”

Deo had chuckled and the announcer stepped out to welcome everyone and thank them for waiting.  The Scorching Snake was soon introduced and just like last time, he was booed as soon as he entered.

“And now, for his final fight, trying for his twenty-second consecutive win, the Duke of the North!”  Trumpets had sounded and from the two torches on either side of the east entrance, flames spiraled up creating pillars on either side as the gates opened and their father walked out followed by Vice Captain Bahl, who was holding on to the bottom of a long red cape.

Their father had thrown his arms in the air and cheered to the crowd as they cheered back at him.

“I can’t believe he’s enjoying this....” Deo had said with dull eyes, despite the fact that he was helping their father put on a show.

Beks had sighed.  “I can’t believe he found a cape to wear.”

They had watched the fighters stand in the center of the ring and the attendants close the octagon around them.

In the end, the fight itself hadn’t lasted long at all.  Robert had played with his opponent before throwing the final punch and knocking the Scorching Snake to the ground.

As a final good-bye, their father was good-natured enough to make a round around the ring, shaking people’s hands.  Bahl had followed behind with two other guards.  The two guards held up Robert’s cape as Bahl handed on cards with a stamped picture of the Duke of the North on them.

Beks had quietly taken a few to give to her mother and siblings before they left.

It was later than they planned when they left, but they’d received a warm good-bye from Christof and the guards.  Some of whom had been teary-eyed when saying good-bye to their father.  Her father had handed Christof and Bahl a letter and told them not to open it for three months.

When Beks had asked, her father said it was a formal introduction to Sagittate, if they ever went, from Robert, Duke of Caroline.  Now, they had two and a half more months before they could open it.

“Beks, when we enter the basin, don’t leave the carriage without your veil,” her father said.  “It’s common in the area for men and women to wear head coverings when visiting the shrines and praying, so you will blend in more.”

“Understood,” Beks said.  She held out her skirt and furrowed her brows.  “This is much heavier than I thought.”

“If we get on a boat, don’t wear it,” her brother said.  She hummed.

“My lord, I will look for an inn for us. Did you want to stop by any of the shrines?” Mr. Reidan asked from the driver’s seat of the carriage.

“What shrines are here?” Beks said.  Her brother turned to the side and dug through a folder with some maps he’d purchased.  He pulled them a sheet and laid it on a wooden plank that stretched across the wagon benches and functioned as a table.

“The six shrines are here.  Furthest west is the end of McCormac’s Pilgrimage Trail, but we’re coming in from the northeast, so the closest ones are the Shrine of Retsa.”

“Goddess of marriage?” Beks raised a brow.  “A bit late, don’t you think?”

Deo grinned.  “Do your two husbands know you think it’s too late?”

Beks kicked his leg and shot him a glare.  She glanced to the side where her father was.  She had yet to tell him about the prospective engagement change.  “What else is there?” she asked, her voice rising.

Deo chuckled.  “The Quartz Lake Shrine to Akajai, the patron saint of animals.  Their patron animal is the legendary beast, the water wyvern.”

“I want to go there.  I can pray for Snowflake and the rokhs.”

“You don’t want to pray for the Second and Third Prince, but you’ll pray for your snake.”  “He is a horned serpent.”

Deo rolled his eyes.  “Mr. Reidan, take us to the-”

“Let’s go to the Shrine of Retsa,” their father’s voice said from outside.  “I wish to pray to strengthen my bond with your mother.”

“Of course, you do...” Deo said with a tired voice.

“I still want to go to the Quartz Lake Shrine after!” Beks said.  Her father agreed and they made their way to the first shrine.  Mr. Reidan dropped them off outside the garden gates.

Compared to the desert they’d come from, the basin was vibrant and lush for the fall.  It wasn’t south enough for the humidity, but it was still green compared to the areas further north.  There were underground rivers feeding into Quartz Lake, which was located around the center of the six shrines.

“There is a town just past the shrine grounds.  Usually pilgrims stay there,” Deo said as he stuck his head out.

“In that case, Mr. Reidan, please leave the horses.  We’ll meet you in town,” their father said.

Beks plucked out some coins to give to Mr. Reidan as they stopped.  Her brother jumped down and helped her off the back of the wagon before untying their horses.  From the main road, which split in multiple directions to reach all the shrines in the area, they headed down a curving path to the white marble gates that marked the entrance to the Marriage Shrine.

Just outside were places to park carriages, wagons, and to leave horses.  There was a small fee, but most pilgrims could afford it.  Small stalls lined the outside of the shrine’s ground’s walls selling flowers, candles, and scarves for pilgrims.

While Deo brought the horses to a coral to be fed and drink, their father wandered around the stalls, inspecting the flowers.

“You can pray for the marriages of others here, as well as your own.  Usually, people do so for the marriage of a loved one who will be married soon or has just gotten married,” their father told them as he looked over some bright pink flowers.

“I should pray for Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor’s then,” Beks said, taking a step to the side to look at the small wreaths of violet flowers.  They had a ribbon tied to them and from the display sample, the names of those who would be married were written on the ribbon.

She bought a violet-blue wreath with plump flowers and smiled, only to catch her father picking up a leg-sized, cascading bundle of deep rust colored and white flowers.  He seemed to weigh it in his arms before nodding, satisfied.

“Diamond shaped ones are for anniversaries.  Your mother likes this color.  She says it reminds her of my hair.”  Both of his children squinted their eyes at him.  “I think this will do for me and your mother....”  He lifted it up and called over to the stall’s attendant.  “How much?”

Beks sighed and looked back at the hand sized wreath in her hand.  Well, it’s not my marriage or wedding.  This is more a good luck offering.  Resigned to her choice, she prepared to ask how much the wreath was, when she caught ice-blue flowers in a wreath with decorative black chord glistening with silver thread woven into it.

She drew her lips inward and bit them.

A moment later, she was paying for the arm-sized wreath.

“Two silver for the blue wreath and one silver for the violet one,” the old lady selling the flower wreaths told her.  That wasn’t too bad for offering flowers.  Beks dug into her inner vest pocket and too out the coins.  After paying the woman, she was given four white ribbons.

“Five,” Beks said.  She glanced at her father, who had walked further away and was waiting by the entrance for her and Deo.  Beks leaned closer to the old woman. “I need five.”

The woman gave her a confused look, but still handed her a fifth ribbon.

“You are to pray first and then use the ink made with ash from the offerings to write the names on the ribbons.  Don’t worry about language; the goddess will understand your sincerity,” the old woman said.

People came from all over the continent, so that made sense.  Beks thanked her and carried her wreaths towards the entrance. Her father had put on a scarf to cover his head and the lower part of his face, covering his beard.  Her father cocked his head to the side as she and Deo, who was adjusting his own scarf, reached him.

“Why did you buy two?”  He smiled and chuckled.  “I was just kidding.  You didn’t need to buy one for your mother and me.”

Deo and Beks stared at him for a moment.  “Well, it’s too late to return them, Daddy.  Let’s just go.”  Beks held a small wreath and began down the white stone paved walkway to the shrine.

Though there were numerous small pavilions around the garden, the shrine itself was a large, tile-covered rotunda with rounded arches leading into the sanctuary.  Inside was a statue of the goddess on a pedestal as tall as Beks was.  The statue itself was carved marble nearly reaching the top of the two-story tall rotunda.

There were six stone fonts with metal basins.  A metal grating covered the shallow basins and on metal trays on grooves around the metal basin were brushes for writing names on the ribbon.

First thing was first, and Beks and her father followed the instructions given when they bought the flowers.  They bowed at the statue’s pedestal and muttered their prayers wishing for a strong marriage for whoever the offerings were being offered for.  Then they waved the wreaths over the smoke from the wood sticks acting as incense placed in narrow boxes surrounding six sides of the statue.

Beks waited for her father to go to one of the writing fonts to fill in the names on the ribbon of his offering, then purposely went to a different one.

Using the thick, quick drying ink, Beks first wrote Laurence and Lady Eleanor’s names in fancy Jasper brush calligraphy.  It was a rare artform, but one expected of high-born daughters in Kadmium, so Beks had been forced to learn it despite it being a dying art.  Most people didn’t even know the elaborate writing style existed, let alone could read it, so she felt confident that no one could read the names.

Next, she wrote the Second and Third Princes’ names on their ribbons in Langsher, using their Langshe names.  On the last ribbon, she wore her name in Sagittate, but in brush calligraphy.  She blew over the wet ink to try to make them dry faster before she tied them together onto the wreaths.

Her father was already placing his massive offering at the foot of the goddess’ pedestal by the time Beks arrived and placed her two wreaths down, taking care to put Laurence and Lady Eleanor’s wreath on top of hers to obscure her name.

She bowed once more, repeating her prayer before standing up.

“Let’s walk around the grounds a bit.  Stretch our legs after the long journey,” her father said as he stretched his arms over his head.  Beks nodded beneath her veil and followed her father out with her brother beside her.  “Deo, there should be an altar here where men can pray for a spouse.  You should go.”

A disgusted scoff came from her brother as Beks held back a chuckle.  “I don’t need to pray for a spouse.  I can find a wife on my own.”

“If you scoff in the house of the goddess of marriage, won’t she be upset and not help you?” Beks said with a smirk.  She saw her brother tense a bit.

“...All right, perhaps a small prayer wouldn’t kill me.

Beks and her father chuckled as they walked out the main entrance.  As they walked down the white marble steps, Beks’ eyes swept over the small groups and individuals dotting the grounds, coming and going.  Her gaze was immediately attracted to a small group of men approaching with small orange and white wreaths in their hands.

She had burned their faces into her mind, vowing to make them regret what they did to her. Her chest tightened and her hands clenched into fists at her sides before her brother grasped her arm and pulled her closer to whisper.

“Paladins.”

Her father had fallen into step on the other side of her.  He kept his eyes forward, but seemed to block her from them.

Beks grit her teeth.  She knew what they were.

While she didn’t recognize all of them, she recognized several, and especially the one leading the small entourage.

Her eyes flickered to his hand that was covered with a glove.

“Remember to pray first for the peace and harmony of Her Eminence’s marriage to the King, then bless the wreaths over the holy wood smoke,” the man with the gloved hands said as he led them forward.

“We can write their names in Esuser, right?” one of the men asked.

“Yes, language doesn’t matter, but I heard it’s more effective if the names are written in their native language, so try to write the King’s name in Jasper.”

It seemed that they were there to pray for their precious oracle’s marriage, but it only confirmed Beks’ suspicion that her family’s assassination attempts involved the new oracle.  Lucian said that a paladin assigned to a high-ranking priest or priestess almost always did what they ordered, so long as it didn’t go against the Temple.

Hearing their words confirmed that it was almost certain that the new oracle was the one who wanted Beks and her family dead and ordered the assassinations.

As they passed the group of men, pretending they didn’t notice who they were, Beks resisted the urge to ask the leader in a mocking voice: how is your hand?

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 35 - Like Some Sort of Land Pirate


                How does one face a person who once tried to kill her?

The late Queen had her fair share of stories, many of which Uncle Timur had told her weren’t fitting for a little girl to hear as a bedtime story. It taught Beks that the action one should take depended on the situation.

Of those paladins, four of the six who pushed her prison carriage to the edge of the cliff were present, including the one she stabbed in the hand. She would like her revenge to be quick, but the Shrine to the Goddess of Marriage wasn’t a fitting place. Beks may not have cared for paladins, but she wasn’t going to commit murder on sacred ground.

How would that look to the Goddess Retsa? Wouldn’t her offerings be meaningless?

The retinue of paladins walked past them without a second glance, wreaths in their hands and a brown chest between the two paladins she didn’t recognize. With Beks, and her brother and father’s faces obscured by cloth, as well as neat, but simple peasant clothing, no one would suspect that they were nobles, let alone the exiled Duke and his two eldest children.

Her clenched jaw and hands, the cold look on her face, and the way she seemed to stare directly ahead of her as if to avoid allowing her the temptation of revenge weren’t unnoticed by her father or brother.

“Are they the ones?” Deo walked on her right side, his voice icy.

“Four of the six,” Beks said in a quiet voice. Her eyes narrowed. “I told them before they pushed my carriage off that cliff that they better pray to their gods that I died.”

“And if you didn’t?” Deo asked with a raised brow.

Beks kept her eyes forward. “Then when we meet again, they will pray for death.”

“What do you want to do?” Her father’s voice was low, but patient and sincere, as if waiting to carry out whatever she asked of him. Beks took a slow breath, but didn’t answer. Her father’s gray eyes looked her way and softened. “You don’t have to deny your thirst for revenge. I know hatred when I sense it.”

As soon as he pointed it out, Beks closed her eyes. She let out her breath to try to loosen her tension.

“Nothing,” she said. “We won’t do anything here.” Her gaze swept across the lush gardens with the small ponds, fountains, and numerous people. “The gardens are open. All the structures lack substantial walls. Not to mention that there are many pilgrims here and it’s the middle of the day.”

Her father gave her an approving nod. “Today is not the last time you will cross paths with them, Beks.”

She took another deep breath. “If I never see their faces again, I would be lucky.”

“We can’t do anything at the shrine, but what about after?” her brother asked. “They’re not going to live here. They’ll leave sometime.”

Beks drew her lip inward. “Since this is a sacred area, I won’t do anything to them. I don’t want these people to have to witness that nor do I wish to desecrate a religious site for them. If we cross paths again after we leave, then I’ll take it as fate.”

“Fate?”

“As far as I’m concerned, if we cross paths again, then the gods are giving me permission. After all, someone has to punish unrighteous paladins for breaking their vows.”

Her father touched her head. “Then wait until the time calls for it. For now, go and pray for blessings for a true heir from your Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor.”

The reminder of the two drew Beks out of her darker thoughts. She unclenched her fists and took a deep breath.

Her father was right. They had to wait for the right moment. She had more important things to do at that shrine.

There were six smaller altars beneath open air gazebos of varying sizes. They surrounded the main shrine building like moons with each altar dedicated to a saint affiliated with the Goddess of Marriage. The saints were patrons of aspects related to marriage from the harmony of two families, communication and trust between a couple, childbirth, children, and so forth.

While there was no specific order in which to pray to them, Beks started from the altar to the saint for marriage. It was said that a prayer at a saint’s altar would beseech the saint to appeal to the Goddess of Marriage regarding the aspect they were the patron of.

Some altars had a small line, so it took some time to get through all six. They had to light a candle or donate some coins. Beks sometimes did both when she threw in a prayer for herself. For one thing, she wanted her family to accept an engagement with the twins.

As they left the shrine complex, she glanced at her father, unsure how to tell him as he’d been so excited at the prospect of her returning home to the Sacred Valley. Part of her wanted to wait until they found her mother, so she could tell them at the same time, but she also didn’t want to return to the island without informing her father.

Laz and Lucian were affectionate and treated her well. Her father wasn’t ignorant. He’d notice something was different the moment he met them even if the twins didn’t say a word.

“You have such a tormented look on your face, Snow Flower,” her father said in a warm, teasing voice as they rode away from the shrine. “Do you regret postponing your vengeance?”

She blinked and tried to relax her expression. She never had this problem in Kadmium. The late Queen taught her to keep her emotions hidden when facing others, but Beks supposed she dropped her guard around her father and brother. In Kadmium, at the Gilded Palace, a certain decorum was expected of her.

If and when she deviated, she’d be admonished. Everyone would look at her differently, perhaps even lose respect for her. She learned that very early. It was only when she was away from her instructors, tutors, and the late Queen that Beks relaxed. And even then, that was only behind closed doors, playing with the twins, or being read stories before bed by Uncle Timur.

It was because she felt secure around them, as she did with her family. Security meant she could be vulnerable and show her expressions.

“I’m just wondering if I missed anything while we were at the shrine,” Beks said. “I think I covered everything.”

“I’m sure they’ll be happy to know you prayed so much on their behalf,” her father said.

Her brother chuckled. “I’m sure Snowflake will be happy, too.”

Beks smiled. “I haven’t read much on the shrines here. Is the Quartz Lake Shrine far from here?”

“I’m not sure,” her father replied. “However, the towns in the area are all mainly supported by pilgrims, so there is bound to be more information in town. I’m sure if we ask the inn, they’ll be able to tell us.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“What do you mean there are no vacancies at the inns? That’s impossible. There has to be some vacancy.” Her father frowned as Mr. Reidan stood beside their wagon at the edge of the nearest town. The plan was for him to meet them by the road entering the town and then take them to the inn he’d arranged rooms in for the night.

However, Mr. Reidan had approached nearly all the inns in the town and there were no vacancies.

“I’ve tried all the ones within our usual price range, but none have spare rooms. Most pilgrims tend to stay multiple nights in order to go to more than one shrine,” Mr. Reidan told them, appearing exhausted. “I asked for recommendations to other inns that may have vacancies, but when I see them, they’re far above the budget set.”

The budget set was an agreed upon amount they came to before they left the Stadium village in order to prepare for their journey. It took into consideration the cost of travel to find her mother and younger siblings, which would involve contracting a ship and crew. While it wasn’t a strict budget, they also wanted to save money for retaking the kingdom.

“If we go over our budget once or twice, it won’t have a detrimental impact on our spending,” her father said with a frown. “Take us to the inns that may have vacancies. It doesn’t matter if they’re expensive.”

With his approval, Mr. Reidan took them to a three-story inn in the heart of town, facing the main plaza.

“There are three inns, all along this plaza and one on the next street over,” Mr. Reidan said as he looked up from a piece of paper where he’d written down directions and names to the inns.

“They’re not bad,” Deo said. “And they’re quite large from the looks of them.” They looked around the plaza. The inns were of varying sizes, but they were all multiple stories tall and had wide store faces. They likely went further back, as well.

Her father walked up the steps of the nearest inn and entered, only to step out with his brows knit a few moments later.

“They’re expecting a pilgrimage caravan for Paraxes this evening and the last rooms are reserved for that group,” her father said.

Beks closed her eyes and let out a low ‘oh’. Because the journey to various shines, such as St. Cormac’s Trail, were long and arduous, most people would not be used to making such a trip. After all, most people were peasants who lived very sedentary lives in one location. At most, they’d travel around their area for labor. Travel for days without experience was dangerous.

As a result, most pilgrimages in Kadmus would involve a group meeting at a local location, then travel as a group to meet up with a caravan leaving from a city. The caravan would arrange for lodging with contacts in the shrine towns, as well as schedule stops. It was more an organized religious tour where pilgrims would pay a small fee.

If that happened in other places, it made sense that while there were some vacant rooms at the moment, they were actually pre-booked.

“Let’s try another one,” Beks said as she opened her eyes. Her father and Mr. Reidan went to two more inns on the plaza. Both inns appeared full. As soon as her father came out, he shook his head.

“There is one more left,” Mr. Reidan said as they reached the final inn on the side street.

“What are our options if they’re all booked?” Deo asked. “Is there a place where we can camp for the night?”

They’d had to do that twice on the way down from the High Desert, so it wasn’t unheard of, but from the disgusted look on their father’s face, Robert wanted to avoid it unless he absolutely had to.

He walked closer to them and narrowed his eyes. “My son, why do you want your father to suffer so much? I’m almost sixty-”

“You’re fifty-eight,” Deo said with dull eyes.

“That’s almost sixty,” Robert replied. “The point is that my body isn’t what it used to be, and sleeping on the cold, hard ground can cause unnecessary pains.”

Both his children looked at him with deadpan expressions, and in Deo’s case, a bit of disgust.

“Daddy, are you forgetting that you were in a fight club just a few weeks ago?” Beks asked.

“That was exercise,” Robert said without a hint of shame on his face. “Besides, it wasn’t as if I was hurt. With my speed and ability, I was difficult to touch.”

“My lord, I have bad news.” Mr. Reidan had wandered into the last of the inns and almost immediately walked out. He didn’t need to say it was bad news for it to be clear. “They are also full.”

Deo groaned and Beks frowned, more disappointed than anything else.

“How far is the next town?” Robert asked. Both his children looked at him and he met their gaze. “It’s not dark yet. If it’s not far, we still have time to go over and try again. This town is the closest to the main road coming out of the High Desert, making it a convenient first stop for most people. The further into the area we go, the larger the likelihood of an inn with vacancies.”

“There is a larger town further south, about a two-hour ride down,” Mr. Reidan said. “There are more inns there, including some of the best in the region, I was told.”

Robert nodded. “Then, let’s go. Let’s not waste time with the cheaper inns. Let’s go directly to the most expensive ones.”

Though he said it, Mr. Reidan was still being cautious with their funds. He checked the paper he’d written the inn information on and first took them to moderately priced inns, intent on working up to the expensive ones, if needed.

Beks appreciated his thoughtfulness. They didn’t need the most expensive inn, after all. Besides, they weren’t exactly dressed as an expensive inn’s guest.

“Is it the season for pilgrimages?” Deo asked with a frown. The second town was larger, but it was also busier. There were numerous inns and they’d passed at least a dozen small ones the size of a modest home just entering the town.

“I think it’s busy year-round,” Beks said. “It may not be the ideal time for northern pilgrims to travel considering the weather, but it may be a good time for southern pilgrims. I’ve seen plenty from Paraxes already.”

“How can you tell?” her brother asked as they waited at a small restaurant’s outdoor seating area, facing the town’s main plaza while Mr. Reidan and their father went to look for lodging.

“They dress differently and are speaking Paraxer,” Beks said with a roll of her eyes as she took a sip of her drink.

“You understand Paraxer?”

Beks frowned a bit. “Not very well and I’ve never learned to read it. I can pick up some sentences, but I can’t speak it. Brother Laurence is fluent.”

“Of course, he is, it’s his father’s mother tongue,” Deo replied. He leaned back against the wooden seat and watched the people come and go. “I don’t have much confidence that we’ll find an affordable inn tonight.”

Beks’ eyes drifted to the top of the buildings. “The sun is going to set soon.”

The sound of a chair scraping against the ground sounded from the table next to them. Beks glanced over and quickly looked back as a party of clergy and their attendants took a seat at the larger table next to them. A few paladins stood guard just outside the eating area, and Beks and her brother exchanged looks.

She brought her veil down and Deo made sure that his headpiece was on to cover his hair. The two fell silent, pretending to be interested in their drinks and resting as the clergy and their attendants spoke behind them.

From what Beks could understand, the priests and their attendants were staying at the inn connected to that restaurant. It wasn’t the most expensive inn in town, but it was still a very nice inn. It would’ve passed for the most expensive had they been in the other, smaller town.

“There are a lot of them,” Deo said in Sagittater. “I didn’t notice at first, but since it’s going to get dark, they must be coming back from their outings.”

Beks also looked around the plaza from beneath her veil. Her brother was right. Various carriages, wagons, and horses were arriving into the plaza with a good portion of them stopping in front of inns or restaurants. Various Temple people from clergy to attendants to paladins in various vestments and uniforms representing different orders and sects appeared.

Despite herself, Beks felt her skin crawl. There were just so many of them, she couldn’t help but be on guard. There weren’t this many at the shrine. In fact, she’d only see a few shrine acolytes and priestesses, all of whom were busy with something. The shrine didn’t have paladins on guard, either.

Another table was taken up by clergy. A few attendants seemed to have come on their own to take another table.

Finally, her father and Mr. Reidan arrived. Robert glanced around the surrounding area and raised a brow at the amount of Temple-related people present, but didn’t say a word regarding them.

He looked at his two children and gave them a nod.

“Did you find a vacancy?” Deo asked as he sat up straight.

“It was difficult, and we were only able to secure one room, but it’s large enough for all of us,” Robert said. He looked at his daughter. “Do you mind, Snow Flower?”

“Of course not, Daddy. As long as everyone has a comfortable place to sleep for the night,” she said. His expression softened.

“I knew you’d understand. Follow me. I’ve already paid for your drinks.”

“You don’t want to get anything?”

“We can order food and drink to our room,” her father replied. Beks narrowed her eyes. Order to their room? They were likely staying somewhere costly.

She glanced at Mr. Reidan, who looked tired, which only confirmed her suspicion.

Their father led them across the plaza to a large building. The only buildings larger than it were the town government building and a basilica complex on either side of the plaza. All building faces had elaborate stonework, including dormer windows at the very top, along with stone tiled roofs.

There was a portico facing the street of the inn held up by several Doric columns. There was one set of double doors in the center, flanked on either side by smaller doors, while doormen stood between them, holding the door open when guests climbed up the steps to enter.

Beks drew her lips inward. This building was clearly paid for with wealthy pilgrim money.

“The horses and carriage are already taken care of. We’re going to spend two nights here, as the Quartz Lake Shrine is almost half a day’s travel by foot up the nearby hill,” her father said as he led them up the steps.

Considering the way they were dressed, Beks half expected the door men to turn them away, but perhaps it was her father’s bearing as a Duke that caused them to open the doors wide for them as soon as he got close enough. Robert gave them small nods as he walked in.

“What about our things?” Beks asked. Her other gold lined petti-skirt was still in a box in the carriage.

“We’ve already had them brought up, Miss,” Mr. Reidan assured her.

The foyer had a vaulted ceiling with various candle chandeliers hovering overhead. A grand staircase greeted them from across the mosaic tiled floor.

Deo squinted his eyes. “I thought the purpose of a pilgrimage was to show devotion and humility....”

Beks was looking up. “Why is there a war scene painted on the ceiling?”

Deo, their father, and Mr. Reidan all paused to look up. “In the heart of a region with shrines, you’d think they’d choose a more fitting scene,” Mr. Reidan said with squinted eyes.

“Never mind that,” Robert told them. “We’re on the top floor. Let’s go.”

“Oh, wait I want to get information on the Quartz Lake Shrine,” Beks said.

“I’ve already requested that information to be sent to the room,” her father told her with a gentle smile. “They said they’d send up a map, as well.”

Excited, Beks trudged up the several flights of stairs to get to the top floor. She expected a generously sized room with multiple beds, but did not expect that upon arriving on the top floor, there would be a round entryway at the top of the stairs and one set of double doors. Two more doormen flanked the entrance.

“Welcome back, Master Snowy,” one of the men said as he bowed his head.

The other unlocked the door. “The kitchen has also been notified that you’re expecting dinner brought to your room. A full menu has been left on the dining room table for you. When you are ready, please bring it to us and we’ll run your order down.”

Beks clenched her jaw to keep from asking ‘what do you mean dining room table’? This was an inn.

“Excellent. Thank you both. By the way, these are my children. You may address them as Young Master and Miss Snowy.”

The two men chorused the names as Beks and Deo walked into the rectangular foyer with the hardwood floors, which opened up into a wide living area to one side and a dining room that could sit at least eight people on the other.

There was a hallway with multiple doors and outside the windows was a beautiful view of not just the plaza below, but the rest of the town.

The doors closed behind them and Beks slowly turned around to look at her father. “This is the one room?”

“Yes,” Robert said with a pleased nod. “It’s the most expensive room at the inn and is the most private. There are no other rooms on this floor. It’s only us.”

“My lord was worried that as there were so many clergymen and paladins passing us on the street, there may have been some here,” Mr. Reidan told them. “Several of the inns we tried earlier were also filled with guests from the Temple, but it seems that the price point for this particular inn may be out of budget for most.”

“What can I say, I have some trauma with paladins,” Robert said as he walked past them and into the large suite. Beks knew that he didn’t. Her father just didn’t want to risk running into the paladins that tried to kill her where they were resting.

She lifted her hand to remove her veil and held it in her hand as she walked across the room to hug her father. “Thank you, Daddy.”

His arm went around her and he gave her a gentle squeeze. “It is good to be on your guard, but too much for too long can have negative effects,” he said. He stroked her hair back. “You can deal with them when the time comes. For now....” He held up a small booklet. “You can look into what you need to buy for the Quartz Lake Shrine.”

Beks smiled and took the booklet from him. She took off her boots, left them in the foyer, and walked around barefoot. She fell back onto a sofa and began to go through the booklet, which came with a map of the area.

Behind her, Deo called out food from the menu to see what she wanted. She was still plotting out the route to Quartz Lake Shrine when the food arrived. Two inn staff set up the food for them in the dining room, including the plates, utensils, and cups before leaving, also telling them that they would return after dinner to clean up.

“It doesn’t look like I need to purchase anything for an offering before we leave town,” Beks said. “But considering the distance, even on horseback, it takes some time.”

“Since we don’t need to buy anything, we’ll leave before dawn,” her father told her.

“I will have the wagon prepared, my lord.”

“Take a rest tomorrow,” Robert told him. “It’s not easy for you, Mr. Reidan. I can take the children up myself. We’ll be back before dinner.”

Mr. Reidan furrowed his brows. “Are you sure, my lord?”

“The wagon isn’t needed.”

Beks still decided to make sure her saddle bags were cleared the next morning. According to the guide booklet, there were charms and things to buy to put on your animal as a blessing. She also made sure there was enough gold with her to buy them.

As they rode out of town, Deo held back a laugh. “Are you sure you don’t need the wagon?”

“I’m not going to buy that much. I have yet to see what’s there,” Beks said as she sat up straight on her horse.

“We’re not bringing Mr. Reidan this time on purpose,” their father said as he led the way.

“He doesdeserve to rest,” Deo agreed.

“Not only that, but the road to the Quartz Lake Shrine follows a mountain path part way. It deviates at one point. One road goes to Quartz Lake and the other is a shortcut to the main road going back to Kadmus.”

Beks turned her head to look at her father with wide eyes. “The paladins may cross paths with us again.” He gave her a small nod. “The gods may delay in giving you permission, but as your father, you have my blessing.”

Beks bit her lips and nodded. “I’ll consider it carefully.”

As her father mentioned the night before, the main road deviated. Two stone, engraved pillars marked the road leading to the shrine. One pillar had a small, hand sized salamander looking creature climbing it while the other had a wyvern with its wings wrapped around the column coming down the other.

“According to the legend, St. Akajai was an orphaned boy from the area. After his parents passed during a famine, he met a salamander-like creature at the lake. He treated the salamander as his friend and pet. It gave him the will to live and also saved his life, as the salamander would bring him food from the bottom of the lake,” Beks said as they road up to the shrine. “But the famine wasn’t going away, so the ancient peoples here decided to perform a ‘pure’ sacrifice; meaning they’d sacrifice a child.”

“And they picked the orphan because they wouldn’t want to sacrifice their own children, am I right?” Robert asked.

“You’re right.”

Her father shook his head and let out a small ‘tsk’ sound. “I never did understand the necessity for human sacrifice, especially that of children.”

“What happened? Did the salamander save him?” Deo asked.

“The villagers threw him into the lake with clothes weighed down with stone. He was too weak to swim up, but his salamander friend came to try to pull him up. Unfortunately, it was too small. The boy said to let him die because if he dies, he can come back to a better life. The salamander began to heat up and then in a flash of light, it turned into a water wyvern and flew out of Crystal Lake carrying the boy in his claws.”

“What happened to the villagers?”

“The water wyvern flooded their villages and drowned them.”

“Truly a legendary beast,” Deo said with a nod.

Beks nodded. “It reminds me of when Snowflake was small. I thought he was just a snake; a very smart one.”

“To be fair, while smaller than a horned serpent, Snowflake was by no means a ‘small snake’. He was as thick as your arm and was longer than you were tall,” Deo told her.

“Yes, but I didn’t know he was a horned serpent then.”

When they reached the shrine, they found it to be much smaller than the Shrine to the Goddess of Marriage, but it was nestled against a beautiful blue background of a crater lake that almost seemed to be glowing in the sunlight.

Beks let out a relaxed sigh as they got off their horses. The shrine was made of stone blocks and there was a large, round pool in the center of the circular building. There were flowers floating in the water along with golden and silver fish weaving in between. The steps of the shrine seemed to lead right down to the lake.

“It doesn’t look like a shrine,” Deo said. “More like a small summer picnic area.”

“There is a small building over there,” Beks said as she took off her boots to walk inside.

Past the building, which only had walls along the front, but was open to the lake in the back, there were small animals visible all over the shrine grounds. There was even a fox laying by the steps.

Beks lifted her hand to her chest. She would need to bring Wrath here. Wrath loved animals.

“Good morning, young one. Welcome to the Shrine of Akajai.” A raspy voice spoke up behind her and Beks turned around. An old man in a worn brown robe bowed his head towards her while Beks bowed back. “I am the head monk of the Shrine of Akajai, Brother Elias.” He motioned a hand towards the fox. “And that is my beast partner, Orange.”

“Good morning to you, Brother. Hello, Orange.” The red fox lazily lifted his head, nodded, and then laid back down. Beks nodded. Responsive, expected of a beast partner.

“Are you here to pray for a beloved animal?” the old man asked as he stood up and kept his hands together.

“Yes, I have a serpent named Snowflake and four birds: Thunder and Tempest, and their chicks Cloud and Whisp.”

A wide smile filled the man’s face, pleased to hear that they had all been given names. “You must care for them deeply to have come here.”

“The birds are very good to me. I wouldn’t be here without them,” Beks said. “Snowflake is very special to me, as he was my pet when I was a child, but my foster mother was worried that a snake would strangle me in my sleep, so she gave him away without me knowing....” Beks told her and Snowflake’s backstory to the monk, who nodded as he listened. He beckoned Beks to walk with him and they began to circle the pool as she told her story.

At the end, they stopped just above the top step leading into the lake. The old monk lifted his hand to bless her.

“The gods saw fit to bring you together. No mortal can take you from your Snowflake,” he said.

Beks lowered her head and moved aside her veil so the monk could press his thumb against her forehead. He first knelt down to dip his hand in the water, then made a sign in the air before pressing the center of her forehead and on spots just above each eyebrow.

He paused and tilted his head to the side.

Beks lifted his head. “Brother Elias?”

“You have a spirit core.” The old man smiled, his wrinkled eyes turning into lines on his face. “Very rare indeed. No wonder you have a strong affinity to a light beast.”

Beks blinked. “How did you know Snowflake has light affiliation?”

“Light, shadow, and life biha affiliated beasts resonate best with individuals with a spirit core, regardless of what the spirit core does,” he said. “But as a result, most other animals will not be as receptive towards you.”

Her eyes went wide and her jaw nearly dropped. Melon Cake the dog, who ran away, her various birds, the cat who went to live with her maid. None of them liked her no matter how hard she tried. “That’s it...that’s the reason....”

The old man chuckled. “Your other pets don’t like you?”

Beks pointed towards the entrance of the shrine, towards where her father and brother remained standing with the horses under a tree while eating some nuts younger monks offered them. “The horse I’ve been riding won’t even eat treats from my hand!”

The monk’s eyes were filled with mirth. “My dear young lady, it is because you were meant for stronger beasts and so they are intimidated. It is a residual fear, as if they compete for your attention, the beasts destined to you will become aggressive towards them.”

Beks nodded, enlightened. “This answers so much.” She paused. “But, wait, my little sister has a spirit core, but animals don’t seem to shun her.”

“There is an exception and that is for beast talkers,” he said. He lifted his hand to his chest. “Like myself.” The fox behind them let out a little huff and he glanced past Beks’ shoulder. “Orange says you ‘reek of light beast’. Orange, how can you tell?” The old monk seemed exasperated with his beast partner, but Beks giggled.

“He can sense another animal’s biha on me? I take it he is not a regular fox?”

As if to prove himself, Orange stood up and opened his mouth. A small ball of fire came out, landed on the stone step, and then was put out by one of Orange’s black forefeet. He looked at Beks, as if to ask ‘see? Are you impressed?”

Beks clapped her hands. “Very nice. I should’ve known!”

The old monk shook his head at the showy fox before looking back at Beks. “How old is your sister?”

“Quite young. She is only six.”

“Six...still young,” he nodded. “Right now, animals understand her clearly. She may also show sensitivity to the moods and reactions of animals around her, such as making a guess that an animal wants something. But wait until she is older and she will start to ‘hear’ them.” He furrowed his brows. “Tell her that it is normal. She will begin to hear many voices at once.”

“At once? From animals?”

“Their thoughts,” the old monk told her as he walked down the steps with a concentrated expression. “That is a lot of noise in the head of a child. This ability is somewhat rare amongst those with a spirit core, and it is good that it is. Without proper guidance, a child will not be able to filter the incoming noise.” He stopped halfway down to the water and looked back up at her, who had followed part way. “If you can, you must reassure your sister and help her focus.”

Beks nodded. “How old will she be?”

“I heard it varies. I started to hear them when I was about eight...that was so long ago,” he said. He looked out towards the lake. “Would you like a charm for her, as well?”

Beks hurried down the steps. “Do you have one? Something to ease her when the time comes?”

The old monk smiled and nodded. “I do. I used one myself and still do.” He lifted up a shiny, multi-colored shell tied to a thin cord around his neck. On the shell was a small lump and scraped around it were familiar characters.

Beks narrowed her eyes and squinted. “What language is that?”

“I am unsure, it was passed down through the shrine from ancient times,” the old monk said, also curious. “Does it look familiar? I know it is not Classic Esuser.”

“You’re right about that,” Beks said, containing the excitement swelling in her. It was High Berup, the written language of Gurani. What were High Berup characters doing that far inland?

She followed the old monk back into the shrine to be guided through a prayer. She got to sit on the edge of the pool and dunk her feet in as she prayed. A younger monk brought her a towel to dry her feet afterwards and then led her to a smaller building to get her charms.

She bought a similar charm necklace as the old monk for her sister, then five ribbons woven with High Berup.

“The treads are made from the silk of a mussel found in the lake,” one of the monks told her. “It is reactive to biha. As your beast grows, this ribbon will grow with it, so as never to strangle and cut into their flesh.”

“Really?” Beks’ brows looked up as she ran her fingers over the smooth silk.

“Orange is wearing one right now,” the monk said, motioning towards the lazy fox. Beks nodded.

Currently, the ribbon was quite long, but she wouldn’t use all of it. She planned to wrap one around each of the rokh’s legs and around one of Snowflake’s horns. She thanked the monk and paid for the charms and ribbon, as well as made a sizable donation.

Satisfied, she bid farewell to the monk, and he gave her a small book he’d copied on beast talking for her sister.

“Thank you, Brother Elias. If I ever have the chance, I will bring my sister here.”

He bowed to her and walked her out of the shrine, giving her a wave as she rode away with her brother and father.

“I can’t believe you spent longer at a shrine for animals than at the shrine for marriage,” Deo said.

Beks shot him a glare beneath her veil. “I learned some things about spirit cores. You said Wrath likes animals, don’t you?” She recalled seeing Wrath particularly interested in the exotic birds that she fed at the Old Tower.

“She loves them,” her father said. “Everywhere she goes, animals seem attracted to her. You don’t know the number of times we’ve gone to her room and found owls, foxes, rabbits, and once, even a goat inside.”

“She’s no longer allowed to keep her windows covered with just animal hyde shutters and tapestries,” Deo said with a tired sigh.

“The old monk says she may be a future beast talker, so he gave me a book and charm like his to help Wrath if the time comes,” Beks said. “Do you think she’ll like it?”

Her father gave her a warm smile. “No matter what face she makes and what she says, she will like it,” he told her. “Wrath tries to be more mature than she is, but she’ll be happy that you got her something.”

“Wrath didn’t seem to warm up to me as Thad did,” Beks said. “It’s likely because we’ve never met in person. I’ve only spoken to her briefly. Even then, she didn’t seem interested in me.”

Beside her, her father sighed. “That’s our fault. Your mother and I should’ve made a better effort to keep you in contact with your younger siblings.”

Beks shook her head. “Kadmium is far from the Sacred Valley.”

“But it doesn’t matter. Now that your engagement is broken, you can come home and spend more time with your siblings,” her father said, pleased with the idea.

Beks caught her brother give her a knowing look. She drew her lips inward.

“Daddy, about that-”

Before she could finish speaking, her father held out his arm. He pulled the reins back and stopped his horse, prompting Beks and Deo half a length behind them to also come to a stop. With their horses remaining in place, she heard hoof steps coming from around the bend, where the path to the shrine rejoined the main road.

Dirt and small pieces of gravel sound against wooden wheels as horses clopped along. The wagon coming up the road was very modest with no embellishments, not even a covering. It wasn’t very large, only having two wheels instead of four, and was drawn by two horses.

Two young men drove the wagon while four paladins on horseback escorted them along all four corners of the wagon, making her heart clench as she held her breath.

Behind her veil, Beks grit her teeth once more as she recognized the paladin closest to them. A ruddy faced blond man sat upright on his horse wearing a light version of his paladin’s uniform. His hands were covered with thick leather riding cloves.

The paladins glanced over at them, swept their eyes up and down the trio with cold gazes before they continued on their way without a word, not seeing them as any sort of threat.

The sound of the wagon and the horses faded away as the paladins rounded the bend.

The family of three didn’t move. Beks kept her eyes straight ahead. Her brother looked towards her.

“Beks.”

“Yes.”

“They’ve crossed your path again.”

Her eyes narrowed. This was permission.

She grasped the reins and turned the horse towards the direction from which the paladins had come from. She gave the horse a gentle kick of her heels, urging it to quicken its speed as they began down the road.

She didn’t see her brother and father exchange confused looks before following her.

“Where are you going?” Deo shouted as Beks leaned forward and raced down the road.

“This is the main road, but it’s not the only one!” Beks said as she recalled the map she’d memorized. “This entire area is a destination for pilgrims, but that doesn’t mean that’s all they do. There are plenty of scenic areas and amongst them are the Quartz Cascades. They’re a series of waterfalls that come from the same water source as the Quartz Lake in the crater on the mountain.

“There was an entire section on them in the guidebook I was reading yesterday. There is a narrow path along the side of the cascades. Due to its location and the surrounding area, and how narrow and steep it is, it’s not suitable for wagons or carriages, so most pilgrims wouldn’t go through it, but it’s a short cut,” Beks said. She saw a small gap in the trees by the side of the road.

A dirt path veered off from the main road and into the forest. “A short cut to where?”

“The main road back to Kadmus!”

The horses turned into the path and Beks followed the map burned into her mind. The path was only wide enough for one horse, and in some places, the worn path had become overgrown.

That did little to slow her down.

Ahead of them she could hear the sound of rushing water. She slowed her horse as the incline became steeper.

“What your footing,” her father said behind her.

Beks nodded and continued up the path. Soon, they were walking along a path not far from a rushing river. The source was a short waterfall up ahead and in order to go higher, they needed to follow a zig-zag path against the mountain.

“How far is the main road supposed to be?” Deo asked as he peered through the trees. “Is that it?”

“That's a strolling path meant to be a gradual descent from the main road. It’ll take longer to reach it and it’s further away from the cascades,” Beks said. “The steep path reaches the main road at the top of the cascades. The source is from a cave leading to an underground water source. The road is built above that cave.”

“You memorized all of this from a map you saw last night?” Deo asked.

“Beks has always had an excellent memory,” her father answered for her. “Since she was a child, her memory has been far stronger than anyone I’ve ever known. It only grew better with age from what I was told.”

Beks occasionally glanced towards the main road that could be seen in the distance, past the trees. One had to know where it was to know what she was looking for. She could see a wooden wagon making its way up the curved road against the mountain.

“I see them,” she said in a low voice as she urged her horse up. “The two paladins seated on the wagon have nothing to do with me. Can we separate them from the other four?”

“You’re targeting the paladins on horses?” Deo asked.

“If that’s the case, I’ll take care of the wagon drivers. I have a feeling that whatever is on the wagon is important. Deo, get on the wagon once I take control. Use your fire to slow them down. When they’re at a good distance away, see if you can find that chest they were carrying at the shrine. It must’ve been important. Take whatever is inside,” their father said. “Then get back on the horse and lead them away.”

“Bring them back to the cascades,” Beks said. “It’s out of sight from the main road. It’ll reduce the chance of witnesses.”

“What’s your plan when we get there?” her brother asked.

“Didn’t you notice that the third of the six waterfalls is not only tall, but lands on rapids leading into the fourth waterfall? They tried to push me to my death; it is fitting that they meet the same fate.”

Deo stared at her for a moment. “Did you plan this out last night after looking at the map?”

“Last night?” Beks shook her head. “I didn’t know we’d cross paths with them here. I came up with this right now.”

Her father laughed as his eyes narrowed. “Permission from the gods indeed.”

Deo nodded as the horses carried them up the final incline. To one side, a large opening in the rock face gushed with water coming from the underground source. It fed into the first of the waterfalls.

“They’re coming,” Deo said as he looked over his shoulder and saw the first half of the horses pulling the wagon.

Their father pulled his horse in front of them. “Block the road and follow my lead,” he said.

Beks fell into pace behind them and they slowed down, far slower than a wagon.

Behind them, the paladins reached them with ease.

“Excuse me!” One of the men shouted. “Move aside! Don’t block the road.”

Beks watched her father lead his horse to the side. She and her brother followed, making room for the wagon to pass.

Only the horses got past them before her father swung his fist and punched the nearest paladin on a horse.

At once, the other paladins reacted. Robert grabbed the sword hanging on the nearest paladin’s hip and used the hilt to hit the paladin again. Beks watched her fifty-eight-year-old father sweep close to the wagon. He tossed the reins to his son as he stood up, managed to get on the saddle with both feet, and jump onto the back of the wagon, like some sort of land pirate boarding a ship.

To add to the effect, Robert laughed as he knocked out the two paladins seated on the front of the wagon, shoved them to the side, and took control.

“Deo, get on!” he shouted in Sagittater.

“Catch!”

Beks caught the reins her brother threw at her. She didn’t know where her father got the idea to give her all three horses, but she did her best to maintain their speed while keeping hold of all the horses.

On the back of the wagon, Deo’s systematic use of fire biha to both distract and fend off the remaining four paladins was executed with precise efficiency. With each flame from his hand, the paladins fell further and further behind, unable to do anything but yell and try to keep control of their horses who were fleeing from the fire.

“They’re far enough!” Robert shouted after glancing over his shoulder. Beks could see the paladins behind them a good horse length away from the back of the wagon. To her, that wasn’t nearly far enough, but she had to trust her father. He was the one with actual battle experience.

She was just going with what her gut and head told her.

“Then let’s see what prizes are to be had!” Deo shouted, almost gleeful. “Let me borrow a sword!” Their father tossed the sword back and Deo grabbed it, using it to hack away an area above a metal lock.

The paladins began to yell. One of them was shouting for them to go faster before he broke the chest.

“Something important is inside Beks yelled at her brother. “Whatever it is just, just take it!”

“No need to tell me twice!” Deo said as one final blow loosened the weak wood and leather just above the lock. He pried the sword through the opening and broke off the lock. He then slammed the sword on the seat next to his father and pulled open the lid. His eyes narrowed. “It’s cloth!”

“Cloth?” Beks narrowed her eyes. “Why are they transporting cloth?”

Deo threw out another wave of fire to keep the paladins back before pulling a large mass of silvery-white cloth. “It’s a dress!”

Beks finally turned her head towards the wagon she was trying to keep pace with. Deo was lifting the dress by part of the skirt with layers of clumped lace and silk and jewel embellishments in his hands. In the midday sun, the glimmer of the gold woven into the dress caught her eye. She did a double take.

She recognized the intricate woven sleeves and the nearly sheer draping over it.

Her eyes dilated and disbelief swept over her. “Is this a joke?” She nearly balked as her jaw dropped.

“You recognize it?” Deo asked as he lifted it up awkwardly with one hand while throwing another stream of fire at the paladins pursuing them.

“Yes!” Beks yelled. “That’s a wedding dress!”

Deo drew his head back. “Why are they carrying around a wedding dress?”

“It’s not just any wedding dress!” Beks yelled as the absolute audacity of Luther and his oracle mistress infuriated her. It took three years just to get the materials, collected from all over the kingdom, ready. Then another year and a half to actually make.

The late Queen had been more particular about that dress than she was the wedding dress for Lady Eleanor, the future Queen of Kadmus. It was supposed to be locked away. Beks doubted Luther even knew where, but there it was.

“Whose is it?” Deo asked over the yelling paladins and the wagon wheels beneath him.

Beks wanted to rip her hair out as her face filled with indignation. “It’s mine!”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 36 - I Could've Made a Mistake


                “Your what?” Deo snapped his head towards her with a stunned face.  He lifted a fistful of the dress.  “What is your wedding dress doing here?”

“I’m as surprised as you are!” Bek shouted back.

“Are you sure it’s yours?”

“I worked with the late Queen and numerous royal seamstresses on every detail of that dress! And even if I didn’t, I think I, of all people, would remember what it looks like!”

Her brother drew his head back and after a thought, seemed to nod.  “That still doesn’t explain what they’re doing with your dress.”

“It doesn’t matter!” Beks shouted.  She looked over her shoulder and glanced at the four men on horseback desperately racing to catch up, only to have their horses neigh and resist as Deo sent another horizontal arc of fire at time.  “It’s clearly the most valuable thing on that wagon for them.  Just take it!”

Deo’s brows shot up and he looked back at the chasing paladins.  With a mocking smirk, he lifted his arm and almost waved the dress above him like a flag.  “You want this?” He held out his free hand and created a flame in his hand.  His face twisted with diabolic perversion as he waved the flame around the dress.

The yelling from the paladins rose and Beks could hear swearing and threats coupled by demands that he let go of the ground.  “Let go of the dress and we’ll spare you!”  one of the paladins managed to yell in broken Jasper.

Deo laughed, tossing his head back.  “You think you’re in a position to threaten me?” he shouted.  He grinned.  “If you want it, come and take it!”

Beks didn’t know how brazen her brother was until he stepped off the side of the wagon.  Her heart shot to her throat as he cleared the short distance between the side of the wagon and one of the horses Beks was desperately trying to keep control of.

How he managed to get on the saddle while keeping his eyes locked with the paladins and holding on to the shimmering dress was a one-in-a-million chance to Beks, but somehow he not only did it, but easily took the reins from her, as if it had been well-practiced choreography.

Her stupefied expression lasted less than a breath before she heard her father yelling orders.

“Leave my horse and go!  I’ll follow!”

Beks’ only confirmation was to grasp the reins and lead the horse into the forest.  “Brother, keep them at bay!  We need to go back!”

“Then hold the dress!”  He tossed it towards her and Beks threw her arm around it, pulling it against her body.  A slight scent wafted from the layers of fabric as she pushed it down on the saddle in front of her so she could better grasp the reins.  She smelled the scent and her skin curdled with a mixture of anger and disgust.

It was the incense from the Shrine to the Goddess of Marriage.

Those wretched bastards had my dress blessed at the shrine for another woman?  For a moment, all the memories with the late Queen picking out fabrics and lace, holding them against each other to compare flashed through her mind.  The late Queen’s hands were hard and calloused from her youth.  Even if her later days were that of any other high ranking noble woman with little physical labor, her hands never returned to the smoothness and softness of her youth.

The late Queen had been hesitant to touch the delicate fabric, for fear of damaging it, so she’d carefully prepare for each session by soften her hands with oils, making sure her nails were smooth, and sometimes even wearing gloves so Beks’ wedding dress wouldn’t have a single thread caught.  She’d even sewed a part of it.

Beks ground her teeth together.

She’d only worn it once when it was completed.  The late Queen was already bedridden, but she had been excited to see her in the dress and lamented that it was a pity that she’d never get to see Beks wear it walking down the aisle.

Now, no one would.

It was tainted.

Her eyes reddened.  This wasn’t just a dress to her, it was a memory.

She heard fire roar through the row of trees separating them from the road.  Deo was galloping beside her, sending fire towards the paladins who were struggling to turn their horses around.  As soon as the flames came, the horses stepped back to avoid it.

It was enough time for her and Deo to emerge from the forest and back on to the main road.  “The cliffside path is too steep; the horses will slow down too much.  We’ll go down the tourist path with less of an incline,” she told her brother so he wouldn’t bother with the cliffside path that they’d pass.

Deo maintained his speed with her and looked over his shoulder.  “Wave the dress again!”

“It’s too bulky to wave around with one hand!”

Deo leaned over and grabbed a chunk of the cloth.  He pulled it off the front of her saddle and waved it around once more.

“This looks expensive!  How much do you think we’ll get for it?”

“Don’t you dare damage that dress!  It belongs to Her Eminence!”  The blond man leading the four paladins seemed to snarl at them.

“Why are you provoking them?” Beks said as she leaned forward to keep her speed up.  Once they began downhill, they’d have to slow down to avoid an accident.  She didn’t want to tumble off her horse and die before any revenge was had.

“If I provoke them, it’s no longer just a recovery mission.  It’s a matter of pride,” Deo said as he put the dress over the front of his saddle and looked ahead.  “Paladins won’t let it go, even if all they’re able to get back are tattered rags.”

Beks sneered.  “That’s all it is now, anyway.”

Deo glanced over at her.  “Isn’t this your wedding dress?”

“They had it blessed at the shrine.  How can I wear a wedding dress blessed for another woman?”

“I didn’t think you were the type to be so concerned about a dress.”

“That isn’t just any dress,” Beks said as a sourness filled her.  “My foster mother helped make that dress.  The first button at the base of the back is a pearl from a tiara that was part of her engagement gift from the late King Consort.  She sewed it on herself.”  Her eyes narrowed.  “I don’t know how they found the dress.”

Deo didn’t answer her.  He followed her in silence as they turned on to the path leading down to the cascades.  The paladins were relentless.  Beks could hear them pursuing, even as they approached the waterfall and the roar of the rushing water filled the air.

“Beks, we’ll be cornered.”

“That’s the plan.”  She eyed the open space just past the break in the trees.  From there, there was a beautiful view of the third waterfall and its narrow, sheer drop.  Mist floated from the rocks below, filling the air with a cool dampness.  Beyond the waterfall was a lush forest spreading for miles.  The large town where they stayed was visible far in the distance at that height, along with various lines that were roads and lakes dotting the landscape.  As she and Deo reached the cliff’s edge, she pulled back on the reins of her horse and slid off.  “Give me the dress.”

Deo dismounted and handed her the dress before sending the horses over to the tree line so as not to be spooked by any flames that got too close to them.

Beks grasped the shoulders of the dress and waved it out in front of her, revealing it’s full shape and size.  Her eyes narrowed.  “The sacred sable fur is gone.”

Deo rushed back to guard her at her side and frowned.  “What?”

“The neckline here,” she said, moving her hand along a heart-shaped bodice.  The solid fabric made the heart shape neckline, but a thin layer of lace had been sewn to it that would go up one’s neck. “There was no lace.  The neckline was trimmed with white sacred sable fur Mommy sent me.”

“Is it not your dress?” Deo asked as Beks grasped one of the sleeves and ran her hand down the tapered fabric to the end.  Once more, it ended with lace, not fur.

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “No, this is my wedding dress.  The embroidery with the gold and silver thread were designed specifically for this dress and the pattern on the side is lace woven with different shades of luminescent lotus silk to write out my name and ‘Kadmus’ in Jasper calligraphy.” She turned it around and lowered her eyes.  She scowled as she saw the familiar pearl that didn’t match with the rest of the crystal buttons.  She pinched it between her fingers and with a firm tug, ripped it off.

“Her Majesty’s pearl?” Deo asked.  He glanced towards her before looking back at the hillside, where the pale uniforms of the paladins could be seen flashing through the trees as they descended.

“The rest of this dress can become rags, but I am taking her pearl with me,” Beks said in a low voice.  The horses chasing them finally reached the cliff side and Beks narrowed her eyes.  She grasped the dress by the shoulders once more and held it up.  “Where did you get this?”

“Hand over the dress!” They hadn’t dismounted, as if being seated higher and on the backs of the horses would intimidate Beks and her brother.

Deo narrowed his eyes and created another flame in his hand.  Slowly, he brought the flame closer to the dress in Beks’ hands.  “Answer her.”

The paladins seemed to take in a collective breath, their eyes fixed on the dress.  They seemed to hesitate to make any sudden movement.

“Don’t be so hasty,” one of them said.  He held up his hands and carefully dismounted.  His movements were slow.  “All we want is the dress.”

“Who’s dress is this?” Beks asked in a low voice.

“If you hand over the dress, we will not pursue this further,” the blond man said, still sitting proud on his horse.  “That is the wedding dress of Her Eminence Oracle Iris Elpidah, who will be marrying King Luther of Kadmus.”

The burst of mocking laughter couldn’t be stopped from escaping her lips.  “This isn’t her wedding dress.  This was locked in the royal vault with the items of the late Queen Letizia’s unsorted belongings.”

The blond man, whom Beks was now sure was the leader, narrowed his eyes.  He dismounted, keeping his eyes locked on her veil covered face.  “Who are you?”

Beks chuckled.  “Have you killed so many people that you’ve forgotten who they were?” she asked.  “Or does a knight of the Temple simply not care how many lives he takes.”

His hand flew to his side and grasped the hilt of his sword.  He managed to pull it halfway out when Deo moved the flame close to the dress once more.

“Go ahead and take another step further.  I can incinerate your beloved oracle’s dress in the time it takes you to breathe,” Deo said.

“Don’t!” The man put his sword back and raised his hands, like the other paladin.  “I am Captain St. Moore, the head of Her Eminence’s paladins guard.  Tell me who you are.  What do you want?  The dress has nothing to do with you.”

Beks adjusted the dress before she lifted one hand to her veil.  She grasped the part tucked into her collar and lifted it up, over her head to reveal her face.  She didn’t expect any of them to identify her immediately.

“Due to my disguise, you may not recognize me at once,” she said as her eyes crinkled up and she smiled.  “So let me give you a clue.  I’ve been meaning to ask...you with the black gloves.”  Her eyes darted to his hand.  “How’s that stab wound I gave you with my hair pin?”

The realization that filled his face was as satisfying as she’d hoped.  The surprise, the confusion, and finally, the anger.  His face twisted as he spat out the words.

“Rebecca of Caroline.”

She grasped the side of her skirt and did a small, mocking curtsey.  “You’ll forgive my rudeness.  I don’t know your name, nor do I care to.”  She lowered the dress in her hand and moved her arm over to the edge.  “Do you remember what I told you before you pushed the carriage into the sea?”  The four men didn’t answer.  “Let me refresh your poor memories: you better pray to whatever gods you believe in that I don’t survive, because if I do, you’ll be the one praying for death.”

She released the dress.

“No!”  Several cries came at once and she snatched the dress before it fell over the edge.  She narrowed her eyes.

“The other two get off their horses.” Her voice was low and demanding.  The two remaining on their saddles didn’t dismount immediately.  They glanced towards the blond man for confirmation.  He was quiet for a moment before giving a single nod of his head.  They dismounted in silence.  “Brother, send the horses away.”

“Of course.”  Deo waved his hand and an arc of fire was created where his hand passed.  It flew towards the paladins and they shrunk back to avoid it, but the flames separated to go between them.  It looked more dangerous than it was.  The horses felt heat at the most and backed away, neighing and jostling as they retreated into the forest without their riders to stop them.

The blond man frowned; his eyes fixed on Deo.  “She called you brother...you are-”

“Amadeo of Caroline.”  Her brother smiled and lifted his hand, playing with a ball of fire between his fingers as if to show off his control.  “Surprised to see me?”

“How are you able to use fire biha?” Another paladin almost choked out.  “I saw you get the suppression marking!”

“What can I say?” Deo said with a cheerful smile.  “There was too much to suppress.” His smile remained the same, but the atmosphere around him seemed to grow cold in an instant.  “Step to the side.”

Three of the paladins looked at each other, confused.  Beks waved the dress over the edge of the cliff.  The paladins took decisive steps closer to the edge closest to them.

“What do you want?” the blond man said.  If they took another step or two back, they’d fall into the waterfall and go over the edge.

“Is this dress important to you?  To your oracle?” Beks asked.  They didn’t answer, but silence in itself was enough.  She narrowed her eyes as frost filled her face.

She released the white gown.

“No!”  Someone stretched out their hand and another almost jumped forward to go after it as it fluttered down, disappearing over the edge of the cliff.

“What are you doing!”

“Did you really think that you had a chance to salvage that dress?  That was my wedding dress.  I would sooner let it be ripped apart or burned in front of me before I allow that oracle who attempted to assassinate my family to wear it!” Beks said with a scathing look.

The paladins’ stunned expressions at her defiant action turned to anger.  Almost at once, they drew their swords.

“Her Eminence spent days searching the palace for something to wear for her wedding so as not to further spend royal funds.  Out of all those dresses, out of all the offers given to prepare a new dress for her, she chose that one for the sake of the kingdom.  You have the gall to discard it like a piece of trash.”

“I have the gall?” Beks’ brows shot up.  “If anything is a piece of trash, it’s those two trying to sit on the throne of Kadmus.  I’ve done nothing to you.  My family has done nothing to you or your oracle.  Nothing!  I had even accepted the false accusations and ridiculous punishment given to me by Luther, leaving his side so your oracle could have his pathetic hand.  My family accepted banishment, but that wasn’t enough.  You had the gall to try to kill my family,” Beks said as her eyes darkened.  “Did you honestly think we’d let you get away with that?”

“I’m sure you’re wondering by now what happened to all those paladins sent east, west, and north,” Deo said with a pleased smirk.  “They’re not missing.  Well...their bodies may be.”

Several of the paladins’ faces paled.

“The only reason that you’re alive right now is because I lacked the ability to end your lives when you tried to end mine,” Beks told them.  She motioned her hand towards her brother.  “But now I have such an ability.”

The blond man scoffed.  “You’re going to have your brother kill us?  That is what you call ability?”

Beks tilted her head to the side and blinked.  “Did your oracle push the carriage off the cliff herself?”  His face twitched.  “If she can utilize her paladins, surely, I can utilize my family.”

“If you think you’re loyal to your oracle, you have never met a Caroline.” A low voice spoke behind them.  Beks looked past their shoulders and focused on the tall red-haired man melting from the shadows of the forest on a horse.  One hand held the reins while a sword was gripped in his dominant hand.

“Duke Caroline,” the blond man said.

Robert’s cold expression of indifference made it seem as if they were nothing to him.  “What do you want them to do Beks?”

“Jump.”  She motioned her hand gracefully over the side of the cliff.

“Are you crazy?” one paladin said as his face flushed.  “Do you think we’ll just jump into the waterfall-ah!”

His sleeve caught on fire and Deo lowered his arm.  “It’s fair, isn’t it?”

“You pushed me off a cliff, so now I’m pushing you.  I managed to survive,” Beks said with a matter-of-fact voice.  “Maybe you will, too.”

Another paladin helped him put out his sleeve.  “You are crazy!”

“I’m giving you until the count of three and then my brother will force the matter,” Beks told them.  “If you try to run, my father will stop you before you can reach the trees.”

“You can’t do this to us!  When Her Eminence finds out-”

“Do you think I’m scared of your lying, conniving, spiteful oracle who not only sleeps with an engaged man, has an entire barrack poisoned, and conspires to kill a king, but also sends her dogs to kill innocent people, including two children?” Beks asked.  She lifted her chin defiantly.  “She is an arrogant coward and an utterly selfish fool.  If the gods really did bless her with foresight, then they’ve made a terrible mistake.”

The blond man rushed forward, his face red and his hand reaching for his sword.  “How dare you speak of Her Eminence in such a way!  You are nothing compared to her!”

The look of defiance on her face never faltered. “Brother.”

Deo took a step in front of her and didn’t bother to use his biha.  Instead, he stepped forward, getting into the instep of the lead paladin and grabbing his wrist and twisting to the side, keeping the blade turned away from his body.

“Count to three, Beks.”

“One.”

With one arm gripping his neck and the other twisting the paladin’s arm back, Deo brought him over the cliff’s edge.

“Release me!”

“You didn’t release my sister when you pushed her off the cliff,” Deo said in a low voice as the lead paladin’s feet scraped against the ground, trying to push away from the cliff’s edge.

“Two.”

The paladins lowered their weapons, one even tossing his to the ground as they tried to barter for the blond’s safety.  Behind them, her father continued to sneer at the groveling men.

“One.”  The paladins began to yell and just as Deo was about to shove Captain St. Moore over the edge, her father’s brows shot up and he sat up straight.

“Quiet!” Suddenly, her father called out.  He held out his arm in a silent order not to move.  His earlier lofty expression was gone as his lips tightened and a serious look filled his brow.  His eyes narrowed as he seemed to sit in place, unmoving.  She watched as his gray eyes dilated and locked onto hers.  He yelled in Sagittater.  “Deo, get your sister and get to high ground!”

Beks furrowed her brows.  She didn’t have time to ask why.

The paladin in her brother’s arm was shoved off the cliff without any warning.  There was no chance for her to look over the edge to see if the fall killed him.  Her brother grabbed her and heaved her over her shoulder.  She was not a small woman, but Deo tore past the remaining three paladins.

He let out a high whistle and Beks heard a horse chuff.  She saw her father block the paladins from coming near them as Deo put her on the saddle and climbed on to the saddle behind her.

“Hold on!”

“Go!”  Her father shouted; his voice filled with worry.  “Move away from the cascades!”

She leaned forward on the horse as it struggled up the hillside path they’d come from.  “What’s going on?”

“Water is coming!” her father shouted behind her.

She knit her brows together, unsure what he meant.  Of course, water was coming; they were next to waterfalls.

“Beans!”  Deo yelled and whistled.  “Beans, follow!”

Beks’ horse seemed to rush from the forest.  Her father reached out and grasped her reins to keep a lead on her as they rushed up.

“Daddy, what do you mean water-”

Her mouth clamped shut when she heard a low rumbling coming from the upper falls.  She turned towards the cascades, peering through the various trees as they rushed up.

“Do you hear it?” her father asked.  “Deo, faster!  Get back on the main road quickly!”

“The horse can only move so fast!”  Deo shouted back.

Cracking could be heard.  The sound of trees splintering as they toppled over by force.  The air was still, as if the world were waiting for something.

The low rumbling grew louder until it drowned out the sounds of the horses, and anything else.  She knew her brother and father were shouting orders at each other, but her attention was focused on the barely visible waterfall through the trees.

The steady pour of water seemed to move faster and the space the water was coming from grew wider.  It lasted for a few steps before water shot out above the waterfall, as if a dam had burst above it.

Trees fell over under the force as muddy brown water spewed out, making the water levels rise.  The river went from being so far below that they’d have to ride back down to touch it to almost lapping at their heels.

The higher they got, the more stable the ground and the further the water was.  The main road was untouched, but she could still hear the rushing water dying down as it roared through the cascades in the forest below.  Beks could see the tops of trees falling in its wake.

The father and his two children stood at the edge of the road overlooking the forest where the river and cascades cut through.

“How did you know?” Beks asked, breathless.

Her father’s lips were still in a tight line as his eyes watched the glimmer of water in the sunlight.  “I know the sound of a deadly wave coming when I hear it,” he said in a quiet voice.

Deo was frowning.  “There isn’t a dam that could break to cause this.  The water source comes from underground.  Why would a sudden wave come crashing down?”

“I didn’t feel an earthquake...that’s the only thing I can think of that could cause this outside of someone with immense water biha,” their father replied.

Beks squinted.  “The source of the water is the same source as Quartz Lake,” she said.  “Perhaps it is the spirit of the St. Akajai’s water wyvern.”

Her father and brother both looked at her as if she’d said something ridiculous.  “How would that be possible?” her brother asked incredulously.

Beks watched as the water overflowed the banks below and spread across the forest, not going further than the last waterfall.  Her eyes narrowed.  That should’ve been unnatural.  The river it fed into cut through the large town below, but by overflowing the banks in the forest, the river wouldn’t become oversaturated and the town wouldn’t flood.

“I prayed that I would get back to Snowflake safely,” Beks said.  “Maybe they were answering my prayer.”  Beks looked towards the mountain where the shrine was and bowed. She didn’t know if her far-fetched theory was true, but she’d give thanks anyway.

Her brother let out a heavy sigh and put his hand on top of her head.  “Then perhaps the gods really did give you permission.”

Beks looked back towards the forest.  Her eyes drifted to the path where they’d raced up from and frowned. “None of them came after us, did they?”

“I don’t believe they understood what I said when I told Deo to bring you to higher ground,” her father told her.  “The only reason I was able to respond fast enough was because I knew the sound.  They didn’t.  By the time they’d hear the water coming, it would be too late to escape.”

“We barely made it up in time,” Deo replied.  “What chance did they have?”

Robert frowned and narrowed his eyes.  “We should try to find the bodies.”

Deo raised a brow.  “You think there is a chance they survived?” he asked with surprise.  He glanced out at the forest.  “Trees fell over and the water was strong, muddy, and had debris that could knock them unconscious or keep them below the surface.  Not to mention the rocks below the falls.  If the fall didn’t kill them, they’d drown.  The chances of surviving such a disaster are small.”

“Small is not none,” Robert replied.

“The water would have washed them anywhere down its path.  There is also the possibility that they’d end up in the river,” Beks said.  “How will we find them?”

“If your mother was here, we could utilize her water biha to search wherever the water touched,” Robert told her.  He shook his head and frowned.  “But we can’t cover this large an area in a few hours.  We can’t stay.  We need to get to the coast.”

“Then, let’s leave it to fate,” Deo said.

“But they know we’re alive,” Beks told them.  “What if it gets back to the oracle and Luther?”

“They should’ve known by now that since the paladins went missing, we’re not dead,” Deo said.  “And even if that would-be king found out, what would he do?  He’d only ordered us to be exiled, not killed.”

“I’m more concerned about what outrageous things his father and the oracle can do,” Beks told them.

“What more can they do other than send more of their people after us?” Robert asked with a scoff.  “We’ll just make sure their people never come back.”

Beks nodded.  “All right.  Then, let’s go back.”

Deo placed a hand on her head to comfort her before he helped her off his horse. “We should leave now before it gets dark.  Mr. Reidan will get worried and may send a search party after us if we get back too late.”  

There was an encouraging lightness in his voice as he tried to distract his sister from her dark thoughts.  It wasn’t lost on her and the corner of Beks’ lips pulled up a bit as she climbed onto Beans’ saddle.

“Thank you.”

He rubbed her head once more. Ahead of them, their father began down the road.

“Deo,” their father said without looking back.  “Just as a precaution.  Go down and see if there are any bodies along the river.  Take as much time as you need, but be sure to return by morning.”

Deo let out a tired sigh, but nodded.  Her brother nodded and turned away, but paused before riding his horse down.

“By the way, Beks.  Where did you learn to say such things about others?  Calling that woman a selfish coward and fool.” Deo looked over at her.  “You don’t leave the royal grounds much and I doubt there was anyone there who’d dare to cross you and would be deserving of such vitriol.”

“Lady Eleanor gives me romance novels to read,” Beks replied.

Deo raised a brow.  “Romance novel heroines speak like that now?”

“No,” Beks said as she got back on her horse.  “The villainesses do.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Iris was determined to win the affection and respect of the staff in the Gilded Palace.  She would live there from now on and it was important for her to become someone they didn’t just treat well on the surface. She wanted their loyalty and devotion, like they gave that woman.

It was unfortunate that despite her standing as an oracle, they came to know of her first as the woman who was having an affair with the Fourth Prince.  No one said it in front of her, but her attendants whispered that they’d heard maids and servants referring to her as ‘the mistress’.

Iris had nearly thrown her teacup when she heard it.  She wasn’t a mistress.  She was the rightful fiancée and future queen.  Mistresses were dirty, amoral figures who broke apart families.

Luther didn’t love Lady Rebecca.  Their engagement was purely political and any lingering loyalty to her was from guilt and responsibility, not love.

She was the one who Luther loved.  He’d told her that only she could make him feel whole and was the sole solace in a palace filled with unscrupulous advisors.

However, the servants didn’t see her that way no matter what Luther told them and how close they were in the open.

In order to prove she was a better fit as queen and worthy of the position, Iris wanted to show her benevolence and generosity.  She had Luther stop buying her gifts, openly rejecting them, and gently admonishing him for doing something unnecessary, as ‘they had to consider the empire’.

She didn’t go out much to shop or eat in Kadmium, so as not to be seen as a squanderer of money or that she was only marrying Luther for his position.  She wore her simplest clothing, and to show how loving she was to Luther, she’d bring him snacks and drinks when he was busy.

If she could give raises and promotions, she would, but the kingdom couldn’t afford to do so right now.

All she could do was limit things on her end, which included her wedding gown.  Luther’s original idea was to have the most famous designer and seamstresses in the kingdom come to make her dress using the finest imported fabrics, but that would’ve cost money.  It was already impossible to limit the spending on the wedding itself, as it needed to be spectacular in order to show the splendid majesty and strength of the monarch.

That was why when she combed through the late Queen’s belongings to find fabrics and stumbled upon that gorgeous fur-trimmed dress that shimmered with gold and silver thread, she had found the answer to her problem.  She didn’t think the late Queen would take such excellent care of her wedding dress, but it was in perfect condition.

It wasn’t entirely up to Iris’ tastes and she had the fur trim removed and replaced with a lace bodice, but otherwise it was perfect.

She asked Captain St. Moore to have it blessed for her, as brides who wore blessed dresses were supposed to live happy lives with the partner they married while wearing that dress.  The best place to get it done was the Shrine of the Goddess of Marriage.  He took a small team to have it done and since then, Iris was giddy with excitement.

She’d already told Luther she had it blessed.  He’d wanted to see it, but she refused, wanting to stun him with her beauty on the day they were married.  Luther would be left breathless.

She looked down at the silver tray with some pastries and tea she’d held.  Her attendant or one of the guards escorting her offered to carry it, but she wanted everyone to see her sincerity to Luther.  She reached the door to his office and the guard standing beside the door opened it for her.

“...don’t see how that’s a problem.  They paid the asking price, didn’t they?” Luther was saying as she walked in.

She tried to keep her face pleasant as she saw Luther’s cousin, Frank, standing by the desk, appearing rather upset.

“They paid the asking price for the mountain, but I was supposed to have priority over who purchased it,” Frank replied.  “This was to ensure that whoever bought the mountain was trustworthy.”

Luther looked down an open folio in front of him.  “It says here that the company who bought it was the White Serpent Holdings Company.  It’s been buying land to develop into resorts for wealthy travelers.”

“It’s also relatively new.  How can a company with no background be allowed to purchase such a large tract of royal property without review?” Frank said, slamming his hand on the desk.  “What if they try to develop it and ruin the mountain?”

“White Serpent Holdings Company may be new, but they referenced two of their existing properties and have been vetted by the royal treasury and intelligence ministry.”  Luther frowned and pushed forward a piece of paper.  “In addition, it looks like they even paid above the asking price.”

“Those people at the royal treasury were impatient!  We could’ve gotten twice as much for that mountain if we’d gone with one of my buyers!” Frank insisted.

Iris didn’t say a word as she placed the tray on the coffee table, pretending she didn’t hear them.

“Frank, the Alpine Route Inn and the mountain it’s on was just one of the properties we were selling.  What about Green Meadows?  Didn’t you say you had a buyer for that?” Luther asked.

“Yes, and we’re in the midst of negotiations now.  They’re quite tough.  I’m worried that we won’t get the amount we’re hoping for from them.”

Luther frowned and lowered the folio.  “If we’re not getting the amount we want, then why are we considering selling to them?  Surely, there are other buyers that will pay the asking price.”

Frank froze for a moment.  “I’m afraid Green Meadows isn’t as lucrative as Alpine Route Inn or the western grazing lands.”

“Have there been any buyers for the western grazing lands?” Luther asked with a raised brow.

“There are currently multiple bids on the property.”

“When will it be finalized?”

“As soon as the bidders are vetted, we’ll go with the highest one,” Frank replied.  He frowned.  “I don’t want to sell the western grazing lands to just anyone.”

Luther nodded.  “I understand your frustration.  Let’s not risk the kingdom’s security for money.”

“Then, what shall we do about the White Serpent Holdings Company?” Frank asked with a predatory look on his face.  Luther frowned once more.

“It’s already been finalized. We can’t retract it now.  If we did, we’d need to refund the purchase amount and a fine.  We can’t afford that right now.”  Frank seemed to want to argue about it, but Luther closed the portfolio.  He took a deep breath and steepled his hands together in front of him.  “I think that’s enough for the day.  I still have to prepare for a meeting this afternoon.”

Frank clenched his jaw, but nodded and bowed his head.  “Thank you for your time, Your Majesty.  I will ensure that the other properties will do just as well.”

Luther gave him a nod to dismiss him and watched him leave the office.  As soon as the door closed behind him, Luther leaned back against his chair and shut his eyes, letting out a heavy tired sigh.

“Today just keeps getting worse and worse,” Luther said.

Iris’ heart ached as she looked over his handsome, but worn face.  He had some bags under his eyes and his cheeks had sunken in a bit.

“At least the Alpine Route Inn has sold well, hasn’t it?” she asked as she poured him some tea.  She picked up the cup and saucer and crossed the room to his desk.

Luther opened his eyes, but continued to stare up at the ceiling.  “I don’t know why he complained about it.  We got more than we asked and the buyer wants to develop the property into a relaxation resort.  It’s what my mother wanted on the mountain.”

“I’m sure he was just being cautious.  He did say it was a fairly new company.”  Iris placed the teacup in front of him.  “Have something to drink.  I brought you some pastries, too.  You can’t starve yourself while working.  You need all the strength you can get.”

He took a deep breath and seemed to count to three before releasing it.  “You’re right.”  He sat up straight and reached for the cup.  Iris walked behind him and placed her hands on his shoulders to rub them.  “With the money from the Alpine Route Inn, I’m not as concerned about the remaining spend for the year.”

“The other two properties will sell soon.  Don’t worry.”

Luther took a sip of the tea and closed his eyes, appearing to relish her hands squeezing his shoulder rhythmically.  “I was trying to gain access to wealth left behind by the Carolines.  It is only fitting that the exiled give up their wealth to the kingdom.”

Iris’ eyes lit up, but she restrained herself.  Luther said he was trying, not that he had succeeded.  “Are you facing difficulty?”

“The Carolines’ wealth is tied up in Sagittate and we still can’t get access to the region,” Luther said in a low, somewhat bitter voice.  “To think, they’d sink the land bridge just to keep us from approaching.  Any ships we’d sent had faced such turbulent seas, capsizing three of the six ships we’ve sent so far, that the lords and generals I’ve sent are certain there is biha in use.”

“What about the Northern Pass?  Don’t the Carolines have relatives there?”

Luther held his breath.  His fingers pinched the small handle of the teacup as he stared ahead of them.  “No one has found it.”

Iris cocked her head to the side.  “Pardon?”

“The Northern Pass...Two battalions, both with strong water biha users, were sent to commandeer the pass from Commander General Hilga of Caroline, but when they came to the fortress, it was gone.”

“Gone?” Iris stopped rubbing his shoulders.  “How can it be gone?”

“I don’t know.” Luther slammed his teacup on the saucer, making her jump.  He paused and lowered his head.  “I’m sorry.”

“No...it’s not your fault….”

“The battalion commanders I sent can’t find it and both had been there multiple times.  They’ve scoured the area.  It’s as if the fortress and the pass itself disappeared.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Hilga of Caroline is said to have monstrous water biha with the ice and steam variants,” Luther said, shaking his head.  “But even knowing that, I don’t know how she’d be able to hide an entire fortress, let alone a natural pass.”

“But we still have time, don’t we?  Before the ice beast migration?”

Luther nodded.  “I believe so, if the patterns follow as normal.”

Iris drew her lips inward and bit them.  The Duke of Caroline really had quite a plan to secure their region from the kingdom even after he was exiled.  I never knew they held that much influence in the north....

“Beks was the only one of her immediate family who had an account at the Kadmium Bank.”  Luther’s voice was quiet and almost hesitant.  Iris looked down at his head.

“Did she?”  She held back the urge to ask how much Lady Rebecca had.

Luther nodded.  “Everything she ate, wore, and used was provided by my mother.  Any pocket money she received was likely put in that account, which after twenty years must’ve been quite sizable.  It would’ve been enough to pay for several weddings.”

Iris took a sharp breath, her eyes wide.  “That much?” Her hand almost trembled with anticipation.  Wouldn’t that woman’s savings help solve their immediate need for money?

“It went to charity.”

Her excitement deflated in an instant.  She stared at the back of Luther’s head.  “Charity?”

“Her beneficiary wasn’t me.  It was donated to several charities throughout Kadmium for different things, from children’s health and education, poverty alleviation, trade training for wounded soldiers, even animal welfare clinics for farm animals.”  Luther closed his eyes and let out another exhausted breath.  “I’m not angry that I wasn’t the beneficiary.  How can I be angry if her money went to good use?”

Iris nodded her head at once.  No matter how much they needed it, they couldn’t be angry that it had been donated.  “It is good that her money went to help others.”

Luther looked up at her and smiled.  “I knew you’d understand.”  He lifted a hand and touched hers, still on his shoulder.  “But if I had remembered earlier, I would’ve passed an ordinance to seize property and assets from exiled nobility.”

“We can only hope that if this happens again, the money will still go to those in need,” Iris said in a gentle voice.  She stroked his hair and then went to fetch him some pastries.

As she sat with him, trying to distract him, Luther turned his attention on her.  He gave her a warm smile.  “Have you heard from the Temple recently?  Their newest oracle has taken root here in Kadmium.  I’m worried they’ll be upset.”

She lifted her hand over her heart.  He was concerned about her.  “I’m all right, Luther.  They haven’t sent any demands.  They know that when I receive a prophecy, they will be notified at once.”

“Has there been anything significant?” Luther asked, somewhat curious.

“Nothing worth mentioning,” she replied with a smile.  Now that she thought about it, it had been some time since she ‘gave a prophecy’ as serious and world changing as the death of the King Laurence.  While it wasn’t out of the ordinary for such far-reaching prophecies to only be given by oracles every few years, her cadence had been much faster.

In order to gain the Temple’s attention and be identified as a new oracle, she had given a series of ten prophecies in a few months’ time.  That was almost unheard of and as a result, the Temple had paid close attention to her, promoting her to oracle faster than any of the others who showed promise.

She didn’t know if any of those other young priestesses were giving real prophecies from the gods, but she wasn’t.  Iris was relying on memories from her past life.

Since she got engaged to Luther, aside from daily prayers and occasional blessings, she hadn’t done much else.  She most certainly didn’t give any new prophecies.  As Luther praised the pastries, asking if she made them for him again, Iris wracked her memory to try to remember if there were any major events that were happening soon.

“My mother used to love these sort of butter cookies,” Luther was saying as she turned her attention back to him.

“Oh, did she?” Iris gave him a wide smile.  “What about you?”

“Well, particularly for your cookies, I am my mother’s son,” he said in a teasing voice.  She blushed and giggled.  Luther smiled and stroked her hand.  “I wish my mother could’ve met you.”

“I would’ve liked to meet the late Queen, too.”

“My second and third brother, as well.  If they ever come home, I hope they’ll welcome you into the family.”

Her brows shot up.  That’s it!  The Second and Third Prince!  Something had happened sometime after King Laurence’s coronation that required the Second and Third Prince to leave and return with some injury.  Luther had mentioned it once as the incident that resulted in the Second Prince becoming unable to walk properly.

Her heart slammed in her chest as excitement welled in her.  It was the perfect thing to ‘prophesize’ and if she were clever about it, perhaps Luther could get a good trading ally out of it.  The nobles would praise him and his position would be strengthened.  She chewed on her lower lip and turned to Luther.

“This was delicious, Iris.  Thank you.”

She beamed and wrapped her arms around him before giving him a kiss on the cheek.  “Of course.  I can’t let you starve,” she said with a giggle.  She untangled herself from him and collected the empty cup and plate.  “I will see you at dinner, Luther.  Come on time.  I don’t want to have to send someone to drag you out because you lost track of time again.”

His eyes crinkled up as he gave her a loving smile.  “I won’t.  Don’t worry.”  Iris smiled as she walked out of his office.

Her two attendants were waiting for her outside and she handed the tray to one of them.  “Please go and send it to the kitchen.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” the young woman bowed.

Iris almost skipped to Luther’s courtyard, where she was now living.  Protocol dictated that she was not supposed to, but it was an open secret.  Luther had his servants prepare a small room for her to use as her prayer and study room.

“Bring me correspondence paper and ink,” Iris said as she shrugged off her outer coat and walked to her desk.  “I wish to write a letter to the Great Temple.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.”  The second attendant rushed to prepare writing materials and then bowed as she slipped out of the room.

Iris carefully prepared the ink to write.

At this time, the Empress of Langshe was ill.  It was only a matter of time before she died, but what followed after her death threw the Langshe Empire into chaos.  The throne was violently fought over by the Empress’ younger brother, and her heir apparent, her only surviving son.

There had been rumors that the younger brother, the Duke of Shan-ra, had poisoned his sister to death, but that had never been confirmed.

And while the Empress had an heir in her only surviving son, he didn’t have as much political backing as the Duke of Shan-ra.  The Prince of Langshe, in a desperate attempt to take the throne, sought out his cousins, the Second and Third Princes of Kadmus, for support.  The twin princes answered his call by leading support from Kadmus’ battalions to help the Prince of Langshe take the throne from their uncle.

As thanks, the trade between the two nations was stronger than ever, and children of the twin princes were promised the right to inherit property should they ever choose to return to Langshe.  Not to mention the rewards that were given to Kadmus for their assistance.

Iris even recalled that just before she was reborn, the two princes and the Second Prince’s wife, Rebecca, were given honorary imperial titles in Langshe.

In this life, Iris wouldn’t let them be so lucky.

First, she’d send the notification of the Empress’ impending death.

Then, she’d talk to Luther about supporting the Duke of Shan-ra. If Luther could support the Duke of Shan-ra, then he would get the favor of the future Langshe Emperor, increase trade, and be the one rewarded.

With each thought, her hands moved faster across the paper.  She signed her name and affixed her seal before ordering her maid waiting outside to enter and prepare to send off an official prophecy to the Great Temple.

As she leaned back against her chair and watched the attendant carefully frame the velum paper in a thick, white leather folio, her attendant who had gone to send back the used dishware returned.

“Your Eminence!”  She rushed in, appearing frantic as she almost slid past the door.  “Two of the paladins that went to the Shrine of the Goddess of Marriage have returned.”

Iris nodded her head, thinking nothing of it until she realized her attendant said ‘two’.  She snapped her head towards the door and narrowed her eyes.  “Two?”  She frowned as she felt a chill sweep through her.  “Where are the other four?”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Daddy?  Are you all right?” Beks looked out the back of the wagon as they continued along the route to the southern coast.  They had yet to see the ocean, but the sweltering heat was already in the air.

“I’m fine...I just didn’t think it would be this bad here.  The heat was bearable in the desert, but this humidity just makes it worse,” her father said, his suntanned face already flushed and glistening with sweat.

Beks frowned.  “Perhaps we should stop for a bit.”

“No, no, we’re supposed to reach the coast before the end of the day,” her father replied.  “Let’s just keep going.”

Beks took a deep breath.  “I can feel the heat and humidity, but it’s not too bad.”

“You’re probably used to it after being on the island for some time,” Deo said.  He was laying across one of the benches in the wagon, his own face flushed as he fanned himself.  “Don’t forget.  Daddy and I are from the north, where it’s cold year-round.  The hottest it gets is how mild as your spring in Kadmium is.”

Her father on horseback laughed in agreement.  “We’re not used to the heat, Beks.”

She nodded and looked towards the driver’s seat.  “Mr. Reidan, how are you faring?  Is it too hot?”

“No, not at all.  It’s quite warm, but I don’t think it was as bad as the desert in midday.  Oh, if your skin isn’t covered, that sun will simply burn you to a crisp there!”  he replied.  “At least here, the sun doesn’t feel as strong.  The humidity is what’s most bothersome.”

Beks nodded.  She studied his ruddy face and found that he didn’t seem to be sweating as much as her father or Deo.  “If it gets too be too much, let me know.  We can stop....” She narrowed her eyes as the pit of her stomach twisted.  “Or go further east.”

“Further east?” Deo asked.  “That’s out of the way.  What a waste of time.”

“No...no, I could’ve made a mistake,” Beks said as she lowered her eyes and frowned.  She shut her eyes and sat in place, bringing up the map she’d memorized where the stele marking the old borders of Kadmus was.

“Are you all right?  Is the heat getting to you?” her brother teased.

Beks couldn’t shake the feeling that her brother and father simply weren’t ‘not used to the heat’.  By her memory, the stele was still further away, closer to the last fortress they’d passed before they reached the cliff.  At the cliff where she’d been pushed off of, she was well past the stele and outside the exile borders.

At least, that’s what she thought.  The fortress was what she was using as a marker.

“Brother, where’s the map of Kadmus?” she asked as she opened her eyes.

“Under my bench.”

“Get up!”  She grasped the edge of the bench cover and tried to push it up while her brother was on it in an attempt to kick him out.  Deo sighed and got up, moving across the wagon to allow her access.

“It’s in the brown tube.”

Beks nodded and pulled out the tube, unscrewing the cap and shaking out its contents.  She rummaged through the maps until she found one of Kadmus.  She’d seen such maps numerous times, but this one had many trade routes, which was what she needed to track her route.

She began to count all the fortresses and compare them with the map in her head.  As she reached the last time on the physical map, she paused.  Her blood ran cold as she shut her eyes and re-counted the fortresses in her memory.

The physical map was newer, but it had one less southern coastal area fortress than the map in her head.

Beks’ heart dropped.  She made a miscalculation.

At one point, there was one more fortress which extended the old border out further than where it currently was.  Borders changed all the time depending on geopolitics.  She knew that, but to think she’d miss an entire fortress.

This meant that the meeting point they’d established for her to go to and be picked up by rokhs wasn’t outside the exile stele - it was still a partial day’s travel inside.
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                It was such a small miscalculation. After all, the original placement of the exile stele had been marked on a map that was no longer relevant. Wars and territorial disputes had come and gone over hundreds of years, so the loss of fortresses wasn’t out of the ordinary.

But it was out of the ordinary for her.

Beks wanted to punch the pillow of the small bed in the inn room where she’d retreated to when they arrived at the edge of the seaside principality of Varkana. She’d managed to maintain her posture all day, and gave Mr. Reidan an unquestionable order to change course away from the Kadmus border, but she was still angry at herself for such a mistake.

A small miscalculation with a big, if not life-threatening consequence.

At the time, her father and brother didn’t believe in the severity of the issue, but they were flushed and sweaty. Deo was rubbing his arm where the exile marking was. The closer they were to the exile stele, the hotter they would get. It wasn’t noticeable at first, especially when the climate was already hot and humid, but as they went southwest, it was enough to alarm Beks.

She didn’t dare risk her father and brother. They’d tried to convince her to keep going, but she refused. Even overheating could cause serious problems if they didn’t cool down soon. It caused problems with the mind and a person suffering from it could pass out.

Jonas had told her this when he recounted Laz’s recovery after they were attacked and he lost his hand. Laz was feverish and sweat so much, he became dehydrated. Jonas had been concerned that the hot and humid air of the Forbidden Valley would exacerbate Laz’s fever, but luckily, it had gone down and Laz was fine otherwise.

Deo and her father also didn’t suffer much, and as soon as they went east for an hour or so, they were no longer overheating as a result of proximity to the exile stele.

While that was good news, it still left them with the problem of getting to the island.

If they couldn’t get to the meeting place to be picked up by the rokhs and flown to the island, the only other way was to go by water, but water travel posed another problem because of the island’s barriers: the diverting current and fog surrounding the island.

Deo suggested they split up. Beks and Mr. Reidan could go to the meeting point and then find the rokhs to pick them up outside the exile stele, but Beks wouldn’t know where to find them. She also didn’t know if the distance was too great for the massive birds. If they flew too far, they wouldn’t make it back to the island by sunrise, meaning they could be sighted.

They flew at night for secrecy and the biha infused light pearls were what guided them back to the island. Beks had no idea how far they could sense them.

Gerard should’ve arrived at the island already and he had been charged with going to the mainland to arrange for a ship once they arrived. She could always go with Gerard on a ship to find her father and brother without utilizing the rokhs, but they’d have to contract an entire ship for that, which was costly.

Forget it,she thought as she rubbed her head. They should just rest first and consider other options, the first of which was to take a ship directly to the West Islands to start looking for her mother. Her father had immense confidence in her mother’s water biha and was convinced that Sybil could find a way to bypass the diverting current and thin out the fog.

It wasn’t a bad plan after some consideration. If her mother’s water biha was as strong as her father insisted, then they would have a better chance of getting back to the island. In addition, there was the added bonus that finding her mother would also get them a ship to use. If they got a ship through her mother, they wouldn’t need to deal with the logistics of becoming passengers onboarding from one of the port cities, which would require documentation that they didn’t have.

“Beks, my Snow Flower?” Her father’s gentle voice came from the other side of the door as he knocked. “Come downstairs to eat. You haven’t eaten since morning.”

She was hardly in the mood to eat after her oversight nearly burnt her father and brother from the inside out.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Beks, you can’t starve yourself.”

Beks took a deep breath. “I’m not starving myself, Daddy. I just need to rest. My head hurts.” How else can I explain such a low-level mistake?

She could almost sense her father’s hesitation outside. “All right.” He sounded resigned. “If you are hungry, just go downstairs. Your brother is in the other room. Mr. Reidan and I will familiarize ourselves with the city. It’s been some time since I’ve been here.”

“Remember to cover your hair.” When he didn’t respond, she figured he’d already left to look around.

The coastal Principality of Varkana was a large port city and maritime trade was its source of wealth. While not large, especially in comparison to Kadmus, which was narrow, but long, or even Paraxes, which was half peninsula and half archipelago, Varkana was more a city-state.

In order to enter the city, they had to go through one of several massive gates along an impressive fortification wall. Past the wall was some farmland, a few clusters of what could barely be called villages, and then a single hill with an old fortress on top. On the other side of the sloping hill was one of the largest ports on the continent.

Even Kadmus’ largest port, the Port of Black Sands, could not measure up to the city state’s. Its official territory went past the walls about a quarter day’s journey. It was surrounded by other minor principalities on all sides. Past those principalities were the Basin, where the shrines were located, in the north; Paraxes to their south, and Kadmus to their west.

It was far enough from the old Kadmus border that her brother and father weren’t affected by the exile marking.

If they had continued down the road to another, smaller port city in the neighboring principality, her father and Deo would only grow hotter and begin to feel the burning sensation of attempting to cross the stele border.

I can’t just lay here and wallow in my failure.  There was no time. She had other things to do. She took a deep breath and opened her eyes. She pushed herself up and rolled on to her side in order to slide her legs over the edge of the bed and stand up.

She rummaged through her bag and took out her urapearl and its stand, affixing it to a solid writing desk in the corner of the room before telling it to connect to Nexus.

What she needed to do in order to refocus was regain perspective and control after her mistake. She wouldn’t dwell on the fortress she didn’t realize no longer existed. Distancing herself from the problem would allow her to come back later without such a clouded head.

The late Queen faced many problems and this was one of the ways she taught Beks to work on them. She said that sometimes, one could become too caught up in a matter, desensitizing them to the problem and impairing their judgment. Stepping back from it could clear her head, allowing her to think of a different solution.

What better way to distract herself from the mess she made by following up on what she could control?

“Good afternoon, Mistress of Nexus.” Mr. Kesse’s image within the urapearl bowed and Beks gave him a respectful nod in return.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Kesse,” Beks replied as she sat on the chair. “Is there any update on the royal property purchases?” In particular, she wanted to know if they were able to buy the Alpine Route Inn. Aside from it being an iron-ore rich mountain, it was also in a good location of the country at about three-days travel northeast of the capital. The area was undeveloped and severely underpopulated, making it an ideal place to hide their men.

If they managed to buy it under White Snake Holdings Company, which dealt with real estate, construction, and entertainment, then no one would think twice about a large group of people descending on the mountain to ‘build’ a new resort.

Mr. Kesse’s lips curled up in a slight smile. “Good news, my lady. We were able to purchase the Alpine Route Inn property. We paid a higher asking price, but it was still within our budget. We managed to secure the deal quickly, so we had little competition.”

Beks nodded. “Wonderful. What about the other two properties?”

At this, Mr. Kesse frowned. “Our bids to purchase the grazing lands were rejected, despite our lofty offers well above the selling price and the assessed value of the property. Our bids went through the Dawn Company and two private entities.”

“But this means you were still to have the beneficiary assets from my account transferred to you, yes?” Beks asked.

“Yes, my lady. It was done swiftly, but it seems that just after the transfer was completed, there was an inquiry from the Fourth Prince’s staff regarding your assets.” At once, Beks’ interested face hardened. It was just a slight clench and a narrowing of her eyes, but it was visible enough for Mr. Kesse to try to calm her. “He was too late to stop the transfer, my lady.”

Beks closed her eyes and took another deep breath. Her lips pulled into a wry smile and she couldn’t help but let out a small cackle at the image of Luther, who was in need of money, being told that there was no money for him.

Knowing Luther, he’d probably believed the beneficiary would be him, and not the various charities she supported and their associated shell companies. Beks held back a snort. He thought himself too important in her life when she obviously wasn’t in his.

Luther’s beneficiary for his private accounts and business-related assets was his father. Beks couldn’t help the slight bitterness and regret. For Luther’s business, however feeble, she was the one who did all the research, did time-consuming negotiations, and guided him into what he had to do. In return, she received a ‘thank you’.

She shook her head and opened her eyes. “Do we know why our bids were rejected if they were over the asking price?”

Mr. Kesse continued to frown. “We were able to purchase the Alpine Route Inn because we knew it was going to be on sale and prioritized its purchase. The Royal Treasury needed the money, so while the few bids that came in tried to buy the land for a lower price knowing the treasury was in need, our bid stood out and it was accepted at once. However, for the other two properties, we haven’t had similar luck, as sale of the properties had become a hot topic and buyers know they are sought after.”

Beks nodded. “So, there was more competition.”

“And the man spearheading the sales of the properties is Frank Hessing.”

Her hands that were resting on the table gripped the edge, digging her nails in as she recalled the name.

Frank Hessing was the nephew of the Third Consort, and a disgusting, opportunistic lout. While Beks didn’t like the House of Hessing in general, there were particular family members she had personal animosity with, and one of them was Frank Hessing. In the few times she’d run across him at a large ball, he’d made lewd and suggestive comments at her, ogled her, and once inappropriately touched her backside during a dance - all knowing she was his cousin’s fiancée at the time. She learned to avoid him early on, but that didn’t mean he would let her ignore him.

There was one time he had tried to follow her to the Old Tower after a ball. Beks had to have the guards keep him away, else if somehow sneaked in, as the Old Tower wasn’t as heavily guarded as the Gilded Palace, Beks would treat him as a thief and attack without restraint. It didn’t come to that, but that was the last time she saw him.

She had told Laurence the next day, worried that the late Queen would ignore her complaint as the Hessings were on her maternal side of the family. Laurence had no such affinity for the Hessings, and somehow made it so that Frank Hessing never appeared in front of Beks again.

That in itself made her feel that Laurence was an effective Crown Prince, as the Hessing patriarch considered Frank ‘gifted in business’ and a source of pride for the family, so he was always welcomed at balls. To Beks, he always seemed too cunning and sly; the kind of merchant willing to sell his own mother if the price was right.

“Why is Frank Hessing involved?” Beks asked.

“He is assisting the Fourth Prince with the royal businesses in order to earn more money.”

She ground her teeth together, holding back the cry demanding to know why Luther would let such a questionable person around royal funds. “I assume the Third Consort suggested it to him.”

“He does have a reputation in business, my lady,” Mr. Kesse said.

She was still not convinced. How could she trust anyone who would dare accost his own cousin’s future wife? “Investigate him and his connection to these properties. See if he knows any of the prospective buyers. I know he must have something to do with our rejected offer.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Now, is there any movement in the military?” Beks asked. “Is anyone still looking for the Second or Third Prince?” Was anyone looking for them?

It had been over two weeks since the incident at the cascades. Her father had left the two paladins who weren’t involved with her assassination attempt on the wagon up the road. Or rather, in a ditch off the side of the road with the two piled on top of each other. They weren’t dead, and Beks didn’t know when they woke up, but knowing her father, they weren’t badly injured and could leave when they woke.

If they were smart, they would’ve made their way back to their oracle and reported the attack.

Who would dare attack paladins? It was a risk very few people would take, and even if those two paladins didn’t know who they were, the oracle would likely make the assumption.

What was more, when Deo had searched around the flooded area once the water subsided enough, he found only three of the four paladins. From the corpses, two had drowned in the sudden flood and one had trauma resulting in a broken neck. It was likely that he’d been swept into the waters and debris hit him or he was slammed against a tree.

The missing paladin was Captain St. Moore.

After Deo pushed him off the cliff, Beks hadn’t had a chance to look over the edge and confirm his death by seeing his body. The drop was high and there were rocks at the bottom of the waterfall, but death was not absolutely certain.

If anyone could’ve survived, it would’ve been the paladin’s leader. Once the new oracle realized that it was them, she could either send more paladins after them or convince Luther or the Third Consort to send their people to search for fear of a threat. The Carolines obviously didn’t support Luther as king. How could the Third Consort stand any opposition to his precious son?

If that were the case, Beks wanted to know where the various armies and naval ships were in order to prepare for confrontation. If Kadmus’ army and navy were looking for them, they couldn’t be near Kadmus without eventually crossing paths.

“We’ve only been keeping track of the guards sent to find the Second and Third Princes, my lady, but we can gather information about the locations of the battalions and naval plans for you.”

“Please do so. I will call again soon, so I hope to have the information then,” she said. “Now that there is some money from the sale of the Alpine Route Inn, with more coming in from the other two properties, is the treasury still lacking?”

“For the time being, the sale has filled in the gap,” Mr. Kesse replied. “This is not a permanent solution. They cannot keep selling royal lands to make money, so talks are already being made to decrease interior funding.”

Beks’ eyes slowly narrowed, her stomach twisting. She didn’t know what that detailed, but she knew she wouldn’t like it. “Have any new policies been introduced? Or proposals to amend the current ones?”

Mr. Keese seemed to take a deep breath, as if readying himself. “The most recent one is to cut civilian benefits.”

“Such as?”

Her low voice dripped with anger as she watched Mr. Kesse swallow hard. “They want to make a funding cut to one of your oldest policies - the compensation and support program for the injured soldiers and the families of dead soldiers.”

Her heart twisted as she struggled not to scowl. “That was one of my first policies meant to reduce poverty amongst our soldiers and their families. While the budget is very strict, it’s comprehensive. We had a rare amount of support from the court, as well.”

During the late Queen’s fight for power, all sides suffered heavy casualties and soldiers and their families were greatly affected. Many of those trapped in poverty were civilians who lost the family member who supported them suddenly, leaving them without any source of income and forcing them into dire situations.

At best, family and community would support them through the difficult time. At worst, they were out on the street in a dire situation. Helpless, grieving people were exploited physically and financially. People were left begging on the street. She’d even heard of widowed parents abandoning their children for a better life without them.

There were war orphans, widows, and then countless injured former soldiers who could no longer be soldiers and couldn’t go back to farming because they simply were physically unable to. It was a tale Beks had heard over and over, as well as witnessed in the slums on the outskirts of Kadmium. It broke her heart and infuriated her that the people suffered.

She began working on a proposal when she was nine years old. She poured over what statistics she could find, what money could be spent with the greatest effect, and tried to cover every aspect of her proposal from advertising the program to final implementation. It took her five years to put together a comprehensive plan lauded as being more in-depth and manageable than proposals from more seasoned courtiers.

Over the years, after her program had been implemented, there were less and less people helpless on the streets. It was a significant expense, but much less people were suffering.

The late Queen said when the people weren’t suffering, they were stable. When they were stable, there would be less danger, less worry, and the populace could focus on things to better themselves and the kingdom.

It was popular amongst the people. Why would Luther want to cut such a successful program? He’d also been very supportive of it.

“Are they cutting it because it’s a large expense? What are all those people going to do? The expenses will only get smaller as less people qualify when we’re not fighting a massive war.”

“The Oracle and the Fourth Prince seem to have submitted their own plans that cost less and with support from the Temple.”

She shot up from her seat.

“Why is the Temple suddenly getting involved with another country’s governance?” Beks almost balked as her voice rose. “Does this fall under their charitable works? They’ve never done so with such clear ties to a governing policy before.”

The Temple was always doing charitable works everywhere, especially after natural disasters or during high holy day festivals, but they never directly aligned themselves with a country. They were staunchly neutral. If they suddenly wanted to work so closely with Kadmus, wouldn’t that seem like favoritism and alarm the other kingdoms?

It was already suspicious that the new oracle was marrying into the royal family.

Did it have something to do with Kadmus’ king’s relationship with the new oracle? It had yet to be proven that the new oracle was a Great Oracle. According to what Beks read, Great Oracles were highly valued and had substantial influence and power in the Temple, but they were few and far between.

There had been plenty of young women who gave prophecies, but very few ever became a Great Oracle. Those who didn’t had a little prestige, but not the amount of influence in the Temple to convince it to support a country.

Mr. Kesse’s brows were knitted as if he were thinking the same thing. “We have also found it suspicious, as well as worrisome. If the other countries learn of this, they may become suspicious of Kadmus and defensive.”

Beks let out a low, measured breath and frowned. “Is Luther trying to provoke a war?” Her eyes narrowed.  Was the Temple trying to? She didn’t want Kadmus to be caught up in any sort of conflict with neighboring kingdoms while Luther was in power. She doubted he’d be able to manage the kingdom during wartime. Laurence didn’t need to concern himself with an outside conflict when he was trying to reclaim his throne, either.

“We thought it out of the ordinary, so we’re investigating the new oracle’s contact with any high-level clergy that may have influenced the Temple’s decision to support Kadmus,” Mr. Kesse replied. “We will send you the findings once we have anything substantial.”

Beks nodded. “Thank you.” She took a deep breath. “Aside from that, see if you can spread a rumor that Frank Hessing is trying to embezzle royal funds, just to make Luther and the court suspicious of him. If anything, he’ll be forced to be more discrete in his actions. I also would like to know any out of the ordinary placements of Kadmus’ army and navy. Since we are moving around Kadmus’ borders, avoiding them is important.”

Mr. Kesse bowed his head. They ended the call and Beks leaned back against her seat, her eyes narrowed. She was more familiar with Kadmus’ land forces, as Laz was in a Battalion, so her knowledge of the navy was limited. Outside of funding and logistics, she wasn’t sure what their patrol routes were. Considering that she and her family could very well have already been revealed as alive and taking revenge, battalions along the border and the navy could be looking for them.

If they were named as a threat, then Kadmus would send notices to their allies to watch for her family and prohibit any assistance to them. The more eager allies would try to arrest them for benefits.

Allies are wonderful when they’re your allies....  Beks muttered to herself as she stood up and put her veil back on. With her mind filled with new things to consider, she left her room to eat. She stopped by Deo’s room to invite him to go with her. He’d been taking a nap and already ate, but accompanied her downstairs.

“We’re by the sea and it’s been some time,” Deo said. “Why don’t we go out closer to the water and go to a restaurant there? It’s bound to have fresher seafood.”

The Sacred Valley wasn’t far from the sea, so Deo had grown up having a lot of seafood. Beks also ate quite a bit when she lived with her family. “A restaurant by the sea will be more expensive. You’re not only paying for the food, but the ambiance.”

Deo scoffed and gave her a small dismissive wave. “Did you forget that I had a hefty remuneration from the stadium for my fire biha? I can afford to treat my little sister to a good meal.”

Beks couldn’t hold back her smile and nodded. “Well, if you insist.”

Their inn was on the other side of the hill, so in order to get to the side of Varkana that faced the ocean, and spare themselves a long walk, they had to buy seats on a wagon to ride on. The wagon had multiple stops and they got off near the piers, which catered to visiting merchants, sailors, and passengers coming through.

Beks eyed the wagon as it left and Deo raised a brow. “We have a wagon, too. And ours is covered.”

“Did you hear that the driver said he was going back. Did he not have an errand here?” she asked.

Deo cocked his head to the side. “It’s a public wagon run by the principality. Wagons leave at set times from different stops and follow the set routes to get passengers around the city without the need of private transport, such as horses or carriages. Not everyone can afford those or have space for them, so common people will take a public wagon.” He paused for a moment and furrowed his brows. “Now that I think about it, Kadmium didn’t have any. At least I didn’t notice.”

Beks frowned and looked at her brother. “Are they common?”

“In crowded cities, yes. They’re expensive to run, but Varkana is not lacking money. In some places, there are informal private wagons that bring people from villages to towns. Sagittate has wagon trains that circle the territory to move people and supplies, but the Sacred Valley is small enough that we don’t necessarily need them. We also have many horses and nearly every family has them,” Deo told her.

“I will look into this....”

“Beks! What are you doing out here?” They were almost to the restaurant when they heard someone call her name. The two siblings stopped and looked over their shoulders to find their father quickening his speed and leaving Mr. Reidan behind in order to catch up with them.

“Brother is treating me out for a meal, Daddy,” Beks said. “Have you and Mr. Reidan taken a look around?”

“We’re almost done going through the docks once to look for suitable ships to take us to the West Islands,” Robert told her as he caught up with them.

Beks lowered her eyes.

The West Islands were her mother’s birthplace and where she’d likely return to with two small children.

“Make sure you find a trustworthy one,” Deo said as he crossed his eyes and gave his father a look. “Hair can be covered or dyed, but eyes can’t.” Even with their red hair covered, he and his father couldn’t change their gray eyes. They were quite rare. They also didn’t know when Beks’ disguise would fade. At the very least, she had a veil.

Robert sneered. “This is not my first time doing this, Deo. I know what I’m looking for. Your sister’s safety is my priority.”

Deo and Beks both squinted at their father. “Only your daughter’s safety? Are you just going to leave your son to die?”

“You have fire biha.”

Deo rolled his eyes and turned towards the door. “Come, Beks. I’m sure you’re hungry.” She put her hand over her stomach. Her hunger was more noticeable now. She followed her brother into the restaurant and let him arrange a table. He had them seated outside, so she could get a good view of the water.

The cool breeze over the warm air felt very good against her skin, and as she sat down, closing her eyes, she sank into the cushions placed on the wooden seat.

A chair scraped beside her and her eyes flashed open. Her father sat down next to her as across the table, Deo had a disgusted look on his face.

“I heard you were paid an impressive amount at the stadium for your fire biha,” Robert said with an air of arrogance as he smirked at his son. “Surely, it’s enough for you to treat your father, too.”

“Didn’t you already eat?” Deo said with a frown. “You and Mr. Reidan...where is Mr. Reidan?”

“He’s continuing down the port road to look over prospective ships. Varkana is the closest and best place to find a ship to the West Islands,” Robert replied. He stretched his arms over his head and gave his son a smile. “I used up a lot of energy walking. I could use a meal.”

Deo let out a heavy breath. “I don’t see how I have a choice.” They ordered their food and as they sat around waiting for it to be served and drinking local wine, their father reminisced about his youth traveling around.

Beks didn’t think it was so bad, as new environments and experiences brought forth new ideas that could be beneficial. After Brother Laurence settles down, I’ll ask if he’ll let me travel a bit to familiarize myself. She doubted Laurence would refuse her.

“It’s been so many years since I was last here,” Robert said, gazing out at the sparkling blue sea as he swirled some golden liquid in glass. “It’s as busy as I remember it.”

“Do you have any contacts here?” Deo asked. Beks tensed for a moment and internally frowned. Why didn’t she think of asking Nexus for contacts in Varkana? Was it because it was outside of Kadmus?

She gave herself a little shake. She was already asking Nexus for so much, and right now, finding out if the Kadmus military was trying to find them took priority. Her father wasn’t helpless. He was adaptable and could do what needed to be done, which was why exile didn’t faze him.

Robert narrowed his eyes a bit and took a sip of his drink. “They’re more contacts that could get in touch with your mother,” he said as he seemed to think. “Your mother was a...sailor and she has many connections all along the coasts. If we can contact them, then your mother will find out. There are people here, as well. I just have to find them.”

“That’s good, but we don’t exactly have all the time in the world to search for them,” Deo replied. “But it’s reassuring to know that Mommy was exiled west.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Beks said as she put her glass down and stared at the contents. Both her brother and father looked at her. “I’m sure it wasn’t.”

“How are you so sure?” Deo asked.

Beks tapped her fingers on the table. “Just a feeling.” After all, wasn’t it too much of a coincidence that everyone, with the exception of her, had been exiled to a place where they would suffer the least?

Her father’s hand rose and stroked her hair back. “You were taken from us when you were so small, but you retain aspects of me and your mother so well.” He chuckled as his eyes crinkled with joy. “That is something your mother would say. She says it is instinct sharpened by a difficult life. Your mother started off well, born to a magistrate in the West Islands. A typhoon devastated the region and her parents died. She was left with her kindhearted nanny before her maternal aunt found her.” Robert let out a tired sigh and looked back at the sea before taking another sip of his drink. “You will likely meet her soon enough. Your Great Aunt...doesn’t like me.”

“Is it because you were an irresponsible rake who stole Mommy from her and brought her to Sagittate, where she’d never be seen by her aunt again?” Deo asked in a dull voice.

Robert scowled and shot him an irritated look. “How dare you call your own father a rake?”

Deo shrugged and looked away, drinking his wine. “I was just approached by many women in Dranga who remembered you from years ago, when you wandered through the Giants Ridge....”

“I wasn’t wandering for the sake of wandering. I wanted to see the world so I could become a better ruler of Sagittate,” Robert replied, defensive. “We are far from Kadmus’ central power, both in distance and culture. Isolation and ignorance can severely weaken a region, so I left to gain knowledge and experience, as well as make contacts outside of Kadmus in order to avoid being overly dependent on the kingdom. And I didn’t just go gallivanting on my own. I had some Thirnir with me, including Rid Olander Jacobhaal.”

Thirnir were the realm knights of the Duchy of Caroline. Rigorously trained from youth in both martial, civil, and biha arts, they were well-rounded warriors that protected the Ducal Family and defended the territory. Entire families had dedicated their lineages to becoming Thirnir.

The ones who had escorted her family to Kadmus had been sent away by her father to avoid being implicated. They hadn’t returned to Sagittate according to her uncle, so Beks wasn’t sure where they were.

Deo raised a brow. “How many?”

“Three,” their father said. “It’s not at small as you’d think. It isn’t as if I were helpless.” Heirs of the duchy often studied with youth training for Thirnir, Deo included. “The most dangerous parts of that journey weren’t so terrible that the four of us couldn’t make it out, and when I was captured by Maritime Legacy, who at the time were the most infamous pirate fleet in the surrounding seas, my Thirnir came to get me. Rid Olander took a harpoon through his shoulder to save me!”

Beks drew her head back. “Did he survive?”

Robert snapped his head towards her and gave her a curious look. “Of course, he survived, Snow Flower. Don’t you remember him?”

Deo sighed. “It’s Uncle Olan, Beks.”

An incredulous look filled her face. When her father said his Thirnir took a harpoon to the shoulder, she imagined this towering man with bulging muscles tearing through a ship deck, and fighting off three or four people at a time as he ripped the harpoon out with his bare hands, while searching for her father.

The disbelief in her voice was strong. “Uncle Olan, the duchy’s head accountant?”

She always thought he was just one of her father’s close friends. He did not fit her image of a Thirnir who took a harpoon to the shoulder. Uncle Olan was tall, but slender and pale, appearing as if he’d fall over at any moment. He had glasses and long, silver-white hair tied at the nape, and his clothes were always neatly pressed, looking nothing like the Thirnir guards. She remembered that he spoke gently and was always carrying around ledgers that seemed too heavy for him. He’d have sweets in his pocket for her whenever she’d run into him as a child.

Robert let out a disgusted snort. “Don’t be fooled by his looks. He is a devil, and faster with arrows and dagger than anyone in the duchy.” There was a hint of bitterness in his voice, hinting that Uncle Olan was better at him in those arts.

“If he was such a good Thirnir, why did he become an accountant?” Beks asked.

Robert gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “He’s always been good with numbers, but when he found out the woman he was in love with preferred scholar-type people, he quit being a Thirnir and became an accountant for the duchy’s treasury.”

“Then, did he ever get anywhere with that woman?”

Robert blinked. “Oh, that’s right...they were only wed after you left....” He frowned a bit, as if disappointed. “They took so long with their ‘courtship’ that it took years for them to marry. And even then, they were only living together for a few years before his wife was transferred for work.”

“What could be done at the time?” Deo asked. “Our cousins were still so young then. It was too dangerous to bring such small children to the Northern Pass, so someone had to remain in the Sacred Valley.”

Beks was nodding and then froze. “Cousins...Northern Pass....” She turned towards her father with wide eyes. “He married Aunt Hilga?” Beks flushed at once. She didn’t even know her aunt was married.

“She put up quite a fight pretending she didn’t care about him,” Robert said with a snort. “But he got into one small accident and hurt his leg, and she came running to nurse him to health. He acted as if he were dying.” He shook his head. “But never mind them. Let’s focus on the issue at hand. We found some prospective ships that were going to or will stop at the West Islands and are taking passengers.”

Beks tapped her fingers against the wood again. “Do they check for White Papers?”

Her father stopped drinking. His hand froze with the wine glass over his lips as his eyes narrowed and his lips pulled into a tight frown. He lowered his glass, placing it on the wooden tabletop as he raised his hand and rubbed his forehead. “I forgot about those. No wonder you were desperately trying to avoid going by ship from the ports.”

Deo cocked his head to the side. “What are White Papers?”

“When the late Queen took power, in order to limit the power and resources of her enemies, she made an agreement with some of the neighboring countries that would put restrictions on particular people who were enemies of her, and thus the state, in her early reign. Sea travel is very lucrative, though dangerous. It was the fastest way to regain wealth for some of those families who fell out of power and were in opposition of the late Queen when she took the throne.

“The White Papers are a list of those individuals that are shared with allied countries. Those countries would prohibit, or at least heavily restrict, individuals on the list from doing business, regulate their entry and exit to and from a country, and refuse to aid them in any way. This was especially created to restrict trade, so coastal nations near Kadmus had agreed for similar actions towards their enemies that may try to expand power in Kadmus. It’s a mutual agreement to protect each other, in a way. Paraxes and Varkana comply with the White Papers.”

“Even now? The late Queen has passed,” Deo said.

“It’s loosened in recent years. Families who were once on the list were re-evaluated and their threat to the crown reassessed. Several had been removed,” Beks replied. “But exiles are included in those White Papers. If Luther’s people did their work properly, an updated list should’ve been sent to the complying nations.”

“Did the Fourth Prince know about this?” Deo asked.

“I doubt it, but that doesn’t mean no one on his advisory council wouldn’t.” Beks crossed her arms over her chest. “At the very least, he should have some sort of advisory council at this point.”

Deo clicked his tongue. The food arrived and was placed in front of them. They continued to speak in Sagittater as they ate.

“All the more reason to find one of your mother’s contacts here. We’ll need paperwork to prove our identities,” Robert told them.

“Fake identities,” Deo said.

Beks brought a spoonful of her seafood confetti to her lips. “Where do we start looking?”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Stay close. Deo, don’t let your sister out of your sight. This isn’t the safest area of the city,” her father said in a low voice as they wove through a crowded, narrow street a few blocks from the docks. It was noisy, dingy, and smelled of fish and wet produce. In the sea of pressed, shifting people, it was easy to get lost or robbed.

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them to keep from telling them that this wasn’t her first time in such an area, and that she was quite familiar with the questionable workings of such a disreputable place. She held on to her brother’s arm and kept close, keeping her head facing forward and resisting the urge to look around like a curious newcomer perfect for being targeted.

She’d seen worse in her lifetime, of course. The narrow street was lively and there were plenty of hawkers selling various goods. There were several fishmongers, temporary stalls selling vegetables, and the like. Beks could feel several gazes on her, but as long as they didn’t act upon any malicious intent, she didn’t pay much attention to them.

Ahead of them, her father looked as if he were casually glancing at passing stalls, but he was searching for something. He didn’t say what, likely so his children wouldn’t stand out searching.

Without a word, he made a sharp left, into an even narrower alleyway. Beks and her brother followed and saw their father step into a corner fishmonger’s shop. He didn’t enter through the front, which faced the main street, but came in from a side door. A short, plump old woman seated in the back counter looked up as Robert entered with Beks and Deo peering in behind him.

Robert put a smile on his face and greeted her before she could open her mouth. “Good afternoon! I’m just looking.” He had stopped by the entrance and lifted his right hand. Beks watched the back of his hand knock against a palm-sized wooden disc embedded just beside the entrance.

Beks brushed aside her veil a bit to peek through and get a good look at the disc. It was old and didn’t stand out at all. It blended in with several similarly sized wooden discs around the frame of the entrance that appeared as a decorative border. Except the other discs were different seashells.

The disc her father had tapped had what appeared to be a squid or octopus of some sort.

The old woman narrowed her eyes a bit and didn't reply. Robert kept a smile on his face and lifted his hand once more, knocking on the same disc.

It was strangely silent inside though the noise of the street poured in front the outside. Beks began to worry that the old woman didn’t understand her father, but she stood up and wiped her hands on a rag. She turned away from them as she squeezed out from behind the counter. Beks almost missed the way she gave a slight tilt of her head opposite them.

Without a word, the old woman walked away and her father followed. She and Deo didn’t speak as they followed their father. They were led through a small storage room. In the back, the old woman moved aside a barrel that was against a wooden wall.

Beks noticed the same pattern of seashell discs going around the ceiling as a decorative molding. Above the wooden wall was another disc with a cephalopod. The old woman grasped a piece of wood across the wall that should’ve been decorative trim. It was lifted up and then pushed back. A panel was made out and then pushed to the side.

The old woman turned around and pointed up.

Robert nodded his head and gave the woman a small nod as thanks before lowering his head to duck through the opening’s threshold and step inside. He turned to his right and looked up. He held out his hand and motioned for the two to follow.

Inside was a narrow staircase just wide enough for one person. Robert went first, followed by Beks. Behind her, Deo followed, but kept a firm grasp on her hand. Beks couldn’t see how far the stairs went, as there was nothing at the top to shine light into the stairwell. The air was stale, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.

Halfway up, the panel was closed behind them and Deo gasped.

“It’s fine,” Robert told them, as if he’d expected it. “It’s not locked. She’ll let us out when we’re done.”

“Where are we going?” Deo asked as the stairwell’s only sound became the rustling of clothes and the creaking of old wooden stairs.

“Your mother’s aunt’s contact. Weren’t you listening?” Beks held back a small laugh, just imagining her brother’s annoyed look. “Stop. We’re here.” She felt her father’s arm in front of her, signaling her to stop when she couldn’t see him in the darkness. She heard him knock once, then pause, then again. He repeated knocking and pausing eight times before he stopped.

A muffled voice answered. Robert must’ve stopped in front of a door, as creaking was heard and then a bright sliver of light cut through the dark stairway. Beks shut her eyes and slowly opened one to adjust before following her father up the final steps and through an old, rickety door.

There was a small, simple room with a large window that looked over the top of surrounding buildings and out towards the water a few blocks away. The ceiling was a bit lower than normal with exposed beams that required them to bow their heads to avoid. This was probably the attic of the building.

A low table was placed on the floor, on top of a rug and surrounded by worn cushions. The square table was quite large and there were various papers, jars, and writing utensils on the table. There was a worn wooden box with various ink stains, and random pieces of wood.

Seated by the window was an old man with leathery dark skin and glasses. He was wearing worn, but clean and well-kept clothing. He looked up with dark eyes and furrowed his brows as he looked at them.

Her father clasped his hands together and brought them to his forehead, speaking in a pleasant, familiar language, though Beks couldn’t understand. Deo closed the door behind her and looked towards their father. Beks mirrored her father’s hand motion, figuring it was a sign of greeting.

“Tahier,” Deo said as he followed Beks’ movements and whispered to her. Beks held her breath. Tahier was the primary language of the West Islands. She lifted her head and watched as the old man rose to his feet, laughing and smiling as he greeted Robert and then extended his hand.

He must’ve been one of her mother’s contacts.

Beks never formally learned her mother’s native language. She only knew a few words, but with how fast the old man was speaking, she couldn’t pick anything up. Deo’s brows were furrowed and it seemed he was having difficulty understanding, as well. Their father stepped aside and motioned towards them, saying their names.

The old man’s eyes lit up and he quickly shuffled forward, adjusting his glasses to get a better look at them. He laughed as he put his hand on Deo’s shoulder and looked back at their father, saying something that made Robert laugh.

“He says you take after me,” Robert said with a lopsided, but proud grin.

“Oh...wonderful,” Deo replied, though he smiled at the old man.

The old man then looked at Beks. Without being asked, she moved aside her veil to reveal her face. Though her eyes and hair had been disguised, the shape of her face and overall features hadn’t changed.

The old man’s eyes lit up. He didn’t reach out to touch her, but his gaze softened as he looked over her face. He said something and Robert nodded. The old man looked back at her and spoke in broken Jasper. “You look like Lyone,” he said before giving her an energetic smile.

Beks blinked and looked at her father.

Robert crossed his arms over his chest and smiled. “The Lyones were your mother’s mother’s family. The Lyone family was once considered the most beautiful of the West Islands. Both men and women were so captivating, it was said that they’d draw attention like a siren singing.” He lifted his chin, proud once more. “I’m sure you can tell from your mother.”

He never seemed to miss an opportunity to brag about his wife. Robert turned his attention back to the old man, who motioned for them to take a seat.

Beks sat down on some cushions with Deo next to her. The old man spoke to their father as he offered them a small metal plate with some dried strips of meat. Beks took one and began gnawing on it. Her eyes dilated a bit as she recognized the taste. It was dried squid shreds. It was her favorite snack as a toddler, but she hadn’t been able to eat it in Kadmium as it wasn’t considered a ‘proper’ snack.

“You know I spent months trying to replicate this flavor for dried squid,” Deo said as he ate a handful. “And it turned out, it wasn’t the seasoning or the drying process. The main flavor we taste is the taste of this specific species of squid.”

“But can’t you get it back home?”

“The squid lives in warmer water, so we can’t catch it where we are, and it’s a popular snack in this region. We only get so many shipments at a time back home and they go directly to Mommy,” Deo replied. “She takes most of it. Thad and Wrath also developed a liking, so that’s less availability for me.”

“You should take the opportunity here to arrange for an import channel to secure any difficult to procure goods from the region,” Beks said.

Deo raised a brow. “You mean bypass Mommy completely?”

“It’s not bypassing, it’s business. You just happen to have direct access to the squid,” Beks replied.

“All right.” Robert turned his attention to them and the two went quiet about a private channel for imported food. “It will take two days for four sets of papers to be prepared.”

“Is that enough time?” Beks asked.

The old man nodded and patted his chest, proud. “I can,” he said. “Trust me.”

Beks nodded. “Then, thank you, sir.” She reached under the table to her skirts and fished out a gold plat. She held it in both hands and presented it to him.

The old man drew his head back, surprised. He looked at her father, who nodded. The old man furrowed his brows, looking at the plate in Beks’ hands. He seemed to be debating about something.

Finally, he reached forward and took the plat from Beks’ hands. “I arrange for boat.” Unable to say everything he wanted to say in Jasper, he turned to their father with a serious look and began speaking. Robert’s brows rose a bit and he leaned forward, nodding as he listened to the old man.

Every so often, Robert asked a question and seemed to consider the old man’s answers. Finally, he nodded and agreed, reaching into his own pocket for some more coins. The old man held out his hands to try to stop him and reject the coins, but Robert insisted. When the old man wouldn’t take them, Robert left the coins on the table and withdrew his hands.

The old man seemed to concede and nodded. Robert smiled, reached across the table, and patted the man’s shoulders. He then looked over at his children.

“He will make our four sets of documentation in two days under the names Duke Snowy, Deo Snowy, Beks Snowy, and Dan Rei. We’ll be from the Principality of Avello, which is north of here. If we can wait for one day after that, he can secure us a trustworthy vessel.”

Deo drew his head back and Beks furrowed her brows. “What kind of vessel?”

“A simple fishing vessel that goes around the southern sea and sells different fish at various ports. This one fishes a stretch of water from here to the southern tip of the West Islands. He’ll arrange for them to take us directly there instead of stopping at the usual ports,” their father told them.

Beks nodded. That was why her father gave the old man more money. If the fishing vessel didn’t fish, and then stop at ports to sell the fish, they’d lose money. The gold was compensation.

Deo mulled over this for a moment. “A fishing vessel wouldn’t be suspected. The crew is small and they usually don’t take passengers.” No one would look twice at a fishing crew.

“It’ll be cramped, but it’ll be our safest option if we want to remain unnoticed.”

They thanked the old man once more and he reached down to pick up a small rope. He pulled it a few times and then smiled at them. “She will open door.”

It probably rang a bell or signaled the old woman to come get them. They got up and filed out of the small attic room. Once inside the dark, narrow staircase, Beks asked how her father knew that man.

“I don’t,” Robert replied. “Not personally. However, he is someone your Great Aunt knows and all her people know about me.”

“Because you stole Mommy from her?”

“I did not steal your mother. We fell in love,” Robert stressed and sounded annoyed at his own children. “And she agreed to marry me and return to Sagittate with me. If she didn’t agree, your Great Aunt would’ve skinned me alive, title or no title. As for the old man, she was on her crew. Many sailors who were injured, or old enough, retired to coastal cities, but still stay connected with your Great Aunt’s fleet-company. Her company.”

“What kind of company does Great Aunt have?” Beks asked.

“She has a business moving things around the sea,” Robert said, distracted. They reached the bottom of the stairs and waited a moment. There was shuffling behind the wooden panel. It was pushed back and slid open. The old woman stepped aside to let them out.

Robert pressed some coins into her hand before nodding and leading his children out.

“Do you think that Mommy will hear of us and try to find us?” Beks asked as they stepped outside the fish monger’s.

Above the sound of the bustling market outside on the street, Beks heard a cawing sound of a bird. She looked up, remembering the colorful parrots she’d been gifted as a child that flew away, and now lived as wild birds outside the Old Tower.

Beside her, Robert stopped and also looked up.

Against the backdrop of the light blue sky and the fluffy white clouds dotting it, a green and yellow bird flew overhead.

“Word will get to your Great Aunt,” Robert told them. “And when your Great Aunt knows, so will your mother.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 38 - Trash Deserves Trash


                “Why do you need it?”  Deo was much more resistant to giving her maps than she expected.  Beks frowned.

“I just want to check something.”

Her brother studied her face, suspicious.  “Check what?”

She couldn’t tell him that she wanted to use a map to properly track the locations of several naval and army units that, according to Nexus, had strayed from their usual patrol paths.  She sighed.

“I want to get an idea of the route we’ll take to the West Islands.”  That was not a lie.  She did want to get an idea of where they’d be sailing and see if they could get close enough to the island.  That was just one of the things she wanted the maps for.

Deo’s brows furrowed and she could see a hint of worry in his eyes.  “Beks,” he said as his voice softened.  “It was a mistake anyone could make.  You don’t need to obsess over maps because of it.”

The corner of her eye twitched.  Did her brother think she was traumatized after miscalculating the number of fortresses?  Perhaps a bit, but she had to refocus her energy elsewhere.  Her father and Mr. Reidan had gone back to the docks to pick up their paperwork and tomorrow, the fishing vessel that would take them to the West Islands would arrive.

Beks wanted to prepare herself.

“You’re overthinking it.  I just want to review the route.  Didn’t I do this when we were traveling from the High Desert, too?”

Deo mulled it over and finally relented.  He handed the tube with the rolled-up maps to Beks.  Worried he may change his mind, Beks snatched them and darted into her room, slamming the door behind her.

She opened the lid and shook out the maps.  As she spread them out on her bed.  She began to sort them by region, isolating the maps that had the coasts, nearby islands, and the entire ocean between them and the continent of Freysha.

As she weighed down the corners of a map that followed along the western and southern coasts of Sevoy, the continent where Kadmus was located, she saw a flashing light from the corner of her eye.  Beks turned her head and straightened up, walking towards the urapearl on her desk.

She touched it would her hand and Mr. Kesse’s face appeared.  “This is a first, Mr. Kesse.  Usually I call you,” she said as she pulled out the chair and sat down.  “Good afternoon.”

“Good afternoon, Mistress of Nexus.”  His voice was more rushed than normal and his eyes darted around.  “I apologize for this urgent call, but I’ve just received additional information that will affect your travels.”

She furrowed her brows and cocked her head to the side, giving the urapearl a questioning look.  “How so?”

“It is confirmed that you and the members of your family are listed in the current version of the White Papers sent to Kadmus’ allies.”

She took a sharp breath and her body tensed.  “Which members?”

“All of them.”  Mr. Kesse appeared upset.  “Include Lady Dorothy and Lord Thaddeus.”

Her eyes slowly crinkled up as a low breath left her lips in an effort to calm herself.  It wasn’t that it was a surprise that they were listed, but it was a surprise that ‘they’ included two children.  On her lap, her fingers clawed against the fabric of her skirt.

“Wrath and Thad are included?  They are minors,” Beks said, barely restraining the anger in her voice.  “They weren’t marked for exile.  They shouldn’t have been listed.”

“Young children had always been exempted from the White Papers, my lady.  We also don’t know why they were included this time,” Mr. Kesse replied.  “As any changes to the list must be approved by the monarch....”

“Then Luther, that bastard, approved to include them.” Beks’ voice trembled.  If her ex-fiancé were in front of her right now, there was no guarantee she’d be able to stop herself from throwing hands on him.  “Exiles are recorded in the legal and punishment books.  Did they make a mistake and add them accidentally?”

“I don’t know, my lady,” Mr. Kesse told her in a helpless voice.  “It is possible.  The previous senior staff under the late Queen and His Majesty King Laurence were pushed out and replaced.  The replacements could very well simply not know the correct procedures and made a mistake.”

Beks ground her teeth together.  “Even if they did, Luther would have to review the list and approve.  There are only six in my family and he knows all of us.  He should’ve seen their names and had them removed.”

The less documentation they were on, the better off they were.  Four adults were bad enough, but the entire family?  To know that her two younger siblings could now be arrested and legally detained by virtue of having their names on a list reserved for adults was more than a little frustrating.  It was dangerous.

Some allied countries limited their participation with White Papers to simply prohibiting identified people from doing business on their ports and getting on ships.  Other countries, especially those trying to gain the favor of another country, would go as far as to arrest those on the White Papers and deport them to their country of origin, as if they were criminals.

“I advise you consider disguises for your younger siblings once you reunite and are traveling,” Mr. Kesse said.

Beks drew in her lips and chewed on them before giving him a nod.  “I understand.”

Mr. Kesse frowned more so.  “There was also an ‘emergency’ change to the White Papers.”

That can’t be good.  Beks could already feel her stomach twisting with anticipation.  She gave the man a nod to urge him to continue.

“Several allies have agreed to allow Kadmus naval ships to be stationed just outside the entrance and exit of their main sea routes of their territorial waters.”

Beks frowned.  “To do what?”

“Check the passenger list of vessels.”

“Which countries agreed to this insanity?”

Mr. Kesse looked down and seemed to read from a piece of paper.  He named several coastal nations, all who participated in the White Papers.  A few of those allied countries who participated weren’t listed, but Paraxes and the Principality of Varkana were.

Beks almost pushed herself away from the desk and stood up to pace and calm herself when she heard.  Paraxes’ involvement was expected, as they were a close ally of Kadmus.  At the same time, the blood of Paraxes’ royal family ran through Laurence, whose father was a prince.  Laurence’s paternal grandfather was still king of Paraxes, yet they unknowingly agreed to some that would become an obstacle for Laurence’s supporters and his return.

The Principality of Varkana’s economy was centered on trade, so, of course, they would agree to the requests of powerful trading partner.

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She stood up and got off the chair, cross the room to her bed and shuffling through the maps.

“My lady?” Mr. Kesse asked from the urapearl.

“So not only has the entire Kadmus navy began wider patrols going well past Kadmus territorial waters, but they are assigning ships to essentially function as sea checkpoints for vessels leaving large, allied ports?” Beks stared so hard at the map of the coast in front of her that she could’ve burned a hole with her eyes.

“I’m afraid so, my lady.”

Her eyes narrowed.  “What happens if they find someone who is on the list?”  The list was initially focused on limiting economic strength that could threaten the monarchy, but now it seemed like it was being used to search and detain people.

“It is likely that they would be detained by the navy.”

She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.  “Why is everything he approves a massive waste of time and resources....” Beks muttered.  “Daddy said that Kadmus merchant vessels and naval ships were recently targeted by pirates, shouldn’t the navy focus on them?”  The kingdom would lose taxable income if a merchant vessel never made it to shore, not to mention the obvious threat of pirates harassing naval ships.

They had no economic reason for harassing naval ships, which made the entire thing strange, but if they caused trouble for Luther, Beks had little reason to be upset with them.

“In the regions between the West Islands and Kadmus, naval vessels continue to do patrols, but they have been ordered to inspect any ship going through the area.”

“They have no jurisdiction to do that in waters that don’t belong to them.”

“They are aware and are focusing on ships that cross the territory.”

Beks walked back to the desk and placed her hands on the edge of the table.  She hunched forward and took a deep breath.  “These inspections...what do they entail?”

“From the orders we’ve gathered, they are to check the identification documents of all passengers and crew on board, then do a sweep of the ship to see if anyone is hiding, though the official reason is to check for pirates or pirate contraband.  If found, the ship, passengers, and crew would be escorted back to shore.”

This was going far beyond what the White Papers were supposed to be used for and Beks couldn’t help but be annoyed.

“I understand, Mr. Kesse.  Thank you for the immediate update.  We’re scheduled to leave tomorrow.”

The man frowned.  “This means that there is a good chance that these measures will already be implemented.”

She took another deep breath.  “I’ll make sure we are careful.”

“You should also be wary of the pirates.  They seem to be focusing on Kadmus vessels.”

“We won’t be taking a Kadmus associated ship, Mr. Kesse,” Beks replied.  “Does the general populace know about the attacks on merchant vessels and the navy?”

“The court is trying to keep the news quiet so as not to alarm the people into panic buying and inflating the costs of particular goods all at once, and to prevent foreign merchants from avoiding the much-needed trade.”

Beks rubbed her chin.  “Alarm them.  Say that the king and court aren’t doing anything to stop them.  The angrier everyone is at Luther’s incompetence, the better.”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “Yes, my lady.”

“Have any of our businesses been severely affected?”

“No, my lady.  Most of our focus has been on land.”

“All right. Then for now, that’s all.”

“Should we spread news of the Temple working with the court for charitable works within Kadmus?”

“No, not right now.  I don’t want other countries scrutinizing Kadmus or the Temple too much and find them a threat.”  Beks shook her head and frowned.  “I don’t want His Majesty to deal with a foreign threat because of Luther.”

“Yes, my lady.”

She ended the call and closed her eyes, her head hanging down as she recalled the information she saw the old man at the fish monger’s attic writing on the paperwork.  Such identification documents would include main physical descriptions: height, skin, hair color and style, eye color, and any distinguishing markings.

Her father seemed to have asked for changes to be made so as to avoid being properly identified.

“Beks, I’m taking your brother out.  Do you want to come?” Her father knocked on her door and Beks lifted her head.  She stared at the covered curtains in front of her.

“No, I’m still busy...budgeting,” Beks said.  She grimaced at once at her pathetic excuse.

“Then we will be back later,” her father replied.  “Do not leave the inn.”

“I know,” Beks said.  She wasn’t a child nor did she feel like taking unnecessary risks at the moment.

Her father must’ve gotten the documents already, meaning now it was time to change their appearance a bit by dying their hair black.

Beks loomed over a map and traced the areas of water, estimating where the naval checkpoints would be.  If they were going to the West Island, they were bound to run into at least one naval ship once they sailed out of Varkana.

She needed to calm down.  They had their fake documentation and the ship they would be passengers on the next day was arranged for them, so no questions would be asked.

Beks rolled up the coastal maps and moved back to a large map of Kadmus.  Mountainous and narrow, these official borders mainly touched smaller kingdoms and principalities, as if buffering the space between Kadmus and larger or more powerful kingdoms.  The largest on the continent was east, past a mountain range, a desert, and then forests to get to the sprawling plains that were the far borders of Langshe.

The buffer countries were far less populated.

Several Kadmus battalions would take advantage of this by searching around the edges of the empire.  Beks already received news that several battalions had been rerouted from their usual patrols or moved closer to the borders.

What was more was that Nexus had told her that Legion Two’s Prime Battalion had seemingly dispersed and vanished.

Legion Two’s Prime Battalion was the Wild Dogs.

Beks didn’t know how Laz did it that his entire battalion lost their pursuers and seemed to disappear.  No one reported to the Legion Commander after the initial report that Laz was going to search for his brother, the Third Prince, months ago.

Family members of the Wild Dogs said that they either hadn’t seen their relatives or that they did come, but left soon after.  It was assumed that they’d returned to their post, not disappear.  The Kadmus military had no idea where they went.

Nexus didn’t know what happened exactly, either.

She was quite impressed with whatever Laz arranged.

Thinking about Laz, led to thinking about the twins, which led to thinking about Laurence.  It had been some time since they contacted Sagittate.

Since they managed to contact Sagittate through her father’s urapearl at his desk in his office, after days of trying, her uncles arranged for someone to guard the urapearl to report when someone called.  She sat back in front of the urapearl and waited for it to connect.  When the image cleared, a man with short, dark red hair greeted her.

“Beks, are you all doing all right?” Uncle Erik resembled her father, but unlike her father he didn’t have a beard and had two thin braids on the left side of his head.

“We’re fine, Uncle.  We’re on the move and preparing to search for Mommy.  I’m calling to check on your situation as we’ve learned that Kadmus is rearranging the legion patrols around the borders.”

Uncle Erik’s face turned ugly at once.  “It’s quite clear what they’re trying to do.”

“I don’t recall any such measures being made with other exiles.  Once an exile was pushed out, it was as if they didn’t exist.”

Uncle Erik let out a small snort and seemed to lean back and cross his arms over his chest.  “Other exiles don’t pose a threat like Carolines,” he said.  “Their people across the isthmus haven’t left yet.  If anything, it seems that more and more people are gathering.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they brought one of the battalions here to try to retake us.”

“They never took Sagittate.  Sagittate voluntarily joined the kingdom,” Beks said.  Her uncle’s lips curled up into a satisfied smile.

“That’s right!”

“But Uncle, the Kadmus navy is also being rearranged.  Their patrol areas have increased and they’re more aggressive in searching ships.  They’re also doing checkpoints in allied waters.”

Uncle Erik’s face darkened once more.  “They really believe you all are a threat.”  He snorted.  “Well, they’re not wrong about it.”

“Stromwal doesn’t completely shield Sagittate, either, Uncle.  I’m worried that they may try to go around it to reach other parts.”

Her uncle seemed to brush off her concern.  “Don’t over think it.  We have sentries all around the territory with the best biha users in the continent,” Uncle Erik said.  “If the breech Stromwal or manage to get around it, it is a small effort to sink them before they reach our shores.  Only the ships your parents have approved of can enter our waters unharmed.”

“Thank you, Uncle.”

Her uncle opened his mouth, but turned his head.  He nodded and looked back at Beks.  “Hold on, you have a visitor.”

She tilted her head to the side and watched as her uncle rose from his seat and left.  A moment later, Laurence’s face filled the screen.  He was still thinner, but he looked far better than the deathly pale figure she’d last seen in person.

“Brother Laurence!”

“And me!”  A pretty young woman pushed Laurence’s head to the side a bit so she could be visible as well.  Beks beamed.

“Lady Eleanor!”  The Marquis’ daughter laughed.  She moved to stand behind Laurence and draped her arms around his shoulders, resting her head against his so both of them could be seen at once.  “How are you both doing?”

“Beks, I walked here on my own,” Laurence said as his eyes crinkled up.  “My room is across the fortress from here, but I was able to make it without aid.”

“That’s why he’s a bit out of breath,” Lady Eleanor said with a giggle.  Her eyes were filled with warmth as she looked at Beks.  “Have you found the Duchess and the children yet?”

Beks shook her head.  “Not yet.  We’re about to set out to find them.”

“Good, good,” Brother Laurence told her.  He seemed to hesitate a bit.  “What about my brothers?  When will you see them again?”

Knowing that he had been anxious about the whereabouts of the twins, Beks had told him as soon as she was able to speak to him directly.  He’d been relieved, but at the same time, distraught that Laz had lost his hand.

“I’m not sure.  We don’t know how long it will take to find my mother, brother, and sister,” Beks said.  “We planned to return to the island after we found them.”

Laurence seemed to take a deep breath.  “About that, Beks.  I have a request.”

The corner of her lip curled up.  “You are still the king to me, Brother.  You don’t have requests.  You have orders.”

His eyes crinkled up with mirth once more.  “Then, I have an order for you.”  She nodded, signaling him to proceed.  “Once you find the Duchess and your siblings, I want you to come to Sagittate.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “To Sagittate?”

“Yes,” Laurence told her.  “Come and get me from Sagittate.  I want to see my brothers.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

If she were being honest, seeing her brother and father with black hair similar to hers wasn’t as jarring as she’d thought it would be.  They still covered their heads, but when she saw them with dyed hair, they didn’t not look like her brother and father.

What was jarring was that her father shaved off his beard, making him look much younger than he was.   He and Deo looked more alike than she thought, and when she voiced this, her brother had shuddered.

The group of four had sold their horses and gathered their belongings to board a large fishing vessel.  As they boarded, Beks saw the same cephalopod emblem she’d seen her father tap in the back-alley fishmonger’s, on a wooden disk just above the hull of the ship’s bow.  It was very subtle and if she hadn’t seen it before, she’d think it was just a decoration.

Even a fool could see that these people were connected through some sort of network.  There were five men on board the fishing vessel and they’d come to the deck to greet them.  They were all dark-skinned men with dark hair.  From their accents, they were from the West Islands.  Beks wanted to ask if they knew her mother, but restrained herself.

She thought that the vessel would still have some fish or have that fishy smell, but it had been thoroughly cleaned and she and her small party were given a small room with bunk beds built in.

“Now that I think about it,” Beks said as she climbed out of the galley to the deck.  “I’ve never been on a boat.”

“Yes, you have,” her father said.  He was standing on the port with the ship’s captain.  “You were an infant and don’t remember.  We took you to the sea because your mother wanted to bond with you over water.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  She remembered a lot from when she was a child, but only from when she was about two.

“What’s the plan?” Deo asked as he stood beside them.

“We’ll set course directly to the West Islands,” Robert told them.  “Don’t worry, they’ve prepared enough supplies to take us there.”

“Will we get to go fishing?” Beks asked.  Both her father, brother, and the captain standing nearby looked at her.

The captain was a tall man with graying hair and smiled.  “If my lady wants to fish, we can fish when we are further out.”

“Will that take up too much time?” Beks asked.

“Not at all,” the captain told her.  “It is good to have fresh food, as well.”

She was a little excited at the thought.  Maybe she’d catch something big, then she could brag to Laz and Lucian.

“Our route will take us further away from the mainland, except when we’re going through the entry of the gulf.  We can’t go too far out of the way or we’ll be making a large arc to get to the West Islands,” Robert told them.

“If that’s the case, can we try to go towards the island?” Beks asked.  “I want to see if we can get through the barriers.”

Her father thought for a moment and looked at the captain.  He said something in Tahier and the captain cocked his head to the side in question.  He looked at Beks.

“My lady, there is no island that close to the Gates of Gurani.”

“Gates of Gurani?”

“The whirlpools,” her father told her.  “You said you’ve seen them yourself.”

Did they mean the whirlpools that were spread around the southern coastline where she’d fallen from the cliff?  On the map, there seemed to be a large area where there were whirlpools.

Now that she thought about it, she’d managed to avoid them when she drifted out to the island.

“Why are they called the Gates of Gurani?”

“It’s what they’re called in Tahier.  I do not know what they are called in Jasper, my lady,” the Captain replied.

“All right, well...is it possible to pass that area?”

The Captain nodded.  “If her ladyship wishes.”  He glanced at Robert, who nodded.

“All right, then we’ll go there on the way to the islands.”  He handed the captain some papers.  “But first, we need to get through the Kadmus checkpoint.”  He looked out towards the sea and Beks followed his gaze.

She squinted and could see a dark cluster against the horizon.  Deo walked towards the rails of the ship and narrowed his eyes.  “Varkana is allowing this?  How many boats and ships will be delayed because of that checkpoint?”  “They may want to please the new ruler,” Robert said.  “And word of his fiancée as the Temple’s new oracle has also spread.  To please them is to please both Kadmus and the Temple.”

Beks clenched her hands at her sides.  Her brother seemed to notice and put his hand on her shoulder.  “Trash deserves trash, Beks.”

“I’m not upset that they’re together, I’m upset because I don’t like that the Temple appears too close to Kadmus.  Not every country is an ally.”

“We will pass with ease, my lady,” the captain told her.  “We were already checked when we entered.”

Beks closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead.  “In that case, should we hide?  Should I remain downstairs?”

“That is not necessary, my lady.  When the ship was stopped and checked, they walked through and checked our paperwork.  At best, they took a glance, and then sent us on our way,” the captain told her.  “With the amount of ships waiting to get through, they can’t spend too long on any particular ship, so they’re rather lax.”

“We’ll have to stay on deck when they search,” her father said.  “But the search at the check point shouldn’t take long at all.”

She doubted her father, but as she watched the ships in front of them come to a stop between two Kadmus naval ships, and a set of four sailors board to search and check documentations, she believed him.

The sailors seem to just walk through the ship and then leave before telling the ship to go and ushering in the next one.

Still, when their ship stopped, dwarfed by the larger ships on either side of them, she couldn’t help but be nervous.  Her heart was racing and she kept her head down.  She sat on some wooden crates at the stern, trying to mend a fishing net with two of the fishermen and Deo.  They glanced at the sailors who walked past, but tried to appear relaxed.

One of the sailors checked the papers the captain presented to him and looked at each person on deck.  He appeared satisfied that the people matched the documents and let out a shout.

“They’re clear!”

“Ship is clear, sir,” one of the sailors said as he came up from the galley.  The officer checking the documents returned them, then disembarked with his men.

“That’s it?” Beks said when they sailed past the two naval vessels.

The captain tossed his head back and laughed.  “You appear to be disappointed, my lady.”

“It feels like it was a lot of work for nothing,” Beks said with a frown. She wasn’t mad that the check didn’t entail more, it just felt like a waste of time.

The captain held up a small piece of paper.  “We have been checked upon leaving, so if we are stopped again, we can show them our clearance papers.  As long as we don’t stop at a dock, we won’t be searched again.”

She let out a low breath of relief and nodded.  “Good.”

“My lady, you’re very good at this,” one of the old fishermen said as Beks’ dexterous fingers wove through the thread through the net.

“Can we catch fish with this net?” Beks asked.  She would count them as fish she caught if they could.

“When we get further out,” the old man said.

“Why are you so interested in fishing?” Deo asked.

Beks continued to mend the net.  Her voice was low and she replied in Sagittater. “I was never allowed to leave the palace, but the princes would go out from time to time to hunt or fish.  Brother Laurence has a ship left to him by the late King Consort and is actually a good sailor and likes to fish.  He says a lot of good things about it, so I want to try.”

She could feel her father and brother’s intense looks as she lowered her head.

“Anything you want to do, you tell me,” her father said as he stood in front of her.  A look of determination was on his face.  “Daddy will make sure you have a chance to try it.”

Beks looked up and smiled.  “All right,” she said.  “Once Brother has returned to his seat and most things are settled, we’ll go on a family trip.”

Deo glanced over at her with a raised brow, as if asking ‘what about your husbands’?  Beks pretended she didn’t see his questioning eyes.

Her father’s face lit up and he smiled.  “Yes, a family trip!  I haven’t forgotten.  It will be a good chance for you to see the world.”

“We can spend time on the island, too,” Beks said.  “I’m certain Thad and Wrath will love it.”

Her father patted her head.  “I also want to see this island,” he said with a gentle gaze.  “It is my daughter’s island.”
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“Are you sure it’s there?” Deo asked.  The ship bobbed up and down with the waves and despite her worries when they’d left port, Beks never got seasick.  At first, she thought the waters were just too calm, but even when they reached the open ocean and the waves were more violent, she was fine.

After three days of travel over water, including one day where they spent most of it fishing, she’d managed to catch a few fish about the size of her forearm.  They weren’t very impressive; in fact, the fishermen said they were very common fish, but they were still delicious to eat.

Beks stood on the bow, looking towards the direction of the mainland.  From where they were, she couldn’t see the slightest sliver of land in the horizon, but the captain had taken out a map and showed her where they were.

The cliff where she’d been pushed from was, if the calculations were correct, directly facing her.

Her hands tightened over the wooden railing.  That meant that between the cliff and where they were now was the island.  As expected, there was no sign of land anywhere.  However, something inside her tingled, and she couldn’t help but feel there was something different in the air.

“The crew have their doubts,” Robert said.  “But there isn’t any danger in trying, right?”

Beks shook her head.  “The current will divert us, but there isn’t any danger.  The whirlpools are on the side closer to the mainland.”

“Then, we just go forward?” Deo asked.

Beks nodded.  Her hands and feet were cold as a sense of anticipation filled her.  Robert turned to the captain and gave him a nod.  The captain returned it and began yelling.  Above them, the sounds of the sails and masts creaked as they were turned to catch the wind so that they would move forward.

Beks took a deep breath to try to quell her quickening heart.

She looked up.  “The sky is clear today.”

Both her brother and father looked up with some confusion.  “Yes,” Robert confirmed. “Not a cloud in the sky.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  That will change.  “Remember this.”

They gave her confused looks, but didn’t say anything.  Next to her father, the captain looked through a spyglass occasionally.  They still couldn’t see anything on the horizon.  The crew seemed to hold their breaths, unsure what to expect.

After a while, the fishermen were glancing around and whispering.  Nothing seemed to be happening, so they returned to the various tasks they were working on, such as cleaning, fixing equipment, or preparing the meal for the night.

Deo leaned over the railing and sighed.  He seemed to have expected something shocking, too.  Robert and the captain seemed a bit more resolute and patient, remaining silent and standing beside her, watching the horizon.

Beks’ chest began to tighten and she narrowed her eyes.  She could feel her skin begin to get goosebumps despite the humid, hot air.  Deo suddenly stood up straight, a serious gaze on his face fixed forward.

Robert glanced at him and smirked.  “You feel it, don’t you?”

Deo gave a small nod of his.  “The biha in the air isn’t this thick even back home,” he said in a quiet voice.

All at once, the bright sunlight of midday vanished.

It was as if the entire ship had fallen into the shadow of an even larger ship.  Behind her, Beks heard the fisherman shout and ask where the fog had come from.

Beks lifted her hand in front of her and she smiled.  She could barely see her fingers wiggling in front of her.

“You can’t see anything,” her father said.  He went quiet for a bit.  “Are we moving?”

“We’re moving,” Beks replied.  “But you can’t tell.  The water is steadier here and you can’t see far enough to check the sails or look at the water to see where we’re drifting.”

“My lady, should we drop anchor?” the captain asked.

That was a good question. She actually didn’t know if they’d keep moving if they dropped anchor.  “Try it and see.”

The captain let out a shout, and behind her, there was shuffling and talking.  The fishermen couldn’t see each other, so they verbally let each other know where they were in the dense fog.  Metal clanking was heard and then a splash as the anchor was released.

Beks had heard it before when they stopped to fish.  The anchor chain would make a lot of noise when it was uncoiling and dropping into the sea.  However, this time, after the splash was heard, there was only a brief moment when the clanking was heard, and then it came to an abrupt stop.

Beks tilted her head to the side.  The water couldn’t possibly be that shallow.  She could see how deep the water was around the island from how dark it was when they were on top of the mountain.

Rapid chattering came from the crew and the captain turned around.  He frowned and rushed towards the stern.

“The anchor either reached the seabed or snagged on something,” Robert said.  “Is the water shallow?”

Beks shook her head.  “It’s not shallow.  There’s a visible drop not far from the shore.”

“The ship is still moving,” Deo said as he looked up.  “Isn’t it?”

“I’m just starting to sense biha, and it must be strong for me to even feel a little, but I know we’re moving.  We must be in the diverting current.”

“Are you sure?”

She looked towards her brother and could just barely make out his doubtful face.  “I am as sure about it as I am about this fog.”  She looked back towards the water.  “When I was on the mountain top watching, you could see the ship moving sideways.”

“Can you see the fog from the mountain?”

Beks shook her head.  “You can’t see the fog from the island.  You only see it outside the island.”

“Then what do we do?” Deo asked.  “Do we drift until we hit land?”

“The current will move us away from the island,” Beks replied.  “My guess is that once we come out of the fog, we’ll be out of the current and can sail as normal again.”

“Your guess?” Her brother balked.

“When I first encountered the fog, I was on a floating overturned carriage,” Beks reminded him with a frown.  “And I ended up on the shore.”

“Then why can’t we end up on the shore?”

“Because every other ship I witnessed was diverted,” Beks said. “I don’t understand why I was the exception, either.”

Deo stared at her for a moment.  “You really are an Inheritor.”

Beks let out a heavy breath and rolled her eyes.

“The anchor....” the captain said as he reached them.  “It is...it is floating.”

“Floating?”  Beks and her father and brother repeated it at the same time.  “The anchor is made of iron.  It’s solid, how can it float in water?”

“It is drifting beside the boat, we can see part of it bobbing up and down,” the captain said in a breathless, dumbfounded voice.  “I’ve never seen anything like this.  We didn’t see any fog earlier, either.  I don’t understand.”

“The fog will lift,” Beks said.  “It’ll take less than a quarter days’ time.  We’re just being moved around to avoid the island.”

The captain shook his head and looked out towards the gray blur in front of him.  “There is an island?”

“It’s best you don’t speak of this again after we pass,” Robert told him in a low voice.  “We may have crossed some lines and shouldn’t be here.”

“Yes, yes....” the captain nodded.  “That much is clear.  This sort of fog is dangerous...what if we run aground?”

Bek lifted her hands again. She could now see her fingers, meaning the fog was thinning out.  She looked ahead of them.  They would emerge from the fog soon.

She walked to the stern and stood in place, wanting to see how the fog disappeared from view once they passed it.  The fog grew thinner and thinner and the heat of direct sun began to penetrate.  Around her, the fishermen looked up and around.

The blue, cloudless sky had emerged.  The fog lingered behind them as they seemed to melt out of it.  She could see the low, gray mass, but above it, she couldn’t see the peaks of the mountains that she should’ve.  She narrowed her eyes.  Was there something else shielding the island?

“It’s gone!” Deo shouted behind her.  “It’s like it was never there!”

Beks hadn’t taken her eyes off the fog and fought off the urge to blink.  What was her brother talking about?  She frowned.  The fog was still visible, like low cloud cover they were leaving behind.

Her eyes grew dry and she blinked.

It was fast, just a flicker of her eyelids, but when she opened her eyes, the fog was gone.  Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes narrowed.  Blue, cloudless sky.  The fog never existed.

“That’s amazing....” she whispered under her breath.

Suddenly, the ship lurched and a loud creak and crack sounded.  Beks grabbed on to the railing to steady herself as she looked over her shoulder.  The fishermen had run to the side where the anchor had been dropped.

“It’s reached the bottom,” Robert said as he narrowed his eyes.  “We must be out of that current.”

“A current strong enough to carry an anchor and prevent it from hitting the seabed...I can’t carry that anchor if there were two of me,” Deo said with a frown.  “How strong is that barrier?”

“The island is bihar-rich and the biha utilized reflects its strength,” Beks replied.  “I’m sure if we tried to go back, we’d only be trapped in it again.”

“Your mother once told me that there were places in the seas were ships were lost and then spit out, completely disoriented and unsure where they were when they emerged from those spaces,” Robert said as he looked down at the water and narrowed his eyes.

Beks took a deep breath and leaned over the railing, looking back towards where the fog was.  She lifted her hand and rubbed her chest.  She was so close.  So close. She raised her eyes once more, looking up to where the mountain top should’ve been.  Do you see me?

“Are you all right?” Deo asked as he placed a hand on her shoulder.  Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.

“I am just wondering,” Beks said.  “If they miss me as I miss them.”

His brother's face softened and he put his arm around her shoulder and rested his head on top of hers.  “We’ll find a way to get back.  You were able to get in, so there must be a way.”

Beks nodded.

Though she had resigned herself to passing the island, unable to reach it, she was still filled with disappointment when it actually happened.  She was more disappointed and heartbroken than she thought she’d be.

Despite her best efforts to distract herself with reading the tablets she’d memorized and occasionally fishing, the days to the West Island passed slowly.

They maintained their distance from the mainland, as the closest country to them on the mainland was Kadmus and they didn’t want to run into any of the naval ships patrolling just outside its borders.  They hadn’t seen land outside of an occasional island for almost a week when their luck ran out.

They were at least another week from the West Islands when the first mate’s yell made Beks drop the fish she was about to descale and gut for dinner.

“Naval ship!”

Deo stood up from where he was seated by a bucket of fish, knife in hand.  He put the knife into one of the boxes beside him and walked towards the side of the ship where the yell had come from.  Robert was already standing there with the captain, both wearing grim expressions.

“Which navy?” Deo asked, almost hesitant to ask.

“Kadmus.”

“How desperate are they to have come this far out of territorial waters?” Deo said as he narrowed his eyes.

The captain frowned and turned around to give orders.  From what Beks had learned, he wanted to turn the ship around and try to avoid being sighted.

“Don’t we have that search paper from when we left Varkana?” Beks asked.  “If we show it to them, won’t they just let it go.”

“It depends on who is in charge,” Robert said.  “Some people take themselves too seriously and may claim we need to be searched.  Out here, there is nothing we can do to stop them.”

“It is better not to be stopped at all,” the captain said as he ran up to the wheel.  The small ship heaved as it turned to the side.

The crew worked fast to adjust the sails, but a fishing vessel, even one that traveled long distances, wasn’t a match for a military vessel.  The sun had begun to set and dinner hadn't been started, but the naval ship caught up with them.

Beks grit her teeth as the long wooden ship waved a flag, signaling for them to stop.

The captain was scowling, but her father remained composed.  “It’s fine,” her father said.  “We have the paperwork.  At most, they’ll repeat what they did when we left port, only with a bit more scrutiny.”  He glanced at Mr. Reidan, who stood to the side.  “Remember what we discussed.”

Mr. Reidan lowered his head and nodded. “Yes, Your Grace.”

The captain let out a heavy breath and ordered the anchor to be dropped.  A splash was heard and Beks returned to where she had been helping make dinner.  So far, she’d learned to make several fish dishes.  Several other members of the crew and her brother began to busy themselves in an attempt to avoid suspicion.

Most of the cooking was done outside, on a small clay oven.  In the West Islands, kitchens were outdoors, in covered spaces, but no walls to allow the smoke to disperse.  Beks found that she preferred this, weather permitting.  She poured the fresh water into a metal pot to make a stew when a loud bang filled the air.

She glanced towards the side of the ship, where the gate had been opened to allow for a gangplank to be placed connecting them to the larger ship.  A rope was tossed down and orders were given from the Kadmus ship to secure their fishing vessel.  Perhaps it was because the waters were more unsteady there than in Varkana, so they wanted to prevent the ships from drifting too far apart.

Or it was because they didn’t want them to escape.

A half dozen sailors marched on to the ship and the captain waited to meet them on deck.  He had their papers ready for inspection.  When the sailors reached the deck, their leader held out his hand and took the documents.

“Search the ship and gather the passengers and crew.”

“We have already been searched at Varkana,” the captain said.

“It doesn’t matter. Search again!”

Beks held back her frown.  On the ship, she wasn’t wearing her veil, so she kept a neutral look on her face.

“You four!  Get up!  Come with me!”  One of the sailors reached them on the stern and Beks cocked her head to the side, looking at him confused as if she didn’t understand Jasper.  The sailor looked frustrated and made a motion to where the captain was waiting.  “Follow me!”

Speaking louder isn’t going to make us understand.  Beks wanted to roll her eyes, but instead glanced at her brother and the fishermen with them.  The oldest of the fishermen who had taught her how to cook fish dishes ‘translated’ into Tahier.  It was only then that Beks nodded.  She wiped her hands and followed the men.

Everyone seemed to line up on the deck in front of the lead sailor, so Beks stood between her father and brother.  The lead sailor looked over the papers, stopping in front of each person as he asked them questions.

He got to her father.  “You are from Avello?” he asked in a gruff voice.  He was from Southern Kadmus, if Beks identified his accent correctly.

“Yes,” her father said.  His Jasper suddenly had a different accent.

“Why are you going to the West Islands?” the man asked.  “Everyone else here is from the West Islands.”  His sharp eyes lingered on the three of them.

“We are going to see my wife.  My children were born in Avello, my homeland, but their mother is from the West Islands,” Robert told the man.  “I’m afraid their grandmother is ill, so we will go there.”

Considering that Beks and Deo had darker skin than their father, but lighter skin than their mother, it was quite obvious they were of mixed ancestry.  The sailor moved to Beks and looked at her.  He squinted and didn’t seem to see anything wrong before stopping in front of Deo.  She almost let out a breath of relief.

The sailor narrowed his eyes and looked at Deo’s.  Deo tried to avoid direct eye contact.

“Your eyes are gray.”  Beks’ heart shot to her throat.  She stood still, but Deo nodded.  The lead sailor turned back to Robert.  “As are his.”

Beks almost wanted to yell that there were plenty of people with gray eyes.

Robert looked confused as well, or at least pretended to.  “Is that bad?”

The lead sailor was silent for a moment.  He took a step back and lifted his chin, looking over Robert and Deo once more.  After some thought, he nodded his head.  He called over his shoulder.

“Check them.”

“What?” The captain frowned and took a step forward.  “What have they done? What are you doing to them?”

Four of the sailors who’d finished checking the ship stepped forward.  Robert and Deo both took a step back as two sailors each reached for them.

“What’s going on?” Robert shouted as his arms were grabbed.  He made a small, futile attempt at shrugging people off, but the two men held on to each side of him.  One grabbed his arm and the lead sailor walked forward, his eyes glistening with excitement.  He grasped Robert’s sleeve and pulled it up.

The expectation, bordering on triumphant, smile on his face fell.  Without a word, he rushed to Deo and pulled up Deo’s sleeve.  Neither man had an exile marking.

Their entire arms had been coated by a special opaque paint that covered the dark markings.  It would last weeks.  Her father hadn’t told her how he knew about it or how he even knew where to get it, but she was fairly certain it wasn’t used for legal purposes.  It didn’t matter as long as they wouldn’t get caught.

The lead sailor frowned and rubbed the spot of Deo’s arm that was supposed to have the marking.  Confusion clouded his once excited face.

“What’s going on?  What are you doing?” Deo tried to pull his arm back and scowled.  “Don’t touch me!”

The lead sailor frowned.  He looked at Deo and Robert with dissatisfaction.  Beks watched in silence.

“Impossible....” The lead sailor was barely audible.  He looked at the two of them once more, unconvinced.  “There must be a trick.”

“What trick?” Deo asked as his face reddened.  “We haven’t done anything wrong!”

The lead sailor frowned.  “The only thing different is their hair.”

“Sir, they don’t have the markings.”

The lead sailor shook his head.  “No...take them on board!”

Beks drew her head back in surprise.  Her father and Deo also looked stunned.

“Why are you taking them on board?” the captain demanded as he rushed forward to try to stop them.  “They are my passengers!”

“What was their fare?  We’ll pay for the difference,” the lead sailor said as Robert and Deo were pushed forward by the other sailors, their arms were pulled back and Beks frowned.

“The money isn’t the issue,” the captain said.

“Why are you taking us?” Robert refused to take a step further.  “We have done nothing wrong!  We are only going to see my sick mother-in-law and my children’s mother!”

“It’s just a precaution.  You are not being arrested for doing anything wrong.”

“We haven’t done anything wrong!” Deo stressed.

The lead sailor stepped aside as a few more sailors came down from the naval ship to arrest Robert and Deo.

“Don’t resist.  We are searching for criminals and until we’re certain that you are not them, we will have to take you into custody.  I’m afraid you share a suspicious feature with them.” The lead sailor handed the captain  a small pile of papers, but kept two sheets in his hand.  “So, you will have to come with us.”

“Come with you where?” Robert shouted.  “What suspicious feature?”

“Your gray eyes,” the lead sailor said as he lifted their identification documents.  He glanced up at their hair.  “Hair can be dyed, but eyes cannot.”

Robert and Deo both appeared stunned at this.  Beks didn’t like where this was going.  Her father and brother could fare well against a good handful of people, but an entire crew of a naval ship?  She couldn’t let them go alone.

“Where are you taking my father and brother?  Will they come back?” Beks stepped forward, mimicking her father’s fake accent.  Her father’s eyes tried to tell her not to speak and to stay where she was.

The lead sailor looked her over.  He studied her face, but both her hair and eyes were disguised.  Most people also didn’t know what Rebecca of Caroline actually looked like past her orange streak.

“We only need to check their hair color,” the lead sailor said.

“Our hair is uncovered, what is there to check?”

“We will try to wash off any dye.  If it is natural, you can return to your boat.  If it isn’t....”  The lead sailor’s eyes narrowed.

“This is ridiculous-” The captain stepped forward once more to block them, but the glistening edge of a blade cut between them.  He sucked in a sharp breath and stepped back as a sword pointed at his chest.

“We are acting under the authority of His Majesty King Luther.”

“These are not Kadmus waters,” Beks said in a low voice.

The lead sailor glanced over at her.  “Bring her, too.”

“No!” Robert and Deo shouted at the same time, but Beks pulled her arms away from the men who reached for her.

“Don’t touch me!  I can walk on my own!” She snapped.  She held her head up and followed behind her father as they were forced up the gangplank to the other ship.  The lead sailor gave the others a nod to let her do as she pleased.

He looked over his shoulder at the captain of the shipping vessel.  “You can wait or you can leave.  It’s up to you.”

The captain scowled, but didn’t answer.  Mr. Reidan was left, looking down.  The plan if the trio were caught was to leave him behind to avoid capture.  Her father didn’t want to incriminate him further.

Beks reached the deck of the naval ship and found several armed men waiting aboard to arrest her father.

Behind them, the clatter of wood was heard. Beks looked over her shoulder.  In the setting sun, the gangplank to the fishing ship was pulled up and the gate was closed and locked.  She narrowed her eyes.

“Who are you looking for?” Beks asked as she tried to remain close to her father and brother.

“Exiles who have been threatening the king,” the lead sailor said as he looked at them.

“How can exiles threaten the king?” Deo asked, feigning ignorance.

“The future queen’s guards had been attacked as a warning.”

“Pardon, what?” Beks blinked as if she’d heard the most absurd thing.  “As a warning?  A warning for what?”

“That doesn’t concern you.”

“You’re going to tell us that much and then not explain?” Deo sneered.

The lead sailor looked past them.  “Get a bucket with water and the dye remover!”

“Yes, sir!” A few men ran off to get the items, but Beks, her brother, and father remained surrounded by sailors with spears in one hand and swords at their hips.

“I can take six on this side,” Deo whispered to his father.

“We don’t know how many are below deck,” Robert replied in a low voice.  “Don’t be rash.”

“I can set fire to the ship.”

“While we’re on it?” Robert shot his son a side-eyed glare.  “You want to sink it?  Your sister is wearing her petti skirt.  She can’t swim with it on.”

“I can’t really swim, either.  And while sinking it isn’t bad, but this is a Class Three Tidal Cruiser.  Do you know how much these costs?” Beks said with a frown.  Both her brother and father gave her a look.

A large wash tub half filled with water was placed on the deck in front of them and the family of three looked towards it.  Another sailor poured in another bucket of water while a different one measured out some thick, clear liquid in a wooden cup and then poured it into the tub.  He put his arm in and stirred the water, making it bubble up with soapy froth.

Deo frowned.

“Get on your knees!” the lead sailor ordered.

Deo looked over his shoulder and Robert lifted his chin defiantly.  “I only kneel to the gods, my king, and my wife.”

The lead sailor scowled.  “Then break his-”

A loud creaking was heard as the wooden ship suddenly tipped to one side.  Beks nearly lost her footing at the sudden movement.  The ship rolled back into place, but bobbed unsteadily.  For such a large ship, for it to lean over suddenly meant they’d either hit something, or something hit them.

The crew began to yell and look around.   “What was that?” the lead sailor asked.  He looked towards the side where the fishing ship was, but the sailors on that side shook their heads.  The lead sailor frowned.  “Never mind.  Continue-”

Another thud was heard and this time the ship was jostled to the side, knocking several people off their feet.  Beks’ arms shot out to steady herself as a sharp creaking filled the air.

“We’re in the middle of the ocean...is it a whale?” Deo asked.  Both he and Beks looked at their father.

Robert’s lips were curled up, smug.

Beks narrowed her eyes at him.  “Daddy?”

“As soon as the ship is hit once more, run and grab onto the mast to keep steady,” he told them.  She opened her mouth to ask why, but the ship was suddenly hit once more, causing it to turn in the water.  “Go!”  He pushed Deo forward, through a break in the surrounding sailors.  He grabbed Beks’ hand and pulled her with him.

She saw them reaching for the metal pieces on the mast and extended her hand to grab on.  Just as her fingertips brushed the iron, someone screamed.

She turned her head towards the sound and her eyes went wide.  Water sprayed all over the deck as a long, thick tentacle easily as large as the ship’s masts unfurled out of the water and slammed across the deck, sending sailors scattering.

Beks’ eyes dilated as her mouth opened.  She heard someone’s terrified shout from the crow’s nest above.

“It’s a kraken!”

Beks almost choked.  “They’re real?"
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                "What do you mean 'it's real'?"  Her brother's flushed face looked at her with disbelief.  "Don't you have a horned serpent?"

"A horned serpent is different form a giant octopus!" Beks almost choked out.  A crash sounded behind her, and she felt water spray against her face as another tentacle came down against the deck.  She grabbed on to the mast, clinging on to the iron ring with the rope loops.

"Are you sure it's safe for us to be here?" Deo shouted as he looked at the writhing, boneless tree-trunk sized tentacle not three paces from him.

"He'll avoid the masts to start off with, so right now, this is the safest place for us," Robert said.  Both his children looked back at him with concern and surprise.

"Daddy, how do you know this?" Beks asked, her eyes crinkling up.

"It's not my first time seeing a kraken." Robert sounded matter of fact.

"Man the harpoons!"

"Clear the deck!"

"Men over board!"

The entire deck was chaotic.  Sailors were running around, and multiple voices filled the air, all giving different orders and warnings.  Beks wasn't sure if anyone was following orders.

Wood cracked and Beks looked towards the bow of the ship.  The very tip had a dark gray tentacle with black spots wrapped around it and was pulling it down.  Her eyes went wide.

"Is the ship going to go down?"

"No, no, he's just scaring the sailors," her father told them.

A large piece of wood fell from the sky and landed with a crash starboard, nearly falling on to a sailor and crushing his leg.  Deo's eyes crinkled up.  "That's the rudder."

"How did a kraken know to rip the rudder off a ship?" Beks asked in a low voice.

"Krakens are quite intelligent.  They're able to follow their master's orders well, rarely being told a second time," their father replied.

"Master?  What do you mean master?" Deo frowned.  "Does this kraken belong to someone?"

Their father let out an awkward laugh as he clung to the base of the mast.  "Deo, Beks, your mother and I have never told you about this, and it's actually slipped my mind to tell you.  Not that she's ashamed of it, but the nature of her career before she married me isn't exactly...legal."

Beks stared at her father for a moment.  "Was Mommy involved in illegal trading when she was a sailor?"

"Yes...but rather than illegal trading, it was more...piracy."

"Piracy?" Both Deo and Beks gave their father and incredulous look.  Deo was glaring.  "Are you telling me that Mommy was a pirate before she married you?"

"Why didn't you tell us?" Beks asked with disbelief.  "Do Wrath and Thad know?"

Their father averted his eyes.  "Your mother didn't want to trouble you with her past.  After all, Deo is heir to the duchy and then Beks was taken to Kadmium and was the late Queen's foster daughter.  As time went on, we simply never talked about it."  A terrified scream cut through his speech as a tentacle flung a sailor off the deck and into the sea.  The family of three didn't pay any attention.  "We can't bring it up in public, as if word gets out, any of us could be targeted because of the connection to Maritime Legacy."

Beks sucked in a sharp breath.

"Maritime Legacy?" Deo cried out.  "The largest pirate fleet in these seas?"

Beks crinkled her eyes.  "Didn't you say that you were kidnapped by them?" She stared at her father, who let out a tired sigh.

"Well, yes.  That's how I met your mother."  A thoughtful look filled his face as his thoughts seemed to drift elsewhere.  "The first time I saw her, I thought I was hallucinating.  No one could have been that breathtaking-"

"Pirates!"  Someone yelled and the sounds of canons being shot came from the distance.  Beks looked over her shoulder to find the source, but couldn't see past the sailors running around or the tentacles sliding over the deck, knocking things and people off.

Her father perked up.  "It looks like the kraken's master is here."

"Do you know them?" Deo asked.

Robert nodded his head once.  "It's been many years, but yes."  He let out a heavy sigh and looked at the two.  "Do you remember that I told you that your mother's aunt doesn't like me?"

Canons sounded from below deck and the ship rocked with the blast.  Beks squeezed the mast even tighter.  Sailors with spears were trying to stab the kraken tentacles, but the skin was thicker and tougher than it appeared.  The spear tips could barely puncture the surface and before a sailor could press down to try to maneuver it and press it further in with force, the tentacle would move, knocking them off their feet at best or flinging them across the deck or into the sea at worst.

Beks and her family were all but forgotten in the chaos.

"We can't cling on to this forever!  What if the kraken tears the ship apart?” Deo shouted.

“Don’t worry.  It doesn’t have any reason to do that!” Robert replied.  “The reports we heard all said that the naval ships were harassed, but not sunk.”

A powerful shake rocked the ship and the center of three masts creaked as it was pulled to the side.  Beks looked up and watched as a tentacle coiled around the upper third of the mast and began to pull it down.  The mast was secured firmly to the ship, making the ship tip portside.  Midway on the mast, the wood began to splinter.

Beks shut her eyes and looked away, feeling her father’s arm over her head to shield her from any falling pieces of wood as the mast was broken off.  Sails tumbled down along with the heavy metal rings attached to them.  Ropes were flying with sailors avoiding the pullies.  A few were hit, some even had their legs snagged, sending them into the air.

“I thought you said that it wouldn’t touch the masts!” Deo yelled.

“Perhaps its style of attack has changed in thirty years!”

“Daddy!”  Beks had lifted her head and watched as another tentacle seemed to rise from the sea to one side of the ship  and reached for the top of the mast they were clinging on to.

Robert narrowed his eyes and then swept across the deck.  He grabbed Beks’ arms and pulled her towards him.  “The bow!”

Deo released his hold on the mast as well and followed.  Sailors were scrambling to try to fight off the tentacles as the boat rocked back and forth.  The pitch was so steep, it was difficult to maintain their balance and run in a straight line.

“Can we get back to the fishing vessel?” Deo shouted.

“They should’ve sailed a short distance away to avoid the kraken.  The ship is being tossed in the water; as a smaller vessel, they could get hit and sink at any given time,” Robert told them.

He all but dragged Beks around fallen sailors and a tentacle partially laying across the deck.  Behind them, a cannon ball hit the deck, creating a hole that they barely missed as they ran.

“What if we get knocked into the water?” Deo yelled, half covering his head as he kept up with them.

“I’ll hold on to your sister,” Robert replied with a shout.  “Try to any large piece of drift wood for her to cling on to.”

“Should I remove my petti skirt?”

“Only if you can’t help it,” Robert told her.  He squeezed his daughter’s hand.  “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”

A high-pitched screech seemed to fill the air as they reached the bow of the sip.  Beks grabbed on to the wooden railing with her father and brother on either side of her.  They turned towards the center of the ship and her eyes went wide.

The entire ship seemed to let out a pained wail as multiple tentacles pulled the ship apart.

Robert scowled and looked around.  Beks could barely hear him muttering under his breath ‘where is it, where is it’.  She tried to follow his gaze and watched as his eyes seemed to lock on to something past the bow.

A ship with three masts and pale sails was approaching quickly.  While the sails appeared like any other, they were emblazoned by a dark red image of an octopus in the same design the palm-sized discs she’d seen at the fish monger’s and on the fishing vessel.

Beks’ eyes went wide as all the connections were made.  The contacts on land, the fishing vessel that the old man making their fake documents was able to arrange for them, and her mother’s previous ‘career’.  Even the suspicious paint used to disguise her brother and father’s exile markings.

“It’s the Kraken’s Whip!  Maritime Legacy is coming!” Someone shouted, terrified.

“The Kraken’s Whipis your Great Aunt’s ship,” Robert said.  He furrowed his brows.  “We need to make sure they see us, so we don’t get caught up in the attack.”

“We don’t exactly have anything to signal them with!” Deo frowned.

Beks released the railing with one hand and clamped it on her brother’s shoulder.  “Fire biha.”

Deo’s brows shot up.  “I forgot about that.”

He adjusted his footing and Robert maneuvered himself closer in order to anchor his son as Deo raised his arms.  He narrowed his eyes and punched into the air above his head, sending ball after ball of fire above them.

“Do you have fire biha?” One of the sailors had stumbled to a stop as he saw the flames.  “Captain!”  He turned around and yelled, but who knew where his commanding officer was.

“Is that a response?” Deo shouted as he leaned over the railing.  From the sides of the approaching pirate ship, several streams of water shot into the air in the same sequence and amount that Deo had sent fireballs.

“Respond!” Beks yelled.

Deo instantly sent another series of fire into the air.  He was almost disrupted when someone tried to stop him, but Robert whirled around and punched the sailor in the face before he could do so much as touch Deo.

The ship continued to creak as pieces of wood were snapped off.  What appeared to be an entire sail was floating on top of the water.  Bubbles were rising as a large, shiny dark gray mass began to rise from the water.  Beks could make out its various black rings and spot as it emerged.

She was certain that with its tentacles, the kraken was easily larger than the naval ship and the fishing vessel combined.  A large golden eye with a dark pupil came from the water and it flickered around.  Beks leaned closer to get a better look.

The kraken’s darting gaze swept past her and darted back, lingering on Beks.  She held her breath.  What was one to do when making eye contact with a kraken?

“Is that Octavius?” Robert leaned forward beside her and squinted.  “Octavius!  Do you remember me?”

Deo and Beks snapped their heads back at him as if he’d lost his mind.  Despite their thoughts, the kraken’s pupil went wide before contracting.   The water beside it began to move as another tentacle broke the surface.  It rose into the air, showering them with seawater.  Beks shut her eyes and turned her head away to avoid getting water in them, only to hear her father let out a yell.

She turned her head to the side and screamed.  “Daddy!”  The tip of the kraken’s tentacle had wrapped around their father and plucked him out from behind Beks.  Robert didn’t appear to fight it and lazily let his arms hang down in front of them.  He didn’t struggle or reveal any sign of concern, let alone fear.

“It’s fine!”  Her father let out a laugh and they looked up at him as if he were a madman.  “It’s just my old buddy Octavius!”

A stream of water shout out from the side of the ship and hit Robert in the face, drenching him in an instant.  Beks gasped as she watched her father raise his hand and run it down his face.

More creaks of ship sounded, and a shadow fell over Beks.  The sun had almost finished setting as the pale sails with the red kraken seemed to appear beside the broken and heavily damaged Kadmus naval vessel.

A tentacle rose out of the water and moved  towards the deck of the pirate ship while the pirates on deck were throwing ropes at the deck of the naval vessel.  The sailors who remained on board readied their swords and tried to cut the ropes that had managed to be secured on deck, but they weren’t fast enough.

The pirates jumped from one ship to the other, swung in on ropes, and attached a gangplank to connect the two ships together.  Deo pulled his sister closer to him and tried to stay as far away from the nearly split center of the ship as men and women brandishing weapons boarded.

“Secure the sailors!  Don’t let any of them escape!” A woman’s low voice filled the air and Beks snapped her head towards the pirate ship.

A tall woman wearing dark clothing and a wide-brim hat stood at the very edge of the pirate ship’s deck.  A kraken’s tentacle rose from the water and bent beside the edge of the ship, making a sort of ledge for the woman to stand on.  The woman stepped on to the tentacle, her hand clutching a walking stick, as the tentacle maintained its height and crossed the short span between the two boats.

As she approached, Beks could make out the woman’s dark skin, her graying hair, and the interested expression on her face.  Beks was fairly certain she knew who this old woman was.

The kraken brough her right beside Beks and Deo, stopping just on the other side of the railing.  The woman with the flamboyant hat cocked her head to the side and looked them up and down before nodding.

“Amadeo of Caroline, gifted with strong fire biha and named the youngest Northern Commander in Kadmus’ history,” the woman said as she looked him up and down.  After nodding to herself, the woman let out a bit of a disappointed sigh.  “You look like your father.”

Robert’s pleased laugh came from where he was still hovering above them with a kraken tentacle around his waist.  “Doesn’t he?”

“That wasn’t a compliment!” Deo and the old woman shouted at the same time.  They both paused and then turned to look at each other, surprised.  The old woman’s face softened, and she smiled approvingly.

She then turned her attention to Beks.  Her eyes dilated as the kraken moved her closer.

“Rebecca of Caroline, the daughter with dawn in her hair....”  The woman’s eyes seemed pained for a moment.  “Trapped by prophecy and taken from home at such an early age.”  She clicked her tongue and shook her head.  She let out a sigh and reached out to almost touch Beks’ face.  “But at the very least,” she said as her eyes crinkled up with satisfaction.  “You look like a Lyone.”

Her heart slammed against her chest as she looked at the old woman still standing on the tip of a kraken’s tentacle.  She could see a resemblance to her mother without having to look hard.

“Are you Great Aunt?” Beks asked.  Around them, people were yelling and fighting, moving around, and falling, but somehow, none of the chaos penetrated their small space.

The woman lifted her chin and looked at Beks before lifting her free hand and grasping her hat, pulling it down.

“I am the captain of the Kraken’s Whip, the leader of Maritime Legacy, and your mother’s aunt,” she said, her voice softening as she said the last part.  “Rebecca of Lyone!”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She vaguely remembered that her mother once told her that she had a namesake on her maternal side of the family.  Beks was never told who she was named after, but if her mother really wanted to ignore her pirate roots, she never would’ve named Beks after her aunt.

Once her father was released from Octavius, her Great Aunt’s kraken, they boarded the Kraken’s Whip.  The signal was given for the pirate crew to return to their ship and within moments, the ship with the kraken on their sails was sailing away from a sinking naval vessel and a dozen lifeboats.

Beks stood on the portside, her shoulders drooping as she let out a disappointed sigh.

“You are worried about them?” the captain’s gravelly voice asked.

She shook her head.  “No, they’ll be fine in those life boats.  With the Kadmus navy patrolling beyond Kadmus waters, they’ll be found in a day or two.  But that boat cost a lot of money to have built.”  She looked over at her Great Aunt with worry.  “How many have been sunk?”

Her Great Aunt raised a brow and took a step forward to stand beside Beks by the side of the ship.  “Since they started straying from Kadmus waters, my fleet has harassed them, mainly focusing on damaging part of the ship to slow them down.”

Beks cocked her head to the side.  “Why was this one ripped apart?”

“Because I suspected that they had taken you,” the old woman said as she lifted her chin.  “We have been looking for you, your father, and your brother for three days.”

Beks’ eyes widened.  “Then, Daddy was right.  You’d find out we were coming.”

Her Great Aunt looked over her shoulder at Robert, who was wiping his hair with a towel.  “We tried to guess the route you’d take to the West Islands as soon as I got the word.  Your mother should already be on her way.  I just happened to be closest to you.”

“Is the entire fleet looking for us?” Robert asked from the other side.

The old woman sneered as she lifted her chin.  “Of course, the entire fleet is looking for you!  The more eyes, the better, and the sooner we can find you.  With the Kadmus navy appearing outside their territorial waters, it was a race to find you before they did.  Even with half the waters between the West Islands and the mainland covered, we were still late!”

“You weren’t late, Great Aunt.  You came just in time,” Deo said.  “We can’t thank you enough.”  Their Great Aunt’s eyes smiled.

“What thanks is necessary?  You are my Great-Nephew and Great-Niece,” said as she looked at the two of them fondly.  “As long as I am able, if you need my aid, I will come.”

Beks’ heart filled with warmth as she nodded.

“And for me, too, yes, Aunt Rebecca?” Robert asked with an earnest look.

Disgust filled the old woman’s face.  “You are lucky I’ve sent Octavius ahead to call out to Inky....”  Robert let out a cheeky laugh.

“Since you’ve found us, how can we contact our mother?” Deo asked.

Their Great Aunt motioned towards the water.  “Didn’t I say?  Octavius, my kraken, is calling out to Inky.  I’ve also sent out a messenger bird, but Octavius will be faster.”

“Great Aunt,” Beks said.  “What is Inky?”

The old woman’s sharp eyes turned towards Robert with a glare.  “You’ve brought them this far, used Maritime Legacy’s resources, and still haven’t told them?”

“Great Aunt, I haven’t had the chance!”  Robert said.  Beks squinted her eyes.  There were plenty of chances when they were on the fishing vessel and even earlier, but she didn’t reveal her father.

The old woman clicked her tongue and then looked at Beks.  “Inky is your mother’s beast.  We of the Lyone bloodline have an affinity with sea creatures.  Octavius, for example, is mine.  I’ve raised him since he was found clinging to the side of my boat.”  Great Aunt Rebecca’s eyes crinkled up with mirth.  “But Inky is different.  Sybil was almost a teen when she first met Inky, who was nearly full grown.  He seemed to have been tangled in rope near a trench and was trying to rub up against a ship to remove them.

“I still remember that day.  Your mother nearly gave me a heart attack!  A massive creature was nearly capsizing her boat and she jumped off, on to its back, and began using water biha to slice away at the ropes binding it.  Inky didn’t know what was going on and began thrashing.”  The old woman lifted her hand to her chest and pressed her hand against it.  “I was terrified that she was going to be dragged down.  I even called for Octavius, but Inky got loose.  He swam away, leaving Sybil to get on the ship on her own.  I thought it was the last I’d seen of that ungrateful creature, but it didn’t go far from your mother’s boat.  Since then, he’s been following your mother.”

“Can he understand my mother?” Beks asked.  “Can those with the Lyone blood communicate with animals, like a beast talker?”

“That would make this easy, but know, we cannot,” Great Aunt Rebecca replied with some disappointment.  “At best, we can understand a beast with have an affinity’s to’s mood and they can understand our wishes, but as far as communication the way we are speaking right now, no.”

Beks’ shoulder slumped a bit.  Wrath may have something more to learn, but it seemed that the two were different.

“Isn’t this like you and Snowflake?” Deo asked.  “You always said that he was very smart and seemed to understand you.”

“It sounds like that is the case, but snow flake is not a sea creature.”

Robert rubbed his chin and had a concentrated look on his face.  “Regarding Inky, how far was he and the Leviathan’s Throne?”

“Not too far.  We should cross paths with them by dawn if all goes well,” the old woman said.  “Krakens’ calls aren’t as loud as a leviathans’, but a leviathan should still be able to hear one.”

Beks stood up straight.  “Did you say leviathan?”

Her father nodded and didn’t seem to think anything of it.  “Yes, Inky is a leviathan from the Irasar Trench west of the West islands.  Warm water leviathans are larger than cold water ones, but they aren’t well suited for the cold waters of the north.”

“Then where does Inky go when Mommy is home?” Somehow, the thought of her mother’s leviathan shivering and unable to be near her mother was a pitiful image.

Robert raised a brow.  “Inky lives in the waters west of Sagittate, where there are underwater geysers that keep the water warm.   It’s just that his preferred food is in the south, so he is often gone to forage.  You touched his head when we took you on a boat when you were an infant.”

“How can I remember such a thing?” Beks sighed with a roll of her eyes.

“Your Grace!!”  A voice shouted and they looked towards the boat, past her father.  Mr. Reidan was rushing towards them.  His eyes were red, appearing shaken.  “Are you all right?”

“I should ask you that, Mr. Reidan,” Robert said as he lifted a hand and patted the man on the back shoulders.  “Are you sure you don’t want to join the fishermen to the West Islands?”

“No, Your Grace,” Mr. Reidan replied.  “I will follow you as long as you permit me to.”

Great Aunt Rebecca narrowed her eyes at them and raised a brow.  “What did you do to this old man that made him bind himself to you?” she asked with a suspicious frown.

“Saved his life,” Robert replied.  “He was my driver when I was on my exile, and he didn’t recognize the guards.  They thought he was suspicious, and we over heard them planning to kill him along with me.”

“They did not know I speak Esuser,” Mr. Reidan told them.  “His Grace said that if wanted to, I could come with him.  He knew that if I returned, I could be targeted, so, here I am.”

Great Aunt Rebecca sighed and rubbed her forehead before looking at Robert.  “You always were frighteningly charismatic.”

“Thank you!”

“Once more, not a compliment.”  She looked at Beks and Deo and gave them a nod.  “Come, it’s late.  My crew will bring your belongings on board and let the fishing boat be on its way.  You can stay in my chambers tonight.”

“What about Daddy?” Beks asked.

Great Aunt Rebecca let out a snort laugh.  “Him?  He knows that Sybil is coming.”

“How can I sleep?” Robert asked with a lopsided smile.

Beks and Deo exchanged looks and followed their Great Aunt to the captain’s chambers.  Deo spent the night on a plush red chaise with his legs and an arm hanging off the site despite Beks’ attempts to convince him to take the bed.

“You’re not that much shorter than me,” Deo had told her in a firm voice.  “Just take the bed.”

Perhaps it was the stress incurred when the Kadmus naval ship found them and brought them on board, but Beks was exhausted and fell asleep rather quickly.  The lanterns in the room were still lit when she closed her eyes.

When she opened them, light was coming from the windows on the far side.  Beks squinted and tried to reorient herself when she didn’t recognize the decor.  She’d fallen asleep quickly the night before and didn’t get a good chance to look around.  The captain’s chamber had a four-poster bed with a canopy built into the ship.  There were plenty of pillows and a few thin blankets.  Deo simply plucked some has he passed on his way to the chaise.

There was a wardrobe, a writing desk, a table by the side of the bed and a trunk at the foot of it.  Everything save the old trunk that was nearly as wide as the bed was bolted to the ground.

She sat up and stretched, looking towards the chaise.  Her brother was no longer there, but she wasn’t alarmed.  Deo tended to get up earlier than her, having been used to an early training regimen.

Beks straightened the clothes she’d fallen asleep in and put on her boots before walking towards the door.  She pushed it open just enough so she could look outside.

It was bright and she squinted.  She opened it further and found that several crew members were cleaning the deck.  The sails were tied up and the ship bobbed up and down, but they didn’t seem to be moving further.

Beks took a step out and someone called to her.

“My lady, you’re awake!  With you like breakfast?”  A thin man with a coiled rope in one hand came to greet her and Beks drew her head back.

“I...yes, a little, would be good.”

“All right, all right!  I’ll tell the kitchen!”  The man appeared excited and rushed off, only to be stopped by another crew member, admonishing him for not asking if Beks wanted to wash her face.

They didn’t give her a chance to reply.  In accented Jasper, they told her to wait while they went to retrieve a wash bowl and some fresh water.  Beks nodded, but continued to look around.  She stopped the next person who crossed her path.

“Excuse me, but have you seen my father or brother?” she asked.

“Oh!”  The pirate nodded his head energetically and pointed to the quarterdeck above her.  She nodded and thanked him before rounding the deck to get to the stairs.

Robert stood with Deo and her Great Aunt with their backs turned to her.  She quietly climbed the stairs and walked around them to stand next to her father. “What are we looking at?”

Robert nearly jumped and looked at his daughter.  He sighed and shook his head as he raised a hand and placed it on her head.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you, Beks.  I was looking at your mother’s ship.”

“Mommy’s ship?”  Her heart quickened as her brows shot up.  She followed their gazes out at the horizon and saw a vessel approaching.  Beks tilted her head to the side.  “The sails are black?”

Great Aunt Rebecca let out a small hum.  “Your mother was to be my successor.  The next pirate queen.”  She paused and looked at Robert with a scowl.  “And then this one appeared and ruined everything.”

Robert chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck.  “You can’t expect me to give her up, Aunt Rebe-”

“I told you call me Captain!”

Robert sighed.  “Captain,” he said, correcting himself.  “I love her and want to be with her.  I’m not one of those idiots who would sacrifice a mutual love under the guise that the one I’m in love with would be happier doing something else.  I want to be happy.  I want them to be happy.  I want to be happy together.”

“You don’t need to convince me....”  Great Aunt let out a snort.  “I know my niece. If she didn’t wish to be with you, you wouldn’t be standing right now.”

“How long will it take until they reach us?” Beks asked.

“Less than half an hour,” the old woman told her.

Beks nodded.  “I’m going to wash up before she reaches us.”  Part of her was concerned that if her mother saw her too unkempt, even in their circumstances, she would worry. She rushed back downstairs to the captain’s chamber and found that a clean basin and a jug of fresh water was waiting for her.   She rinsed her face, patting it dry with a worn towel lying beside the jug.  Just as she finished, someone knocked to let her know her meal was ready.

Her simple meal was a seafood porridge, which she ate as fast as she could without burning her tongue.  By the time the last spoonful reached her mouth, a ship of similar size to the Kraken’s Whip.  Three masts with black sails and a white outline of the same kraken symbol showed that they were part of the same fleet.

Along the sides, carved characters painted with black and outlined with white read ‘Leviathan’s Throne’.  Beks narrowed her eyes.  Wasn’t that the ship that smuggled Laurence and Mr. Kessse to Sagittate?

“It was Mommy’s ship?”  No wonder her mother had assured her that she could get a ship on such short notice.  It wasn’t just any ship; it was her own.

“Beks!  Deo!”  A woman’s voice came from the ship as it slowed down to a near halt beside their Great Aunt’s ship.

Beks’ eyes began to water as a sourness came over her.  She walked closer to the railing and placed her hands on it as she saw the familiar woman now wearing pants and a tunic instead of a long gown with fur.  Her thick, black hair was pulled back into a long pony tail as she rushed down the steps of the quarterdeck.

“Mommy!”  Beks cried out as relief filled her.  She gripped the railing to keep her legs from growing limp under the wave of relief.

Her mother’s eyes turned into shining crescents as the crew members on Leviathan’s Throne tossed ropes across a gap to the crew on the Kraken’s Whip.  Shouting was heard as friends greeted each other.

The side railings were quick to be opened on both ships and a large gangplank was slid across and securely attached.  The system was well practiced and within a matter of moments, the gangplank was secured, and her father ran past them.  Deo and Beks exchanged glances and pursed their lips in unison.

Robert rushed towards the gangplank, yelling ‘Sybil, my beloved’ loud enough that it startled some pirates who were waiting across the gangplank, on the Leviathan’s Throne.  Before Beks and Deo managed to finish crossing on to their mother’s ship, their father had reached their mother and threw his arms around her waist.

He lifted her off her feet and swung her around.  When her feet touched the ground once more, he raised his hand and gingerly touched her face.  Sybil chuckled and put her hand over his, holding his cupped palm against her cheek as she met his intent look with one of her own.

“I came as soon as I could,” Sybil said in her low, rich voice.

Robert stroked the corners of her eyes with his thumbs as his eyes crinkled up.  “So, did I.”

The corners of Sybil’s full lips pulled up just a bit.  “Did you miss me?”

“Miss doesn’t begin to describe what I feel when we’re apart.”

Loud coughing came from behind Robert, causing the couple to be pulled from their two-person world.  Deo and Beks stood two paces from their parents with dull expressions as their Great Aunt let out the disruptive cough.  She seemed to give her niece a knowing look before briefly tilting her head towards the two adult children.

“Beks!”  Sybil immediately pressed her palms against her husband’s chest and pushed him away to get to them.  “Deo!  You’re all right!”

“Mommy.”  Beks smiled and stepped forward as her mother abandoned her father to get to her.

Sybil pulled her towards her and wrapped her arms around her, pressing her head against the side of Beks’ as she shut her eyes.  “I believed that you would survive, but until I see you now, with my own eyes, I still feared the worst.”  She squeezed Beks and didn’t seem to want to let her go.  “Your father and brother would fare well against the assassins, but you....”

Beks gave her a wry smile.  “If anyone was unlucky, it would be the paladins who pushed me off the cliff.  I doubted they believed I’d survive the fall.”

“The gods had the Great Oracle predict your future.  Of course, you’d survive.  How can you not when you have yet to fulfill that damned prophecy?” Sybil’s hands rested on her shoulders and gently pushed her away to get a better look at her face.  “And who are the gods to bow to the will of mortal paladins?”

Beks nodded in agreement and Sybil turned her attention to Deo.  She studied her son, but was satisfied that he had managed to reunite with his sister as they agreed upon.

“Beks has a lot of tell you.  She was of great use when she found me,” Deo told her.

Sybil nodded.  “All right, tell me everything.  Come to my quarters.”

“You still have your quarters here, my beloved?” Robert asked with a curious look.

“I may not be on board, but the Leviathan’s Throne is still my ship,” Sybil told him with some pride.  She looked at Beks and Deo. “Thad and Wrath are still sleeping, but they’ll be happy to see you all.”

“You three talk.  When the children are ready, send them out to me,” Great Aunt Rebecca told them.  “I want to see if there is any improvement from their lessons.”

Sybil nodded and Beks looked from her mother to her Great Aunt.  “They’ve had lessons?” How were they able to get a teacher on a pirate ship?  For a moment, she was impressed with how resourceful her family was...and then somewhat worried that they kidnapped the teacher.

Her great aunt seemed to notice the brief look of concern on her face and laughed.  “It’s not the formal lessons you’re thinking of, Beks,” she said with an amused smile.  “Thad uses air biha, so I am having one of our air biha users teach him.  Wrath is showing signs of beast talking, so we are trying to sharpen her spirit core to facilitate the process.”

“I’ll send them out when they wake,” Sybil assured her aunt.  The old woman nodded and turned back to her ship.  Beks followed her mother into the captain’s quarters with her father and brother.  The room was a bit larger than her great aunt’s quarters, but similar in format.  The large bed with the canopy was bolted to the floor.

Sitting up on the edge of the bed was Wrath with Thad beside her, wiping her face with a clean towel.  As soon as the door opened, the two youngest children turned their heads.  Thad dropped the towel.

“Daddy!”  Both he and Wrath shouted.  Thad shot up, about to rush forward when he remembered his younger sister and turned around. He helped Wrath wiggle off the bed and then released her to run into their father’s arms.

Robert knelt down on the floor and raised his arms, laughing as he welcomed his two youngest children.  ‘Wrath, Thad....” He kissed the top of their heads and squeezed them.  “I am glad you are well.”

“Daddy, I’m learning air biha with a master Great Aunt brought to me!  Master Remy says that my control is excellent, and soon, I may be able to fly!” Thad rushed his sentence out in one breath.

“Fly?” Deo’s brows rose.  “Is that possible?”

“Of course, it’s possible,” Wrath replied as if she were the one experienced in the matter.  “Your imagination is limited.”

Deo squinted down at her and then ruffled the top of her hair with his hand.  “Good morning, Brother Deo.  I missed you, Brother Deo.  I’m glad that you’re safe, Brother.”  He spoke in an annoyed voice as Wrath flushed and tried to push his large hand away.

“You already know I missed you!”  She pouted and stepped away from him.  She looked towards Beks as Beks hugged Thad.  “You, too,” she said, trying to appear nonchalant.  “I missed you, too.”

Beks chuckled and Thad looked up at her.  “She said that you were the weakest of us, so she was worried.”

Beks’ expression softened.  “You were worried about me, Wrath?”

The little girl puffed out her cheeks and looked away.  “Only a little.”

“A little, huh?” Beks said as she reached down and brought her hand to the top of Wrath’s head.  She paused, waiting to see if Wrath would bat her hand away.  Wrath stayed still, almost expectant.  When Beks paused, Wrath frowned and craned her head up so that the top of her head touched Bek’s hand.  Beks smiled and gently stroked the top of Wrath’s head.  “I missed you a lot.”

Wrath flushed once more and looked away.  She darted behind her mother and buried her face in her mother’s side.  Sybil chuckled and stroked her head.

“I know you are both happy to see your father and brother and sister-”

“Only a little!” Wrath said, her voice muffled by Sybil’s leg.

“Yes, yes, only a little.”  Sybil played along.   “But your Great Aunt has returned, and she wants to see what you’ve learned.”

Their faces it up and Beks smiled.  It seemed her two younger siblings thought highly of their Great Aunt.  The two of them rushed to wash up and change, taking turns behind a changing screen, before rushing out to leave the adults to talk.

They sat around a table that could sit six people and began to recount their individual journeys with each other.  Robert’s was the shortest, followed by Sybil’s.  Deo had a bit more to say and then brought up Bek’s biha well and spirit core.

The news didn’t seem to surprise Sybil.  Instead, she furrowed her brows and went quiet.  “In a way, this explains quite a bit.  The chances of Beks being born without either considering her lineage was extremely small, to the point that it was highly unlikely that she’d be born without one.  If the spirit core and biha well clashed and cancelled each other out, then of course the immersion pool wouldn’t detect them.”

“The problem is that though I have both, I don’t know what my spirit core is capable of and, while my biha well seems limitless, I can’t use biha directly.  I can only give it to others.”  She lowered her eyes, still somewhat disappointed.  “By myself, it is useless.”

“It isn’t useless.  In addition, Beks, you’ve just started learning  and familiarizing yourself with your biha well and spirit core.  You don’t yet know all the possibilities of them,” her mother told her.  She looked at Robert.  “Have you been able to contact Erik or Harald?”

“Yes, it took some time, as Beks’ urapearl only has mine and Deo’s connected to it.  Both of ours are in our respective offices, so it took some luck for Erik to be near the urapearl long enough to notice that we called,” Robert told her.  “The defensive procedure for the duchy are in place and His Majesty is awake and regaining strength.  He’s started walking, but still gets a bit out of breath.”

“Speaking of His Majesty,” Beks said as she sat up.  “Brother Laurence gave us an order the last time we talked, before we left Varkana.”

“An order?” Her mother raised a brow as she looked up from the head of the table.  Her father, seated on her mother’s immediate left, stopped peeling shrimp to put in her bowl and looked towards Beks with surprise.

“Rather than go back to the island, Brother Laurence wants us to go the Sagittate to fetch him,” Beks told them.

She watched her parents turned towards each other and exchange looks.  “That shouldn’t be a problem...after all, the exile stele don’t reach Sagittate, so we won’t be affected,” Robert said.

“Is His Majesty fit to travel?’ Sybil asked with a furrowed brow and concern on her face.  “When my crew brought him home, he was clinging on to life.”

Beks nodded.  “He’s not as healthy as he was before the incident,” she replied with some disappointment.  It was obvious that Laurence wouldn’t be, but it was still disappointing to say aloud.  Even with his diligent therapy and practice, as well as his improvement since he woke up, they couldn’t tell her when he’d be close to normal.  “He is walking on his own, but for limited distances.”

Her mother seemed to sink into her seat to think and her father spoke up.  “He won’t be doing much walking on a ship, but the journey isn’t without its difficult points.  Will he be all right going through Stromwal?”

“He was unconscious when he came through the first time, so he was strapped down to avoid falling and hurting himself further,” her mother told her.  “But he’s not aware of how violent the sea is.”

“Sybil, we can’t coddle him,” Robert conceded.  “If he wishes to leave Sagittate, then we will have to bring him out.”

She gave him a small nod.  “You’re right.  We can’t wait for him to come to full health.  The longer the Fourth Prince and his father are in power, them more difficult it will be to remove them when the time comes.”

“We need to find out how much support they have in court,” Robert said as he tapped the table top with his hand.  “There was a lot of opposition to him taking the throne, but with the king as he was, everyone was forced to decide on the matter.  If they find out that the king is alive and well, we may have significant support for him.”

“As long as he is alive and well, and fit to rule,” Beks said with narrowed eyes.  “If they are unconvinced and continue to see Brother Laurence as sickly and injured, therefore, unfit for the throne, then they will default to the Fourth Prince.”

“What about the Second and Third Princes?” Deo asked.

Beks took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  Aside from neither of them having any urge to rule, they weren’t trained for the position, either.  “The Second Prince is a soldier, and the Third Prince is a priest.  With what ability do they have to be a ruler?  Perhaps they could counsel, and offer advice to their brother in their related fields, but neither of them were primed to rule.”

“The Second Prince also lost his hand.  His dominant one,” Robert added with a frown.  “Though it is no fault of his own, and he still retains significant fighting ability, as well as leadership, there are plenty who would criticize him simply because he lost a hand.”

“And the Third Prince was a priest.  He took the Water of the Covenant.”  Deo looked around the table, earning frowns at the thought from his parents.  If the Third Prince, though perfectly healthy otherwise, took the throne, having taken Water of the Covenant meant that he could not have children.

He would need to name an heir in one of his siblings’ children.  As of right now, none of his brothers had children.

Beks narrowed her eyes and her lips pulled into a tight line.  An heir could secure the position to rule to any of the brothers.  Laurence and Lady Eleanor didn’t have any children yet, and at the moment, it wasn’t advised for them to try.  They weren’t married either, which would render a child born before marriage incapable of inheriting any royal title in Kadmus.

The twins weren’t even legitimately engaged to her, so they were out of the question.

Irritation filled her as she was forced to accept the fact that Luther currently had the closest claim to a legitimate heir.  He and the new oracle were planning their wedding, and as long as a child was born after the wedding, they would be considered a legitimate heir.

Nexus had already informed her that the new oracle was now living in Luther’s courtyard.  If they told her that those two were cohabitating innocently, she’d laugh and asked if they’d drunk too much wine to have such a delusion.

She leaned forward and clasped her hands in front of her, leaning her forehead against them.  “The Fourth Prince is going to be married soon.  If he has a legitimate heir before Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor, nothing short of a coup d’etat will be necessary.”

The Fourth Consort would not give up his son’s and grandchild’s position.

Her parents looked at her with worried gazes.

“His Majesty and Lady Eleanor aren’t married yet.  They had pushed their wedding back because of the late Queen’s death,” Sybil said in a low voice.  “If they’re married outside Kadmus, there is bound to be speculation that the marriage is false by the Fourth Prince’s supporters.”

“Is there any way we can delay the Fourth Prince’s wedding?” Deo asked, looking at his parents and then at Beks.

Beks raised her eyes.  “Another death or war that consumes so many resources, that the royal family cannot afford to have a wedding.”  Unlike commoner marriages, and some aristocratic ones, the royal family signed the legal paperwork finalizing the marriage and all the benefits attached to it on the day of the wedding, in front of the gods and the people.

The pomp with a royal wedding was both to instill awe, assert legitimacy, and show the importance of the marriage agreement.  The paperwork would all be prepared beforehand, reviewed by both parties, stamped by the various entities required, including witnesses, and then presented for final signature and a blessing at the wedding.

“We can’t very well bring the King and Lady Eleanor to Kadmus for a wedding.  We’re as crazy as they are if we think they’re going to allow that!” Sybil said as she slapped her hand on the table and scowled.  “As soon as the Fourth Consort hears word of the King setting foot on Kadmus, he’ll send every assassin in the kingdom after him.”

“I don’t want Brother Laurence to be married poorly, either,” Beks said with disapproval.  “They’ve postponed their wedding, which was planned for so long and was supposed to be magnificent.  Now, it’s Luther and the oracle who are going to benefit from all the plans that had been put in place.”

“Well....”  Her brother leaned back against his chair and crossed his arms.  “At the very least, they won’t have your wedding dress.”

Beks gave him an acknowledging nod, but her mother sat up straight.  Her face darkened as her lips tightened.  “What does he mean ‘your wedding dress’?” she asked in a dangerous voice.

Robert swept into explain the detail to his wife: how they ran into the paladins who tried to assassinate Beks by pushing her over a cliff, how they found her wedding dress in a chest they were carrying.

With each word, the fury on Sybils face grew and the ship itself began to sway more than normal.  Robert’s hands shot across the table and grasped her arms to calm her.  “We’ve taken care of it, Beloved.  That scheming oracle won’t have a chance to wear Beks’ wedding dress.”

Sybil shot up in her seat, her wooden chair tumbling back behind her.  “Beks won’t have a chance to wear her wedding dress!  Do you know how much time went into just preparing the materials for that dress?  How many skilled hands had touched it?  How many people had worked on it, sewing their blessings into it?” she asked, looking at husband and son.  “The late Queen took apart her own engagement gift to sew on a pearl on to Beks’ dress.  I hunted and skinned only the purest white sables in the dead of Sagittate winter to prepare the fur trim that every bride of Caroline should wear!”

Beks lowered her eyes.  She had the pearl, but had hoped that since the fur had been removed, it was safe elsewhere.  Fur of that quality was expensive.  There was a good chance it had been saved.

“Mommy, they had it blessed at the Shrine of the Goddess of Marriage for the new oracle,” she said as she looked with a beseeching expression.  “The moment it was, in the eyes of the gods, it was no longer my wedding dress.”

Sybil’s anger didn’t lessen.  She turned her head away and circled the table.  She wrapped her arms around Beks shoulders.  “How much will they dare to disrespect you until they are satisfied,” she said behind gritted teeth.  She pressed her head against Beks’ and closed her eyes.  “We will prepare a better dress for you.  One untouched by soiled hands.”

Beks nodded.  “I look forward to it.”

Robert gave her a thoughtful look.  “It is a good thing that you’re not marrying Luther, Beks.  I have always known he wasn’t the most dependable prince.”

Sybil sneered at her husband.  “Were you not the one who agreed to the marriage?”

“Is it an easy matter to reject a monarch?” Robert asked, raising a brow.  “And at the time, I had high expectations of Luther.”

“He was only a baby then.  How high could your expectations be?” Sybil frowned.

Robert waved his hand in front of him.  “I admit, I made a mistake.  Had I known his character then, I would have staunchly refused the engagement.  if the late Queen really wanted to marry Beks to one of her sons, there were two other options.”

Deo let out a muffles snort laugh.  “Two other options?  It’s funny that you’d say that.”

Beks kicked him under the table and shot him a silencing glare.

Robert looked at his son curiously.  “Do you think there is something wrong with the Second or Third Prince?  You and Beks have spoken highly of them.”

“Yes, it seems that they’ve been of great help to your sister on the island,” Sybil agreed.

Beks drew her lips inward.

“Of course, Beks would want to speak highly of them,” Deo prodded, ignoring his sister’s death glare.  He gave her a look that told her that he wasn’t going to stop, and that she might as well tell them.

She had to some time.

Eventually, this had to be brought up with Laurence, as well.

Her parents were there with her now and it was an opportune time.

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Though the engagement to Luther is broken, I believe that Brother Laurence will want, and need, me to remain in Kadmium after he retakes the throne,” she began in an even voice, watching her parents’ reactions.  When they didn’t speak, she continued.  “Knowing Brother Laurence, there is a good chance he will offer me one of the twins for marriage.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 40 - Annoying People Don't Die Easily


                She held her breath and fixed her eyes on her parents’ faces, watching their expressions anxiously.  Her mother’s eyes shrunk as her lips pulled into a tight line.  Beks couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

Her gaze flicked to her father.  He was much more expressive, but as his face turned red and his eyes narrowed, Beks wasn’t sure he was reacting well to the possibility.  Before she could open her mouth and try to smooth the situation over, even reassuring her father that she was willing and it would not be forced, he reacted and slammed his hands on the tabletop.

“What nonsense is this?”  Robert nearly choked.  Beks resisted the urge to shrink back.  “It hasn’t been a year since you broke off your previous engagement and he’d dare send you another?  I won’t agree this time!”

“Robert,” Sybil said in a low voice as she stood behind her daughter.  “Beks is an adult.  You don’t need to agree on her behalf.”

His sharp gray eyes immediately turned to his daughter.  “Are you going to agree?”

Her heart quickened and she began to make plans to tell Laz and Lucian that they could no longer sleep together while her parents were present.  She swallowed a small lump in her throat.  “I don’t mind marrying the twins.”

Robert’s face drained of color.  “No...but...what about the family trip?”

She blinked.  Was that what her father was so concerned about?

“We can still take a family trip, Daddy,” Beks said with a slight laugh.  “I’m likely not going to marry them any time soon.  And this is still just a possibility.  Brother Laurence has to make the final decision.”

Her father’s face didn’t brighten.  Instead, his eyes narrowed more, and he seemed to come to a decision.  “It seems I will have words to speak to him.”

“Robert.” Sybil gave him a small look.  “If Beks is willing, though I am disappointed she won’t come home with us, I won’t object.”  Beks gave her a grateful look.  “In addition, after she broke her engagement with Luther, Beks would not agree to an engagement with another without having thought it through and being willing.  There is also nothing wrong with the Second or Third Prince.  I’d prefer them over the Fourth.”

“Beloved, we all prefer them over the Fourth, but that isn’t the main concern,” Robert replied.  Disappointment was evident in his face as his voice weakened.  “I was hoping that Beks could return to Sagittate.”

If Beks said that his words didn’t make her feel the slightest bit guilty, she’d be lying.  She could understand her father’s desire to have their whole family together for once, and his disappointment, though the scenario that would cause it hadn’t happened yet, was heartbreaking.  Her mother let out a tired sigh.

“His Majesty isn’t the late Queen.  He will allow Beks to leave.  And the Second and Third Princes would not protest if she returned home for visits, either,” Sybil told her husband with a thoughtful expression.  Robert looked back at their daughter.

“Beks, how do you feel about the Second Prince?”

“Laz is very supportive and kind,” Beks replied.

“And the Third?”

“Lucian is also incredibly supportive and kind.  Both of them treat me well and are supportive of my decisions.  Laz was the one who trained the rokhs to take me back to the mainland and Lucian assisted me with translations on the island,” Beks said.  “When I refused to return to the ruins to rest as I was caught up in translation works, they would bring me food and at times, carry me back to force me to rest. Gerard was my guard up until I reunited with Brothet Deo and it was Laz who assigned him to me.”

Robert nodded his head, somewhat approving.  “That’s much better than the Fourth Prince, but that isn’t saying much.  It was always you taking care of him, but what about your needs?  Who was there to support you when you were neck deep in your studies or researching policies?”

Beks lowered her eyes.  She always saw it as her duty to support the Fourth Prince, so she never thought twice about doing so, even if it was a burden.  Despite doing what she could to ensure his success, what had the Fourth Prince done to support her?  He was always busy with his own interests or being sent off somewhere by his father.

Helping Beks outside of private matters would also help Laurence, but the Fourth Prince was averse to royal work and wouldn’t do it unless he absolutely had to.  That was why Beks had so many additional responsibilities as someone had to cover for his irresponsibility.  The Fourth Prince hardly gave her any emotional or mental support.  Gratitude, yes, but support?

He took her for granted.

Shame filled Beks at once.  How could she let him do such a thing?  Did she think it was natural?

The twins weren’t engaged to her, and they had been supportive since they were children, going as far as to seek an adult’s help for her sake.  At seven years old, they were more sensible than twenty-two-year-old Luther.

“The bar set by the Fourth Prince is as low as it gets,” Deo said with a slight snort.

“Let’s not overthink it right now.  As Beks said, the final decision to do such a thing lies with King Laurence,” Sybil said with some confidence.  “It is not a finalized.”

“That’s right.  I will need to communicate my thoughts clearly with him....” Robert sank back into his seat and was quiet.

Beks drew her lips inward.  It seemed she’d need to do some more work to convince her father to accept the marriage.

“Mommy, how long will it take for us to get to Sagittate from here?” Beks asked.  She should also probe Laurence’s thoughts on the subject.  There was always a chance that he was reluctant to approve of an engagement after he was the one who helped her break her previous one.

“From our current coordinates, at least two weeks at our top speed and if we’re able to get through Stromwal efficiently,” her mother replied.  “Though we’re in a rush to return His Majesty to the throne, he is still recuperating, so it isn’t necessary to insist on sailing as fast as possible.  Three weeks will be suitable, though we will need to pass through Stromwal at a faster speed.”

Deo leaned forward and furrowed his brows.  “We’ve never been through Stromwal before.  How dangerous is it?”

“Anything can be dangerous if one was inexperienced enough,” Sybil told him.  She circled the table and put her hand on her son’s head, as if he were still a child and not the fully grown adult man that he was.  “You don’t have to worry.  My crew and this ship are experienced.”

“The Leviathan’s Throne is the ship that took Brother Laurence to Sagittate, wasn’t it?” Beks asked.  “The contact I had escorting him said it was this ship that brought them there, and him back to the mainland once Brother Laurence was situated.”

Her mother smirked. “It is indeed this ship.  Despite its age, it’s an exceptional vessel that has been carefully maintained.  When it was built, it was the most advanced ship of its time.”

Beks nodded, curious.  “It must’ve been expensive.”

Sybil’s face froze for a moment.  “It was...for the Paraxes navy....”

Beks squinted her eyes.   “Did you say-”

“Why don’t you go check on Wrath and Thad?” her mother said at once.  “They were very worried about you.”’

She raised a brow and studied her mother’s slightly guilty smile.  Sybil was a pirate, so commandeering a ship that belonged to a foreign navy wasn’t unheard of.  Her mother’s pirate background also aided them considerably, so where could Beks judge?  After all, weren’t they technically planning a coup d’etat?  She pushed her chair back and stretched her arms over her head.

“That’s a good idea, I’d like to see what they’re up to.  Great Aunt said they were taking classes?”

“Your Great Aunt’s network is extensive.  There are many biha users that respect her, and are indebted to her, so it was an easy matter for her to find instructors.  My own water biha master was brought to me by my aunt,” Sybil told them.  “The only difficult part is that we’re not yet exactly sure what Wrath’s spirit core entails.  At the moment, she is practicing strengthening her internal biha.”

Beks pursed her lips.  Perhaps her Great Aunt could find someone to help her figure out how to use her biha without transferring it on to someone else.

Deo remained inside the cabin with their parents as Beks stepped out.  Aside from their visit to Kadmium, Beks hadn’t spent time with her younger siblings.  Their communication was low, mainly due to an age difference and awkwardness, but that wasn’t to say that Beks didn’t feel a strong connection to Thad and Wrath.

Part of her yearned to become closer to them and now that she’d finally met them in person, she wanted to know them better, encourage them; be the elder sister they’d lacked their entire lives.  Thad seemed receptive to the idea, but Wrath didn’t seem to take her seriously at all.

She didn’t seem to dislike Beks.

But she didn’t seem to really like her, either.

Beks walked out onto the deck of the Leviathan’s Throne and looked around.  Her head almost jerked back as past the railings of the ship, beyond the Kraken’s Whip, which was still attached to her mother’s ship, dozens of ships of varying sizes seemed to dot the surrounding waters, almost to the horizon.

She narrowed her eyes and quietly climbed to the quarter deck, walking towards the railings.  She’d only been in the captain’s chambers for an hour.  Perhaps two at most.  Where did all the ships come from?

“Excuse me.”  She turned around and reached out to the nearest crew member.  “Where did all these ships come from?”

A woman with peppered gray hair looked at her with amusement.  “Everywhere,” she said with a slight chuckle in her accented Jasper.  “The message has been sent out that the Duke and the two eldest children of Captain Blythehaus have been recovered, so the local fleet is reconvening.”

Beks squinted.  “Local fleet?”

“Maritime Legacy has three major fleets in different oceans,” the woman replied.  “What you see here is the main and mother fleet; the Western Seas fleet.”  She paused and waved her hand out at the ocean.  “If I am to be technical, this is the main fleet.  There are smaller satellite groups in more remote regions.”

With such an extensive network, Beks wondered why she didn’t hear about them from seafaring merchants.  “Is it all for piracy?”

“It is piracy when we feel like piracy.”  The woman gave her a mysterious smile and turned back to a table where a large map was pinned down.

Since she was busy, Beks observed the surrounding ships herself.  There didn’t seem to be a particular order, nor did all the ships match.  Their unifying factor were the sails with the kraken symbol.  She supposed when another ship saw the kraken, they’d be filled with dread knowing that it was pirates.

“Sister!” A shout came from her right and she turned her head in its direction.  There was no one beside her, but the voice came again, and she caught the waving arms of her younger brother from their Great Aunt’s ship.

Beks smiled and walked to the corner of the Leviathan’s Throne closest to Thad.  “Are you done with your lesson?”

“Not yet, but I managed to do it!”  Thad’s face was filled with excitement.

“Something new?”

“Yes!”  A glint reached his eye and he put his hands on the railing.  “Want to see?”

“Sure-Thad!”  Before she could agree, her brother climbed over the ship’s railing and jumped.  She nearly tumbled over the side of the adjacent ship herself as she reached her arms out on instinct, even knowing that she couldn’t possibly reach him.  She looked down at the water, expecting to see her brother’s body disappear beneath the dark waters, but instead, found the surface of the water rippling.

Circles pushing outward seemed to originate from a single point beneath Thad’s awkwardly floating body.  From the way his clothes were flying all over the place away from his body, he was using wind biha to keep himself from plunging into the water.  The effect wasn’t perfect, though.

His arms were held out, trying to keep his balance as he swayed back and forth with a look of concentration.

“Look!” Thad said through his focus.  “I’m floating!”

Her rapid heartbeat hadn’t settled and Beks nodded her head.  “That’s wonderful!  I’m impressed!  Now, please come back up!” It was clear that he wasn’t in full control, and he could falter and fall into the sea at any moment.

Thad’s concentrated expression didn’t leave him.  The two were silent for a moment with Beks nervously waiting for her brother to use his wind biha to lift himself up and back on to the deck of the ship, and Thad unable to do so.  Her eyes widened as her heart shot to her throat.

He forced a strained smile.  “I seem to have overestimated my abilities.”

“Thad!”  She knew it.  She turned to call for someone to help, as her with her inability to swim, and enough gold plats on her body to sink her even if she could, Beks wouldn’t be able to save her brother and would likely drown them both.

She took a step away from the railing just as a fresh breeze swept past her.  Her hair flew over her face, and she lifted her hand to sweep the long strands away.  She caught her brother from the corner of her eye, starting to rise from the water, his face flushed with embarrassment.

The water below him was churning with ripples on the surface as wind biha was used to carry Thad back to the ship.  Beks darted down the stairs and towards the gangplank connecting both ships.  Her brother was standing with his head down, his face still red, and a man with deep olive skin and white hair seemed to be scolding him.

“...know you want to show your sister what you learned, but you have yet to properly control your wind biha.  Your ability to concentrate wind in singular points is still too weak.  It may keep you afloat for a short period of time, but it can’t carry you around,” the man’s low, disapproving voice said.  “If your concentration breaks for just a second, you’re going to fall.  What if you weren’t over water?  What if you were high up?”

“I could try to slow my fall,” Thad said in a small, guilty voice.

The man’s brows shot up and he frowned.  “Slow your fall?  When one is panicked, rarely can they think straight.  You’re still a novice, Young Lord.  You don’t have enough experience yet.”

Thad seemed to almost wilt.  He kept his head down and nodded it once.  “Yes, Master Zilar.  I’m sorry.  I’ll be more careful next time.”

The man crossed his arms over his broad chest.  “You are forbidden from taking flight until I give you approval, and under my strict guidance, understand?”

“Yes, Master.”

“Thaddeus!”  Beks crossed the deck of the Kraken’s Whip to get to her youngest brother.  A frown marred her face as she looked at him with almost the same amount of disapproval as his master, but tinged with worry.  “What were you doing?  What if you’d fallen into the water and were crushed between the two boats?”

The thought didn’t seem to cross his mind until now and Thad’s face paled.  “Sister...I’m sorry.”

“Don’t do that again!” Beks said as she reached him and put her hands on his shoulders.  “If you fell, I can’t do anything to save you.  I can’t use any biha, nor can I swim.”

Still guilty, Thad nodded his head in silence.

“My apologies, my lady,” a man’s voice said behind her.  “I let him practice unsupervised for a moment and this happened.  I will watch him more carefully next time.”

Beks nodded and turned her head towards the man.  It took all her discipline to keep from jerking her head back in surprise as she met cool, gray eyes against warm deep skin and snowy white hair.  From the back, she thought he was an elder with his white hair, but when she saw his wrinkle-free, youthful face, he couldn’t have been much older than Deo.

“Sister, this is Master Zilar,” Thad said as he squeezed between them.  “He is the wind biha master Great Aunt sent to me.”

The man stood up straight and bowed to Beks.  “Good day, Lady Rebecca.  I am the Second Mate of the South Sea Regional Fleet’s flagship Gorgon.  My name is Zilar.”

Beks gave him a small nod of her head in return.  “A pleasure to meet you, Master Zilar.  Thank you for taking time to teach my brother.”

He stood up straight and gave her an impressed and eager look.  “Your brother has an incredibly large biha well.  Never have I seen such a young child with a large well.”

“It appears common in our family,” Beks said.

“Yes, Captain Blythehaus also has a legendary biha well,” Master Zilar replied.  A look of frustration marred his good-looking face for a moment.  “I regret that mine is not large enough, otherwise, I would be able to instruct Young Lord Thad for longer.  My ability is limited, unfortunately, until my well is refilled.”

There was no harm until comparison.  She could understand Master Zilar’s frustration.  While his technical ability was far superior, he had glaring limitations with his smaller biha well.  From what she’d learned while reading, there was a way to speed up biha well regeneration, but it was a time-consuming process to learn.  Most people likely didn’t know of such a technique, and were at the mercy of a standard regeneration speed.

When one was in a rush or a precarious situation, it could mean survival or death.

“Master Zilar is still the most skilled wind biha user in the fleet.”  Thad stepped forward to defend his master and Beks smiled, reaching forward to stroke her brother’s hair back.

Master Zilar chuckled.  “It was my master who is the most skilled.  After so many years, I don’t think I can compare.  I am still a student myself.”

“Then, where is your master, Master?” Thad asked with a furrowed brow.

Master Zilar let out a heavy breath.  “My master retired from the fleet two years ago.  His mastery with wind biha was due to necessity.”  He motioned to the sails behind them.  “He felt that he reached his limitations in Maritime Legacy and went to another continent’s Valley of Song.”

Beks tilted her head to the side. “Valley of Song.”  She remembered reading something like that in her memorized tablets.

Master Zilar nodded.  “The southern continent has a valley famous for its wind biha users due to its windy terrain.  The winds are so strong, it is said to cause whistling through the mountains, thus making noise or a ‘song’.  Master believes he will ascend to a new level there.”

Beks nodded.  She looked at Thad, who seemed to be considering it.  “You’re too young to go by yourself.”

Thad choked and snapped his head back at his sister.  “I didn’t say I was going!”

“I could see it on your face.”

Thad gave her a dull look.  He then turned back to his master.  “May we continue today’s lesson?”

Master Zilar gave him an apologetic smile.  “Not today.  I used the last of my biha to bring you back on board after your recklessness.”

Thad winced and threw his head back.  “Sorry....”

“If your biha well was filled, can you continue?” Beks asked.

Master Zilar nodded.  “Yes, of course.  My priority at the moment is to train and guide the young lord.”

Beks nodded her head.  “Then, may I put my hand on your shoulder?”

Master Zilar’s eyes widened and darted away, almost shy.  His ruddy cheeks flushed.  “I am flattered, my lady, but I am married.”

Beks squinted.  “No.  First of all, I am not interested.  Second, I am going to transfer biha to you so your well can be filled and you can continue teaching my brother.”

Thad looked at his master and shook his head.  “Master, my sister’s standards are remarkably high.  Everyone in our family is good-looking; how can she settle for less?”

Beks inwardly cringed as Master Zilar flushed at his pupil essentially calling him ugly.

“Don’t be impolite to your master,” Beks said, ruffling his hair.  “Master Zilar, if you don’t mind, it will just take a second.”

He didn’t seem convinced, but his eyes darted to Thad.  For his sake, he nodded his head.  “All right.”

Beks placed a hand on his left shoulder and almost immediately took it back.  In that short period of time, Master Zilar’s eyes dilated and he took in a sharp breath.  His gray eyes landed on hers with shock.  She nodded.  “Yes, I get that often.”

“Beks, refill my biha well, too!” Thad said.  She placed her hand on his and he gasped. “So fast!  When did you learn this?  When we last saw you, you didn’t have a biha well!”

“If you are in battle, I can continuously feed you biha so you’ll never run out,” Beks told him.  “I learned when I was looking for Brother Deo.  The guard I brought with me, and I were attacked, and he was also a wind biha user.  A particularly good one, but his well was limited.  I saw clerics transfer energy and tried to do the same.  It worked.”

Thad stared at her with awe.  “As expected of my elder sister.”

Beks cracked a smile and touched his head affectionately.  “Don’t be so impressed.  I can’t do much with it other than transfer it.”

“It’s still very useful!”

“All right, Young Lord.  Since Her Ladyship has refilled our wells, we should continue,” Master Zilar said before giving Beks a bow of his head.  “Thank you, my lady.”

“Any time,” Beks said, waving her hand in front of her.  “As long as you can teach my brother.”

“It is my honor.”

Beks stepped aside to give them room to continue.  Wind biha was rarer than fire, water, and earth biha, so there weren’t as many masters.  Most, like Gerard, had to learn on their own.  Her brother was lucky enough to get proper guidance from an experienced user; she had to make sure he took advantage of it and learned as much as he could while he could.

To be able to use one’s biha has a defense would protect her brother.

“I’m improving, too.”  A small voice came from behind her and she turned around.  Her eyes swept in front of her and then lowered to see the short little girl wringing the front of her dress.  She looked up at Beks and then quickly averted her eyes before glancing back, as if to check to see if Beks had noticed her.

“Wrath.”  Beks turned around and closed the few steps between them before kneeling down in front of the girl.  “Do you want to show me what you’ve learned, too?”

Wrath turned her head to the side.  “Well...since you asked nicely.”  She took a few steps from Beks and the stopped and turned around when she noticed that Beks hadn’t followed.  She frowned and stomped one foot on the ground.  “Aren’t you coming?” She sounded both annoyed and worried that Beks wouldn’t come.

“I’m coming,” she said as she stood up and followed.  “I was told no one knows what your spirit core does yet.”

Wrath wrinkled her little nose.  “They told me it could be anything.  Great Aunt knows a few masters, but the one I have right now focused on aura readings.”

Aura reading was using one’s spirit core to read a person’s biha fluctuations to gauge their emotions and sincerity.  Those who could do aura readings were considered living lie detectors.  In Kadmus, they’d be employed during high level trials, though how well an aura could be read also relied on how the person being read could control their biha.

There was always the possibility that someone could have such great control that an aura reader could misread, but such cases were rare.  Aura readers were also sought after by merchants in order to avoid being cheated, though aura readers could only read one’s biha at the moment.  If a partner decided to cheat later, there was nothing they could do to predict that.

“What do you think you can do?” Beks asked as she walked alongside her little sister, making sure to slow her steps.

Wrath pursed her lips and seemed to think for a moment.  “I think I’d like to see in the dark.”

‘Seeing’ in this case was a sensitivity to biha, that one could superimpose biha over their own vision, allowing them to see things that their eyes couldn’t.

Still, Beks was sure that Wrath would’ve chosen beast talking.  Unless, of course, her sister didn’t know about it.  She glanced over and tested the idea.

“What about beast talking.”

At once, Wrath gasped and seemed to tremble with excitement, but it was short lived.  She lowered her eyes.  “I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

Beks raised a brow.  “What do you mean?  You don’t want to be disappointed?”  Wrath nodded.  “But what if you aren’t?”

“If I’m not, I’ll be happy, but if I get too excited and I can’t talk to animals....”  She sighed and Beks reached out to touch her head.

“If you become a beast talker, I have something to give you,” she told her little sister.  Curious eyes looked towards her.

“Like what?”

“You’ll see if you become one,” Beks replied.  “Also, I’ll take you to the Quartz Lake Shrine.  It is dedicated to the Patron Saint of Legendary Beasts.  I went there to prey for Snowflake.”

“Snowflake?” Wrath tilted her head to the side and looked at Beks with curiosity.

“My horned serpent.  It’s a long story, but you will like him when you meet him.  He is on the island where I washed up after the assassination attempt,” Beks replied.

Being reminded of the situation, Wrath’s little face squished with irritation.  She pursed her lips before looking at Beks.  “Are you...okay?”

The corners of Beks’ lips curled up a bit.  “I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Just because you survived doesn’t mean you’re okay,” Wrath said in a soft voice as she kicked the deck.  “If you want, I will avenge you.”

“Thank you, Wrath, but the gods have eyes and at least half of those men are dead,” Beks told her.  “As for the remaining three, if I see them again, I will be sure that they’ll join their companions.”

Wrath nodded her head, satisfied with the answer.

“I can’t do much yet, but I can control where my biha goes,” Wrath said.  She grabbed Bek’s hand and pulled her forward.  “I will also introduce you to my master!”  She dragged Beks forward and Beks followed with a smile on her face.

Her shoulders relaxed as her little sister held her hand and pulled her forward.  With pride, Wrath introduced her to Master Ria, and insisted Beks follow them through one round of practice.  Beks didn’t protest as she took a seat next to her sister to follow Master Ria’s instructors.

Biha released by a spirit core couldn’t be directed with the body, like with biha from a well, where often times, it was as if the user was conducting an element.  Spirit core biha was an energy from the mind; like a consciousness that seeped out and assessed the biha surrounding the user, and then created sense for the user with what was found.

Like the old monk at the shrine, it was important to control where the consciousness went, as if it was too broad, it would be difficult to focus, and could confuse, sometimes overwhelm, the user.  It was good that Wrath was learning that now, before she was faced with hundreds of voices from all directions.

It wasn’t difficult to do, either.  Though Beks still had no idea what her spirit core could do, she could feel the consciousness being focused in a certain direction.

“How is it?” Beks stood to the side as her Great Aunt approached them.  She waved down Master Ria,  who’d led Beks through some biha circulation exercises.  Master Ria was about her Great Aunt’s age and a dark-skinned woman with long, silver-white hair.  She was also from the West Islands, though she’d traveled the three continents for the majority of her life, and her Thaier accent had not just faded, but took on an unidentifiable accent as the result of her mixture.

“I still don’t know what it does, but control shouldn’t be an issue.”

“I believe control is the most important skill of a biha user,” Great Aunt replied with a nod.  “Strength is, of course, useful.  It’s powerful, but without control, strength can become chaos quickly, which can lead to danger.”

Beks nodded in agreement.  “I read that most spirit core users begin to understand their spirit core when they’re a bit older than Wrath, but I’m already an adult....”

“And you’re concerned because you haven’t yet discovered what it is,” Great Aunt said, earning her another nod from Beks.

The younger woman’s lips curled up in a wry smile.  “I’m not going to deny that it’s frustrating.”

“From what your mother told me about your biha, everything is frustrating.  All the strength we talked about, but none of the control necessary to wield it.”  Her Great Aunt snorted.  “I would’ve tossed a few ships in frustration myself.”

Bek let out a small scoff.  “If only I had such a luxury.”

“Aside from transferring biha for another person to control, have you considered a tool?” the old woman asked, glancing over from beneath the brim of her hat.

Beks furrowed her brows and looked over.  “A tool?  I don’t know anyone who uses a tool...is such a thing possible?”

Her Great Aunt let out a laugh-snort and moved her arm over her stomach.  “My dear girl, of course, it’s possible!  You likely haven’t considered it because everyone around you has such a large biha well.”  She waved her hand towards the bow of Leviathan’s Throne still connected to the Kraken’s Whip.  Her parents were on the deck with her mother looking out towards the ocean while her father stood behind her, his arms wrapped around her and his head leaning against hers.  A brief look of disgust filled the old woman’s face.  “He’s clingy, as always.”

Beks chuckled.  “Were people mad when Mommy followed my father to Sagittate?”  Her Great Aunt let out a low, heavy, and regretful sigh.  “Some, but most were disappointed.  Sybil is my heir, you see, and the most talented sailor and water biha user in the entire fleet.”  She looked at Beks and raised her brow.  “Which counts all our branches all over the world.”

“What does my mother’s ship do when she’s not on it?”

“The Leviathan’s Throne remains closest to the shore where your mother is, ready for her at any time,” her Great Aunt replied.  “When Sybil is in Sagittate, they circle Sagittate or take on the more difficult task of hauling goods through Stromwal when another ship doesn’t have the ability to make it through.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “Then, when Mommy was in Kadmium?”

“They were less than a half day’s travel from the Port of Black Sands.”

She held her breath.  No wonder her mother was able to arrange for a ship so quickly.  She knew they were nearby; it was just a matter of summoning them and giving the order.

“Now that my mother is a duchess, who is your heir?”

“Oh, are you interested?”

“I can’t even swim, Great Aunt,” Beks replied with a slight grin.  The old woman laughed and then looked back towards the water.

“I had always hoped that your mother would return, but it seems unlikely.  For a while, I thought that if your father died, she’d come back, but with her children, returning is also unlikely.”  The old woman snorted once more.  “Not that he’d die any time soon.  Annoying people don’t die so easily.”

Beks scoffed and nodded, following her gaze.  “They certainly don’t.”

“Maritime Legacy doesn’t need a singular leader, though it would be convenient,” the old woman said with a sigh.  “Right now, a council arranges the fleet.  I’m almost a figurehead.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “Great Aunt, why did you become a pirate?”

“My freedom.”  Her Great Aunt narrowed her eyes and looked out at the horizon dotted with ships.  “The Lyones are an ancient family in the West Islands.  Wealthy, highly respected, and the children are sought after for marriage partners by some of the Islands’ elites, but there were only four of us left.  My parents, my sister, and I.  My sister was the responsible one; when our parents wanted her to marry an up-and-coming politician, she agreed.

“I refused.  I didn’t want to get married, and I was angry at the way the West Islands were being run.  At the time, there was a lot of corruption, favoritism, nepotism.  If you knew the right people and had enough money, you could do almost anything.  Merchants worked closely with local politicians, so they had far more power on the islands than they should’ve.  They exploited the locals, especially the young women.  I had a friend in school who caught the eye of a wealthy merchant.  She disappeared one day and all I could find out was that a merchant bought her.

“Can you believe such a thing?  The West Islands hadn’t had slavery for hundreds of years, yet someone, someone who wasn’t from the islands, purchased a young woman.  Her family wasn’t very powerful and in the face of economic benefits, agreed.  She was too young to be taken....”  Her late aunt narrowed her eyes.  “If a young woman from a good family with money could be treated as such, what about the impoverished?  I couldn’t stand the thought and when I voiced my concerns to my father, he dismissed them.”

“So, you ran away to become a pirate?”

“My first goal was to seize a merchant vessel that had bought women and children,” the old woman replied.  She looked towards Master Ria and Wrath several paces away.  “I was able to find Ria.  The merchant was...not good to her.”

Beks followed her line of vision and nodded.  “Do you still continue with such work today?”

“Piracy is a criminal career, but since the navies of various countries don’t do anything to protect their exploited people, we step in.”  She cracked a smirk.  “Though, I can’t say that we don’t take money and goods that are conveniently on the merchant vessels at the same time.”

Beks chuckled.  “What about non-merchant vessels?”

“We’ve occasionally attacked or at least sailed past them to remind them of who we are and what we’re capable of.  If they don’t attack, we won’t, but we've made an exception for the Kadmus navy.  It’s ridiculous that they thought they could come out to the open ocean and treat it as their own territory.  Have they lost their minds?”

“Likely,” Beks replied.  “But they’re looking for us.  If they continue, we may run into them again while sailing to Sagittate.  We’ve already had to go through one checkpoint and were picked up by a ship.”

Her Great Aunt narrowed her eyes.  “The other countries are foolish to allow Kadmus to stretch their hands so far.  I don’t know what it is about that new king that they’d do so much to please him.”

“His current fiancée is an oracle with the Temple.”

“The mistress?”

“Yes.”

Her Great Aunt sneered.  “How can you trust a man who’d betray the one he was supposed to marry?  The woman he’d known since childhood?”

“I don’t.”

“Smart girl.”

“Auntie.”  A woman’s voice called behind them and Beks saw her mother approaching from the gangplank.  “The seven fleet heads are here.”

Captain Lyone nodded her head and lifted it up to adjust her hat.  “Beks, come.  Sybil, lead the way.”

They were taken back to her mother’s captain’s chamber where around the round table where they’d sat earlier were seven new faces.  Around the table were nine chairs, two of which were empty.  Her father and Deo stood to the side and Beks went to join them.

“Oh, is this your daughter?” One of the women around the table perked up upon the sight of Beks.  “I can see why that king would regret his decision.”

“Even if he did, it’s too late,” Sybil replied.  “Beks, these are seven regional fleet heads that report to your Great Aunt.”  That explained why there were so many ships on the horizon.

Great Aunt took her seat on the largest of the empty chairs and motioned for Beks to stand beside her.  “I’ve summoned them here to assist in blocking Kadmus’ navy to ensure a swift sail back to Sagittate.”

Beks furrowed her brows a bit as her mother pinned down a large map on the round table.

“This is the proposed route to Sagittate, going through Stromwal,” she replied as she moved her finger along the line.  “We need a blockade along the east side, at least up until we reach Stromwal.”

“You should have and escort through Stromwal,” one man said as he looked at the map  with a frown.  “Stromwal only deters ships coming south, but if they come from the east or west, they won’t face the brunt of the eternal storm.”

“Naval units may be waiting for you once you pass Stromwal,” another man replied.

Sybil raised her hands and rubbed her chin, her eyes still fixed on the map.  “There is a smaller naval base along the northwestern coast of Kadmus, but they tend to avoid Stromwal.  They may try to go around it from the north.”

“Would they know that you’d come through the storm?” the first man asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be lying in wait,” Sybil replied.  “In that case, having some escort ships would be prudent.”

“Do we have volunteers for three ships to escort the Leviathan’s Throne?” Great Aunt asked with a slam of her cane against the floor.

“Gorgon will escort them,” an older man said.

“Golden Manta will also escort them.”  The woman who asked if Beks was Sybil’s daughter spoke up.

“You’ll also need a smaller, faster ship to check ahead,” a man about her mother’s age replied.  “Sea Stallion will also go.”

“All of you have experience sailing through Stromwal, but don’t rush it.  There is no need to take risks once you’re in the storm,” Captain Lyone told them.

“Hassem, Merriam, Cyrus,” Sybil said, looking at each of those who volunteered.  “You may need to escort us back through.”

“Not a problem,” the oldest of the group said, followed by two additional nods of confirmation from the other captains.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been to Sagittate.  I can buy some furs from my daughter,” the captain of the Sea Stallion told them.

“Then, this part is settled.”  Sybil looked back at the map.  “Now, let’s discuss the placement of the blockade.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Beks was awoken by a sudden drop.  Her stomach felt as if it were suspended in midair for a moment before falling, causing Beks to wake up with alarm.  Her eyes adjusted to the dim light coming from the shut windows of the captain’s quarters.

The sofa her father slept on was vacant, with the sheets kicked to one corner.  Beks looked towards the other side of the bed.  Her mother slept on the bed with her and her two youngest siblings between them, but now, her mother’s side of the bed was also empty.

Only a sleeping Thad and Wrath still nestled under the blanket were remained.

A low creak filled the air and the ship seemed to move to one side, prompting Beks to reach out and try to grab hold of one of the bed’s posts.  She didn’t roll off the bed, but as she was sitting up, her body swayed heavily to one side.

They’d been on the Leviathan’s Throne for over two weeks now and this was the first time she’d woken to such a violent movement.  Another low creak sounded, and she looked back at her siblings.

“Beks?” Thad rubbed his eyes.  “Is it breakfast?”

“No, no, the ship is just tossing,” Beks said.  “Go to sleep.  We may have to have breakfast later.”

Thad frowned and lowered his hands.  He sat still as his body leaned to one side.  “Is it storming outside?”

Beks had already slid her legs off the bed and stood up.  “Stay in bed,” she said as she felt the ship sway beneath her.  She frowned and took careful steps towards the window.  The outside seemed to be completely gray, and waves pounded against the glass.  Though shut, a little bit of salt water came through the gaps.

The ship creaked again, and she turned her head towards the door.  “Beks?”  Wrath woke up and seemed to pat the side of the bed next to where Beks slept.  She opened her eyes when she realized her sister wasn’t there.  “Beks?”

There was a bit of panic in her voice.  “I’m right here,” Beks said as she carefully made her way to the stack of chairs that had been tied to the corner to keep from tumbling around when the ship made sudden, volatile movements.  They hadn’t been the night before, meaning her parents must’ve secured anything that could move and cause a hazard before they left.  Her cloak was hanging on a hook by the wardrobe next to the stack of chairs.  “I’m going to see what’s going on.”

As if in protest, the ship lurched to one side and Beks stumbled left, landing against the pile of stacked chairs without warning.  She winced, but steadied herself and wrapped her cloak around her.  She took another step forward, but paused.  She glanced back at the bed, where her two siblings had given in to sleep once more.

She then turned her back to them and shuffled beneath her cloak to remove her petti skirt.  In the off chance she’d be tossed into the water, she’d have a better chance of being rescued if she didn’t sink like a rock because of gold first.

She kicked the petti skirt to the corner and then trudged towards the door, which seemed to be uphill with the way the ship was moving.  Beks grasped the door handle and fiddled with it until it opened, sending a blast of cool air and sea water into her face.  For a moment, she stood in place, spitting out the sea that welcomed her.

Beyond the doorway, the ship had water everywhere as it creaked and leaned from one side to the other, diving forward and then being pushed up with the waves.  Much of the crew was on deck securing items and the air was filled with howling wind, crashing waves, and the yelling of crew mates as they prepared for another toss.

The wooden ship slammed into the water and Beks clamped her hands on the doorframe to keep from falling over.

“Beks!”  Deo appeared from the mist, drenched with either sea or rainwater, or perhaps both.  “What are you doing out here?” He yelled as he grabbed onto the side of the cabin.  “Get back inside, it’s dangerous!”

Despite being only two paces away, she almost couldn’t hear him shouting.  “What is going on?” she shouted in response.  “Is there a storm?”

“This is Stromwal!” Deo yelled back.  “Get inside!”  “Beks!  We need your help!”  Their father’s voice made Deo whip his head back and look towards the deck, where their father was securing a rope.  His dark red and graying hair was pasted to his scalp as his clothes seemed heavy with water.  He trudged forward, almost like a drunkard with the swaying of the ship.

“Daddy, what can I do?” Beks shouted.

“Your mother needs biha!” he told her as he stumbled forward.  One hand reached for her while the other slammed against the side of the door to keep him from ramming into it.  “Even with two water biha masters, it’s difficult to fight the waves of the storm and steady four ships!”

“Four ships?” The Leviathan’s Throne and its escort ships.  “Is that how we’re able to get through Stromwal?”

Her father nodded.  “The crew counts for a lot, but it is a fight between nature and a water biha user.  First Mate Farreh is trying to secure the Leviathan’s Throne and the Sea Stallion, which is close to us, but your mother is focusing on helping steady Gorgon and Golden Manta in the distance.”

“I thought they were experienced!”

“Yes, there are always some risks!” her father shouted.  “That’s why your mother wants to secure them, but because of their distance from us and the volatile waters, she’s using more of her biha than normal.”

Beks nodded.  “Then, take me to them!”

“Daddy, are you sure this is wise?  Beks is new to a ship,” Deo said, stepping in between them.  “You and I can barely walk straight in this weather!  It’s too easy for Beks to simply be swept out!”

“She won’t be swept out.  I’ll hold on to her.”

“And who’s holding on to you?” Deo shouted.  Robert shot him a glare.

“Just tie some rope around me,” Beks yelled as another stream of sea spray hit her face.  She could feel her hair caking to her head as she spoke.

Deo frowned.  “Wait a moment!”  He kept a firm grasp on the side of the wall as Beks turned around to close the door that had swung open.

“Beks!”  Wrath was sitting up in bed, her eyes wide with worry.

“Stay there!  I need to refill Mommy’s biha and then I’ll come back!” She gave them as reassuring a look as she could and pulled the door closed to keep the rain, wind, and water out of the room.

Deo returned with the edge of a rope in hand.  He wrapped it twice around Bek’s waist and then tied it securely.  “Don’t let go of Daddy and take slow steps!”

“I know!” Beks grasped her father’s hand, and he led her out into the deck.  Rain water pelted her at once and the wind was like needles against her chilled, wet face.  She wished she had tied up her hair, as it was flying everywhere, making it even more difficult to see.

“Watch your step.  If you don’t feel steady, stop!” Her father instructed her carefully.  She nodded and kept her arm in his.  She grasped on to the railing as they walked up to stairs to the quarter deck, but found that it was difficult to get a good grip when it was so wet.  Still, she clenched the wooden railing and took slow, steady steps up.

“Robert!  Why did you bring her here?” Before they reached the top step, Sybil chastised her husband.

“You and the First Mate need biha for the other ships!” her father argued.  “And Beks has near infinite biha she can transfer!”

Sybil’s wet hair was all over, sticking to her soaking clothes that were clinging to her skin.  She frowned, but didn’t seem to have a choice.  She turned her eyes away from them and looked back at the water, towards the distance.  “Fill Farreh’s first!”

Her first mate was just across the deck, focusing on the water around them and around a smaller ship closest to them.  Just a bit older than her mother, First Mate Farreh had a large biha well, but even it could be taxed when she had to manipulate the water for two ships.  Her face was pale and a rope was tied around her waist to keep her secured to the railing.

Beks reached out with one hand and placed it on Farreh’s shoulder without asking.  The woman opened her mouth and gasped before letting out a laugh.

“That’s exactly what I needed!  Go and refill your mother’s well!  I’ll be fine for a few hours!”

Beks nodded and tried to make her way across the deck, back to her mother.  She reached out her hand and managed to grab Sybil’s forearm.

“It’s full!”  Her mother shouted before Beks could exhale.  “Go back downstairs!”

She had no sailing experience and would just be a burden, so Beks didn’t argue to stay with them.  She turned around and reached for the railing to help her down the stairs.

The ship’s bow suddenly rose into the air, almost making the ship vertical before the wave subsided and sent it plummeting.  Beks’ hand missed the railing.

She stumbled to the side, her hip hitting the railing of the quarter deck.  The water on the deck and the volatile movement of the ship took the deck out from under her.  Her shoes slipped forward.

Beks fell backwards, her arms still desperately trying to grasp anything.

“Beks!”  Several voices screamed as her vision went from a brown wooden deck to gray cloudy sky.  The rush of air went past her as her body fell overboard, sending her into the dark waters of Stromwal.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 41 - Death By Ocean


                Why was death’s preferred method for her falling into the sea?

First, the assassination attempt where her carriage was pushed off a cliff into turbulent, whirlpool-infested waters, and then now, she was swept off deck of her mother’s ship and into the even more turbulent and violent waters of Stromwal.

It’s all right, at least the rope will stop me.

The taut feeling of being caught by the rope that reached its limit and a sharp tug around her waist preventing her from falling never came.  Instead, water rushed around her as her back broke the surface of the churning waves with a flash of pain, plunging her into foamy darkness.

...Well, the rope did nothing.

She moved her arms around, mimicking the movements she remembered for swimmers, but wasn’t sure if she was going up or down, or left or right.  She wasn’t sure if she was moving because of her efforts or because the ocean carried her.  Her arms went limp.  Trying to swim was useless in her situation.

Beks was strangely calm, as if she’d prepared herself for this inevitable moment when she’d fall into the sea.  Her chest began to burn as the breath she was holding was running out.  Her hands reached to her waist for the rope that was supposed to secure her on to the ship.

Her fingertips didn’t brush against the rough material of the rope and her eyes widened.  Her heart shot to her throat as both hands patted around her waist, her hips, and her chest trying to find the rope.

Dread filled her as she realized she wasn’t tied to anything.

She was floating in the ocean in the middle of an eternal storm.  It was already difficult to see from the surface with the biting wind and the rain and sea spray getting in one’s eye.  What more, when she was beneath the surface and the water was moving so violently, one couldn’t tell where one wave started and where another began.

How would her mother find her in the chaos?

Her lungs were burning.

She lifted her head, trying to assess where the water was lightest, as that was likely where the surface was, but all she could see through stinging eyes was darkness.

Her heart beat in her ears as the roar of the water seemed to be drowned out.

If her mother didn’t find her and used water biha to bring her back, then this really was how she’d die.

Beks felt a surge of regret.

Brother Laurence hadn’t retaken the throne.  Her death would surely be a burden to him, as well as her family.

Her family never got to take that family trip around Kadmus her father wanted to do.  He’d be so disappointed.

She was just getting closer to her younger siblings.  Losing her so soon could give them some trauma.

And then there were those back on the island.  She’d never hug Snowflake again or ride on his back lazily.  She hadn’t finished translating the tablets with Jonas or made sure Gerard reunited with Sandra.

She’d never eat Laz’s cooking again or go to sleep against Lucian’s chest.  She wouldn’t hear their worried concerns about her health when she secluded herself in a study to memorize tablets for hours at a time.

She’d never get to marry them.

Her eyes burned.  Strange how she’d been engaged for twenty years, and she’d always seen marriage as a contractual obligation with Luther, but before she could even mention the topic of engagement to the twins to Laurence, she’d feel heartache about missing it.

Beks was so confident about returning to them, too.

Had she been too arrogant?  Was this the result of her hubris?

She tilted her head up, unsure if that was towards the sky or not, but asked the gods to keep her loved ones safe in her place.

Bubbles burst from her mouth as her lungs almost burst and expelled the breath, she was holding in.  Her body arched forward and despite her best attempts, she swallowed sea water and began to choke.  The water was cold, but suddenly, she felt warm all over.

The familiar feeling of heating up before a flare up returned, but it had been months.  She was also rather calm this time; did something else trigger it?  The water she swallowed was expelled, but there was no air for her to breathe in.  Her skin grew hotter and hotter.

This was a flare up.

As she twisted in the water, she saw a flash of red in the murky darkness.  A chill swept over her as her body writhed.  What could be red and glowing in the water?

Then she heard it.  The low, almost clicking creaking sound that vibrated around her.

The red sphere glowing grew larger and against a darker blur that seemed to come towards her.  It was large, blocking out the lighter parts of the water.

The clicking creaking sound grew louder and Beks felt something wrap around her waist.  It wasn’t a rope; it moved on its own, likely made of pure muscle.  Was it a tentacle?  But Octavius the Kraken had stayed behind with their Great Aunt.

Before she could place her hands on it to see what it was, she saw teeth.  Sharp, pale, and multiple rows of teeth appearing from the darkness.

That was the last thing she saw before she lost consciousness.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Are you all right?” His breath was warm against her skin, and she rolled over to drape herself against him and bury her face in his firm, hot chest.  “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

She shook her head.  “This isn’t my first time.”

“Hmm....”  The nub at the end of a forearm stroked the top of her head.  His hand was missing, but it didn’t seem to bother him too much.  “Then, are you tired?”

“Yes, but it’s mainly from the wedding,” she replied.  She tilted her head up to look at the handsome man with the long, straight black hair falling over his face.  “I didn’t think Brother Laurence would have me go through another ceremony for my second marriage.”

“It’s your second marriage, but it’s my first.”  The man smiled at her, a bit teasing.  “How could he deny his younger brother a proper wedding ceremony?”

Beks cracked a small smile.  For her, another royal wedding was far from a necessity, but for Laz, it was important to show that he was marrying her.  Her divorce from Luther had just been finalized and as soon as it was, Laurence asked her to consider marrying the Second Prince.

She thought she’d have to return to Sagittate after the divorce, but the king wanted her to remain in Kadmium to continue to give him counsel.  She wasn’t surprised, but to find out that he wanted her to marry his other brother to secure her status was.  What was more surprising was that the Second and Third Princes agreed to it.

She must remain a Princess of Kadmus.

And Luther?  Stripped of his royal title and all but exiled with his mistress and illegitimate son for breaching the marriage agreement between them.  She didn’t know what he was thinking when he had an affair.  He knew the terms of the marriage and if he fathered a child outside of wedlock, it would be grounds for divorce, regardless of his reason.

Perhaps that was what he wanted.  In order to give his child legitimacy, he was the one who proposed divorce so he could marry his mistress before his brother, the King, could bring it up.  That spectacularly backfired for him.  Now, not only did his child not have legitimacy, but he was no longer a prince.

Another arm wrapped around her waist, and she was pulled back against another heated body.  Soft, thin lips kissed her bare shoulder.  “You are ours now and we are yours.  Don’t think about Luther anymore.”

“How did you know I was thinking about him?”

“You look angry and irritated.”

Laz laughed at his twin’s assessment and Beks made a face.  “Don’t think about him anymore.  In time, we’ll have our own child and fulfill Brother’s wish.”

Beks’ eyes were closed, and she tilted her head to the side.  Brother’s wish?  Brother Laurence’s wish?  What wish did he have?

She wracked her mind to try to remember, as it wasn’t like her to forget the King’s wishes, but a sharp flash of pain pierced her skull.  Her hands flew up and grasped the side of her head as she curled up, grimacing with pain as it felt as if her skull were being cleaved in two.

The heated flush coursed through her body and her mind protested.  A flare up.  Now was not the time for a flare up.  How could she have a flare up now, of all times?  It was her wedding night!  She hadn’t had a flare up for months despite everything that happened to her; how could she get one now?

Beks felt her body freeze.  Despite everything that happened to her?

What had happened to her?  Luther’s betrayal and sudden arrival with his mistress and child?  The divorce?

Beks twitched and shook her head.  No, that wasn’t it.

Luther betrayed her, but he didn’t have a child.  Yet.

And there was no need for a divorce when they weren’t married.  All she did was break off their engagement.

The piercing pain in her head began to subside and her mind cleared.  Her eyes flew open, but despite her wanting them to, they remained closed.  They felt tired and heavy, and it was difficult to open them.  All she saw was a tiny sliver of light from the narrow gap.

“She’s been groaning and twitching since this morning,” a familiar woman’s low, concerned voice said.  “Do you think this means she’ll wake up soon?”

“She’s been unconscious since we took her from the water.”  That was Mommy’s voice and the anxiety in Beks’ chest subsided.  If her mother was there, then she was safe.  “She muttered in her sleep, but we can’t make out the words.”

“Her body is still cold.”  Lady Eleanor.  Beks identified the other woman’s voice.  “She’s alive, but her skin is cold to the touch.  Shouldn’t it be hot if she was feverish?”

“I don’t think she has a fever,” Sybil replied.  “Inky was frantic when he brought Beks up; Beks might have released a lot of biha into the water when she fell.”

“A biha explosion again?” Lady Eleanor asked.  Beks felt a warm hand stroke her hair back as she lay in a bed.  “I thought her biha was clear, so it wouldn’t accumulate to dangerous levels at this point.”

“Her panic after falling into the sea may have triggered it, similar to irregular heartbeats and shallow breathing would instigate her flare ups.”  Her mother let out a heavy sigh.  “Unfortunately, none of our biha masters here are familiar with this and we can’t get in touch with the Third Prince, who found Beks when her biha exploded on the island.”

“We’ll just have to wait for her to wake up.”  There was disappointment in Lady Eleanor’s voice.

Beks remained with her eyes closed as she tried to figure out what had happened.  First, her mother mentioned Inky, her leviathan.  Inky was the one who brought her back to the ship, meaning the thing that wrapped around her waist was Inky?

But what about the glowing red sphere and the teeth of that massive beast in the water?

Was that sea monster Inky?  Their entire time sailing with their mother, Beks hadn’t seen the leviathan.  Several times, Wrath had tried talking to the beast and lure it to break the surface so that it could meet Beks, but the creature never appeared.  Beks hadn’t even seen a shadow of it in the water.

There were multiple types of sea creatures that were called leviathans and the one Wrath pointed out in her book on legendary beasts that looked most similar to Inky appeared as a giant shark with rows of fins and tentacles unlike those of an octopus.  The skin was supposed to be covered with thick scales that formed a sort of armor over it and its eyes were used to the depths, where leviathans lived.

What wrapped around her waist was Inky’s tentacle, but why did Inky bare its teeth at her?  Right before she lost consciousness, she was sure she was going to be eaten by a sea monster.

Instead, the creature brought her back to her mother’s ship.  How it found her, Beks wasn’t sure, but perhaps Inky wasn’t far from the ship to begin with.

Next, she’d been asleep for what was likely days.  Passing through Stromwal took at least a day, then it was another day or two to get to the southernmost coasts of Sagittate.  It was then almost another day inland to the Sacred Valley, where Beks was sure they currently were.

That would mean she’d been asleep for, at the very least, three days.  This matched up with the last time she had a biha explosion.

Lastly, did she miss Laz and Lucian so much that she dreamt she was in bed with them?  Not only in bed, but that she had married at least one of them.  She couldn’t help the sudden embarrassment.  She was getting far ahead of herself.  She was a grown woman and there she was, having naughty dreams about two men.  They were so vivid.  She could feel the heat coming from their skin, the moisture in Lucian’s lips, and the vibration of Laz’s chest when he laughed.

It’s as if she were really there, resting between them, warm and comfortable at the Gilded Palace.

For a moment, her brows furrowed.  Why’d she dream of the Gilded Palace?  Why didn’t the dream take place on the island?  Everything was so familiar and real in that dream, why would it take place in the Gilded Palace?

Furthermore, what did the Laz of her dream mean regarding Laurence’s wish.   It seemed that in her dream, she didn’t know, either.

“Her hand is moving!”

“Call for the doctor!”

It seemed she couldn’t pretend to sleep any longer.  Beks forced her eyes to open, and this time, she won out against the heaviness.  Her sight was hazy, and she wasn’t sure what she was looking at.

“Beks?  Beks, can you hear me?”

“La....”  Beks winced at once the moment she heard her voice.  Her throat was dry, and she sounded as if she were speaking with her last breath.  Lady Eleanor rushed to pour some water into a cup for her.

For a moment, Beks wanted to let out a heavy sigh.  Lady Eleanor was going to be the future queen; it wasn’t necessary for her to nurse her.

“Drink first.”  Lady Eleanor gave the cup to Sybil, who had sat down beside Beks and leaned over, helping pull Beks into a seated position so she could drink.  She then carefully brought the cup to her mouth.

Beks smacked her lips a few times as the warm water coursed down her throat.  “How long was I unconscious?”

“Three days,” her mother said.  “We just arrived this morning.”

Beks squinted.  “Are we home?”

Her mother’s face softened, and she nodded.  “Yes, we’re home.”

Lady Eleanor craned her head so she could smile at Beks.  “Welcome to the Sacred Valley, Beks.”

Beks’ lips pulled into a tired smile.  “I’m home.”

Her mother leaned forward and pressed her forehead against hers.  “We’re home, but you need to rest.  Your body is still cold.”

“Did I have a biha explosion?”

“We think so,” her mother replied.  She squinted and reached out to touch the familiar strands of hair beside Beks’ face.  “It may have affected your disguise.”

Beks squinted her eyes.  “My disguise?”  She reached up and felt around for her hair. She pinched a small clump and brought it up to where she could see it.  Her brows shot up as the familiar shade of orange stood out against some black strands.  “My hair returned to normal.”

“Your eyes are gray again, as well,” her mother said.  “Perhaps the disguise wore off.”

Beks played with the hair between her fingers.  Lucian had told her that the disguise would ‘fade’ with time, meaning her disguised hair would get progressively lighter until it returned to its natural color.  When she fell into the ocean, all her hair was still black.

“When did it return to normal?” she asked in a low voice.

“When Inky raised you out of the water, your hair had returned to orange.”

Beks pursed her lips.  It definitely had something to do with her biha explosion.

A knock came from the door and Sybil turned towards it to let people in.  Two doctors arrived at once and began to check on Beks.  As they hovered around her, Beks could see several heads peeking from the other side of the door.

“Her ladyship requires rest,” one of the doctors said.  “She has no physical injuries and the water from her lungs has been cleared.”

“What about her biha?” Sybil asked.

“Lady Rebecca’s biha is full.”

“Still full even after an explosion....” Sybil muttered as she rubbed her chin.  She looked at the doctors and nodded before standing up.  “Thank you.  Is there anything we should do to facilitate my daughter’s recovery.”

She walked the doctors to the door and Beks looked back out at it.  She smiled as she saw her younger siblings peeking in.

“You can come inside.”

Thad hesitated, but Wrath took a step forward.  She put her hands behind her waist.  “Mommy said not to come and bother you.”

“You’re not bothering me,” Beks told her.  She patted the side of her bed and Wrath dashed over.  She skidded to a stop before she rammed into the bed and then carefully climbed in, as if trying to avoid shaking the bed and disturbing Beks.  Wrath rolled to the side and sat up, her feet hanging over the edge.

“Are you feeling okay?” Wrath asked.

Beks smiled.  “Were you worried?”

Wrath tensed and turned her head away, her cheeks flushed.  “Only a little!”

“I’m sorry to have worried you only a little,” Beks said with a slight chuckle.  She touched Wrath’s head gently and Wrath leaned her head into her sister’s hand like  a cat.  “I’m fine.  No injuries.”

“Inky says he’s sorry,” Wrath said in a quiet voice as she lowered her head.

Beks cocked her head to the side and gave her sister a curious look.  “You spoke to Inky?”

“I kept hearing him,” Wrath said as she lifted her head with a concerned expression across her small brow.  “He said he was too slow and didn’t get to you fast enough, and that he’s sorry for scaring you.”  Beks squinted.  “Then, it really was Inky who saved me.”

Wrath nodded.  “Sister,” she said as she tentatively poked Beks’ hand.  “If I heard Inky, does that mean I am a beast talker?”

“You’re supposed to be asking about our sister’s health!  Not about your spirit core!”  Thad stomped in and glared at the youngest.

Wrath bristled and pouted.  “Sister is the only one who knows!  She’s smart!”

“You haven’t heard any animal talk except for Inky.  How can you be sure that it’s beast talking and not just affinity, like Mommy?” Thad asked, his arms crossing over his chest.

Wrath opened her mouth, but shut it when she realized she didn’t have a good answer.  Instead, her face reddened, and she scowled, her little fists clenched at her sides.

“I’m afraid I don’t know the details of this,” Beks told her.  Wrath deflated at once.  “But I have a small book I got from the monk at the Quartz Lake Shrine.  I’ve been translating it to Jasper when I can, but it’s not fully translated.  Can you read Jasper?”

Wrath’s head bobbed up and down.  “I can read!”

“When I can stand and walk, I’ll dig out my translations,” Beks said.  “They are in Esuser, so they need to be translated.”

“I will take it!” Wrath said with excitement all over her face.

“Is it really possible that she’s a beast talker?” Thad asked, his arms falling to his sides with surprise.  Beks nodded.

“As she’s learning, she will gradually start to hear them, but if Inky was projecting his thoughts in a desperate attempt for anyone to hear, then Wrath may have been more receptive to it,” Beks replied.  “And so, she would be the one to understand what he said.  If a creature is not projecting, it is unlikely that a beast talker would hear them.”

Wrath puffed up her little chest and looked at her older brother.  “See?  I told you Sister is smart!”

Thad flushed.  “I didn’t say she wasn’t!”

“Beks is very smart,” a man’s voice said from the doorway.  Beks turned her head towards the door and saw a man of average height and a slightly slim build standing there with a thoughtful smile on his face.  His brown hair had grown out a bit, but his eyes were still kind and smiling at her, as they always had been.

Beks’ eyes began to water at once as she pushed herself up and tried to figure out the best way to bow.  The man gripped a cane and walked in with only a little bit of awkwardness when he took a step with his right foot.  Upon seeing her attempt to move, he quickened his speed and held his arms out.

“Beks, don’t get up.” Lady Eleanor’s hand clamped on her shoulder to keep her from moving.

“No need to bow.  What are you doing?  You just woke up!”  Laurence scolded her gently as he reached her side.  Thad pulled his younger sister down the side of the bed as Lady Eleanor brought the seat she was sitting on closer so Laurence could sit.

“Brother,” Beks said in a wheezed voice as her eyes turned red.  “I am glad to see you well.”

“Likewise, though you gave me a scare when they brought you in,” he said with worry across his brows.  “Have you any idea how terrifying it is when we see you unconscious?”

Beks lowered her eyes.  “You should be used to it by now.  I had many flare ups as a child.”

Laurence frowned at her attempt at a joke.  “I’m serious, Beks.”

“I am, too.”  She lifted her head to meet his and he let out a tired sigh.

“As long as you’re awake,” he said.  “I won’t stay long.  You may become sleepy again after this, so don’t rush yourself.  There is still much to do before we take the throne from Luther.”

Beks sat up straight.  “What have you heard?”

“The duchy’s people on the mainland have reported some dissatisfaction with Luther’s rule thus far,” Laurence replied as he leaned back against his chair and frowned.  “I don’t know what he’s thinking with some of the policies he’s approved.  And if he thinks I’m dead, why isn’t he postponing his wedding out of respect?”

The last bit seemed to irritate him and Beks chuckled.  She supposed it was one thing if Luther, the most ignorant of governing of the brothers, was faltering as king, but it was another when he’d ignored decorum that he should’ve been well aware of.  Even if Luther wasn’t aware of it, his father, the Third Consort, certainly wasn’t.

“Is there really someone buried in the royal catacombs in place of Laurence?” Lady Eleanor asked with some disgust and disbelief across her face.

Beks took a deep breath and gave her a reluctant nod.  “They used a bloated drowned body and passed it off as Brother Laurence.  When I voiced my denial, they claimed I was consumed with grief and couldn’t think straight.”

Laurence let out a small click of his tongue.  “I didn’t have many expectations of Luther.  I didn’t see him doing this.”

“Not of his own planning, at least,” Beks said.  “You know he always did what the Third Consort told him.”

“Even so,” Lady Eleanor frowned.  “I didn’t expect him to have relations with another woman while engaged.”

“I did, but I expected him to keep it quiet out of respect for my position and the engagement.” Beks frowned.  “He had one job, and he couldn’t do it.”

Laurence shook his head.  “The people aren’t pleased with Luther, but that doesn’t mean it will stay that way for long.  What I’m more concerned about is his noble support base.  The Hessings were one of the families that benefited during the period before Mother took control.  No doubt they’ve maintained ties with other families in similar positions who wish to return to their glory days.”

“The people suffered much during those days.  They won’t want to go back,” Lady Eleanor said.

“They may not realize it until it is too late,” Beks replied.  “The decline of the kingdom before the late Queen didn’t happen in a year or two.  It took multiple generations to bring the state of the kingdom down to such a level.”

“While I’m alive, I refuse to let it happen again,” Laurence said.

“Have you considered how you want to go about retaking the throne?” Beks asked.  “Luther may be coaxed into giving it to you, but if his father and their supporters are there, it won’t happen.”

“Agreed.  The Third Consort won’t give up without a fight.”

“In addition, the Temple is supporting the new oracle that Luther is marrying.  A support program for commoners I created and was put in place years ago is facing budget cuts and will be replaced with support from the Temple through an agreement with the royal family.”

“Charity?” Lady Eleanor asked with a raised brow.

Beks shook her head.  “It seems like more than just charity, my lady.  Charity from the Temple doesn’t involve working with the government, but in this case, they want to create a program in Kadmus to replace the program I created.”

“Such a thing isn’t necessary if the program I’m thinking of is already working, which it is,” Lady Eleanor said with a frown.  “Why would they want to get involved?”

“The Temple is wealthy,” Laurence added.  “It has no need of money from countries, as they receive much in donations to begin with.”

“The Temple wants something,” Beks said as she fumbled with her hands.  “But I don’t know what they want.”

“Believers?”

“They are the dominant religion on the continent,” Beks replied.  “They have significant influence despite claiming to have no political power.”

“If they don’t want wealth and they don’t want fame, what do they want?” Lady Eleanor frowned.

Beks shook her head.  “I don’t know, but whatever it is has something to do with the new oracle.”

She needed an update to the status of the mainland, as she’d been on a ship for weeks and couldn’t use her urapearl.

“But why did they try to kill you?” Wrath’s small voice asked and Beks realized her two younger siblings hadn’t left, but rather remained at the foot of her bed, listening intently.

Laurence seemed at a loss as to how to respond, but Beks gave them a weak smile.  “I thought it was because the new oracle was jealous and didn’t want me to go back to Luther, but now I think she finds our family a threat.”

Wrath’s brows shot up.  “Are we dangerous?”

Beks smiled gently and nodded.  “We are very dangerous.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

The old stone fortress that was her family’s ancestral home hadn’t changed much, if any, during the time she’d been gone.  That much was expected, but she was glad.  The halls were familiar, and the decor was nostalgic.

Beks’ skin was still colder than normal and while she felt fine, her mother was worried that she’d get ill, so she walked around the castle with a heavy fur cloak wrapped around her.  Her legs were steady, but she still walked with a cane just in case.  Two maids and four guards followed her around at all times, even as she was doing some exercise just wandering up and down the halls.

The room Beks had woken up in was her old bedroom, and while it was clean, it hadn’t seemed to be touched much while she was gone.  Her childhood toys were still in a toy bin and the books she’d been reading before Lord Anders came to take her were still on the desk.  Her wardrobe that had once been piled with layers of children’s clothing had its contents replaced with women’s clothing.

“My lady, would you like to have a snack?” one of the maids asked.

“No, I’ll get something more substantial to eat after my walk.” Beks gave her a nod and continued to walk around the castle, floor by floor, wing by wing, and memorizing the layout as she went along.

Her siblings’ rooms were near hers, but Lady Eleanor and Brother Laurence’s rooms were two floors down, in an adjacent wing for guests.  There were also doctors stationed next to Laurence’s room.  Every day, he was checked and made to do walks to regain his balance and strength.

Beks had only been asleep for three days, but she’d had bouts of sleepiness in the middle of the day, causing her to sway.  However, this didn’t deter her from exploring her childhood home.

“Would you like to see your brother, my lady?” one of the maids asked.  “Young Lord Thaddeus is in the practice yard.”

The last time she’d been there, she’d watched her older brother practice fire biha.  Deo was younger than Thad then.  “Take me there.”

Her little entourage led her around to one of the large courtyards within the surrounding area of the castle complex.  It was just like she remembered it.  From the upper floor’s portico’s, she could look down into the practice yard to watch those training.  Beks stopped to one side and peered over the edge.

Thad working on lifting himself off the ground and moving, but not by much.  Master Zilar was with him, as the Gorgon, and the other two escort ships, were docked on the coast to escort the Leviathan’s Throne back when they were ready to go.  Thad appeared to be progressing smoothly.

Further down the yard, a flame spiraled into the air.  Beks followed it with her eyes and caught sight of her older brother frowning as he took a step back.

Beks walked closer to his side and heard him talking.  “The suppression marking is becoming less and less limiting, but who knows when it’ll stop working.”

“At the very least, my lord, you are able to use fire biha to this extent.  His Grace is still limited in his use,” one of the older men told him.

Deo continued to frown.  Beks’ hand moved over her forearm and squeezed the area where her exile marking had been.  It was removed during her first biha explosion and this time, the second biha explosion removed the disguise Lucian had placed on her.  Both times, water had also been involved.

Lucian and Laz also noticed that the biha she exerted could be felt when it was released into the water.

She drew her lips inward and bit them.  She wanted to test her theory to see if she could remove her brother and father’s markings similarly, though she wasn’t sure if she’d succeed.  At worst, she’d be drained and tired for a few hours.  At best, she’d remove the markings entirely, increasing their strength before Laurence re-took the kingdom.

If she needed water, Sagittate had no shortage.  In addition, the water in Sagittate was bihar-rich, like the pool at the rotunda on the island.  The effect could theoretically be better if the bihar-rich water was used.  Her head perked up.  The Mouth of the Valley was the water source for the river that cut through.

It was the most bihar-rich water in the land and was suitable for bathing.  Laurence had been taken there for healing when he first arrived.

“Brother Deo!”  Beks leaned over the side of the portico and called out to her brother.  Deo looked up and smiled before giving her a wave.

“Don’t overwork yourself,” he said.  “Or stay out too long.”

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes.  “Can you come with me somewhere?”

Deo cocked his head to the side and raised a brow.  “Where do you want to go?”

“The Mouth of the Valley!”

It was not surprising that he refused her.  The Mouth of the Valley was outside the castle grounds, and it was winter.  She didn’t blame him for rejecting her immediately, but Beks didn’t give up.

At dinner, she brought it up to her parents and explained her theory.  Her father refused, citing the weather would make travel there uncomfortable.  Sybil snorted and shot him a glare.  She blamed him for bringing Beks on deck in the first place.  Robert had blamed himself, as well, and apologized to Beks once Laurence and Lady Eleanor had finished speaking to her.

She didn’t blame her father.  As part of the family, she had a duty to fulfill.  She just didn’t know what happened to the rope.  Deo took the blame for not having tied it well enough.  The knot had loosened when she was stumbling around and when she fell in the water, it unraveled.  He’d spend the rest of the trip learning sailor’s knots.

“I’m not afraid of discomfort,” Beks assured them.  “Besides, it’s in a cave and the cave will be warm and humid due to the springs within.”

“How sure are you that this will remove the exile markings?” Laurence asked.

“I’m not very sure, but I’d at least like to try.  Laz and Lucian both said that they could feel my biha in water,” Beks said.  “And the pool was very bihar-rich, and it eased Laz’s pain from his wounds.”

“Beks’ hair and eyes also returned to normal after the biha explosion when she fell off the ship,” Deo added.  “It may be that when her biha is released, it also negates her disguise.”

“I didn’t have any of the small wounds and bruises I had when I woke up on the island, either,” Beks said.

Her parents were quiet.  She looked to Laurence, but he shook his head, as if signaling that this was a decision her family must make and he’d have to remain out of it.  Beks looked back at her parents.

Robert tapped a finger on the table and took a deep breath.

“I’ll go first.”

“What?” Deo sat up straight and their father lifted a hand to silence him.

“We don’t know if it will be successful or if it will cause any pain,” Robert said.  “I’ll test it out first.”

Their mother nodded.  “It is right that your father should be used as a test in case it harms you,” Sybil said.  “He is your father.  He should do this much.”  She sent him a small glare and Robert sighed.

“We’ll leave in the morning.  I’ll have the carriage prepared.”

“Can we come?” Thad and Wrath chorused.

“No, you two stay here.  You still have lessons,” their mother told them.  She looked back at Beks.  “What else will we need?”

“Towels and a change of clothing.  The body has to be immersed in water while I release biha into it,” Beks replied.  Her mother nodded.

“And will this have any backlash on you?”

Beks furrowed her brows.  She didn’t know if it would, but if she took into consideration the size of her biha well, she didn’t think she would have any negative side effects.

“As far as I know, it shouldn’t.”

Both her parents frowned. “Beks, if it starts to cause any discomfort, you are to stop immediately,” her father told her.  “You can only do what you can within your limitations.  If you push yourself further and get hurt, it’ll only make it more difficult for you.”

“I understand,” Beks nodded.  “Thank you.”

Her parents exchanged looks, but ate the rest of the dinner without question.

The next morning, Deo met Beks outside her room and took her outside.  Dawn had just broken, but two carriages were waiting for them with both her parents and a slew of Thirnir and attendants.  Beks handed her bag with spare clothes and towels to one of the attendants before being ushered into the carriage.

Laurence was already seated inside and Beks raised her brow.

“Brother, why did you come?  You’re still recovering, as well.”

“I have recovered enough to go.  The journey isn’t far.  Besides, this isn’t my first time at the Mouth of the Valley.  It’s good for me to take a dip in there every once and a while for my health,” he said.

Beks thought it over and nodded.  Since he was going, she might as well try to infuse more biha into the water to help his injuries like she did Laz.

“Do you have any discomfort that is particularly troubling?” she asked.  “The doctor said that you just need to build up your stamina otherwise.”

Laurence furrowed his brows and was quiet for a moment.  He opened his mouth just as Deo was about to climb in with them.  Laurence held out his hand.  “Deo, may I have a moment to speak to your sister alone?”

Deo tilted his head to the side, but bowed his head as if receiving an order from the king and not Laurence, their house guest.

“Then, I’ll be in the carriage with our parents,” he said.  He glanced at Beks and gave her a nod.  Beks nodded in return and Deo stepped back.  The attendants closed the door and Laurence rummaged through his cloak.

He took out a leviathan’s scale and sent biha into it to activate it.  Beks brows furrowed.  Whatever he wanted to talk about was a private matter.

He placed the scale on the seat beside him as the carriage jerked forward.

“Brother,” Beks said as a serious expression filled her face.  “What’s wrong?”

Laurence took a deep breath.  His eyes were empty for a moment as he stared down at his hands.  “You...you know how long I’ve been with Eleanor.”

She nodded.  “A very long time,” she said.  “You have a good relationship.”

Laurence’s lips pulled into a warm smile.  “We do.  It is rare that an arranged marriage can bear such fierce love.”  He paused and winced, then glanced at Beks apologetically.  She waved her hand in front of her to dismiss his worries.

“Go on.”

Laurence nodded and seemed to think about his words.  “You are not a child any more.  You must be aware of all the...time I’ve spent with Eleanor.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Aware?”  Her voice almost dripped with sarcasm.  “I’ve walked in on you two.  My innocent eyes were tainted.”

Laurence grimace.  “I’m sorry.”

As if haunted by the memory, Beks face tinged with green as she balked.  “How can you be so brazen as to do it in the library-”

“All right, all right, I understand.  You know!” Laurence cut her off as his face filled with color.  He couldn’t seem to meet her eyes.  “Beks, I’ve been with Eleanor for years and yet we’ve yet to have a child.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “You’re not married yet, why would you try for one now?” Wasn’t it that they were taking precautions so as not to have a child before marriage?

Laurence gave her a beseeching look.  “There were accidents.  Moments where no precautions were taken...and yet, there had been no movement.”

“Aren’t you just lucky?” Beks asked.

“I thought so...at least, I had hoped,” Laurence said.  He bit his lip for a moment.  “When I came here and was being monitored, they noticed something abnormal about my...health.”  Beks began to frown.

“What are you talking about?”

Laurence lowered his eyes for a moment and seemed to gather all his strength to speak to her.  “It is difficult for me to have children.”

“What?” Beks drew her head back and frowned.  “How are they so sure?”

“I’m not a doctor or healer.  I don’t know exactly how, but it explains why after all these years, Eleanor hasn’t gotten pregnant.” Laurence admitted.  “In addition, I wouldn’t be the first with this problem.  Mother’s eldest brother couldn’t have children and her other brother only had one child despite a wife and countless mistresses.”

“There could have been other factors involved,” Beks said.  “It isn’t necessarily due to a reproductive concern.”

“It’s still something to consider as the monarch.  I’ve asked the doctor to keep this a secret for now.  Aside from him and Eleanor, you’re the only other person I’ve told.”

Beks bowed her head.  “Your trust in me is honored, Brother.”

“It is not only because I trust you, Beks, but I have a favor to ask.”

She had an idea of where this was going.  She nodded her head, accepting his request without hesitation now that he had this concern.  “You needn’t ask, Brother.”

Laurence’s face lit up.  “Really?  You’ll do it?”

“Of course,” Beks told him with an heir of peace around her.  “It is just a matter of which one I should marry.”  She didn’t catch Laurence’s brief look of confusion.  “We decided to leave the decision up to you.”

Laurence tilted his head to the side and squinted.  “Marry?  What decision?”

“Laz or Lucian,” Beks said.  “Which one should I marry?”

Laurence jerked his head back as his brows shot up.  “Marry one of the twins?”

Beks froze in her seat and looked at the king.  Her face slowly began to heat up.  “Were you not...were you not suggesting I marry one of the twin princes for a suitable heir?”

Laurence met her horrified face with one of his own.  “I wanted to ask if you’d try to heal me in the bihar-rich pool!”

If the carriage crashed and they died instantly, Beks would welcome it.

Mortified, she sat frozen across from Laurence as the man stared at her, dumbfounded.  Why had she mentioned marrying the twins?  The time wasn’t right.  She didn’t even know if Laurence was open to the idea!  Where was her death by ocean when she needed it?

Laurence narrowed his eyes a bit and readjusted himself in his seat.  He clasped his hands and leaned forward.  “Beks,” he began carefully.  “Do you want to marry my brothers?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 42 - Live Like a Dog, Die Like a Dog


                She was usually good at reading the situation and could interject her thoughts at the most opportune moment. It seemed she’d dropped her guard after being away from Kadmium and the pressures of the court the last few months.

Across from her, Laurence had an unreadable expression on his face. His eyes were looking directly at her as his hands rested on his knees.

Beks’ brows furrowed just a bit. “I assumed that was the natural course.”

“Natural course?” Laurence frowned and sat up straight. “Do you think that since your engagement with Luther was broken, you would have to marry another prince?”

Part of her did think that, but looking at Laurence now, she didn’t want to admit it. “It was something I considered, as a non-royal cannot live in royal grounds permanently.”

Laurence seemed to mull over this for a moment. He leaned back against the carriage seat and took a deep breath. After a few moments, he seemed to find his response. “It has never been my intention to engage you to another prince.”

Beks couldn’t help but sit up even straighter in her seat as she heard this. She knew when the twins mentioned it that there was always a chance that Laurence would not agree, but now that he actually didn’t, she was at a loss for words.

She didn’t think he wouldn’t consider it.

Beks felt a dullness in her stomach as she lowered her eyes. Did Laurence no longer find her useful? Had she failed him? She recalled her dream and the warmth and joy it filled her with knowing that the twins were with her.

“You don’t want me to marry your brothers....” Her voice was quiet, but laced with disappointment.

Laurence jerked his head back and immediately shook it. “No, that’s not what I said,” he replied in a firm voice. “I don’t want to force you into an engagement.”

She lifted her head. “Did my father speak to you? I told him it wouldn’t be forced.”

“No, he didn’t mention anything about....” Laurence trailed off and cocked his head. “Beks, are you saying that you’re willing?”

“I said it’s something I’d consider and if it came to it, I wouldn’t protest marrying the twins,” Beks replied.

Laurence let out a tired breath. “Beks, I don’t want to force you.” He leaned forward and gave her a beseeching expression. “I watched you through your entire forced engagement with Luther and you weren’t happy.”

Beks looked at him, a bit confused. “What did it matter if I wasn’t? I wasn’t miserable.”

A pained look reached his eyes and he shook his head. “I don’t want you to be miserable. You have dedicated your entire life supporting our family and even now....” He held out his hands in front of him as if speechless. “Beks, who do you think saved me?”

She tilted her head to the side. “Mommy-”

“You.” Laurence cut her off and met her eyes with firm ones. “Eleanor told me it was you who planned to smuggle me out of the Gilded Palace when everyone else believed I was going to die. It was you who had contacts waiting to take us away, and shield both her and I when I was at my most vulnerable. Yes, the Duchess provided the ship, but who put it in her mind to do so? You did.”

Beks lowered her eyes as they reddened. “Then why don’t you want me to marry Laz or Lucian?” Didn’t she do enough? Did she not react fast enough to protect him, so he had to get so sick?

“It isn’t that I don’t want you to marry them,” Laurence told her. “It is that I don’t want to trap you in another loveless engagement that binds you to the royal family. My mother, for however much she loved you, still took you from your home when you were three. You were not allowed to leave the city, let alone return to Sagittate.

“If you had married Luther, you would continue to live and work in the Gilded Palace, likely without rest. Even as a mere fiancée, you had more duties than the prince you were supposed to marry. What more when you actually become a Princess of Kadmus? Not only am I aware of the amount of work you would be doing, but the entire palace and the court are. Now that you are no longer engaged, you are free.” Laurence leaned forward. “Beks, you can go home. I won’t try to coerce you into remaining in Kadmium by marriage or duty. It is already too much for me to be depending on you to regain my throne that I stupidly lost.”

Beks frowned at once. “You didn’t lose it. You were conspired against.”

“By someone I underestimated. I made a mistake. One I won’t make again,” he replied. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you saved my life, Beks. I would’ve rotted away, trapped in the Gilded Palace if you didn’t think of a way to get me out and bring me here. You are my savior. How can I wrong you?”

She felt a bit wronged by him not being interested in an engagement between her and the twins, but she didn’t mention it.

“Then, after you retake the throne, what are your plans for me?” she asked. Did he need her to stay and help with the aftermath? No doubt that things would be chaotic and he would need people he could trust and depend on to settle things.

Laurence furrowed his brows and frowned. He leaned back against the seat and crossed his arms over his chest. “While I have general ideas, how exactly they will be executed remains dependent on how we take back the throne. If Luther willingly hands it over despite his support’s protests, which is unlikely, then I am not against pretending he had been confused and giving him minimal punishment.”

Beks choked. “After what he did, what he supported, you’re still willing to treat him lightly?”

“I said minimal punishment, not that he’d return to whatever position he had to begin with,” Laurence told her. “He’ll keep his title, but it will be empty. He won’t be allocated royal funds to support his lifestyle, however he chooses to spend it, and everything he currently has will be confiscated. He’ll be left destitute and sent to the far reaches of the kingdom to be kept under close watch.”

Royal banishment. Beks read about this in the books. It was typically done to royal children who were caught in a power struggle and whatever side they were on lost or they had no backing to support them. In order to prevent them from amassing support and becoming a threat to the monarch, they’d essentially be imprisoned in a distant royal villa.

But at least they’d be alive.

“If that is the case, what about the Third Consort?” Beks asked.

“Beheading.” Laurence didn’t dance around the subject. If anything, his direct response meant that he’d already decided that no matter how he regained the throne, the thorn in his side that likely supported his ‘death’, if not instigated it, would be killed as a precaution.

“The Hessings will protest.”

Laurence almost sneered as he looked out the window of the bumpy carriage. “If the Hessings still exist.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them. It was rare that Laurence would show a cruel, albeit practical, side. He’d given the Hessings a chance, as while much more diluted than Luther, he and the twins also carried Hessing blood through their shared mother.

It was a shame that the Hessings forgot about that and treated Laurence and the twins as the enemy.

“Are you going to do anything to the new oracle?” Beks prodded. “She is still a part of the Temple. And if she is named a legitimate oracle, then they won’t let her be killed.”

Laurence narrowed his eyes. “I was told that they are getting married. While their marriage wouldn’t negate her connection to the Temple, she would be legally bound to Luther. His crimes would be hers. Her best case with us is similar to Luther’s in that she’d be royally banished.” He frowned and rubbed his chin as he kept his eyes outside. “But my concern is the same as yours. The Temple may not stand for it. In fact, I would bet the treasury that they won’t. Punishing her for her involvement will be difficult.”

Beks narrowed her eyes as her lips tightened into a tight line. The new oracle participated in the assassination attempts, but in response, her family had killed the would-be assassins. Regardless of the reason, killing paladins wouldn’t go over well with the Temple. They were the Temple’s guard dogs, after all.

The paladins weren’t fighting in some holy war or valiantly defending a high-ranking priest or priestess. The Carolines would simply be called liars for claiming that the paladins were sent to kill them and likely try to make it seem as if they were getting revenge on the new oracle because the new oracle had come between her and her ex-fiancé.

The Carolines were a strong ducal family, but only in Kadmus. The Temple was a monolith across the continent.

Beks ground her teeth together. Putting the affair aside, how could she let someone attempt to kill her and her family and let them go?

“You know that she sent paladins to kill us?” Beks asked.

Laurence nodded once. “But it’s difficult to prove outside of your own witness accounts. It’s too easy for the new oracle to deny it.” His eyes flickered from the window to her. “If it were you, what would you do?”

Beks raised a brow. “She tried to have my family killed. She is a danger to them. What do you think?”

“The Temple won’t stand for it.”

Beks let out a small scoff and looked back out the window. “I’m starting to think the Temple is straying from faith.”

“That’s sacrilege.”

“Paladins tried to kill us first.”

“True.” Laurence let out a light chuckle. “When you act like a dog, you die like one.”

Beks tapped her foot. “And what about the extreme?” She looked back at him. “What if Luther doesn’t hand over the throne after finding out you’re alive and returning?”

“Obviously, I must retake it by force,” Laurence replied. “I will be gracious and give Luther a chance. If he refuses, or if any of his father’s cronies try to delegitimize me, I’ll have no choice but to destabilize his support base and rip the throne from his hands myself.”

“You will need information, resources, and a military,” Beks reminded him calmly.

Laurence’s lips curled into a knowing smile. “I have my sister,” he said. “Isn’t that what she is here for?”

Beks raised a brow. “You’re giving a lot of credit to someone who was willingly exiled.”

“Willingly is the point,” Laurence said. “If you and your family did not leave, it would’ve gotten...messy. You left to stall and to reassess the situation, and prepare for a subsequent attack. Your father and brother are military leaders, they know what they’re doing. Your mother built the largest piracy fleet in the known world, she can assess a situation well. And you...you have always been like this.

“When you came across a problem where you couldn’t produce an answer immediately, you would hide away and review everything related to the problem to try to come up with a solution. Your success rate was obscenely high and you were able to reference old laws, guidelines, even historical events. For all the pressure my mother put on you, she succeeded in making you the most important resource I as a king could have.” He held her gaze for a moment before leaning back. “And for your aid, I want you to have the freedom to choose your next marriage, if you so wish to marry. I owe you that much.”

Beks drew her lips inward once more. “What will you do if I return to Sagittate?”

Laurence gave her a wry smile. “I’ll do what I can and refer to other trusted advisors. Laz and Lucian have their own life experiences now and can be of aid to the crown.” He chuckled. “They certainly won’t replace you. And Eleanor will be sad if you leave.”

“Brother....” Beks began carefully. “I want to spend time with my family, but I feel I can be most useful in Kadmium.”

Relief filled his face at once. “Thank the gods.” He leaned forward and ran a hand down his face. “I know I'm doing the right thing by giving you your freedom and releasing you from your duties, but I won’t lie to you. I do wish for you to stay and continue in an advising role. No one can replace you, at least not after we retake the throne.”

“You will need as much help as possible,” Beks agreed. “I am willing to continue in an advisor position. What else can I do with everything I’ve learned and been trained for? It would all go to waste.” She’d be frustrated.

“Yes, but you should take time to visit your family in Sagittate.”

“Of course,” Beks said. “I’ve not yet spent enough time with them. Daddy still wants to go on a family trip. I also need to go to the island.”

“The island?” Laurence tilted his head to the side. He sat up straight. “The one you washed up on after the assassination attempt?”

“Yes, where Laz and Lucian are right now. If everything had gone according to plan, a group fleeing the Giant’s Ridge should’ve arrived to populate the island, providing they were able to get through the barrier,” Beks said .

She tried to explain it better, moving her hands in front of her as if there was a map of the island. She explained the current that moved ships and the dense fog that shielded the island whenever a ship got too close.

Laurence’s eyes lit up with interest when he heard about the ruins. It had been an interest they both shared.

“And you couldn’t recognize the architecture?” He was on the edge of his seat, almost as excited as a child learning a new game.

“Not by itself. There are certainly elements that I’ve seen in pictures for some of the coastal kingdoms, but it feels inherently unique. I am guessing that the structures were also built in accordance to the island’s landscape and weather.”

“Of course, of course, those must be taken into consideration for both safety and longevity of a structure.” Laurence agreed with a thoughtful nod. He tapped his foot, impatient. “Beks, when the matter of the throne is settled, I’d like to see the island.”

“Of course, Brother. You are always welcomed there,” Beks said. She admittedly knew she sounded as if she owned it. “Regarding the island, once it is revealed, I have discussed with the Dranga Elders...for their safety and the safety of the island, they would like to become a territory officially governed by Kadmus so as not to be attacked by other kingdoms or principalities in a grab for territory.”

Laurence’s brows shot up. It was rare that an independent place would ask for such a thing, but all things considering, it seemed to make sense. The island needed protection.

“If they are willing,” he said. “I will name a governor for the island. As you are familiar with the elders, I will refer to you for this.”

Beks nodded and then paused. “Brother, what if they want to give me governorship of the island?”

Laurence raised a brow. “It’s a bit surprising. Is there a reason?”

“Elder Arash believes I am an Inheritor,” Beks said. “She says that their ancient motherland was led by someone with both a spirit core and a biha well.”

Laurence nodded. “And you have both.”

“Yes.”

He stroked his chin. “I don’t see how this is a problem. You washed up on the island and found the ruins.”

“Laz and Lucian helped, as well as Jonas and Gerard.”

Laurence waved his hand dismissively. “They couldn’t find ruins if they ran into them. I’m sure they only found them because of you.”

Beks’ lips pulled into a line. He wasn’t wrong. “Then, I will assist in governing the territory on behalf of your crown.”

Laurence nodded with agreement and then slowly came to a stop. His eyes flickered to Beks’ face and then to the streak of orange in her hair. He seemed to be lost in thought for a moment and Beks cocked her head. She called his name and he jerked to attention.

“I tried never to pay too much attention to that prophecy,” he said. Beks raised a brow.

“Which one?”

“The daughter with dawn in her hair,” Laurence replied as he looked back at her orange streak. “You just told me that there is a piece of land that would like to become a territory under Kadmus,” he said carefully. He met Beks’ eyes. “Turn a kingdom into an empire.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She felt the cave before she saw it. It wasn’t the biha pouring out of it, though there was something in the air that made her skin tingle. Rather, it was the humidity.

The Mouth of the Valley was the cave where the river that cut through the Sacred Valley originated. It was a jagged cliff face with a massive cave. Within the top of the cave walls, there was a large hole where water gushed out into a waterfall that fed the river. However, behind the veil of water, there was a deeper cave.

Inside the cave were pools that were fed from water from three geysers deeper in the cave. The closer one got to the area, the more humid the air was.

The carriages stopped at the top of a cliff overlooking the falls and the Mouth of Valley cave. In order to get to the cave entrance, they had to walk down a gently sloping path along the cliff side, down to the river, and then around a path that went behind the falls.

It was a well-used ceremonial and healing site, but access to the inner cave required ducal permission. Visitors could only view the Mouth of the Valley from the pathway outside the falls.

Beks, almost appearing as a round bundle in fur, followed her parents and attendants down the path. Thirnir, the duchy’s knights, flanked them and lined the walkway leading all the way to the falls. The closer they got, the warmer it became, and Beks began to shed her layers. An attendant followed to collect her clothes.

By the time they reached the inner cave, she was down to her loose, long sleeve dress and was rolling up the sleeves.

“The water here is all bihar-rich,” Robert said as he stood on the platform before the stone steps that lead into a series of curved walkways that went around the numerous pools. “Any of them should do.”

Beks knelt down and touched the water. She wrinkled her nose. It was quite hot. The closer to a geyser, the hotter the water. She looked towards the pool closest to the entrance and furthest away from the geysers. “What about that one?”

“That’s the one we usually for ceremonies. The water hits at about waist height in the center, though it’s shallower around the edges,” her mother replied. “How deep must they be submerged?”

“I’m not sure, but the marking itself must be completely submerged,” Beks replied.

“It should be fine, then,” Robert said as he shrugged off his coat and handed it to one of his attendants.

“Daddy,” Deo stopped him as he stepped down on to the stone path. “Are you sure you want to go first?”

“You are the heir to the duchy,” their father replied in a firm voice. “If anything happens to me, you must be safe. Besides, I’m your father. We don’t know the risks of this yet, so I should go first.”

Deo knit his brows together, but nodded and stepped back. He looked at Beks, who wore a serious look on her face.

“This is my first time doing this,” she said. “If Daddy starts to show any signs of pain, I’ll stop.”

“Don’t force yourself,” her mother said. “We will figure out something else if you are unable to remove the markings.”

Deo nodded in agreement. “The Dranga Elders may be able to change Daddy’s suppression marking, as well.”

“Yes, but we still need you to gain access into Kadmus,” Beks told them as her eyes hardened. Even if this was just a test, she needed it to succeed. Having her father and brother to assist with retaking the throne could almost replace the need for hundreds of people.

She followed her father down the path and when they reached the pool, her father waded in. Beks took off her leather boots. An attendant came to get them so they wouldn’t get wet by the edge of the pool. Her mother, brother, and Laurance remained on the wooden walkway overlooking the pool.

By now, the sun had risen and the morning light came through the falls, illuminating the inner cave. Beks had clear sight of her father’s markings. He had removed his shirt and held out his arm.

Beks waded near him and as she took his wrist and inspected the exile marking, her father gave her a serious look.

“If you feel any sort of discomfort, stop,” her father told her the same thing she told her mother and brother.

“If it gets to be too much, I’ll stop,” Beks replied without meeting his eyes. Giving up because of a small bit of discomfort would be a waste of their time.

Her father hesitated, but nodded. “What should I do?”

“Can you float on your back, submerging the back of your neck and your arms?” Beks asked.

Her father nodded and leaned back into the water. Beks stood to one side and took a deep breath. Like she had done before in the rotunda, she released biha through her hands.

Her father’s eyes were open, looking up at the ceiling. Almost as soon as she released her biha, her father’s eyes widened.

“Beks....”

“I know, it’s a lot. Laz and Lucian told me,” she said. “It’s fine, Daddy. My biha well is deep.”

Her father furrowed his brows a bit, but didn’t stop her. Beks kept her eyes on her father’s exile marking. It remained dark and vibrant, without a hint of fading. At least, she thought it was supposed to fade. Since Beks had been unconscious when her exile marking disappeared, she didn’t know how exactly it happened.

All she knew was that when she woke up, it was gone. When Lucian found her, it had already disappeared.

She narrowed her eyes. Perhaps she needed more biha?

She increased her output.

Her father’s chest visibly rose as he took in a sharp breath. “The water is dense with biha, now.”

“Hmm...” Beks hummed, but frowned when the exile marking remained the same, as if it were mocking her failure. “What if....” She grasped her father’s forearm with one hand and cradled the back of his neck with the other. Still submerged beneath the surface of the pool, Beks poured even more biha directly from her hands onto her father’s skin.

This time, Robert shifted in the water. He tensed and she heard her mother call out.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s fine!” Robert shouted. “I just didn’t expect this....”

“Does it hurt?” Deo asked.

Robert grit his teeth. “I wouldn’t say it hurts....”

“Your expression says it’s not comfortable,” Laurence said. “Beks, how are you feeling?”

She’d shut her eyes in an effort to focus all her biha through her hands. “Fine,” she said behind gritted teeth.

It wasn’t convincing, but since at most, she looked focused, no one stopped her. They couldn’t know that the amount of biha she was expelling seemed to hit a wall. If she could describe it, it was as if the corridor she was channeling the biha to had clogged once it reached her father.

Robert’s brows knit as his eyes shut.

“How does it feel?” Deo asked.

“I can’t absorb any more biha,” Robert replied. He unclenched his teeth and frowned. “My biha well is full.”

There were a few murmurings above them, but Beks wasn’t paying attention. She continued to force biha into her father despite his wellbeing full. That was also what happened to her, wasn’t it? Her body could no longer hold all the bihar it absorbed, so she had biha explosion, which ejected her marking.

Robert took a deep breath.

“Does it hurt?” Beks asked.

“No. Keep going,” her father told her in a firm voice. “I’m fine.”

She didn’t think he was. Whatever he was feeling was causing him to sweat. Under normal circumstances, she would’ve stopped at once, but at the moment, she felt she’d come too far.

Beks continued to force biha into her father until he hissed. Beks looked down at her hands and saw a black cloud in the water. Her eyes widened and she moved her hand down his forearm. The black cloud in the water was coming from his marking.

I’m forcing it out...that’s what happened! The ink is biha rich and it’s being forced out because the body can’t absorb any more! As if she’d stumbled upon the answer, Beks focused all her biha on to her father’s markings.

Robert’s face was red and covered with sweat. He could barely stay afloat.

“Beks, I think that’s enough,” Deo called down.

“Almost done!” Her eyes were fixed on the marking that seemed to lift from her father’s skin like smoke. There was only a little shadow of the dark ink left. “A little more!”

“Is it working?” Laurence asked.

“Keep going!” Her father said as he grit his teeth. “It’s fine, I can take it! It’s nothing I haven’t had before!”

“Robert, you’ve been cut by swords and stabbed!” Sybil shouted. “What kind of comparison is that!”

“My daughter is almost done! Give her a moment!” Robert insisted.

Beks grit her teeth. A black inky cloud came from her other hand that cradled the back of her father’s neck. She could see part of it at her angle and it was almost completely faded.

“Daddy, hold your breath!” Beks said.

Robert did as he was told and Beks shoved him into the water, expelling as much biha as she could.

The water splashed around them, like a small explosion. Cries were heard from the platform above and Beks heard footsteps running down. She retracted her hands and saw her father’s pale, unmarked flesh.

A breathless huff escaped her as she stumbled back. “I did it....”

Robert shot up from the water, letting out the breath he’d held in as he lifted his hand to wipe the water off his face. As soon as his eyes were clear, he looked down at his arm.

“Hah...hah!” His loud laugh filled the cave as he turned towards Beks to show her his arm. “You did it! Snow Flower, you did it!”

Beks stood still, afraid that if she moved too quickly, her legs would give out and she’d fall into the water. She gave her father a single nod and he turned to the edge of the pool where his wife and son had rushed to. He lifted his arm proudly, showing it off as if he were bragging about his child’s art piece.

“It’s gone!” Deo unceremoniously snatched his father’s arm and pulled it forward, his eyes wide as he looked over the bare skin. He twisted his father’s arm, earning him a sharp glare before Robert pulled his hand back.

“What about your suppression marking?” Sybil asked. She knelt down and raised her hand to sweep aside his hair and look for the mark. Just like his arm, it was gone. Her eyes were wide as a breathless voice filled with awe escaped her. “Amazing....”

“All right!” Deo bent down and began removing his boots. “My turn!”

“Wait!” Beks held out her hand to stop him. As soon as she made the sharp movement, her legs faltered and she began to fall. Her father rushed out and grabbed her before she went under.

“Beks?”

“I’m fine! I’m fine! Just tired!” she said. “Give me a few minutes to rest. It’s a lot of energy exerted to remove the markings.”

Deo frowned. “Then we can do this another time. You should rest first.”

“No, no, I can do it now. I just need a moment to regain my strength.”

“And you can do that at home,” Deo told her. Their father dragged her weary body towards the edge and Deo began to pull her up.

“No! I’m fine!”

“You’re not fine if you can’t stand,” Laurence said above her. “Someone get her some towels. Beks, you are to rest for at least an hour.”

She tried to restrain a childish pout. “Fine.”

“And if you’re still unsteady in that hour, then we’ll wait two more.”

She choked and looked up at him with disbelief. “This isn’t as bad as a biha explosion.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Laurence told her. “If after two hours, you show the slightest hint of unsteadiness, we’re going back. We can return another day.”

Everyone around her seemed to nod in agreement, but Beks protested. “We came all the way here today!”

“It’s not far from the fortress,” her mother said as she knelt down and wiped Beks’ face. “You still need to remove my exile marking as well as your brother’s, so take your time to recover well and do it properly.”

Her mother’s words practical words subdued her and Beks nodded honestly. Her mother lifted her hand and removed all the water from Beks’ clothing before returning the mass to the pool. Now that she was dry, she could wear her furs again.

Robert climbed out of the pool and stretched out. Before anyone could stop him, he drew his hand back and let loose a stream of crackling fire that went through the falls. Water sprayed everyone and Sybil yelled at him to stop as she shielded Beks with her body.

Robert let out a laugh and beamed. “Did you see that, Sybil? I can use fire biha again!”

His wife lifted her hand and ran it down her face to wipe off the water before moving her hand to repeat the water collection process from everyone who had gotten splashed in Robert’s exhibition.

She glared at her husband. “You are lucky you are attractive.”

He grinned from ear to ear as Sybil reached out and pulled the water from his hair and clothes.

Laurence was looking at Beks with curiosity and she met his gaze. “Brother Laurence?”

“I can’t figure out why you can’t use biha directly as an element, but you can use it through a medium,” he said. “This isn’t life biha, right?”

Beks shook her head. “No, Lucian would’ve told me that at once.”

“It’s pure biha,” Robert said as he shrugged on a thin shirt. “Had I not known that Beks was the one releasing biha into the water, I would’ve thought it was bihar.”

Bihar specifically did not pass through a human. It was the most natural energy from the earth.

“But why water?” Laurence asked, looking confused. “Can she use it through air or earth?”

“Bihar moves far too easily through air, so it may be too difficult to control. Earth has the opposite problem in that it may not absorb the biha, but water is mutable enough for it to be dispersed and can be controlled,” Sybil said. She seemed to think for a moment. “Or in Beks’ case, it could be because she is a Lyone.”

Laurence looked confused and Deo turned to him. “Mommy’s Lyone bloodline has an affinity to water and sea creatures.”

“Some are stronger than others, and some may not have such an affinity,” Sybil said. “My aunt said that only half of men with the Lyone blood carry it, but more than half the women do. Beks may just have a natural affinity to water, so her biha can be spread through it easiest.”

“That’s true. It isn’t to say that Beks can’t disperse biha in other elements, but water may just be easiest,” Robert said as he stood beside his wife.

“But even if I can put biha into the water, I can’t control water,” Beks told them with a frown. This brought her back to her usual frustrating point: all that power with no way to use it. At least, not without something else.

She couldn’t very well travel with a retinue of different biha users or a pool for the rest of her life.

“Snow Flower,” her father said as he knelt in front of her. “You were able to do something that no other biha user was able to do. Do not think that your abilities are weak.”

“They’re not, but they are inconvenient,” Beks replied with a dull look. She let out a heavy sigh and nodded. “But you’re right. At the very least, I can do this.”

“It looks like you’ll have additional fire power when you retake the throne, Your Majesty,” Deo said as he looked at Laurence with a slight grin.

Laurence smiled and nodded. “I hope to retake it swiftly, with as little bloodshed and suffering of the masses as possible.”

“We want you to, as well, but those in power at the moment may not make it so,” Sybil said. “You should be prepared for blood.”

Laurence took a deep breath and nodded. “I am my mother’s son,” he said. “I was born into it.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Beks opened her eyes as she heard the knocking come from her door. At once, the image of a memorized tablet disappeared and she refocused on her dark room. She furrowed her brows. How long was she reading that she didn’t realize it had grown dark? The daylight hours for that part of Sagittate were few.

“One moment,” she said as she rolled off her bed and put her bedroom shoes on. She felt around for the oil lamps and turned three on around the room. The large light fixture above her room hadn’t been lit, but the oil lamps would be enough.

It was a pain to have to lower the fixture down and light the candles. It was different if her brother or father could do it for her.

Once the room was bright enough, she walked to her door and opened it.

Lady Eleanor beamed and behind her Laurence smiled. “We brought you something good.”

Beks raised her brows and stepped aside, holding the door open to let them in. They walked towards the low round table with the chairs and chaise beside it.

“What did you bring me?” Beks asked as she closed the door.

The king and his fiancée took a seat on the chaise and Laurence put a book and a pile of papers on to the table.

“Your education has always focused on history, politics, and law,” Laurence told her. “You likely know all the nobles worth mentioning, especially anyone who has been in court, but outside of some basic information that everyone knows, you’re lacking in social knowledge.”

That wasn’t criticism so much as a fact. Beks never had a chance to look into all the nobles, especially more regional ones, due to time and lack of interest. Just the nobles who showed up often and she crossed paths within court were the most important to her, as they were who she had to deal with most often.

“I wasn’t allowed to leave the royal grounds,” she added. How could she socialize if she weren’t allowed to?

“Aside from safety concerns, the late Queen didn’t want you to be tainted by the foolishness of some of your peers,” Lady Eleanor said. “This also means she didn’t want you to be used as a pawn, especially when you were a child.”

Beks nodded and took a seat across from them. She knew that, as well. After all, if someone couldn’t manipulate an obstinate queen or her heir, there were other princes and Beks who could be turned into tools. It wasn’t a far-fetched idea, and even Luther had to be reminded by his father multiple times that so-and-so could not be trusted or to limit his contact with another’s child.

“I understand that,” she said. “But I mainly dealt with nobles in the city, and the high-ranking ones. They are the loudest in court.”

Laurence scowled with distaste. “Unfortunately,” he muttered. “Regardless, you are well aware that there is a social aspect to governing. So, we’ve brought you this.”

Lady Eleanor patted the thick book on the table and beamed. Beks craned her neck. It was a directory of nobility. She’d seen a few older copies in the Gilded Palace. The book referenced nobles by location, starting in the central region, which included Kadmium, and then going east to south to west and ending in the north.

Maps were included of territories and they were listed from Duke down to local lord. It was particularly useful for tax purposes.

What made this copy interesting was that there were pieces of paper wedged between pages that appeared to be notes. And the book’s title was in Sagittater, meaning the book itself was in Sagittater.

Curious, Beks reached forward and picked it up.

“We didn’t have one of our own, so the Duke allowed us to use this copy to begin compiling a reference of marriages and business connections,” Lady Eleanor told her. “Typically, the book just notes the territory, basic family information, and current leader and their heir, but it doesn’t cover whose child married into another family and what families are doing business with each other.”

Beks flipped through the pages and found that the notes were written in Jasper, but the text of the book was in Sagittater, as she expected. She looked up at the couple. “Were you able to read this?”

Laurence laughed as Lady Eleanor covered her lips to keep from laughing out loud. Laurence nodded. “We can’t speak it very well, but we can read Sagittater.”

Beks snapped her head. “You can read Sagittater? Since when?”

“For years,” Lady Eleanor said. “It was your mother tongue, so we thought it would be good to learn. In addition, it’s the mother tongue of the Caroline Duchy.”

Laurence nodded. “We read it better than we speak and hear it, though.”

Beks looked back down at the book and nodded. “I see...”

“But never mind that. How can that impress you?” Lady Eleanor said with a grin. “You speak several languages and read different scripts. You also just learned a new one after you cracked its code.”

“I had help,” Beks said. She really did. Lady Eleanor just gave her a knowing look.

“Take a look at the book,” Laurence said. “We’ve been pouring over it for days as we didn’t think you had enough of a reference. You need to know these for what we’re going to do.”

“Yes, you never know what information will be necessary,” Lady Eleanor told her.

Beks flipped through the notes and found them rather detailed, particularly where marriages that were for the sake of business were noted. Such information could come very much in handy.

“Where did you get all this information?” she asked. She knew that Nexus could get it for her, but that would mean she’d need to know where it started. She couldn’t have them do marriage and business checks with every single noble and aristocrat in the kingdom. That was a time-consuming process and Nexus was currently busy making Luther’s rule difficult.

“Eleanor,” Laurence said as he reached over and grasped his fiancée’s hand. He gave her a loving expression and Lady Eleanor nodded once.

“I am the future wife of this king,” she said, giving Laurence a teasing squeeze of his hand as she met his gaze. “As his spouse, this sort of social knowledge is something I need to know.”

Beks looked up. She hadn’t expected that considering Lady Eleanor was always practicing the sword and didn’t seem very interested in social gatherings. Then again, being interested and doing research about political necessity were different things.

“My lady has done a remarkable job,” Beks said sincerely. She squinted as she read the documents. “Incredible...even down to local lords who were given only titles, but no land.”

“Most of those are based on service they’ve done to the kingdom,” Lady Eleanor said. “They received a lump sum of money, as well, but what’s important is that many of them engaged in some sort of business.”

Beks noticed that as she scanned the papers. She recognized many names, but didn’t know that they were so intricately tied with other families to the extent they were. Someone’s wife was from one powerful family, and each of their children was married to someone of influence. Those people had extended family who married others to create a vast network.

Beks stopped as she looked over some papers.

“Kadmus doesn’t have surnames of saints or Esuser words,” Beks said as she narrowed her eyes. “There are some prominent families here who patron the Temple and it looks like some of their children had married orphans.”

Laurence tilted his head to the side. “How can you tell they are orphans?”

“When a child is placed into a Temple-run orphan, they received Esuser text surnames, like the new oracle or, if they are a boy and are raised to become a paladin, are given the surname of a saint with the titular ‘saint’ in front of it,” Beks said. “The paladin who I stabbed in the hand was surnamed St. Moore for example.”

Laurence frowned. “Perhaps it was a parent or someone in their line that had such a name and they carried it.”

Beks shook her head. She’d done a lot of reading. “Those surnames cannot be passed down, as they ‘belong’ to the Temple. It’s a badge of honor and even when married, they won’t change their surname.”

Lady Eleanor leaned forward and took one of the sheets Beks held out to show them. “The Halgers...they’re a count family and are well-known for patronizing the Temple. The Great Temple of Kadmium has a marble statue in their foyer that was paid for and donated by the Halgers.”

“The one with the gilded robe?” Laurence asked, raising a brow. Lady Eleanor nodded.

“They can do what they want with their money.” She shrugged.

“Two of their daughters and a son joined the Temple.” Beks continued to read as she looked over the paper. “The son joined the Koskeria Expedition ten years ago that went to search for the Muil Solar Stone, said to be the solidified heart of Saint Ingrid, the first priestess of Xeria.”

“The goddess of destruction?” Lady Eleanor asked.

“She’s more the goddess of order by rebirth or regeneration,” Beks said. “But since those only happen when there is destruction, she carries the unfair nickname.”

“Did they find the stone?” Laurence asked.

Beks raised a brow. “Weren’t you the one who wrote this?”

“Eleanor wrote it.”

Lady Eleanor sighed. “No. They didn’t. In fact, that son went missing along with the entire expedition.”

“I would think that after such a tragedy, the family would distance themselves from the Temple,” Beks said with a hum.

Lady Eleanor shook her head. “They’re always donating things, saying they are in the name of their son. The daughters left the family home and it is presumed they went to the Temple with their husbands or at least to the river basin.” Lady Eleanor frowned a bit. “But I always thought it was strange.” She shifted in her seat. “The son who disappeared was thought to be an illegitimate son, since before he was born, the Count and Countess were separated. Still, Count Halger had him listed as a child of the family. It wouldn’t seem so suspicious if it weren’t for the fact that while the other siblings were present for social gatherings, that son was not.”

“You’re saying he’s not favored.”

“Isn’t it strange that they’d give donations on behalf of an unfavored child? Who knows if he had voluntarily joined the expedition or if he was forced....”

“To get rid of him?” Laurence frowned. “But if it was a high-profile expedition by the Temple, wouldn’t it be seen as honorable?”

Beks raised her hand to her head and rubbed it as a slight throbbing came through.

“Are you all right?” Lady Eleanor asked at once.

Beks nodded as thoughts seemed to spring up in her head. “I’m fine,” she said. “But...I’ll need to keep these notes. There were six Muil Stones of Xeria’s six priests and priestesses. At least two of those relics are still missing, and one just recently.”

“Which one?” Laurence asked.

“My guess is the hand of St. Cormac,” Beks said. “Lucian and Laz said that a chest was empty in Lucian’s attacked caravan. A chest that should’ve been housing a relic. Where did they just come from? The St. Cormac shrine, where the holy relic that sanctified it was the petrified hand of St. Cormac.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 43 - Use Them As Bait


                “Send it all to a contact in the Port of Black Sands,” Beks said as she sat in front of her urapearl and spoke to Mr. Kesse.  “I will arrange for someone to retrieve it.”

Mr. Kesse nodded and looked down at what appeared to be a piece of paper where he’d jotted down notes.  “Collecting some of this information will take time, my lady.  Our resources at the Temple cannot gather so much at once.”

Beks shook her head, understanding.  “As long as we are able to retrieve the information within a few months.  Let’s focus on whatever you can find regarding the goddess Xeria and the parties surrounding previous oracles.  I apologize for having you do repeat work.  The histories of the previous oracles that I had been given before was left in the Old Tower when I was exiled.”

She never finished reading the history of the oracles, and thus didn’t memorize all the pages, so she needed a second copy.  In addition, after reviewing the information on Kadmus nobles that Laurence and Lady Eleanor provided her, she found that several families were strong patrons of the Temple and all of those families had significant wealth, property, and businesses.  It wasn’t abnormal for nobles to have those, but they donated not only money and the labor of their people, but had children join the Temple.

Nobles typically did not join the Temple.  Patroning it, yes, but having multiple family members join as priests, priestesses, or simply just attendants, was strange, as clergy were considered almost servile to Kadmus nobles.  Orphans joined the Temple.  Poor children went to the Temple to survive.  Occasionally, a widow or older unmarried woman became a nun.

In the case of Lucian, there was an underlying political reason: the family wanted the Temple’s favor.

“Yes, my lady.”

“Lastly, has the Fourth Prince tried to sell any additional royal lands?”

“No, my lady.  No additional lands have been posted privately or publicly for sale.  After we acquired Green Meadows, the tenants were arranged to pay their rent to us and any horses, including foals, for sale will first be offered to the Dawn Company.”

Beks cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes a bit.  “The breeders of Green Meadows were royal purveyors of horses.  They supplied the bulk of war and draft horses for the legions.  Did they accept this?”

“Yes, as the previous arrangement of horses to the legions fell through.  Once the Fourth Prince took control, to limit spending, he put a freeze on various ‘luxuries’ purchased by the kingdom, including horses and replacement military supplies.  The court has agreed to hold on the purchases, but there is no confirmation on when the purchasing will resume.”

That meant that the breeders were stuck with products they couldn’t sell and wanted to get rid of.  “Have the animals properly prepared for the roles, as they may be used sooner rather than later.”

“Yes, my lady.  It has also been reported that the wedding date has officially been scheduled and the new oracle has made a prophecy.”

Beks raised a brow.  “A significant one?”

Mr. Kesse nodded his head once.  “The Empress of Langshe will pass within one moon.”

Beks sat up straight, though her face didn’t change expression.  The Empress of Langshe was Uncle Timur’s eldest sister, named Saranjerel, and born of the same mother.  The age difference was significant and when Uncle Timur’s mother died at childbirth, it was the Empress who raised him, all while fighting tooth and nail for the throne.

She had ruled for a long period of time and Langshe had flourished under her control.

“One moon...is she ill?”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “Our sources are very limited and delayed when it comes to Langshe, but yes.  It seems that the Empress of Langshe is very ill and the seasonal move to the Equinox Palace from the Summer Palace has not occurred.”

Beks felt her chest tighten. The Empress, as far as she knew, was quite healthy for her age. This illness didn’t seem right, but if the court did not move, then it was serious.

Langshe had three capital cities and the entire court would move every season to a different capital.  Spring and autumn were in the Equinox Palace in the temperate eastern coast; winter was spent in the Winter Palace on the tropical southern coast, and summer was in the Summer Palace, on the peaks of the Great Eastern Mountain Range just above the steppes that separated Langshe from the rest of the politically fragmented continent.

The Summer Palace was considered the ancient homeland of Langshe and it was where the imperial family was buried.  Uncle Timur was buried in Kadmium, in Kadmus’ Royal Catacombs, but a lock of his hair and his saddle had been sent for ceremonial symbolic burial to Langshe by the late Queen, citing that her Second Consort would wish part of him to be ‘home’.

The seasonal court move was important and if it didn’t happen, it could only mean that the monarch could not travel.

“What is the status of Crown Prince Zhanzhin?” The older first cousin of Lazarus and Lucian was the only surviving child of Empress Saran, and though Beks had never personally met him, she knew him from correspondence on trade.

From what she knew of him, he would be an excellent emperor and had confidence that the alliance between Kadmus and Langshe would remain strong for at least another generation.

“Crown Prince Zhanzhin is facing opposition from his uncle, Prince Tarkan.”

Beks resisted the urge to make an annoyed face at the fact that she didn’t know who Prince Tarkan was.  The previous emperor, Uncle Timur’s father, had the maximum of five wives and numerous mistresses.

Children of mistresses were ineligible for a royal title and benefits, what more a claim to the throne.  However, the children of the five wives, both male and female, had equal claim, as primogeniture was not the method of inheriting the throne.  The reigning monarch would name their heir after they selected them from amongst their children.

Beks didn’t know how many children the previous emperor had or how many survived to adulthood; only that Uncle Timur was very close to his eldest sister to the point that even though he married ‘out’ of the empire, he retained his status, property in Langshe, and secured titles and inheritances for his twin sons.

He even wanted to bring Beks back one day to meet his family.

“Who is this uncle?” Beks asked.  “How strong is his claim?”  Technically, the throne should go from monarch to their child, not to a sibling, niece, or nephew, unless the monarch did not have an heir of their own.  But Empress Saran did.

“Prince Tarkan is a younger brother of Empress Saran, through the late Emperor’s second wife.”  Uncle Timur and the Empress’ mother were born of the first wife.

Beks took a deep breath.  “Find out more for me, including what he may be considering that will affect Kadmus’ trade and if he has thoughts of expansion.  Also watch for any news on how the Fourth Prince and his court react to news of the Empress’ impending death.  As a close ally, they will need to support either the Crown Prince or his uncle.  I want to know who they favor.”

The Langshe Empire had been an unmovable stronghold that hadn’t lost or gained territory for over a thousand years.  They didn’t seem to want to expand, but she couldn’t be too wary of an ambitious man who wanted to snatch the throne from his nephew.  In addition, she wanted to know who Luther would side with as if they got support from Langshe, it could become complicated.

“Yes, my lady.”

A knock came from Beks’ door, but she didn’t look towards it.  She made a mental note to inform the twins as soon as she could.  If the Empress’ brother took control and became a threat to either Kadmus or Laurence, they would need to defend against it.  “That will be all for now, Mr. Kesse.  Thank you.”  She gave the man a nod and he bowed his head before the urapearl darkened.

Beks stood up and walked to her door.  A man in a Thirnir uniform saluted her.  “My lady, you are requested in the great hall.  Commander General Caroline has returned.

Beks gave him a nod and followed behind him.

She reached the great hall shortly and found that most of her family had gathered, along with Laurence and Lady Eleanor, who were seated on her parents’ usual seats as those of a higher rank.  Her parents were seated in lesser chairs on either side of the couple.

Below the three steps leading up to the great chairs was a tall woman with tightly braided dark-red hair in a modified Thirnir uniform.  As Beks entered, several eyes turned towards her and she bowed to her parents and Laurence.

“Beks!  Quickly come and greet your aunt.”  Her mother beckoned her forward.

Beks marched to the front and stood to the side, beside her brother and bowed towards the woman.  “Welcome home, Aunt Hilga.”

She heard the woman in front of her take a deep breath as she lifted her head.  The middle-aged woman’s full lips were curled up with a satisfied smile as she looked at Beks up and down.  She gave a nod of approval as her gray eyes crinkled up.  “The same to you, my eldest niece.”

Satisfied with the exchange, Robert opened his mouth.  “Your aunt-”

“Hilga, my love!”  Before Beks’ father could begin speaking, an elated voice came from the hall.  From the same entrance from which Beks had come through, a tall, slender man with long, flowing pale hair and thin rimmed glasses shot through the doorway.  His eyes seemed to only see her aunt standing in the hall.  His arms were thrown open and from the corner of her eye, Beks could see her brother let out an exasperated sigh.

The Duchy’s head accountant seemed to want to fling himself against Hilga, only to be stopped by Hilga’s extended hand.  “Stop.”  Olander Jacobhaal seemed to freeze in mid step, just an arm’s length away from his beloved wife.  “I am still reporting.”

Beks watched her uncle by marriage look at her aunt with disappointment before turning his eyes to her father and narrowing them, as if blaming Robert for getting in the way of their touching reunion.  After all, Hilga spent the majority of the year at the Northern Pass.

Robert let out a slight snort.  “I did not summon you.  Why did you come?”

“My wife has returned!”  Olander replied, as if it were obvious.

“The Treasury is outside the main fortress, out of view of the main entrance.” Robert frowned.  “How did you know she arrived?”

Olander sneered and crossed his arms over his chest.  “What kind of man can’t sense when his soulmate is near?”

Beks was certain she wasn’t the only one in the great hall who was staring at her uncle as if he had just said the most ridiculous thing.  Robert took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  Somehow, Beks understood that her uncle’s lovesick reaction was not only common, but common enough that it annoyed her father.  And likely everyone else in that room.

Robert gave his sister a lazy wave of his hand.  “Hilga, deal with your idiot husband.”

“Apologies, Brother Robert.”  Hilga gave her older brother a small, apologetic bow.  She looked back at her husband.  “Husband, return to the Treasury.”  Her voice was dull and was more an order than a request.

Olander deflated for a bit, but remained in place.  Hilga looked back at her brother, who gave her a roll of his eyes and then a nod.  Hilga approached her husband and took his hand, pulling him out the door.

“Who told him?” Robert asked in a low voice.

“Daddy, I’m fairly certain he really did sense Aunt Hilga’s return,” Deo replied.

“How?” Lady Eleanor seemed confused.

Beks glanced towards the hall where the couple had walked through.  “Maybe he smelled her…like a hound.”

Robert shuddered in his seat.  “I never should’ve approved of her marrying him.”

Sybil smirked, remaining where she sat with her back against the chair and her legs crossed.  “As if you would be able to stop him.”

A moment later, Hilga returned.  Her hair had a few more strands of hair out of the braid and the top of her uniform coat was suspiciously out of place, but no one pointed it out.  She bowed her head to the seated pairs in front of her in apology.

Robert looked back at Beks.  “As I was saying, your aunt has returned as she has received word that the Fourth Prince wishes to hand over control of the Northern Pass to one of the battalions.”

Beks frowned at once and narrowed her eyes.  “You mean they want to remove the Northern Pass from the control of the Carolines?  Why are they only doing so now?”  It had been months since they were exiled.

“Because they can’t find the Northern Pass.”  Her aunt spoke up beside her and Beks turned her head.  “Once we were notified of your exile, we hid the Northern Pass by manipulating the known routes that would lead them there and redirecting anyone who came to look for it.”

“The climate in the Northern Pass makes it difficult to navigate to begin with,” Deo told her.  “If the sentries that lead up to the Northern Pass disappear, there is essentially no guidance.  Those who rarely or have never been there will likely get lost in the tundra.  In fact, it’s almost certain that they would.”

Beks frowned more so and looked at her aunt.  “Do you know how many have been sent to retake it?”

“As of right now, two vanguards, several messengers, and the battalion that has been sent to replace us have been redirected and lost.  Our sources in the legion’s organization division have reported that there is a lot of confusion and frustration, as the groups are running out of food and encountering difficulties in the terrain.  Aside from the weather and dangerous landscape, there are ice beasts on our side of the Northern Pass,” Hilga said.  “However, as of right now, no one has been able to retake the Northern Pass.”

“How did you return?” If no one could get to the Northern Pass, how could her aunt leave?  Furthermore, the narrow peninsula that linked Sagittate to the mainland had been destroyed to isolate the duchy from Kadmus’ forces.

“Your mother sent a ship to a meeting point,” Hilga replied.  “I’ve come to request and escort reinforcements.  Our family cannot abandon the Northern Pass; no other group can guard it like we can.”

“That’s true, but the beast migration isn’t supposed to happen yet, so the Northern Pass should be fairly stable at the moment,” Deo said as his eyes narrowed.

Their aunt pursed her lips.  “There is volcanic activity in the peaks and our sentries have documented an increase in migration of ice beasts.  It is not unheard of for the migration to start earlier.”

“But this much earlier?” Laurence leaned forward and frowned.

“The migration is based on volcanic activity, Your Majesty.  The eruption that is due seems to be coming sooner than expected.  Once it starts, the migration will begin and we will need to divert much of the Caroline army to ensure that the ice beasts did not escape the Northern Pass,” Hilga told him.

Robert frowned.  “Once the ice beasts reach the tundra, they will be difficult to isolate.”

“And it’s a clear path to the rest of Kadmus as while there are hills, there are no sizable mountain ranges that will detour them like the Giant’s Ridge,” Beks said.  “Ice beasts also react negatively to heat.”

“The warmer the climate, the more difficult they are to control and more erratic their behavior.  They become more dangerous the more south they go,” Sybil said.  She also took a deep breath as she pondered the situation.

Laurence leaned back against his seat and frowned.   This posed a problem for Laurence, as he needed the Caroline army to support him should Luther refuse to give up the throne.  He already didn’t have enough military support as it was.  At the same time, the Caroline army needed to send a sizable amount of people to guard the Northern Pass during the beast migration.

If they didn’t, civilian lives would be in great danger.  Laurence wasn’t on his throne, but Beks knew that to him, these were his people and he couldn’t simply leave them to be crushed under a beast tide.

“Ice beasts can survive in warmer climates, but they become much more violent and pose a danger to rural areas,” he said.  “If enough make it out of the Northern Pass, they could create havoc.”

“It would be difficult to capture them once they’re on the tundra as there are few resources for them to survive.  They’d keep going south until they found those resources and by then, they would reach settlements,” Hilga told them.  “The most efficient way to keep them from going south is to block the Northern Pass.”

The Northern Pass wasn’t a narrow canyon path, like the passes on the Giant’s Ridge.  The Northern Pass was a series of small hills and dried, ancient riverbeds that separated two jagged mountain ranges.  Beks thought of it as a series of gates that were always open.  Since Sagittate joined the kingdom, they had been guarding the Northern Pass by closing off portions of it to limit the occasional ice beast migration.

However, manmade structures were easily broken down with the combination of blizzard conditions and beasts attempting to pass through.  Even the fortress from where they based themselves was on a mountain top, nestled into the mountain itself and away from the ice beasts.

Biha users that manipulated water, wind, and earth were constantly repairing structures to keep ice beasts from wandering south.  During periods of migration, there were far more beasts and those beasts were in a frenzy to try to escape the volcanic activity that triggered the migrations.

The earthen and ice walls wouldn’t hold.  Thus, during times of migration, much of the Caroline Duchy’s army would move closer to the Northern Pass to assist in diverting the beasts, repairing the structures, and hunting down the beasts that made it through before they could reach the settlements.

“How strong is the volcanic activity?” Robert asked from his seat.  “Or rather, how much time do we have?”  “Two, perhaps three months at most,” Hilga said.  “The bulk of the army was hidden when you were exiled and they require your approval to be posted.”

Robert raised a brow.  “This could’ve been an urapearl call.”

“I also came to see my family and Beks,” Hilga said.  “It has been a while and we’ve been busy both guarding the pass and diverting the people Kadmus sent.”

Robert’s fingers tapped on the arms of the chair.

“Order the army to the Northern Pass,” Laurence said suddenly.  Everyone in the room looked towards him, but he didn’t falter.  “Though I am displaced, my people are still my people.  I cannot leave them to suffer.”

Robert raised a brow.  “The migration will last until the volcanic activity eases.  This could take a week to several months.”

“You don’t have that much time to wait, Your Majesty,” Sybil told him.  “The longer your brother sits on the throne, the more difficult it will be to remove him.”

Laurence’s chest rose and fell with a deep breath.  He shook his head, unmoved.  “If the Caroline army is not sent to secure the Northern Pass, there will be a beast tide coming down.  This will cause an emergency for Luther and his court.  It will distract them and they’d have to rearrange sources to deal with the emergency....” His eyes narrowed.  “But how many people will die?”

“But you need the army as the chances of the Fourth Prince returning the throne are unlikely,” Lady Eleanor pointed out with some uncertainty.  “At best, other than the Caroline army, we have the Wild Dogs, but the Fourth Prince has the command of the rest of the military, including my family’s army that was confiscated.  We don’t know who will side with us.”   Her face paled.  “There is always a chance that the rest of the legions will not.”

Beks lowered her eyes.  “How do you know that they won’t?”  Several pairs of eyes looked back at her and she lifted her head.  “We are not the only ones who disagree with Luther acting as king.  Despite the court’s decision, there were those who had reservations.  Even when Luther was seen as the only viable option, there was plenty of doubt on his ability.

“Right now, the royal treasury is depleted.  Luther and the new oracle have set a date for a wedding and it will be extravagant.  There are rumors about cuts and freezes of various programs that are very popular in the kingdom, causing disapproval from not only the masses, but various nobles and leaders.  In general, Luther is not seen as a competent king,” she told them.

“Moreso that you’re not there,” Lady Eleanor added.  “The people may not know the extent of your work, but whether the nobles admit it or not, they know that Luther is far less effective without you.  He’ll listen to the wrong people.”

Beks nodded her head once.  “Many only agreed to give Luther the throne because he was their only choice.  If it is verified that Brother Laurence is alive and wants the crown, he will have supporters.”

Lady Eleanor sat up straight.  “We know who’d be staunch supporters of Laurence.”

Laurence held out his hand to pause her words.  He looked at Beks.  “I know I have supporters, but I worry that if we make my survival known too soon, Luther and the Third Consort will try to take countermeasures.  They could be anything from sending assassins after us to shaking my support base before they can be of use.”

“Then arrange it in secret,” Beks replied, as if it were simple.

“What if they don’t believe us?” Lady Eleanor asked with some worry.  “My family will, but others may not show their support until they see Laurence is alive and well.  By then, the Fourth Prince and his father will be alarmed and go on the offensive.”

Beks took a deep breath.  She was also worried that they’d reveal themselves too soon, as well.  If they reached out to the wrong supporters, they could be cut off.

“Then send out your own vanguard.”

“It is too dangerous for you to be my vanguard,” Laurence said with a concerned frown.

Beks shook her head.  “Not me,” she said.  “You need someone whose appearance is sudden and unexpected to catch the court off guard.  They should also be able to protect themselves and show their support for you.”

Deo looked at her.  “Perhaps Uncle Erik or Uncle Harald?”

Beks smiled and shook her head.  “They need to stay and protect the duchy while the army is in the Northern Pass.”

“Then who do you suggest?” Robert asked as he gave her a curious look.

“Lazarus and Lucian,” Beks replied as she lifted her chin.  “With the backing of the Wild Dogs.”
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“They’re my brothers.  I don’t want to use them as...as bait,” Laurence said as he paced the old library.  Beks was walking around a large table, pinning down the corners of a large map of the Sevoy continent with thick books.

“They’re not bait; they’re there to rattle the court, Luther, and seek out support for you,” Beks said as she placed the last two books on one corner.

Laurence turned around and looked at her with a disapproving frown.  “What if Luther or his father attack them?”

“If they march into Kadmium suddenly, they won’t have time to be attacked.  The number of Wild Dogs outnumber the number of royal guards stationed in the capital,” Beks replied.  “The Wild Dogs were given the order to scatter and disappear.  I am certain that if given the order, they can suddenly reappear outside the city gates, giving no warning to Luther and catching him and his supporters off guard.”

“Then what?” Laurence asked with a frown.  “What if they’re suddenly surrounded?  Trapped in the city?”

“With what army?” Beks almost scoffed.  “Brother, the legions, and navy have been shuffled.  You’ve been notified, haven’t you?”

Laurence thought for a moment.  “I mainly heard that the navy has overstepped and gone beyond our territorial waters.”

“Do we know where the legions have been sent?” Lady Eleanor asked.

Beks raised her brows and traced the borders of Kadmus on the map.  “Around the borders.  They seem to be looking for us...or guarding against us.”

“So, what you’re saying is that they don’t expect our arrival from within,” Lady Eleanor said, leaning forward on her chair with interest.

“Even if they weren’t, if they find out that  Laurence, the rightful king, is alive and returning after recuperating, they will not attack so easily.”

“What if they do?”  Laurence remained unconvinced.

Lady Eleanor leaned back on her chair at the far end of the table, eating dried squid jerky.  She looked up at her fiancé.  “Then the Second Prince can lay siege to the Gilded Palace and hold the Fourth Prince hostage until you return.”

“Listen to the marquis’ daughter,” Beks said, pointing a book at Lady Eleanor.  “She knows what she’s talking about.”

Laurence gave her a dull look in response.  “This plan is based on the notion that Luther will accept Laz back with open arms.  If an entire battalion appeared at your gate, would you be so welcoming?”

“It depends on why they appeared at my gate,” Beks said.  “To lay siege.  Of course not.  But to arrive in triumph to bring glory to the empire and thus my reign?  My arms are indeed open.”

Laurence ran a hand down his face.  “Is Lazarus willing to do this?”

“He is loyal to you, Brother.  If you approve of this order, he will fulfill it,” Beks said with the utmost confidence.

Laurence still shook his head.  “I want to discuss this with them first.”

“Yes, we’ll return to the island sooner rather than later,” Beks said as she placed her hands on the edge of the table and hunched over the map.  “I have something to discuss with them, as well.”  Beks tapped the mountain range where Langshe's Summer Palace was located.  “The new oracle prophesied that within a month, Empress Saran will pass.”

Laurence frowned.  “Was she ill?  The Empress has always been very healthy, even for her age.”  Langshe’s Empress was at least fifteen or so years older than the late Queen.

“I don’t know the exact details of her illness,” Beks said.  In fact, she wouldn’t be surprised if it weren’t an illness at all.

“Then, we will need to consider what to send to Prince Zhanzhin, both as condolences and to show our support of his rule as an ally....” Laurence trailed off and his eyes squinted.  “Empress Saran is Laz and Lucian’s only full paternal aunt.  She cares for them deeply; if they are able, they should go.  Sending them would also show our support for Prince Zhanzhin.”

“About the heir....” Beks said as she looked across the table.  “Their uncle appears to also want the throne.”

“What?”  Laurence frowned at once.  A destabilized ally was problematic.  They didn’t need that right now.

Beks held out her hand to stop him.  “This brings me to another concern.  Laz and Lucian are first cousins with Crown Prince Zhanzhin.  In addition, you and I are also on good terms politically and economically with him.  It is obvious that in a fight for the Langshe throne, we would side with the Crown Prince.  But, it isn’t certain that Luther and his supporters would.”

“They don’t know that Laz and Lucian are alive and well, but even so, I wouldn’t put it past the Fourth Prince’s people to side with the other party just to go against the twins,” Lady Eleanor said.

Laurence’s frown deepened.  “If they support Prince Tarkhan, Prince Tarkhan will likely support Luther in return.”

The mood in the library sank.

“It would take the combined armies of several kingdoms on Sevoy to match the size of Langshe’s army,” Lady Eleanor said as she lowered her hand from her mouth, her face filled with hesitation and concern.  “What’s more, they have a formidable cavalry.  If they support the Fourth Prince, we’re in an even dire situation.”

Laurence’s lips tightened into a line.  “I know.  It was Uncle Timur’s Red Iron Calvary that supported my mother’s claim to the throne.  They prevented her brothers and father’s allies abroad from aiding them, effectively cutting off foreign support.”

Lady Eleanor closed her eyes.  “We’re short of a military, faced with an impending beast migration, and now our greatest economic ally may become our enemy.  All this before we can even set foot on the mainland,” she said as she grit her teeth.

“The timing is not opportune,” Beks replied with a wry smile.  “Let’s not forget the Temple.  We still don’t know what they’re doing getting so involved in Kadmus.”

“It isn’t certain that Prince Tarkhan will take control,” Laurence said as he eyed the map.  “Crown Prince Zhanzhin has long been named heir and has a good reputation.”

“Brother,” Beks said, lifting her head to meet his gaze.  “So did you.”

The library was quiet and a shadow of disappointment and frustration crossed Laurence’s face.  Lady Eleanor looked at him with worry.

Nothing was certain.  Even though he had started his duties as king and his inheritance was uncontested, before he was properly crowned, Laurence had a suspicious accident that led him to where he was now.  What if the same thing happened to Crown Prince Zhanzhin?

Laurence took a step back and reached out to steady himself on a chair.  “If Langshe puts its military behind Luther....”  He trailed off as dread seemed to fill him.

Beks looked back at the map.  “Langshe doesn’t support Luther.  Its military would support whoever is on the Langshe throne, and will act in accordance with the will of the Emperor.  There is still the chance that Prince Tarkhan would refuse to get involved after he himself seizes power.  If he seizes power.  He should be too busy asserting his authority to rule at that time, but who knows what he’d do.  As long as they don’t get involved, we don’t have to worry about outside pressure.”

“But what if they do?” Lady Eleanor asked.

Beks’ eyes followed the dotted line that was the border of Langshe territory along the steps.  “We should not allow it to come to that.”

Laurence lifted his head and frowned.  “You want to get involved in a foreign power struggle?  Rebecca of Caroline, have you lost your mind?  We are already outnumbered.  We can’t lose any more people.”

She let out a small snort and raised her eyes.  “But if we help the Crown Prince secure his position, he will back us.”

“Are you sure about that?” Laurence asked.

“All right, he wouldn’t back us,” Beks answered.  “He would support his cousins.”

“How do you know this?” Lady Eleanor asked.  “Laz and Lucian are princes of another kingdom.”

“It is something I am willing to gamble on,” Beks said.  “This is all speculation so far.  The Empress is still alive and the new oracle may be wrong, but it is something we should consider and prepare for.  We will be enroute to the island in a few days.  Our information won’t be as current as what information they’ll receive in Kadmium.”

“It is good to be prepared for all possibilities,” Laurence said.  He rubbed his forehead and closed his eyes.  “Regardless, I want to discuss this with the twins.”

Beks nodded.  As she looked back at the map, she pointed out where the island was and then traced her finger across the span of water separating it from the southern coast of Kadmus.  The Forbidden Valley wasn’t far away and jutted out into the sea.  Without a word, Beks estimated that the area was likely where the land bridge had been before it sunk into the ocean.

“Your Majesty.”  The door opened and Robert stepped inside, followed by his sister.  “The order has been given to send the bulk of the Caroline army, including seventy-five percent of our biha-users, to the Northern Pass.”

Laurence frowned.  “Seventy-five percent?  Is the remaining enough to secure the island?”

“Without the land bridge, the only way in is by boat,” Robert replied.  “The Kadmus navy does not patrol this far and it is unlikely they’d get past Stromwal.  Ships launched from the shore are an easy matter to take care of.”

Laurence nodded.  “And when do we leave for the island?”

“At the end of the week.  Two of the ships escorting Leviathan’s Throne will escort and cover the ships and bring some of our people to the drop off point.”

Laurence furrowed his brows.  “I didn’t know there was another port this far north.”

Robert shook his head.  “It’s not a permanent port, Your Majesty.” “Oh...then it is relocated or disassembled?” Laurence asked. “Or is it just a shoreline?”

“It’s made of ice,” Beks replied from behind him.  Laurence and Lady Eleanor turned to look at her.  “Aunt Hilga came because she is one of the few water biha users that can control ice.  The port is made of ice each time it needs to be used.”

Robert chuckled and nodded.  “Once the ship sets sail, the port returns to the sea.”

“The northern coasts are too dangerous for normal ports,” Beks added.  “Ice ports are created as needed to fit the situation.”

Laurence looked taken aback.  “I didn’t know that was possible.”

“You’ve never had to need it,” Robert replied.  “If you don’t know there is a problem, why would you think of a solution?”  His eyes drifted to his daughter.  “And speaking of solution, the Caroline army will be indisposed for an unknown amount of time.  Aside from the Wild Dogs, who else can back His Majesty?”

“Daddy, I am sure you can think of a few off the top of your head, and word from you will have more weight with them than the Second and Third Prince appearing,” Beks said as she crossed her arms over her chest.

Laurence looked at Robert with curiosity.

Robert met his gaze and sighed.  “Your Majesty, are you forgetting that there are Five Great Houses?  Though their military might is smaller than ours, combined, they are not insignificant.  We only need to notify them when the time is right.”

“The Five Great Houses?”  Excitement filled Laurence’s face before he faltered.  “But, how do we contact them without Luther knowing?  His party must be watching the other duchies during this period of time.”

“That’s true,” Beks replied with a small nod.  “Any noble with significant influence is likely being watched for fear of betrayal.  If they’re suspected, their freedom to move and influence could be hindered.  There are also plenty of lower ranked nobles who are waiting for the other duchies to follow us.”

Lady Eleanor sneered at this.  “A single mistake and they could be descended upon by those dogs.”

“Their safety is also a priority,” Laurence said.  “I don’t trust Luther to rule properly, but I trust the duchies to govern their territories well.”

Beks had believed this as well, so while she had Nexus cause problems for Luther wherever they could and spread rumors to make the populace disapprove of him, she had been careful to avoid affecting the duchies.  She wanted Luther and his side to suffer, but not with such a big cost to others.

“I will see off the Commander General,” Laurence said as he rose from his seat.  Lady Eleanor also stood up to follow.  Beks remained rooted in her spot, planning on staring at the map and imagining different scenarios that they could face later.

“Daddy!”  Thad’s voice came from the hall. Though he wasn’t calling for her, Beks still lifted her head.

Their father turned around.  “Thad-”

“Mommy’s gone to the harbor!”

“What?” Robert drew his head back and frowned.  “Why?  Your Aunt and the others are leaving from the northwest point.”

Thad shook his head.  “Mommy’s taking Leviathan’s Throne.  Several Kadmus naval vessels are coming from the mainland!”

“How is that possible?” Lady Eleanor slammed her hands on the table.  “Did they transport an entire ship over land just to bring it to the isthmus?”

Beks frowned.  “No, they hugged the coast.  Stromwal does reach the shore, but the effects of the storm aren’t as strong the closer to land.  It’s just that the water is rough and waters near the coast are shallow and rocky, not to mention there are deadheads from the forests that are washed out from the rivers.  But it’s possible to sneak around Stromwal in this way. It’s just that while it takes less skill to pass, it’s riskier as the ship can be smashed against the shore if anything goes wrong.”

“How many ships?” Robert asked his youngest son.

“Six naval vessels.”

Beks took in a sharp breath and then let out a low hiss, as if pained.  Laurence looked at her and gave her a reassuring look.  “I’ve heard of your mother’s ability, Beks.  The Duchess won’t let them come close to Sagittate shores.  Those ships will be sunk before we see them on the horizon.”

Beks shook her head.  “No, I know that,” she said as she closed her eyes and grit her teeth.  “It’s just...naval vessels are expensive.”
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She looked through a spyglass as she watched Inky’s tentacles rise up from the water and knock the center and second masts off a ship.  Though it was a speck in the distance and Beks couldn’t hear the distant screaming, part of her was in pain.

“You know there are human lives at stake out there, right?” Deo said beside her.

The cold wind whipped past their faces and the fur that lined her hood brushed against her skin.

“They knew this was a possibility when they became sailors, and I wish we didn’t have to be on opposite sides of a battle for the throne,” Beks said without lowering the spyglass.  “But that is also thousands in gold of taxpayer money cut from the flesh of the people that is being snapped in half and sinking into the ocean.”

“Do you think they will survive?” Wrath asked from in front of Beks, where she was tucked inside Bek’s heavy cloak with only her head sticking out from the gap.

“If this was the south, yes.  They can swim to the mainland even if they can’t get on the row boats,” Beks replied.  She lowered the spyglass and let out a heavy sigh.  “But in these waters?  They could very well freeze before they can make it a few strokes.”

She looked to her left, towards where Laurence was surrounded by Thirnir and wrapped in several layers.  A pained look was in his eyes, but he didn’t say a word.  Even if the sailors plunging into the icy waves didn’t know it, they were still Laurence’s people.

His lips remained in a tight line and his eyes were fixed on the horizon.  The ship they were watching was the last of the half dozen.  They’d arrived just in time to see the watery carnage.

Perhaps it was because Beks knew the purpose of those sailors, and that it was either them or her, so she did not carry the same burden as Laurence.  In fact, a small part of her was angry that even after her family was exiled, so much effort was made to encroach upon and take over her family’s ancestral territory.

She knew what they came to do and she didn’t pity them when they failed.

“Your Majesty, shall we return?” Deo asked.

“Just a few more moments,” Laurence replied.  “Until the last ship sinks.”

No one argued against him.  Deo lifted his hand and created some fire, then sent it to circle around Laurence in an effort to keep him warm.  Laurence gave him a small nod.

“Brother, there will be more events like this one,” Beks told him.  “You may try to spare as much civilian life as possible from what is going to happen, but you will face opposition from the military.  Both groups are your people...are you ready for this?”  Laurence’s eyes never left the horizon.  “Does it matter whether I am or not?” he asked.  “It’s going to happen.  It happened to my mother.  It will happen to me.”

Beks narrowed her eyes and looked back at the water.  “I will try to return your throne to you as efficiently as possible, but it may take longer than you’d like.”

Deo glanced at his sister.  “You have a timeline?”

“We have to wait for the beast migration to subside in order to secure the Caroline army,” Beks said.  “This will also give us time to return to the island and prepare forces there, as well as gather more information on Kadmus, as well as target Luther’s support base and weaken it.  Second, I am certain that Langshe’s next few months will undoubtedly affect us.”

Deo raised a brow.  “Langshe is on the other side of Sevoy and we are allies.”

“That can change,” Beks said.  “Laz and Lucian will be crucial to our relationship with Langshe, just as Uncle Timur was for the late Queen.”  She couldn’t fully explain her reasoning, but everything in her bones told her that the twins were the key to keeping Langshe from siding with Luther.  

“Are you sure you’re not just trying to raise their usefulness because you want to marry them?” Deo asked with a snort.

She shot her brother a glare and in front of her, Wrath took in a choked breath.  She whirled around and looked at her sister with horror and disgust written all over her chubby little face.  “You’re going to get married?”

Beks tried to placate her at once.  “That’s not something-”

“No!  I forbid it!” Wrath said, stomping her foot on the ground.  “You can’t get married to a stinky boy!”

Laurence let out a slight chuckle.  “They’re not stinky.  They’re princes.”

“Her old fiancé was also a prince!” Wrath said with defiance.  Laurence’s mouth clamped shut.  The child had a point.

“I’m not getting married,” Beks told her little sister.  “At least, not right now.  We have too much to do.”

Wrath looked at her with suspicion.  She clearly didn’t believe Beks’ words.  “I’m not going to let them marry you....” Wrath muttered under her breath as she buried herself beneath Bek’s cloak.  Beks felt her sister press her face against her stomach, pouting, and she patted Wrath’s back.

“She’s stubborn,” Deo said with a shrug.

“Brother Laurence doesn’t want me to marry them, either,” Beks said.

Deo’s face darkened at once.  He looked past her, towards the king.  “Do you have something against my sister?”

Laurence jerked his head back, surprised.  “What?  Why would you say that?  Beks is my sister, too-”

“Then why don’t you want her to marry one of your two idiot brothers?  Are you saying she’s not good enough?” Deo’s voice lowered.

Laurence let out a tired breath.  “Beks is too good for them.”

“You’re a wise king!” Wrath’s muffled voice came from beneath Beks’ cloak.  Her little head peaked out from the part.  “I will support you.”

“Thank you, Wrath,” Laurence said.  “And I simply do not want to force Beks into a political marriage.  The gods know how well that worked out the first time....”

Deo nodded, satisfied with his answer.  He looked out towards the horizon and saw several flares fly up into the sky.  He frowned.  “Let’s get back.  Mommy is going to manipulate the tides, which could affect us.”

Just as he finished, drums sounded from various sentries along the coast, acting as a warning to retreat from the shore.  Beks remembered hearing it once when she was a child.  She picked up Wrath and carried her back to the carriage.  As soon as they were inside, they headed inland.

“What is the Duchess going to do, exactly?” Laurence asked as he sat across from the siblings.

“You probably noticed that Inky did most of the work with the ships,” Deo replied.  “I was wondering why there wasn’t much water biha used.  Mommy was conserving her energy.”

“But what will she do with the tides?”

“Likely, use a wave to carry the survivors back to the mainland,” Deo replied.  “That isn’t to say that they will all survive.  The water temperature is low, but the isthmus isn’t far from here.  To threaten them, she’ll likely sweep the sailors to the mainland, to the spot where Kadmus’ envoy is camped.”

Laurence’s eyes widened.  He leaned back against the carriage, appearing unsure if he was impressed or horrified.

“How many people did it take to collapse the land bridge?” Beks asked.

“It’s not actually collapsed,” Deo said.  “It was separated from the mainland and then, like a door, it was swung close to the cliffs of Sagittate.  It wasn’t perfect, and a good quarter of the land was lost to sea during the process, but it is salvageable.  It took five biha-users; three earth and two water.”

Laurence’s eyes widened.  “An entire stretch of land was moved by five people?”

Deo nodded.  “You should know our reputation of biha-users.”

“Five people....” Beks narrowed her eyes.  “What if it collapsed instead of moved?”

“A single, particularly skilled user can collapse it in the course of a day, though it’s dangerous,” Deo replied.  “We have volcanoes in the duchy, after all.  Our biha-users mediate their eruptions so they don’t have a massive explosion and destroy the territory.”

Beks drew her head back.  “I didn’t know about that.”

Deo shrugged.  “It’s not something many people know aside from the users assigned for the task.  Besides, it’s been that way since ancient times.”

“The volcanoes are well regulated, then,” Beks said.

“Why can’t the volcanic activity beyond the Northern Pass be regulated?” Laurence asked.

Deo shook his head.  “Ice beasts and blizzard climate.  We can’t get close enough or have enough time to even try to regulate volcanic activity there.  The best we can do is mitigate danger by blocking and diverting the beast migration.”  He let out a helpless chuckle.  “We use the term ‘beasts’, but let’s not forget what they really are.  They are monsters.”

Beks stared out the window with furrowed brows and her lips in a tight line.  She heard her brother talking, but her mind was elsewhere.  Not on the legendary ice beasts that posed a problem to even the most skilled biha user, but on the fact that the volcanos in the duchy were regulated to ensure steady eruptions that prevented build up that could result in a sudden explosion.

If her ancestors knew to do that, then wouldn’t the ancient people on the island be able to do the same?  From what she read, they were quite advanced in terms of biha usage and it seemed that everyone could use it.  The former peninsula had volcanoes and legend said that the region was lost because of volcanic eruption that broke apart the peninsula, sinking it into the sea and leaving only the island.

The stele surrounding the island and changing the current proved that the inhabitants had the ability and technology to control the surrounding landscape, so why did volcanic eruption have such a devastating result?  There was enough time for people to flee.

Her eyes drifted to her brother, who was describing fire biha control to Laurence.  A small flame danced across Deo’s hand and Laurence held out his own hand.

Beks tilted her head to the side.  Were biha users involved in the destruction of Gurani?

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 44 - Damage, Not Destroy


                “I want to have Laurence’s baby, but not at the cost of your health.” Lady Eleanor sounded strict when she clamped her hands on Beks’ shoulders and met her eyes. “If you feel dizzy or in any way tired, stop at once. Do not push yourself.”

Beks’ lips were in an awkward line as behind her, already waist deep in one of the pools behind the waterfall of the Mouth of the Valley, Laurence had a dull expression on his face. This was going to be the last time she would release her biha into the bihar-rich waters of the pool in order to try to heal Laurence’s body as they were set to leave that night.

When they reached Gurani Island, she planned to continue using the man-made pool in the rotunda, but hadn’t told Laurence yet. For now, she wanted to focus on using biha to heal his body internally.

“I’ll be careful.” Beks promised. Lady Eleanor studied her face to make sure she was serious before finally stepping back. Beks waded into the water and Laurence leaned back and tried to float. A wooden board was in the pool with him that he used to help him stay afloat.

Beks placed her hand on the back of his head and the other over his stomach. She pushed him down further into the water so that her hands were submerged, as her biha was controlled better in water. She closed her eyes and began to release biha.

Since she started healing Laurence in this way, he had more energy and his walking had stabilized. It allowed him to exercise more. He’d claimed he felt less tired and sore. Beks wasn’t sure if it was all in his head, but she did notice that his footing and balance had improved.

Still, her goal wasn’t just to heal the body that had been ill for a long period of time, but to hopefully allow him to father a child. As she poured her biha out, she silently prayed for a niece or nephew who would become a good ruler. Having an heir to the throne would strengthen Laurence’s position and put her mind at ease, not to mention that she knew Laurence and Lady Eleanor wished for a child.

“Did he fall asleep again?” Lady Eleanor sighed from the shore and Beks held back a small smile. Unlike Robert or Deo, who had ink energy removed from their bodies when Bek healed their markings, the process for Laurence was the same as for Laz, in that the healing was relaxing and more about absorbing the energy. It was a slow, less uncomfortable process.

Beks had instructed him to relax and take deep breaths. It wasn’t surprising that he fell asleep while floating. It happened at every session.

“How much time do we have left?” Beks asked.

Lady Eleanor checked the little hourglass they’d brought with them. “I’ve already flipped it once, so once this one ends, it will have been completed.”

Beks nodded and continued sending biha to Laurence until Lady Eleanor told her it was time. At that point, Beks shook the king awake, making sure to keep a firm grasp around his shoulders so he didn’t panic and sink beneath the water. Laurence jerked awake and squinted.

“Is it over?”

“Yes, you can rest and let your body heal the rest of the day. You absorbed a lot of biha. Let it work,” Beks said. “Are you all packed?”

“We didn’t exactly have much when we arrived,” Lady Eleanor chuckled. Laurence had been smuggled out in a pair of loose pants and a robe. Everything he wore when they arrived was given to him by the duchy.

“Bring what you can, since we lack many things on the island,” Beks said as she dragged Laurence to shore by pulling the back of his shirt. She then handed him to Lady Eleanor and climbed out. “I don’t know if they’ve been able to get more supplies from the mainland or what the situation of the resources there are, so we should be prepared.”

“All our clothes here are for cold weather, but the south is warm,” Laurence said as his fiancée helped him out of the pool. “Is it necessary?”

“It’s best if we don’t stop at ports to buy such supplies and I’d like to avoid having to send Maritime Legacy to do so on our behalf so many times,” Beks said as she put on a thick robe. “The clothes we bring can always be adjusted on the island.”

“Speaking of the island, you said that the current around it moved ships away from the island,” Laurence said as Lady Eleanor helped him put on a robe of his own. “How will our ship get through?”

“The currents are moved by stele surrounding the island. I don’t know how many there are, but if they’re like the stele that marks the exile boundaries, then each one will have a range. I theorize that if we remove a stele from the water, then that span will no longer have such a strong current and we can pass through,” Beks said. “Afterwards, we can return the stele to keep the island protected.”

“The stele are massive stones underwater,” Lady Eleanor told her with a look of concern. “The Duchess can displace water, but a stone that heavy will require some work to raise off the seafloor.”

“That’s why I asked my parents to have a good earth biha user available. The stele just needs to be out of the water. We don’t necessarily have to raise it off the seafloor.” Beks held her hands out in front of her with her palms facing down. “We can raise the ground under the stele up, placing it over the water and sail around the jutting pillar.” She raised one hand to try to give a visual.

“That’s surprisingly simple,” Laurence said with an approving nod. “What about that fog?”

“To be honest, I don’t actually know what is causing the fog,” Beks admitted with a knit brow. “I haven’t read anything on it yet and it’s likely something similar to the stele in the water, but I don’t know where it’s located. It’s not something I looked for on the island. And when you’re on the island itself, the fog clears.”

She frowned as she climbed up the steps exiting the cave. Lady Eleanor cocked her head. “You thought of something?”

Beks continued walking, but muttered out her reply. “When I washed up on the island, the fog didn’t disappear immediately. It was gradual and the further inland I went, the clearer it became, but I never noticed it again when we went to the shore. It’s unnatural and may not affect those who have been on the island. I know it’s there, even if I don’t see it.”

“This island becomes more and more mysterious the more you speak of it,” Laurence said as they reached the two carriages waiting for them. “Giant animals, displacing currents, an unnatural fog....”

“And it’s rich in bihar,” Lady Eleanor added. “I’m excited to see it. And Snowflake. It’s hard to believe that little snake has grown so big that you can ride him.”

Laurence climbed into the carriage. As he took a seat, he looked at his fiancée with disbelief. “You describe a snake longer than I am tall as ‘small’?”

“For a horned serpent he would be considered small,” Lady Eleanor replied. Beks bowed and the door to the first carriage closed. She walked to the second carriage. Inside, the curtains were drawn and a set of dry clothes waited for her on one of the benches. She changed inside as the carriage moved along.

Everyone was busy getting ready to leave when they arrived. Beks had already packed her things, but before they set sail, she wanted to call Nexus one more time. Once they were on a ship, the urapearl would not be able to connect, and she also hadn’t figured out why the urapearl hadn’t connected when they were on the island.

She needed to make use of the communication connection while she could.

Mr. Kesse’s face appeared in the urapearl and Beks immediately began reading from her notes.

“I’ve looked over the information you relayed to me regarding those houses I brought up last week,” Beks said. “I’ve selected several that have significant vested interest in the Fourth Prince’s rule and connections to the Hessings. They’re the ones I want you to arrange using the Dawn Company.”

Mr. Kesse nodded. “I am ready to take the names, my lady.”

For the next hour, Beks not only named families, but isolated certain members of the family that were especially vulnerable to her plans. “Once stage three is in place, begin spreading rumors that these families have fallen. Isolate them from their social circles to prevent assistance. If those families are troubled, they won’t have time or resources to support the Fourth Prince.”

Mr. Kesse stared at the list given. His lips were in a tightline. “When you have traced the relations like this, it seems the roots are buried further and farther than we initially thought.”

“The Third Consort has had decades to extend his influence, and who knows how long the Hessings have prepared.”

Mr. Kesse nodded. “Regarding the information from the Temple, we have also begun to look into records from local Temple sites, including the Kadmium Cathedral to further investigate the ties several families have.”

“How soon can I have the information in my hands?”

“Everything we are able to collect will be ready for you at the Port of Black Sands at the designated time.”

“Confirm with the contact there that Rebecca of Lyone will be picking up the information for me.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Beks ended the call and leaned back against her chair. Politically, she would be able to mitigate the Fourth Prince and the Third Consort’s influence within a few months, allowing the faction that was hesitant to give him authority to rule more influence. She’d have to reign in that influence for Laurence.

In that period of time, they needed to organize a military force. She had her father, brother, and Laz with a plethora of experience to take the bulk of the arrangement, but that still left the planning of supporting a military up to her.

As for dealing with the aftermath of their takeover, that was up to Laurence.

They had a long night ahead of them. The ship that had escorted Hilga’s ship with additional biha users to the drop off point on the mainland had scarce time to rest and refresh their supplies before they would set off again.

After some consideration, Beks wanted to leave her two younger siblings on the island, concerned about the danger they would face not only on the journey back but with the upcoming campaign to retake the island. Her parents considered it, as well, but Thad and Wrath argued to come. Thad wanted to continue training with his master enroute.

Biha education was formulaic in the duchy. It was formal and was based on tried-and-true foundations; however, for true mastery, experience was necessary. Experience allowed for creativity and innovation. Both her father and Deo had reached their level not only from the size of their biha well, but from their time serving in the duchy’s army.

Thad was a bit too young to do so, but he could gain a wide array of experience with his pirate wind biha master.

As for Wrath, she was determined to see big animals. She had clutched her book on legendary beasts, convinced that there were many to see on the island, and said if they left her behind, she’d run away to follow them.

Their father had given her an exasperated look and said there was no need for her to go that far. Part of him wanted to keep the family together for as long as possible.

In the end, the entire family boarded Leviathan’s Throne.

It was well into the night when they set off. Beks was called out to the quarter deck by her mother while her younger siblings were sleeping. Deo remained with them, but her father was with her mother on the deck, appearing to be admiring the stars.

“Mommy, you wanted to see me?” Bek said as she stood by the stairs and waited to be called forward.

Her mother turned towards her and nodded. She held something in her hand; a piece of coarse cloth, it looked like.

“We are going to take a slight detour and go along the coast before the rendezvous with Auntie at the midpoint between the Port of Black Sands and the West Islands,” Sybil told her as she approached.

Beks nodded. “You’re worried that more naval ships are coming.” Her mother nodded in return. Beks let out a heavy sigh, but kept her back straight. “The Kadmus navy is a fleet of a hundred and fifteen ships in total, with twenty to twenty-five on dry dock at any given time for maintenance. Those ships range from smaller rescue vessels that patrol the waters around a port, such as the Port of Black Sands, to three classes of cruisers and two classes of warships. Those cruisers do the bulk of the patrolling, but are smaller and less armed. We are most likely to run into them on the open ocean. The warships will likely patrol closer to shore.” Her mother nodded. “Do you know where?”

“They are concentrated on the west and southwest,” Beks replied. “The ships that came last time were two war ships and four cruisers.” She tried not to grimace. “Including a new class one war ship.” She had to budget carefully in order to have enough money to commission new and improved ships.

“How many warships do you estimate remain at sea?” Sybil asked.

“Depending on how many are in dry dock, between eighteen and thirty. Twenty is the minimum required at sea at any given time, but two have been destroyed,” Beks answered. “Do you plan on destroying more ships?”

Her mother chuckled. “Does it pain you so much to see them sink?”

“I worked hard for them.” She didn’t hide it. Her mother chuckled some more.

“Maritime Legacy can do enough damage that will slow them down and require them to be repaired, but not destroy or sink them. Is that good enough?”

“Repairs are usually cheaper than a new ship, so yes,” Beks replied.

“Then, for more accuracy, I’ll need to use much more biha.” Sybil lifted up the pale, coarse cloth in her hand and held it out to Beks. “You will need this.”

Beks furrowed her brows and reached out. The cloth was heavier than it looked and upon closer inspection, Beks noticed that it was a vest. A vest that was rather low and ended with a long tail of fabric. She knew the thick band of cork around the neck and arm holes was to keep her afloat if she fell in the water, but why was the design strange? And why was a metal ring so securely sewn onto the upper back?

She raised her brows to look at her mother. “What is this?”

“Safety harness,” Sybil replied. Her lips tightened into a frown. “I don’t want to risk what happened last time.”

“In the case where your mother and other biha users onboard require more biha, they will need your help,” Robert said as he lowered the sextant he was using. “Your brother’s shoddy ability to tie knots prompted us to think of a better way to secure you.”

“The harness will go on like a normal vest, but the fabric hanging will go between your legs and hook on to the little metal rings on the front to insure that you will not slip out of it,” Sybil said. “A latch will be attached to the ring on the back. It is connected to a rope secured around the center mast. The rope is no longer than half the deck’s length.”

Beks stared at the harness in her hands. Even if she were knocked off her feet, unless she was near the railing on the side, she wouldn’t hit the water if she went overboard. At most, she’d be hanging around the surface.

“In the event that the ship begins to sink, unlatch hooks on your stomach to slip out of the harness,” her mother told her.

Beks looked at her with a deadpan expression. “Mommy, I can’t swim.”

Sybil stared at her daughter for a moment. Despite her stoic expression, Beks could see a hint of embarrassment in her eyes. “I keep forgetting that.”

“Why doesn’t she just put it on backwards so she can unlatch the main hook on the back?” Robert suggested. “As long as she’s wearing it, she can float.”

“Yes, let’s just do that,” Sybil said with a nod. “Someone will help you put it on when needed.”

“All right.”

Her mother reached out and caressed her head and cupped the side of her cheek. “It’s already late. Get some rest.”

“How soon will we reach the edge of Stromwal?” Beks asked as she draped the harness over her shoulder.

“Four days if we go along the coast,” Sybil replied. “I can only hope that the navy learned their lesson and haven’t ordered more ships to come north. It’s a miracle that six made it that far considering the terrain. I’ve underestimated the Kadmus navy.”

Beks nodded. “Remember what you said.”

“I know,” her mother said with a reassuring smile. “Damage, not destroy. I won’t let my daughter’s hard work be in vain.”
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She watched with dull eyes as the latest ship to fall into her mother’s line of sight rolled on to its side, its masts shattered, revealing a gaping hole in the hull. The corner of her eye twitched. She was strapped into her safety harness and latched on to the mast as she watched from the bow of her mother’s ship as rain pelted her face.

Faint screaming and yelling was heard as the already choppy waters along the shallows around the jagged northern coastline grew more violent, turning white with churning foam.

“How much did that cost?” Laurence asked. For his own safety in the wind and rain of the edge of Stromwal, he had rope around his waist and was also secured to the ship. As the king, Beks would’ve given him her harness if he could fit in it properly.

“At least a season’s running costs,” Beks answered in a forced voice. Her eyes narrowed. “For the warship alone.”

Laurence clenched his jaw, but didn’t get angry. Instead, he gave the regal woman beside him a narrowed glance. “Your Grace, I thought you were going to damage, not destroy,” he said, loud enough for the Duchess to hear.

Sybil stood firmly beside them; her arms crossed as she watched the third of three ships seem to float. “Inky saw them as a threat.”

“Can you not ask your leviathan to avoid sinking the ships?” Laurence asked.

Sybil shook her head. “A leviathan is stronger than it realizes.” Beks slowly turned her wide eyes towards her mother, who avoided her gaze.

If that were true, Inky would’ve crushed her when he plucked her from the sea. Her brother had said that Inky had been very gentle. Inky’s species of leviathan was a massive eel-like sea serpent with four tentacle-like arms or fins. Beks wasn’t sure what exactly they were called. It was those fins that shot out from the water to snap masts and puncture hulls.

However, she’d been lifted up by one, as if held in the palm of one’s hand. She’d even been carefully placed on the deck. Beks was certain Inky could control his strength.

“Talk to your leviathan,” she said in a low voice. She turned around and walked down the steps of the quarter deck, careful to avoid tripping on the rope attached to her. When she reached the captain’s quarters where her family slept, Beks unhooked the latch on her chest and placed it on the ground next to the door.

She entered the chamber to find her younger sister flipping through her favorite legendary beasts book. Thad was doing control practice by lifting small objects and rearranging them. Along with them was Lady Eleanor, who sat across from Wrath at the table, looking over several pieces of paper.

“How did you know about all these houses with debts?” she asked without looking up from the papers.

“Various reasons. Some houses should be doing well considering their businesses and properties, but their actions didn’t reflect that. Their money had to go somewhere. Other houses were in locations that weren’t prosperous for one reason or another; a bad harvest, natural disaster, lack of opportunity, but they were suspiciously wealthy and haven’t stepped back from social events, which are costly. Their money to keep up their standard of living had to come from somewhere, too,” Beks replied.

She didn’t tell her that she’d made a list of all parties she could trace to have significant ties to the Hessings, whether by blood, marriage, or business, and had Nexus collect information on those families to find their weakness. Information collection was what Nexus did best, after all, and those families weren’t exactly well hidden.

It didn’t take long to get what she wanted.

Lady Eleanor lifted her head and met Beks’ eyes. “And all these houses happen to have ties with the House of Hessing.”

“Not necessarily. Some have ties with a family related by marriage or business to the Hessings,” Beks said with a slight shrug of her shoulders. “Convenient.”

The corner of Lady Eleanor’s lips curled up. “Yes...convenient.” She collected the papers together in a neat pile. “May I ask what you plan to do with these?”

“Buy debt and demand payment,” Beks replied. “As they say, money moves things.”

Lady Eleanor raised a brow. “And what exactly do you hope to move?”

“Their support.”

“Of the Hessings?”

“And the Fourth Prince. I have to thank you,” Beks said as she took a seat at the table. “The book of nobles assisted me greatly in connecting all these houses. I was only familiar with major nobles in Kadmium, especially those who had a strong presence in the court. The book of nobles was invaluable during my research.”

The look on Lady Eleanor’s face seemed to want to ask how Beks was able to do ‘research’ in the Sacred Valley. She and Laurence received news, but when compared to what Beks seemed to know, it was much less detailed. It certainly wasn’t the curated information Beks had written down.

“Where are you getting your information?”

“I have business dealings,” Beks said. “I brought my urapearl when I was exiled. I wanted to make sure my business wasn’t affected. It’s important for me to know how my business partners and rivals are.” That was technically true.

Lady Eleanor squinted, trying to read her neutral face. “What does your business do?”

“Trading...assets....” Beks kept it as vague as possible despite Lady Eleanor’s scrutiny.

“What do you plan to do with this?” She tapped the stack of papers in front of her.

“Cause a distraction. The better off Luther’s supporters are, the harder they will fight to keep him in power. If their wealth is taken away and their status suffers, so will Luther’s support base.”

“And how do plan on doing this?”

“Making them unable to crawl out of debt by taking control of it.”

For a moment, Lady Eleanor looked concerned. “I’m not going to ask for the details, but is what you are planning legal?”

Beks squinted. “Does legality matter right now?” Lady Eleanor’s expression of concern only deepened. “Let me assure you, everything is done following the fullest extent of the law,” Beks said as she lifted her hand to her chest. “I just have to make sure they can’t pay and lose what they’ve signed in the agreements. Courts would side with me.”

“So, you are setting them up to fail in payment in order to seize collateral property.”

“If they fail to respond well to the situations that befall them, how can it be myfault?” It was definitely her fault, but she refused to admit it out loud. “The point is that when these houses are in chaos and facing bankruptcy, with what energy can they spend on support the Hessings and Luther?”

“They will be too busy trying not to lose everything,” Wrath said from her seat, without looking up from her book. Beks gave her a warm smile and stroked her younger sister’s hair back with affection.

“And what else, Wrath?”

Wrath lifted her head and furrowed her brows. Her little lips jutted out in concentration. “There is more?”

“Yes, there is more. Think about how they are going to default on their loans. They borrowed money from questionable places and spent it on questionable activities.” Beks guided her sister and Wrath put her book down.

“Such as...?” the little girl asked.

“Unregulated individuals and institutions, such as gambling dens.”

Wrath seemed to wrack her little head for a few moments before it shot up and looked at her sister. She gasped and rushed out a stream of words. “Because the misfortunes are caused by lack of security, lack of protection, and illegal activities! The government did nothing to stop it, so they’d get mad at the government - at the Fourth Prince!”

“Smart, smart!” Beks leaned forward and kissed the top of her sister’s head. Wrath’s olive face flushed and she lifted her book to hide her shy expression. “It is under Luther’s rule that there is a lax in public security and law enforcement. They would blame him for not doing his job. Because they support him and he doesn’t do anything to help them, they’d become resentful and pull back their support.”

Lady Eleanor nodded. “But will they support Laurence?”

“The question should be, what can Brother Laurence do to win their support,” Beks said, sitting up straight.

“First, it would be to temporarily close any businesses that are accused of gambling and do a thorough investigation,” a voice said behind her. The door closed and Laurence walked in, rubbing his waist where the rope had been tied. “Find out who is involved, where the money is, and if the money can be taken back. Even if the money can’t be returned or is used as a fine, punishment placed upon the owners and their cronies will vent the anger of the people wronged. It’s a bonus to the benefit of getting rid of such problematic institutions that tend to prey upon those in dire situations.”

“You’ll need authority to facilitate such a thing,” Lady Eleanor pointed out.

“Then first, I’ll get authority. As long as they’re not backing Luther, they don’t have to be backing me. I can earn their support with action once I have authority.”

“And power. You need power,” Beks said.

“Aside from the Five Great Houses, there are two Legion Commanders I want to enlist,” Laurence said as he took a seat next to Lady Eleanor. He placed his hand over hers and looked at Beks. “Legion Commander Joachim Reed.”

Beks furrowed her brows at once. “The Western Legion Commander. He has the largest number of battalions under him.”

“Including the Wild Dogs,” Laurence replied. He took a deep breath. “When Laz was sent to military school, I asked Legion Commander Reed to watch over him. Laz is talented and diligent with his training, but he needed backing and guidance.”

Beks tilted her head to the side. “Are you close with Legion Commander Reed?”

“My father saved his life during Mother’s coup. Him watching over Laz, protecting him in the military, has more than repaid the favor, but I also know he is fond of Laz and speaks of him like his own protege.”

“Does Laz know you had someone watch over him?” Beks asked.

Laurence’s lips curled up a bit. “He’s smart enough. He should’ve figured out that Legion Commander Reed was guiding and protecting him. Whether he knows I was involved or not is unknown.”

She couldn’t help but ask. “Did you do the same for Lucian?”

Laurence’s eyes squinted. He was quiet for a moment and then nodded. “I can’t go in detail, but yes.” He raised his eyes to meet Beks’ gaze. “I even know that when the two were close enough in distance, they would switch places. For fun.” He chuckled a bit.

“Those idiots....” Lady Eleanor grumbled with a roll of her eyes.

“What about the second Legion Commander?” Beks asked.

“She holds the title, but is now a senior advisor for the Southern Legion,” Laurence replied.

This time, Lady Eleanor sat up straight and frowned. “Senior Legion Commander Veronika Laurent? Laurence, she is staunchly loyal to whoever sits on the throne, whoever it may be.”

“The Eastern Legion Commander also controls the central part of the kingdom, including Kadmium and his family is tied to the interests of our opposition,” Laurence replied with a shake of his head. “Reaching out to him will only serve to warn Luther and his father that I’m returning. The Northern Legion Commander has the fewest number of battalions, is too far from Kadmium, and encroaching on territories guarded by the Carolines and Senecas, prompted by the authority he’s been given.”

“If that’s the case, it’s unlikely that he’ll want to side with you,” Beks told them.

“I’ll speak to Laz about talking directly with Legion Commander Reed. If we can get him to support my return and acknowledge me as the rightful king, at the very least, Legion Commander Laurent will cease further involvement. That is enough for the time being.”

“Beks.” Lady Eleanor looked towards her. “You were the last to speak to the twins....” She trailed off, but Beks understood.

“They remained on the island for two reasons. The first was to avoid being seen. The second was to prepare a launching point for Brother Laurence’s return. When I left, we had little news of what was happening on the mainland. We didn’t even know if Brother Laurence was recovering well. Now, we have a better idea of what is going on. Brother Laurence has recovered well. If the situation calls for it, Laz and Lucian will leave the island to pave the way for Brother Laurence’s return.”

Laurence nodded. He lowered his eyes. “Do you think they are disappointed in me? Perhaps resent me.”

Beks cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean?”

Laurence took a deep breath and looked at Wrath across the table and then at Thad on the edge of the bed, using wind biha to move various sized rocks. “They are my younger brothers and because of my negligence, I’ve put them in a precarious situation.”

“This wasn’t something you planned, Brother. As I’ve said before, you were conspired against,” Beks told him. “And they understand that it is their duty to support you, whether it is to provide insight as an advisor in the safety of your office or to lead an army to help you reclaim your throne.”

“Laurence, when you see them, you should have a long talk with them,” Lady Eleanor said as she squeezed his hand and leaned against him in a show of support. “It’ll also be the first time you’ve seen them in ages.”

Laurence closed his eyes. “I should’ve sent for them earlier. I wouldn’t be surprised if they were somewhat upset, in the least.”

“I would be upset.” Wrath’s little voice spoke up.

Laurence and Lady Eleanor looked at the child. Lady Eleanor’s face softened. “Would you be?”

Wrath didn’t look up from her book, but she nodded. “My sister didn’t talk to me or visit me for my whole life!” Beks tried not to shrink back with guilt and could only look at her sister would apology.

“So, you are angry with her?” Lady Eleanor asked gently.

Wrath’s lower lip jutted out. She lowered her eyes and didn’t answer.

“She thought Sister didn’t like her.” Thad spoke up from the bed and Beks turned to Wrath. Wrath’s face heated up and she dropped her book. She jumped off the chair and scrambled to the bed, diving into the pillows and covering her head.

“Did you think I didn’t like you?” Beks asked. Her chest tightened. If anyone in the room was a negligent sibling, it was her. She had reasons, but no excuses.

Thad shook his head. “Everyone said you were busy and couldn’t leave. I thought you were kidnapped for a while.”

Laurence looked to the side. “That’s not completely wrong....”

Beks rose from her seat and walked towards the bed. She touched her brother’s head as she passed and then took a seat on the edge of the bed, beside Wrath.

“Wrath-”

“I’m not here!” Beks could barely hear the muffled voice. She leaned forward and picked up the little girl and the pillow the child was clutching over her head. Wrath turned her head away, but didn’t struggle.

“I’m sorry.” Beks put her sister on her lap and wrapped her arms around her. She pressed her head against Wrath’s head. “I’m sorry for not being there and not talking to you enough.”

Wrath glared at the floor. Her eyes darted to Beks a few times, but avoided her gaze. She asked tentatively. “So...you like me?”

“No.”

“Beks!” Lady Eleanor gasped as Wrath let out a shocked hiss.

Beks chuckled and squeezed the little girl, nuzzling her head. “I love you. And I love Thad.”

“Thank you!” Thad said with a cheeky smile.

“Who do you love more?” Wrath asked with suspicious eyes. “Me or Brother Deo or Brother Thad?”

“I love all of you equally.”

“That’s not a real answer.” Wrath let out a small scoff. She paused and looked at Beks once more. “Are you going to stay with us?”

Beks took a deep breath. “Not forever.” She couldn’t give her sister an empty promise no matter how much it would make the child happy. “After Brother Laurence gets his throne back, I will need to do work.”

Wrath’s little fingers curled into her clothes. “Can’t you do work in the duchy?”

“My work is in Kadmium...and on Gurani Island.”

Wrath’s entire body seemed to sink with disappointment.

Laurence let out a small cough. “Wrath, don’t you like animals?” The child looked over Beks’ shoulders and eyed him as if he were trying to trick her. Laurence was not deterred. “When you are a little older, why don’t you join your sister on Gurani Island?”

Wrath pouted. “But Mommy and Daddy-”

“There are big animals on the island. And legendary beasts,” Thad said in a deadpan voice.

Wrath’s little face went blank. She looked up at her sister and blinked her big eyes. “Sister.”

“Yes?”

“Let me live with you, okay?”
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“Ten warships have been lost since the patrol expansion?” Luther narrowed his eyes as he sat on the throne, his sharp gaze boring into the tall, gray-haired man who was the Admiral of the Kadmus Navy. “Warships are escorted by cruisers. Do you mean to tell me that those cruisers are lost, as well?”

The Admiral remained standing upright and didn’t flinch at the anger and frustration in the king’s voice.

From the viewing balcony, Iris narrowed her eyes. Naval vessels were expensive and they had no money to replace them. They might as well have thrown gold bricks into the sea. No wonder Luther was angry.

“Your Majesty, an average of two cruisers have been lost with each warship. Our surviving crews blame the increased attacks on pirates,” the Admiral replied.

Luther only scowled. “Why are pirates suddenly attacking our naval vessels? There is little loot for them to acquire and the naval vessels are armed.”

“We suspect it is because our navy has sailed out of territorial waters, increasing the instances of pirate encounters.”

“Are they so skilled that they can sink a top class, fully armed warship flanked by armed cruisers?”

“Your Majesty, they have biha users and sea beasts aiding them. Our weapons cannot reach them.”

The court began to whisper. They were worried about attacks from the pirates and the effect of trade in the region. Merchants had been losing money steadily since Luther took the throne because of losses from pirate raids and overall decreased supply, and after a few months of being unable to address the pirate attacks and the floundering market, the merchants and their noble backers were becoming irritated.

Iris’ hands clenched at her sides. But what could they do? To address the pirate attacks meant adjusting the navy to practically escort ships, which would cost money. Money they didn’t have.

In addition, all the people Luther and his father sent to try to regulate the regional trade were incompetent. They returned with no solutions and made excuses, claiming the situation was out of their hands.

Absolutely useless. Iris clenched her jaw. Luther had taken power unconventionally and to gain support, he had agreed to various policy changes and lifted some regulations that would please the people siding with him, but it wasn’t enough.

“Your Majesty, it appears that in order to protect our merchant vessels, we must draw in the navy and have them return to patrols around the major sea trade routes.” Duke Seneca rose from his seat, his booming voice drawing the attention of everyone at court.

Iris glared at him from her viewing balcony. Duke Seneca, as well as the representatives of the other ducal houses had been against changing the naval patrol routes, as well as voiced their concerns about the cost of reassigning various battalions. They had argued that to do that so soon after his enthronement would alarm the populace at their borders and could raise suspicion from neighboring countries.

Not to mention that the battalions operated on set budgets that were just enough to pay for supply transports to particular locations. If they moved, their supplies would need to be transported elsewhere. That was more money spent.

Stil, Iris had supported Luther and the Third Consort, as well as their other advisors with the thought that it wouldn’t make Kadmus’ military look complacent. It was supposed to show that they were ready to defend and protect their new king during his most vulnerable early years. It was a show of power and confidence.

Iris recalled that in her previous life, the Kadmus legions had been moved during King Laurence’s reign, so there wasn’t anything against doing so.

In addition, she wanted them to keep an eye on the Carolines. The fact that they were still alive and she didn’t know where they were made her skin crawl. She couldn’t help but suspect that they were plotting to return, exile marking or not.

Iris stifled her trembling frustration at the thought. She listened to the court below argue about the navy before Luther decided that for the sake of the kingdom’s economic well-being and the safety of their sailors, the Kadmus navy that had spread far beyond their territorial waters were to be assigned to guard the five busiest sea trade routes.

There were few who disagreed, and in fact, several courtiers looked pleased with the order, including the Admiral.

After another hour, court was adjourned. Iris rose from her seat and left the viewing balcony. Courtiers would crowd Luther once court ended. Iris had resorted to waiting in the small garden outside of Luther’s study until he returned. At this time, most the guards that would usually be in that area of the Gilded Palace were elsewhere, waiting to guard Luther.

She stepped out into the hall and one of her attendants fell into step behind her.

“Your Eminence, you have a letter from the Great Temple.”

Iris narrowed her eyes. She’d given her last great prophecy and it affected the largest country on the continent. The moment it was announced, there was bound to be push back from Langshe, especially since Langshe was much more secular.

“Give me the letter,” she said as she reached the garden. Her attendant bowed her head and reached into her robes to take out a small scroll. Iris walked further into the garden before pulling apart the scroll.

The carefully written Esuser met her eyes and she stopped pacing. Her lips pulled into a small frown. While there was praise in the scroll for her prophecy and that there had yet to be any response of Langshe, the rating of the prophecy wasn’t as high as she thought it would be.

Ratings were the levels of importance. Usually, the rating for the death of a reigning monarch, particularly from a strong kingdom, would be held in high regard. When she predicted the death of the late Queen of Kadmus, the Temple had considered it important and increased the clergy in Kadmus.

The importance of the last Great Oracle’s prophecy of the Daughter with Dawn in her Hair had also been considered important. It was to the point that the Temple actively assisted in the search for the newborn baby.

The death of the Empress of Langshe would change the political landscape of Langshe, the strongest kingdom on the continent. Wouldn’t it give the Temple an opportunity to increase its visibility to its people during the time of transition?

“In a fight for the throne, civilians will suffer,” Iris said in a low voice. “They are more likely to accept the Temple when their government offers them nothing. Why isn’t the Temple rating the importance of the prophecy so low?”

“Your Eminence, it may be because Langshe has historically distanced itself from the Temple. The current Empress and her family do practice Temple ceremonies during important events,” her attendant told her.

Iris remembered this. She stared at the scroll and then rolled it up. She was disappointed that her prophecy didn’t carry as much weight and thus increased her importance, but there had yet to be any other woman who had made as accurate prophecies as she had.

As for Langshe, what was more important to her was how Luther would react.

After notifying the Temple of her prophecy, she told Luther about the impending death and that she saw two close family members fighting over the throne. While she was trying to figure out how to convince him to side with the Empress’ brother, the Third Consort had done the job for her.

“The Crown Prince was close to the First, Second, and Third Prince. He is not likely to support your rule and if he doesn’t support your rule, the empire’s policies relating to Kadmus will follow,” the Third Consort had told Luther. “We should try to form a good relationship with the Empress’ brother. After all, he is older and more experienced, as well as having a backing in Langshe’s Imperial Court.”

As always, Luther listened to his father. It was an aspect of him that Iris often grew annoyed with, but in this case, she was pleased that the Third Consort spoke up.

“Iris.” She heard her name and turned around, her face filling with warmth as she saw the young man approach her with gentle eyes and a smile. He extended his arms and she reached forward to grasp them.

“Is court over?”

“For the most part. Everyone always has more to say,” Luther said with a slight laugh. “Have you waited long?”

“No, not long at all. I just received notification from the Temple that they recorded my last prophecy.” She lifted the coiled scroll, but didn’t unfurl it so he could read. However, just seeing it was enough for Luther to trust her words.

He let out a regretful sigh. “It’s a shame that it’s such a prophecy. I’m sure Langshe didn’t want to know. Before your prophecy, news of Empress Saran’s illness was well kept. There are suspicions that the court was going to move to the next palace, but leave the Empress to recuperate in order to keep the populace calm.”

“She will pass soon, and I fear when it does, Langshe will face a civil war,” Iris replied with pity on her face. Luther nodded.

“I’ve informed my advisors that we will support Prince Tarkan in his bid for the throne,” Luther told her. “A messenger will reach the Summer Palace in a month’s time.”

Iris quelled her excitement. “That’s good!”

“However, we must be ready. If we are to make an ally of Prince Tarkan, we need to be ready to send him support to show our sincerity,” Luther told her. “I’ve read that this is how it is done in Langshe and Duke Seneca had advised the same.”

She tried not to show her displeasure. The royal treasury was lacking as it was and there were various goods scarcities all over the kingdom. Where would they have resources to support a foreign ruler fighting for the throne?

“What would we need to send him?”

“I don’t know, but it may not be physical resources. There will likely be more trade. He may even exile political enemies in our direction. In any case, as Father has said, making an ally of Prince Tarkan is in our best interest. Prince Tarkan was a military leader. His nephew, the Crown Prince, is a scholar.”

Iris nodded. As long as Prince Tarkan didn’t ask for gold or other valuable metals, she could accept it. “Once he becomes Emperor, you will have a strong ally and we can increase trade from Langshe.”

Luther nodded and squeezed her hand. “Once I announce it to the court, I’m sure the frustration will ease with new opportunities and a connection to Langshe.”

“Speaking of connection, what about the Second and Third Prince? They are cousins to the Crown Prince. We have yet to find their whereabouts,” Iris said. She wanted to remind him that they were a problem if they weren’t found.

Luther shook his head with disappointment. “Nearly the entire Southern Legion is searching the location where they disappeared and they can’t find either of them.”

Iris fought the urge to shudder. It had been almost a year, and they still couldn’t find those princes. They were a liability to both Luther and the Temple. It was as if the two disappeared.

“What about the Second Prince’s battalion?”

Luther shook his head once more. “They’ve vanished. I even had the Western Legions send their records officials to question the families of the higher ranked officers, but either there was no record of beneficiaries that they could reference or those they could are missing.”

Her brows shot up. That was too much of a coincidence. “All of them?”

“The higher ranked officers only.” Luther frowned. “They said they do not have the capacity to do more.” He grit his teeth. “However, I know that it’s only because I went against their recommendations and relocated them and their routes.”

“They dare do this to the king?” Iris’ delicate brows rose with shock. “How dare they!”

“They will remain relocated,” Luther muttered under his breath. “As for my brother’s battalion, I suspect that they scattered when my brother disappeared. Perhaps he didn’t want them to follow him when he was searching for the Third Prince.”

“Luther....” Iris moved closer to him and grasped his arm, pulling against her body and squeezing it, as if in fear. Her voice trembled. “I am worried. What if they suddenly appear and demand that you give them the throne? After all, you are the youngest of the late Queen’s sons. Wouldn’t the Second or Third Prince have a greater claim?”

She felt Luther tense against her for a moment. His eyes narrowed. “That won’t happen.”

Her heart swelled with joy as soon as she heard his words. Luther had always held his brothers in high regard. In the past, he wouldn’t dare do anything to anger them. Now, he wasn’t willing to give up the crown. Iris took a deep breath to calm her excitement.

“Are you certain?”

“I am the king now. So much has happened since my mother died. The kingdom can’t go through more internal strife. Kadmus has a king and the priority now should be to stabilize my rule. If my rule is stable, then my people won’t suffer.” Luther spoke like a real king and Iris’ eyes filled with pride.

This was what she wanted to see.

In her past life, Luther had been downtrodden towards the end. His own brothers turned on him for a woman, striping him of his title and forcing him out. All Luther had wanted to do was help his kingdom.

Now, he could do so.

And this time, she could support him at his side as the rightful queen.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 45 - We Lyones Only Die on Our Terms


                “So, they finally learned their lesson.” Sybil sat on a wooden chair on the deck of her ship and took a sip of the fruit wine her aunt had brought.  Just a few days away from Stromwal and the climate was completely different.  The skies were almost clear, with only a few wisps of white clouds in the distance.

The waters were calm and two ships floated beside each other peacefully.  Around them, a half dozen more ships were anchored nearby.

“It’s more that they want to limit their losses,” Great Aunt Rebecca replied as seemed to polish the top of her kraken cane with her sleeve.  “They lost too many ships and the merchants and nobles were complaining that the trade routes were not secure.”

“Let them continue to be insecure for a while longer,” Beks said as she knelt beside a large chest filled with leather folios wrapped around bundles of paper.  She opened three random folios, skimmed through a few pages without a word, and then bundled them back up.  “Mommy, please have them bring this chest to your quarters.”

Sybil nodded and motioned for one of her crew to call someone to carry the large chest away.

“Grandniece, what did you buy that you needed to have picked up at the Port of Black Sands?” Great Aunt Rebecca asked with interest.  Now that Beks had unlocked and opened it, it didn’t seem to contain anything rare like jewels or coins.

“Information I’ve collected about the past oracles and several noble families that are well connected to the Temple,” Beks replied.

Great Aunt Rebecca clicked her tongue and shook her head.  “I’m afraid those who are so close to the Temple won’t side with your Brother King.”

“I know, Great Aunt.  It isn’t for the purpose for winning them over, but for defending against them.”

Her Great Aunt gave her a satisfied nod of her head.  “Good!  That’s right!  Don’t trust anyone!  You never know when someone will try to take advantage of you or trick you, so you must keep your guard up!  One never knows when they’ll be accosted by an annoying man who happens to have a good face and mouth on him....”

She muttered the last part with some bitterness and Beks squinted her eyes, mirroring her mother’s expression.

“Auntie,” her mother said with a tired sigh as she lowered her flask.  “He didn’t trick me-”

“My love, I caught a fish!  Didn’t you say you like this kind of fish best?  Take a look before I send it to the galley!”  Robert of Caroline rushed down the stairs from the quarter deck, dragging a massive fish still struggling to live behind him.  His face was bright and excited, almost asking in silence for his wife to praise him for a job well done.

Sybil turned her head towards her aunt.  “It’s not just his face and mouth that are good,” she said as she stood up.  “He also has a good heart.”  She turned her attention towards her husband and smiled.  “Is that tuna?  How did you remember?”

Beks cracked a smile as her father puffed up, but retained that warmth in his eyes as he looked at her mother.  “How can I not?  I know all your favorites.  Orange like the sunrise, seafood over rice with a slight spice, silk over cotton and wool, and you would prefer to go barefoot everywhere if the surfaces didn’t hurt your feet.”

Her mother’s face softened at her father’s ramblings.  She looked over her shoulder, at her Great Aunt, and almost smirked.  “He has a good head, too.”

She then helped Robert carry the fish to the galley while trying to decide how she’d like her tuna prepared.

Beks looked back at her Great Aunt.  “Daddy does love her a lot.”

Despite her Great Aunt’s earlier annoyed look, her expression softened as she leaned back against her chair and rested her cane over her lap.  “I find him annoying and needy, but he is sincere to your mother.”

Beks nodded.  “He loves her more than life.”

“No, my dear,” Great Aunt Rebecca told her as she closed her eyes and tilted her wide brim hat forward to shade her face before she rested.  “Robert almost died in our presence once, it was before your mother accepted his advances.  Your mother was in the midst of a battle and knowing that she’d become distraught if the fool died, as he closed his eyes and seemed to succumb to the inevitable, I told him there would never be a chance for Sybil of Blythaus to become Sybil of Caroline if he died then.  I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

Beks chuckled.  “He woke up?”

“I said her name once while he was at death's door and he came back,” the pirate queen told her.  “Robert of Caroline’s love for your mother is stronger than death,”  Beks smiled as her heart swelled.  As she turned around to return to the captain’s cabin to focus on the documents she received, she heard her Great Aunt say one more thing.  “I hope you also one day be loved the same.”

Beks paused in midstep.  She lowered her head.  If she were being honest, it wasn’t something she ever considered would happen to her.  In an arranged marriage, it was foolish to ask for love.

You are ours and we are yours.

Her heart tightened.  Foolish to ask, but not against it.

She returned to the captain’s chamber and found that the chest had been conveniently placed beside the table.  Laurence was at one end of the table, writing with several papers in front of him.  A look of concentration graced his face and for a moment, Beks was reminded that there could be no other King than her Brother Laurence.

“Do you mind me joining you while you go through your things?” Laurence asked without looking up.

“How did you know I’d come here and look through them?”

The corners of his lips curled with a grin as his eyes crinkled.  “They just delivered the chest and said it belongs to you.  I know how you are; you pretend to be calm when you receive something, but will tear open a present as soon as you’re in the privacy of your own room.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “This isn’t a present.”

He raised his brow knowingly.  “Are you excited to go through it?”

Her lips tightened into a line and she didn’t want to confirm his accusation.  She gritted her teeth.  “Yes.”

Laurence laughed.  “Then it’s the same thing, isn’t it?”

Beks gave him a light scoff.  “You don’t have to leave.  I won’t bother you.”

He gave her an amused nod and returned to his work.  Beks sat on the chair beside it and unlocked it before taking out leather folio after leather folio to find the copy of oracle histories.

When she first got her original copy back at the Old Tower, she had focused on the Tenth Oracle first and worked her way up to the most current one.  Between her work, family, and the chaos that Luther brought into her life, she never finished reading.

She laid out the thick leather packet with the histories of the Oracle and opened it.  This time, she was going to memorize the pages.  All of them.

Once they were burned into her mind, she could access them at any time, as well as properly review and reference them.

Aside from the creaking of the ship and the gentle scrape of Laurence’s ink pen on parchment, the quarters were filled with the sound of shifting paper.  If anyone walked in, all they would see is a man hunched over writing and a woman on the other side of the table, flipping page after page, as if just taking a glance at it.

However, even just ‘taking a glance’ at a sheet, without really reading it or comprehending its contents, became time consuming when there was an entire chest full of papers.

“I admit, I am a bit jealous.”  Deo’s voice came from the threshold of the entrance as he stood in the doorframe and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Looking at the two of you so engrossed in paperwork, it almost seems as if Beks is your sister and not mine.”

His comment was not without basis.  The two had dutifully rooted themselves in the captain’s chambers for three days, only breaking for meals and sleep.  Beks was more than halfway through the chest and Laurence had prepared multiple routes of reconquest.

Laurence looked up from the table with a slight smirk.  “Well, she has been with me longer.”

“Not to mention that her work habits resemble yours.”  Lady Eleanor squeezed past Deo to get in.   In her arms was a wooden tray with two large bowls, cups, and utensils.  “I’ve always said you two are like siblings born of different mothers.  Not even the twins or Luther resemble you as much when you two are working.”

“Bookworms,” Deo said with a snort.  Beks rolled her eyes.

“Someone has to do the office work,” she said as she continued to shift through the papers.

“As important as that is, you can’t do work if you don’t have enough energy.  Take a break and eat,” she said.  She stopped by the center of the table, far enough away from both ends where if the contents of the bowls or cups spilled, it wouldn’t get to the papers stacked on the tabletop.

Laurence smiled and collected his work into a pile before getting up.  His fiancée placed the bowls and cups on the tables and he walked behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.

“Thank you.”  He pressed his head against the side of hers and kissed her.

“Please don’t do this here,” Beks said with dull eyes.  “I want to eat.”

Deo barely muffled his choked laugh.  Lady Eleanor giggled; her cheeks flushed red.  “Don’t worry, we will be restrained.”

Beks squinted her eyes and looked at them suspiciously.  Laurence sighed.  “All right, I’ll go eat outside.  I need the fresh air.”

“You also need to do some walks around the deck.  You’re still recovering.  Sitting in the dim cabin all day isn’t going to help,” Lady Eleanor told him with a bit of scolding.  Laurence smiled at her and nodded.

“I will do as my future queen says.”

Lady Eleanor flushed once more and Beks sighed as she moved to another part of the table to eat.  Deo shot the would-be royal couple a disgusted look before bringing Beks’ bowl and cup to her.  When they left, Deo took a seat.

“How much more do you have to memorize?” he asked.  Beks could almost hear the pity in his voice.  Her brother wasn’t someone who liked to study, at least from books, so she could understand.

“Just two more.”

Deo looked over to the chest and Beks avoided his eyes, trying to focus on her stew. Her words made it sound as if there wasn’t much left, but each leather packet was as thick as her palm.  It wasn’t all endless text, like a book.  There were many charts, maps, and lists included.  Still, it was intimidating to someone who wasn’t used to it.

“We’ll arrive in the West Islands in two days.  Daddy wants to take us around to see where Mommy grew up,” her brother told her.

Beks nodded.  “I should be done by then.”  She can then devote her attention to the family outing.  She paused mid scoop of the wooden spoon and looked up.  “Is Daddy excited?”

“He is debating whether or not to ask His Majesty if we can delay the return to Gurani Island in order to spend more time in the West Islands,” Deo said with a tired sigh.  “Mommy said they can come back another time.  She doesn’t want to delay.”

“Brother Laurence will agree to a few days if Daddy asks him, but I know he wants to get to the island to talk with Laz and Lucian about proceeding with contacting allies in the kingdom,” Beks said.

Deo smirked.  “That’s what Mommy said.  Besides, it will take at least a day or two to have the ships supplied for the remainder of the journey.  Those who have family on the islands will also have time to see them.”

“Does Great Aunt still plan to remain?”

“She is still the commander of Maritime Legacy.  She can’t escort us forever,” Deo said as he leaned back against his seat.  “But, I think she’s happy to be able to spend time with her only living blood relations.”

Beks narrowed her eyes a bit.  “I should’ve spent more time with her.”

Deo shook his head.  “She knows that you are busy.  She even told Daddy not to bother you.”

Beks hummed and continued to finish her stew.  As she neared the bottom of the wooden bowl, the door was thrown, and Wrath rushed with Laurence and Lady Eleanor behind her.  Beks looked up and furrowed her brows.  From the looks on their faces, they weren’t coming to return to work.

Deo rose from his seat.  “What’s wrong?”

“Kadmus naval warships are approaching,” Lady Eleanor said as she stood at the doorway and peered out.  From within, Beks could see that the crew outside had begun mobilizing.

“Warships?  How many?”  Beks put her now empty bowl down and stood up.

“Three, each with three cruisers escorting them,” Lady Eleanor reported.

Deo frowned.  “How far?”

“They were just spotted approaching fast on the horizon,”  Lady Eleanor looked over her shoulder towards them.  “Maritime Legacy’s escort ships are pulling anchor to get into a defensive position.”

“I thought that the Kadmus navy had been ordered to return to territorial waters and focus on the seat trade routes?” Beks said with narrowed eyes.  “We’re not anywhere near Kadmus waters.”

“For several warships and their escorts to come this far even after the official recall order has been made, I would guess that they’ve come for the reason of targeting pirates,” Laurence replied as he stood by the table and frowned.  “There is precedent of small batches of naval units seeking out particularly aggressive pirates as a preventative measure.”

“How is it preventative with the pirates vastly outnumbering and out weapon them?” Lady Eleanor replied with a low growl.  “They’ll be destroyed!”

“Inky and Octavius weren’t subtle in their prior attacks,” Beks added.  “By now, they should know that Maritime Legacy have sea beasts.”  Inky the Leviathan and Octavius the Kraken weren’t the only sea beasts, either, though they were the two with them.

“They’ve been sent away by your mother and Great Aunt’s orders,” Laurence replied.  “Something’s wrong.”

Wrath curled up on the bed and hugged her favorite book.  “They sent Inky and Octavius to deal with the war ships first, but they came back.”

Beks cocked her head, unsure why they would.  She turned to look at Lady Eleanor for explanation.

Lady Eleanor seemed frazzled as she knit her brows.  “Captain Lyone said that there is something dumped into the water that affects leviathans and krakens.”

“Liver of some sort of shark,” Laurence added.

“Great Trench Shark,” Wrath said from the bed.  “It makes other sea beasts go crazy.”

In order to avoid harming the sea beasts and possibly being caught in a frenzy, her mother and Great Aunt sent the two beasts away.  This mean that they’d have to deal with the navy the traditional way.

“I’ll go on deck to help,” Deo said before rushing out of the room.

“Where is Thad?” Beks asked.

“He was on another ship practicing wind biha,” Wrath said.  “Mommy has called him back.”

Beks adjusted her clothes.  She looked down, satisfied that she’d thrown on pants this morning instead of a dress.  She grabbed the papers on the table and haphazardly wrapped them back in their leather covers before piling them back into the chest.  She slammed it closed and turned the lock before marching towards the door.

Lady Eleanor blocked her.  “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked with a frown.  “It’s not safe on deck right now, Beks.  That’s why they sent us here!”

Beks shook her head.  “They’ll use their biha to defend and attack.  I need to refill biha where I can.”

Lady Eleanor didn’t move from her spot.

“Elle,” Laurence said from the table.  He gave her a solemn nod.  “Let her go.”

Lady Eleanor bit her lower lips and hesitated for a moment before finally stepping to the side.  As Beks walked past, she grabbed her arm and met Beks’ gaze with firm, worried eyes.  “Don’t do anything risky.”

Beks picked up her harness that was on a hook outside the door and held it against her.  “I can only do my best.”

She pulled away and rushed out onto the deck, afraid Lady Eleanor would grab her and drag her back inside.  She called for a crew member to help her latch the harness in place once she pulled it on.  The metal latch was hooked on to her front and she rushed up the stairs to the quarter deck.

“The escort ships can outmaneuver the warships, but the warships will have more fire power than us,” she heard her mother say as she, her father, brother, and Great Aunt were standing on the bow, looking towards the fast-approaching ships.

“Then let them keep the cruisers busy.  Kraken’s Whip and Leviathan’s Throne will focus on the warships.  Can you separate them?” Great Aunt Rebecca asked her mother.

Sybil narrowed her eyes.  “I can, but they’ll need to get closer if I’m going to reach them.”

“You focus on separating the ships,” Robert said.  “When they’re far enough apart, Deo and I will set fire to the sails.”

“They’ll be dead in the water and we’ll be able to attack them easier,” Deo added.

“How close do they need to be?” Beks asked as she walked behind each person and placed a hand on their shoulder, filling their biha wells.  “First mate!”  She turned to fill the biha well of her mother’s first mate, who was at the wheel.

“I’d say at least within four ships’ length,” her mother replied.  “Beks, I will need you to keep my well full.”

Beks nodded and stood to the side, out of the way.

Great Aunt let out a whistle and a colorful bird seemed to drop from the sky and then throw out its wings to glide just as it neared them.  “Escorts focus on cruiser.  Kraken on a warship,” Great Aunt Rebecca told the colorful bird.  It let out a squawk and then, in a raspy voice, repeated the words.

Beks’ brows shot up.  “Since when did they talk?”

The bird flapped its wings and flew into the sky, sweeping over the water to get to the Kraken’s Whip, which had drifted further away.

Her Great Aunt chuckled. “They’re good at repeating messages.  Convenient when you can’t write a note.”

“Auntie, prepare to intercept any cannons. When they’re near enough, I’ll flood the ports.”

“Of course.”

Beks scanned the deck and then looked towards the other ships.  She could see their escort ships move in front of them.  The colorful bird flew from one to the other and the ships adjusted their course, opening up the waters in front of the two main ships.

Her mother needed open space and a clear view of the incoming ships.

“Robert-”

“Yes, Auntie!”

“Don’t call me that.  And send out three flares.”  Without looking away from the horizon, Great Aunt Rebecca gave an order.  Robert didn’t hesitate and immediately punched his fists into the sky, sending up three balls of fire.

In the distance, shouting was heard as their escort ships began to move forward and fan out.  Beks squinted and saw a figure hovering in the air.

Before she could register that it was Thad, he seemed to fall at a measured rate onto one of the escort ships.  A moment later, he was up in the air again and this time, moving off the ship and over the water, towards another escort ship.

Thad can fly now?  It wasn’t so much flying as Thad was using wind biha to hop ships.  Still, to someone who couldn’t properly manipulate biha at all, it was impressive.  Besides, Gerard could focus his biha to make wind that could topple trees, but he couldn’t fly.

“What took him so long?” Deo said as he turned and squinted in his brother’s direction.

“News likely only got to him,” their mother replied.  She frowned.  “Thad’s biha well isn’t fully developed to push himself this far.  He’s only just learned to stay floating for a short period.”

“If he falls, I’ll catch him,” Great Aunt Rebecca said.

Beks kept her eyes on her brother, though she was helpless to do anything if he did run out of biha and fall.  He was one ship away from the Kraken’s Whip on their right and stopped on the escort ship, likely to take a rest.  Beks frowned.

“He should stay there,” she said in a low voice.  It was too dangerous for him to push himself, as he could run out of biha while at a high height and plummet.

After a few moments, Thad jumped into the air, but this time, a man was with him.  Beks let out a sigh of relief seeing her brother’s biha master holding him up to carry him the rest of the way.  Master Zilar’s biha well wasn’t as large, but he was much more precise and used less biha for the same task.

They were almost to the Kraken’s Whip when someone’s shouting rang out.  Beks whipped her head to the side just in time to see a streaming ball of water flying through the air, towards her brother and Master Zilar.

“Thaddeus!”  Sybil shouted and Great Aunt Rebecca swept in front of her.

With her cane in one hand, she raised her hands and a wall of water rose between Thad and the water ball.  The water wall churned and as the water ball slammed into it, it was swept up in the movement, preventing it from pushing through and hitting Master Zilar and Thad.

“What was that?” Deo choked out as he looked towards the warships.  They weren’t close enough for their mother to redirect with water.

“Give me the spyglass!”  Robert held out his hand and the First Mate tossed the spyglass to Deo, who gave it to their father.  The middle-aged man lifted it to one eye and closed the other.   Beks watched as his large hands seemed to grip the tool.  His jaw clenched.

“What is it?” Sybil asked.  Robert lowered the spyglass and spat out a name behind gritted teeth.

“Admiral Adjutor.”

“What was that?  Where is Thad?”  Laurence’s voice came from the stairs.  “We saw the water coming towards him from the window below!”

“Get back in the chamber!” Sybil shouted.

“Thad landed on the Kraken’s Whip,” Great Aunt Rebecca said without looking at Laurence. “Stay below and wait!”

“Brother, the warships are being led by Admiral Adjutor,” Beks said just as Laurence turned around.  He froze in mid step and his hand clenched the railing.  Beks felt her stomach drop at his change in countenance.  “Brother?”

Laurence grit his teeth.  He whirled around.  “Adjutor was on suspension before I was in a coma.  He dared to proceed with his will despite my rejecting his proposal.”

“What was his proposal?” Deo asked with narrowed eyes.

Beks ran through all the proposals she could think of related to the navy, but couldn’t remember any connected with an Admiral Adjutor.  That meant that the proposal was not presented in court and instead, presented to Laurence in private.  She felt her limbs grow cold.

There were very few things presented to a monarch in private, including confidential military experiments.

She looked at Laurence with trepidation as he answered.  “Adjutor demanded a policy where anyone with water biha affinity would be forced to join the navy to be taught to use their water biha for attack purposes.  I didn’t agree, as my mother did not want to force conscription of any kind on the recovering population.  In addition, water biha users can be used in other places.”

It was one thing if water biha users joined the navy, but to be rounded up and forced from their families?  It wouldn’t sit well with the citizens of the kingdom, especially when there were very few who had biha wells large enough to create a strong or consistent attack.  What good would forcing water biha users with minimal strength to become human weapons on a ship?

“So that’s what he’s doing....” Sybil said in a low voice.  She narrowed her eyes.

Explosions ran out as the escort ships and the cruisers began to meet.  Sybil yelled for Laurence to return to the captain’s chamber.  The three warships pushed forward and Beks saw water being pulled from the sea on either side of the foremost ship.

Great Aunt Rebecca let out a snort.  “Sailors aren’t the same as being of the sea,” she muttered under her breath.  She stepped forward, still clutching her kraken topped cane in one hand as she lifted her arms.  She held them out at her side and then threw them forward, pointing both her hand and the cane at the oncoming ships.  “Why remove the water from the sea when the entire sea can be at your whim!”

A ripple appeared in the water and began moving forward quickly.  The ripple grew larger, turning into a wave, and steadily increased in size until it almost blocked the warship from view.  Beks’ watched as her Great Aunt seemed to use her hands and cane to manipulate parts of the wave to rise up and block any low flying water ball launched from the war ships.

On the center of the bow, Sybil stared intensely at the horizon, her arms at her side.  She slowly moved her arms forward.  The wave split in two.

“Robert, light the sails of the leftmost ship!” Sybil shouted.

Behind her, Robert’s gray eyes fixed on the furthest ship from them.  He narrowed his gaze and after a few moments, drew his head back.  “Deo!”

“Understood!”  Her brother rushed to the railing and held out his hands.  Deo couldn’t set fire to objects from a distance, but as long as there was fire, he could manipulate it from a greater distance than their father.

Beks hadn’t seen where the fire had started, but Deo had.

Within moments, smoke was coming from the bottom of the largest sail on the center mast.  Flames shot into the sky and lit the other sails on fire.  Once there was fire, it couldn’t be stopped.

The ship was turned away, pushed to the side by a wave so strong and violent, it nearly pushed the ship on its side.

“Rightmost ship!” Sybil yelled.  She threw her arms to the side and another wave built up, rushing towards the other ship.

It was too late for the other ship to react upon seeing the incoming wave.  Yelling could be heard, and they seemed to want to readjust the sails to get away from the bulk of the wave’s force.  But what were sails but flammable sheets?

Fire engulfed the second ship’s sales so quickly; it was obvious that someone was forcing it.

The center warship continued to attack with water.  The closer they got, the stronger the water pressure to the point that the ship rocked when it was hit.  Beks ran to fill the biha of those all around her, allowing for a steady stream of biha to be used.  The same could not be done for Kadmus’ navy.

“The water attacks are slowing down!” Deo shouted.

“Of course, they are.  They don’t have a Beks with them to keep their biha wells full!  Attacks can only last so long!” Great Aunt Rebecca yelled back.

The sails on the center ship burst into flames.

The biha users on the warship turned their attention to trying to put out the fire.  Without the sails, the warship could only sit and try to defend itself.  The cannons were useless, as in order to stop them, Sybil had flooded the gunports when she sent waves to ram against the ship.  The water was continuous, making it difficult for anyone to get near the gunports, let alone the cannon to load it.

This was a common tactic used by water biha users of Maritime Legacy.  In order to protect their own ships from damage from cannon fire, they would make it so that no one could use a cannon.  In the best-case scenario, the levels with the gunports would be flooded.

Without weapons to defend themselves and no sails to retreat, the choices were either to sit and die or die while doing as much damage as possible.

Beks was not surprised when the warship was turned towards them.

Great Aunt Rebecca turned and shoved her arms forward, towards the Kraken’s Whip.  The wave was not as strong as Sybil’s, but it was enough to move the ship further away.  Sybil yelled for Leviathan’s Throne to prepare for impact.  Her focus was on keeping the gunports disabled.

As strong as she was, she could not do two things at once.  The amount of control she was using required an enormous amount of concentration.

Great Aunt Rebecca turned and tried to use another wave to direct the one coming warship, but it was too close and there was not enough room to build up a wave strong enough.

Beks’ eyes widened and she ran to the edge of the quarter deck.  “Get them out of the captain’s quarters!”

The door below burst open and Lady Eleanor ran out holding Laurence’s hand.  She pulled him along as Laurence held Wrath in one arm.  The little girl had her eyes shut and clung to Laurence with one arm around his neck while clutching her book in the other.

“Beks, move to the stern!” Deo grabbed her arm to pull her away.  Robert was shouting at Sybil to step back; that they wouldn’t be able to use the cannons so soon.

Beks reached for the latch at her chest to release herself from the rope in case the ship went down.  Her hands were wet and she fumbled with the latch.

“Beks!”  She heard someone yell her name and felt something slam into her back, knocking the air out of her.  She let out a wheeze as she was flung to the side, across the quarter deck.  Water pooled around her and Beks laid on her side, trying to push herself up.

Pain shot through her, as if all the muscles on her back were on fire.  She let out a heavy gasp as she clawed onto the floor to steady herself.

“Get up, child!  We Lyones only die on our terms, and I now you do not consent to this!” A blade slammed in front of her and began cutting at the rope.  Beks looked up and saw her Great Aunt with a look of concentration across her face.  Her gloved hands gripped the legs of the kraken wrapped around her cane.  The sheath had been removed, revealing the blade within.

The last thread was cut off and before Great Aunt Rebecca could grab Beks, the rope snapped.  She leaned back in surprise to avoid it, not realizing the stairs were behind her.

“Great Aunt!” Beks reached for her, but the old woman fell backwards.  Her kraken cane-sword landed in front of Beks and began to roll.

Forgetting about the pain on her back, Beks pushed herself up and stumbled a step.  She saw her Great Aunt caught by her brother.  She relaxed for a moment and let out a breath of relief.

She didn’t see the horror on their faces or register their shouting.  She heard the creaking behind her and whirled around to see a massive ship graze the bow of her mother’s ship, tearing off the figurehead of a sea beast and railing.  The collision shook the ship and Beks, already unsteady and on a wet deck, slipped.  She fell forward, her arms shooting up to brace herself as she hit the floor.

As she lifted her head, she saw the warship pass, taking pieces of wood from Leviathan's Throne with it.  She wanted to duck and cover her head to shield herself from the snapping debris that flew in all directions, but a rolling sliver of metal caught her eye.

Her Great Aunt’s cane was tumbling in front of her.  Her eyes dilated.  It was going to fall into the ocean.

Her instinct was to stop it.  Her Great Aunt carried that came with her everywhere; it was important.  Her wet hand grabbed the handle as it rolled past.  She didn’t realize that it wasn’t rolling because it had fallen from her Great Aunt’s hand.  The ship lurched forward, pulled down by the passing warship.

And Beks slid down with it.  Her eyes widened as she saw the broken, jagged edges of wood that had its railing torn off.  She pulled the cane against her and shut her eyes.

She was going to be crushed between the ships.

For a moment, she felt weightless, before her body slammed into something and the chaotic sounds around her were muffled at once.  Her body remained weightless and Beks opened her eyes.

A large piece of wood passed less than an arm’s length from her face.

She opened her mouth and screamed, only to see bubbles shooting out of her mouth.  Upon the realization that she’d fallen into the sea, Beks snapped her mouth shut.  Salt water with an oddly bitter taste filled her mouth and she waved her arms around.  She began to sink and panic filled her.

Beks tilted her head up.  She could see light coming from the surface and make out the vague shadows of ships.  Despite not wanting to be crushed, she needed air.  She didn’t want to drown, either.  She began to kick her legs and move her arms downwards in an effort to push herself up.

Her lungs were starting to burn and her body ached.  She continued to kick and wave her arms.  The surface didn’t seem to be getting closer.  She clenched her hands and realized she was still gripping on to her Great Aunt’s cane.  She refused to let it go despite it being an additional weight.

She threw her arms down, pointing the cane at her feet.

Once more, she cursed herself.  Why couldn’t she use biha correctly?  What was the point of having so much and being unable to use it?

Useless!  Useless!  Gritting her teeth, she forced biha from her hands.

Her right arm shot up.

Beks barely had time to lift her head, as she hadn’t moved her arm.

It was pushed up.

Her eyes widened as she saw the fast-approaching surface in front of her.  A visible stream of water was seen and could be felt coming from her right hand, which was still gripping the cane.

Her fingers were tight around the tentacles wrapping around the handle while the base of her hand touched the kraken’s head.

Was her Great Aunt’s cane a device to propel water?

Propel was an understatement.  Beks was jettisoned from the water, as if shot out of the sea by a geyser.  She was thrown into the air, gasping for breath.  Below her, she could see the damaged bow of her mother’s ship and the warship that had tilted over on its side.  She could see the escort ships in the distance, cruisers on fire, and the half sunken hulls of two other war ships.

It was as if she could see far into the distance from the height where she was thrown.

The awe was short lived.

She plummeted.

“No!”  Beks saw the deep blue water getting closer and closer.  She waved her Great Aunt’s cane.  “Do something!  Don’t tell me you only work in water!”  She gripped the cane and in her panic, flooded it with biha.

The air was cool when she was shot out of the water, despite the climate being warm and humid with their proximity to the tropics.  As wind rushed around her during her descent, her body only grew colder.  Beks pointed the cane at the water, screaming as she let out an unrestrained wave of biha.

She saw the water below her move, creating ripples away from her.  Was that wind?  She looked at the cane.  Wind is coming from the cane? She could feel something beneath her, pushing her up.

She tilted the cane to the side.

It was a mistake.

The wind was coming from the cane and she was launched into another direction as soon as the cane pointed anywhere but down.  The same force that kept her from slamming into the water now shot her across the air, just above the space between the two colliding ships.

“Beks!  Stop!” she heard someone yell.  She didn’t know who was yelling.

“I don’t know how!” Tears were in the corners of her eyes from the wind whipping past her.  Her mind whirled.  She was pouring biha into the cane.  What if she stopped?  Also a mistake.

As soon as the method of propulsion ended, Beks began to fall.

She screamed and pointed the cane back to the sea.  Before she had a chance to release biha and arm grabbed her and pulled her back.

“My lady, hold on!”

Beks found herself dangling beside her brother’s wind biha master.  Master Zilar grimaced as he used two hands to grasp her arm.  Aside from pulling up the full weight of a rather tall and somewhat heavy woman, he also needed to focus his bihar to keep them from falling.

Beks’ free hand grabbed onto his wrist and she refilled his biha well.  He grit his teeth, but gave her a thankful look.  “I’ll keep your well full!  Just get us back to the ship!”

He dutifully nodded and Beks felt the wind around her shift.  They began to move forward, towards the Levithan’s Throne.  Beks didn’t relax until her feet touched the wooden deck.

Her legs gave way as soon as she was released.  Her body, exhausted, fell to the floor.

A pair of arms caught her before she hit the floor.

“Snowflower!”  Her father’s eyes were red as he gathered her against him.

“Beks!”  Her mother pinned her in an embrace.

Beks let out a trembling breath.  “Is everyone all right?”

“Why do you care about everyone?  Think about yourself!  What if you had died!”  Lady Eleanor’s voice was broken as she choked back a sob.

“Are you all right?” Laurence gently patted Lady Eleanor’s back to calm her before looking at Beks with worry.

She nodded her head once.  She paused and then shook her head.  “My back....”

Her mother gasped and jumped away to give her space.  “Someone call for Dr. Tasea!”

“Wait, wait....” Beks winced as she tried to push her father away.

“What is there to wait for?” Her mother scolded.  “You need medical attention.”

“Someone hit you with water biha when your back was turned,” Great Aunt Rebecca told her with a dark look on her face.  “Cowards.”

“Great Aunt....” Beks wheezed and lifted her arm.  Her hand had been clenching the kraken cane so tight for so long, she found it difficult to unwrap her fingers from around it.  “Your cane.”

The old woman’s face softened.  She nodded and stepped forward to take it.  “Did it help you?”

“Is it a relic?” Beks asked as she tried to flex her hand after the cane was removed.  “It forced me out of the water...and then in the air-

“The cane is just a cane,” her Great Aunt told her with a slight smug look.  “There isn’t anything special about it, except for the design.”  Beks squinted, confused.

The cane had played a part in shooting her from the water and then through the air.  It wasn’t something that Beks could do on her own.  She followed her Great Aunt’s gaze to the top of the cane, where the old woman’s fingers tapped on the shiny sphere that was the kraken’s head.

“Are you sure-”

“Sybil, don’t dawdle!  Capture the sailors and interrogate them.”  The commander of the largest pirate fleet turned her attention to her niece.  “You want to know why they’re here, don’t you?  Well, so do I.”

Her Aunt’s words seemed to refocus Sybil’s thoughts.  She nodded and turned around, shouting orders to fish as many Kadmus sailors from the water as possible.  Beks was brought to the captain’s chambers to change, though when Beks got there, it had a carriage-sized hole in the corner where the figurehead once was.

The damage wasn’t as bad as it looked.  The ship could still sail, though it seemed that they would spend a few days longer in the West Islands to get the repair done.  How could the captain of Leviathan’s Throne allow her children to sleep so exposed?

Lady Eleanor came with Beks to help her change, worried that she was too shaken and could collapse at any moment.  She pushed up the changing screen that had been knocked over and brought Beks clothes.  Before she could start, the doctor arrived to check on her.

A massive bruise was going to darken on her back in the coming hours.  Nothing appeared to be broken from the impact of the water, but any movement Beks made resulted in pain.  It took some time for her to change.  Every now and then, she needed to stop.  She grit her teeth and let out a hiss.

The most the doctor could do was give her a cream to numb the pain, which Lady Eleanor slathered on Bek’s back.

The sun had almost touched the horizon by the time Beks came out.  She wore a dress with a loose back so as not to stick to the ointment.  Lady Eleanor hovered by her side, holding her arm in case she fell.

“Sister!”  Thad rushed towards her.  Beside him, Wrath struggled to keep up.  They skidded to a stop when they saw Beks walking awkwardly.  Thad’s eyes reddened.  “Sister, are you all right?”

“Nothing’s broken, but I have a very large and painful bruise...every time I move, it hurts,” Beks told them.  “I’m afraid I can’t hug you.”

“It’s okay!  Don’t worry!  Do you need help?”  Thad asked.

“Sister, if you are hungry, I will feed you,” Wrath said.  She dug her free hand into her pocket and took out a cloth napkin.  It was damp, and when she opened it, her little face fell.  The half of a cookie she had saved was crumbled mush.  Wrath’s lower lip trembled.

“It’s all right, Wrath!  The galley will cook.  Your big sister needs a big meal after her ordeal!”  Lady Eleanor rushed to placate the devastated child.  “You can feed her then!”

Wrath’s eyes reddened and she pitifully wrapped her broken cookie mush in the napkin.

Beks touched her head.  “I appreciate your offer.  How about you help me eat tonight and I will give you my cookie.”

Wrath wiped her eyes and nodded.  She then reached up and pinched Beks sleeve.

Lady Eleanor led Beks forward, towards where a group of people were standing by the open railing.  Several pirates were climbing aboard and each had a man tied up and hanging over his shoulder, like a sack of flour.

The men were dropped on the deck unceremoniously.  They let out groans of pain, but no one moved to help them.  They had to roll themselves into a seated position, and when they did, the looked up at the darkened faces of the Duke and Duchess of Caroline.

And the rightful King of Kadmus.

Beks stood to the side and saw the color fade from the old man with the snow-white beard in the wet navel uniform.  From the insignia on this shoulder, he was an admiral.

“You....” The old man let out a breathless wheeze as he looked at Laurence with haunted eyes.  “You’re alive!  How are you alive?”

Laurence’s austere appearance didn’t falter.  “It doesn’t seem as if you want me to be, Admiral Adjutor.”

“Care to tell us why you attacked us today?” Robert asked as he raised a brow and loomed over the men.  “The Kadmus Navy had been recalled and ordered to return to their territorial waters.  You’ve been a sailor almost as long as I’ve been alive; you should know that we’re not in Kadmus waters.”

The old man lifted his chin in defiance and shut his mouth, refusing to speak.

Deo frowned.  “He doesn’t seem to want to give us an explanation.”

“I’m more interested in why he doesn’t pay respect to his king,” Beks said.  The old man turned to her, his face turning ugly.  He recognized her.  Beks lifted her hand to touch the streak of orange in her hair.  “He doesn’t seem to want to acknowledge His Majesty as King, either.”  Beks narrowed her eyes and leaned forward.  “And why would he?  He’s an Adjutor.”

Deo glanced at her.  “I’ve never heard of them."

“The Adjutors are a noble family on the southwest coast, mainly dealing with supplies for ship building,” Beks said.  “But that’s not what’s interesting about them.  The Temple sent clerics to pretend to heal His Majesty.  It should be obvious that the Temple wants him dead.”

“What does that have to do with the Admiral?” Deo asked.

“I didn’t remember his name immediately, but I did remember.  I’d been reading up, after all.  The Adjutors are patrons of the Temple.  They don’t just give tithes, they provide wood from their forest usually used for ship building to the Temple, and send children who aren’t in line for immediate succession into the Temple, bringing with them a certain amount of money.  But what I want to know is what is the Temple giving you in return?”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She climbed the jetty that jutted out into the water below her Great Aunt’s estate on the cliffside.  The massive home had a staircase that led directly to the sea below and at that moment, Lady Eleanor was fishing there with Thad and Wrath.  They were noisy and Beks wanted to find a place to ‘read’.

The estate house was fully furnished and had a staff, but not all the rooms were prepared for their arrival, just the necessary rooms.  It was also a bit stuffy inside.  The ocean breeze was welcomed in the tropical island, so Beks thought to enjoy her reading outdoors.

Unfortunately, her siblings’ excited yelling was distracting, so she walked further away.  The Lyone Estate was in a secluded area of a small island not far from the large and main West Islands island.  It had a large private dock, which at the moment was bustling with the repairs happening on Levithan’s Throne.

It would take a week to properly fix any damage, as well as restock for the rest of their journey.  Her father had dragged them around the islands.  He was far more excited than his wife considering it was his wife’s hometown of sorts.

“Where did you go today?” Laurence was seated on the rocks, looking out at the calm sea as wind tousled his hair.  No wonder there were Thirnir standing guard not far away.

Beks’ shoulders slumped.  Someone was already there.  She’d have to look for a new place to read.  “Waterfall and a pool deeper on the island.  We jumped from the top.”

Laurence looked over his shoulder and drew his head back.  “A bit dangerous, don’t you think?”

“It’s not too high,” Beks said.  “And Mommy was at the bottom pool to help us up.” Laurence nodded.  He looked back at the sea in silence.  Beks let out a sigh and climbed onto the rocks near him.  “Are you upset that Admiral Adjutor killed himself?”

“It’s surprising.  I didn’t think he’d do so after being caught,” Laurence replied, his eyes never leaving the horizon.

Beks took a deep breath and followed his gaze.  “Perhaps he knew something and couldn’t risk it slipping out.”

“About the Temple?”

“It looks like it, doesn’t it?”

Laurence seemed to swallow a lump in his throat.  “You know, my mother didn’t trust the Temple.”  Beks drew her head back and looked at him with confusion.  “I know what you’re thinking,” he said as he gave her a knowing look.  “My mother always went through the motions.  She held religious ceremonies and prayers during important events.  She even instructed that upon her death, we follow tradition and have a religious ceremony and pray for her.  But, Beks...her faith and the institution of the Temple were separate in her mind.  She believed in the gods and did what she could to revere them in the only way she knew how.”

“Through the practices of the Temple?”

Laurence nodded and looked ahead.  “She resented that the Temple stood by the side and watched as people suffered under our family’s rule.  Despite all the pleading for aide from the people, the Temple claimed to remain politically neutral and refused to say a word of criticism to my debauched family.  When Mother rebelled, the Temple had told her it was unwise.  They seemed to discourage her until the late Great Oracle spoke and prophesied that Mother would end the indulgences and bring in an era of reconstruction.

“The reason the late Great Oracle lived for so long in Kadmium was that she was a guest of my mother.  Mother didn’t think she wanted to return to the Great Temple.  Despite the Temple asking the late Great Oracle to return, she didn’t until she was dying.”

Beks nodded.  “Yes, I read about that.  She was already ill when she prophesied the Daughter with Dawn in Her Hair. She left Kadmium, but died as soon as she reached the Great Temple.”

Laurence narrowed his eyes.  “She reached the Great Temple with only the things she brought with her; her attendants, her paladins, various relic clothing and religious texts.  She had one chest when she left.  I remember it vividly, as we saw her off.  Because all of this was accounted for, the Great Temple never asked us for anything else.”

Beks looked at him.  “There was more?”

“She was always writing,” Laurence said as he squinted.  “I had accompanied Mother to see her a few times, and saw many journals and papers she was always writing in.  Piles of them. When she left, Mother had the guest house cleaned and collected any belongings that were left behind to send after the late Great Oracle.  Mother said that the late Great Oracle was meticulous, as there was nothing left behind.”

Beks squinted.  “Then...what about all those things she wrote?  Did she destroy them?”

Laurence shook his head.  “With the care I remember seeing her write, I doubt it.  Actually, Beks, I think her writings are still in that guest house and that she hid them.”

He pursed his lips.  “Perhaps she knew something about the Temple, too. Something she doesn’t want them to know.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 46 - I Can't Live Like This


                She had to go back to Kadmium to find the late Great Oracle’s writings.

When the words left her mouth, Laurence frowned at once.  “You can go back to Kadmium once I retake my throne.  You are not to go galivanting there while the enemy has control of the capital.”

“Brother, I’m not going to galivant into the capital, announcing my presence to the entire city like a fool!”  She scoffed and rolled her eyes.  Laurence underestimated her.  I’m going to sneak in, obviously.

“You can’t sneak in, either.”

She froze in her seat, the smugness in her eyes dimming.  How did he know? Beks remained calm and didn’t change her expression.  “There must be something important in the late Great Oracle’s writing that she wanted to keep from the Temple.  All the writings and correspondence of oracles are supposed to be archived at the temple.  It’s simply telling that the late Great Oracle didn’t give them her writing.”

“I know they must be important, but you can go and find the writings once we retake the kingdom,” Laurence told her in a stern voice.  “As far as I know, no one else but me remains who knows of the writing.  I also don’t believe anyone else suspects that they had been hidden before she left to die at the Great Temple.  They are safe.”

“But she stayed at the Hall of Eloquence, which had been renovated after her death and where the new oracle stayed,” Beks told him.

Laurence shook his head.  “The Hall of Eloquence had structural renovations to improve its infrastructure to modernize it, but Mother didn’t change much else.  Many of the rooms haven’t changed.  And if the writings were so easily found, the new oracle would’ve found them already.  When she stayed there, she didn’t do much, let alone explore the numerous libraries and studies.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Are you sure you’re the only one who knows that the writings are there?  What about the late Great Oracle’s attendants or paladins?”

“If they knew about it, they would’ve brought them up to the Temple and the Temple would’ve sent someone to find them.  It’s been over twenty-four years and it’s as if they’d forgotten she spent most of the end of her life in Kadmium.”

Beks took a deep breath.  Since they didn’t know where the writings were, let alone if they really existed, finding them would be time consuming and draw a lot of attention.  If she tried to sneak into the capital, she’d need to also sneak into the royal grounds, into the Hall of Eloquence, and avoid all the royal guards and staff while she searched. Not to mention that she couldn’t stay in the Hall of Eloquence indefinitely.  She would need to sneak out, which would require avoiding the guards and staff a second time.

Who knew how many times she’d need to sneak into the guest manor before she even grazed the late Great Oracle’s writings.

It was too much work and she didn’t have such stealth to investigate without being caught.  Beks frowned, feeling that familiar disappointment and irritation at herself for not being capable enough.

“You’re right.”

“I know.”  Beks shot him an annoyed look, but Laurence wasn’t bothered.  “Beks, I also want you to find the writing and discover what she didn’t want the Temple to find out, but when it is safer to do so.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “You really suspect that something is wrong with the Temple?”

“You were the one who reminded me that the clerics were only pretending to save him.  In truth, they were just there to waste time and let me die,” he said, matter-of-fact.  “Even if the new oracle had something to do with it, the Temple wouldn’t allow it to happen if it didn’t in some way benefit them.”  He paused and pursed his lips as he narrowed his eyes.  He looked out towards the calm sea before them.  “To find the truth, you must first identify who has benefited the most.  Not just as an immediate consequence, but in the long term.  After perhaps generations.  The Temple is an ancient institution, and one that has survived the rise and fall of empires all around them.  Even Langshe, which controls half the continent, is not as old as the Temple.

“And despite my, or any ruler’s, best intentions for our people and land, I have to acknowledge that a country cannot endure for so long without having done terrible things to ensure its survival.”  He looked at Beks with conjecture.  “How can the Temple be any different?”

She took a deep breath and lowered her head.  She gave him a solemn nod.  The late Queen was a good example; she had killed her own brothers for power, but that was a price that the current kingdom’s peace and recovery paid.  Then there was the Third Consort.

That didn’t count the families attached to the Temple.

“It is disconcerting that there are families like the Adjutors who wield influence and have rank in the kingdom, but in actuality, serve the Temple,” she said in a low voice.

“That can only mean that they are receiving a benefit only the Temple can give them.”

She nodded and lowered her eyes.  “I will continue to read histories of the oracles and make a comprehensive list of the beneficiaries of their prophecies.”

“Scholars may spend their entire lives studying a single oracle, but I believe you will find even the most subtle connection,” Laurence told her.

Beks took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.  “I hope that I will live up to your expectations.”

Beside her, the King gave her a thoughtful look and reached out to touch the top of her head in the same way she often touched the tops of Thad and Wrath’s head.  Not as a monarch whom she served, but as an older sibling showing his affection, appreciation, and support.

“This brother of yours believes you already have.”

In truth, she didn’t feel that she had lived up to what was expected of her to the fullest, but she also felt that Laurence was sincere.

She nodded once more and lifted her head to look out towards the water with determination.  “Then, I need to find a place to read in peace to focus.”

Laurence paused.  He raised his brow and lowered his hand.  “Is that why you came to the jetty?  Not to comfort your brother?” She looked at him without a hint of shame and nodded.  “Then, are you hoping I will leave and give you this spot?”  She nodded once more.  Laurence seemed to take a dramatic breath and turned his head towards the stone carved step that led into the water not too far away.  “Eleanor!  My sister is usurping me!”

Lady Eleanor was standing, one hand gripping a fish while the other twisted a hook from its mouth.  It seemed that Wrath had caught a fish and was still holding the rod.

“Good!” Lady Eleanor yelled back without looking up from her work.  “You’ve been sitting there for ages!  You still need to exercise, lest your body revert!”

Laurence’s shoulders sank as he let out a helpless sigh.  His eyes remained on Lady Eleanor, full of affection and warmth despite her light chastising.  “Beks, do you think that Eleanor and I will be able to have a child?”

She didn’t answer immediately.  His question wasn’t in regard to needing an heir to strengthen his position or to inherit the throne, but with the hope that he could have a happy product of his and his fiancée’s love.

Beks took a deep breath.  “It is up to the gods.  I can only intervene so much to give you as great a chance as possible,” she told him without promise.  It wasn’t something she could control and she didn’t want to give him false reassurance.  “I, too, would love to have a niece or nephew.”

She watched Laurence’s head nod before he pushed himself up.  He rose to his feet, careful to balance himself on the jetty stones before gingerly making his way back.

Beks stood up as well, watching him carefully and ready to act in case he slipped and fell.  He was recovering well and walking without the aid of a tool, but his near death was still fresh in her mind and she couldn’t help but be cautious.  She waved her hand to motion for a Thirnir on duty nearby to assist Laurence.

The last thing they needed was for the king they were trying so hard to put back on the throne to slip on slippery rocks and crack his head open in a foreign land.  Once the Thirnir was by his side and had taken his arm to help him down to flat ground, Beks returned to her seat on the rock and crossed her legs.

She closed her eyes, diving into reading the histories of the oracle while making note of who the beneficiaries were for not only their prophecies, but where they traveled and what they did.

Beks didn’t realize the sun had set or that her stomach had begun to protest her negligence.

“You can’t sit here overnight,” a man’s voice said behind her.  Beks drew herself out of her thoughts and opened her eyes.  The sound of the waves against the shore hadn’t ceased, but she didn’t expect to see the space in front of her now dark.

She looked over her shoulder and saw her brother standing there with a lantern and the illuminated Lyone Estate behind him.  “How long have I been out here?”

“Several hours.  We’re going to have dinner soon.”

She put her hand over her stomach.  “I should’ve brought a snack.”  She pushed herself up and brushed off her clothes before taking her brother’s arm and walking back to the stairs that led up to the cliffside mansion.

“His Majesty said you were reading and not to bother you.”

Beks hummed in confirmation.  “I memorized the entire chest of documents, but hadn’t actually read them.  That is, I haven’t reviewed the content line by line and properly comprehended it.”

“It’s good that the documents weren’t damaged by seawater during the attack,” Deo replied.

“The chest was sturdier than I thought.  I think Great Aunt prepared it for the documents to make sure they wouldn’t get wet.”

“Have you had any breakthrough discoveries?”

“Nothing groundbreaking.  I’ve started to make a list of oracle prophecies and the beneficiaries of them.  Unfortunately, I’m only familiar with the histories of Kadmus and the fairly recent histories of Paraxes and Langshe.  In their cases, nothing too in depth.  I can only compare the results from the prophecies against what I know, which is limiting.”  She frowned.  “I don’t know if it will suffice.”

“The western half of the continent seems to have longer and deeper ties to the Temple.  At most, you’ll likely need to look into the histories of the smaller kingdoms and principalities in the region.”

Beks let out a slow grumble of agreement and inhaled and exhaled deeply.  “This work is never ending.”

The corners of her brother’s lips curled up as they climbed the stairs.  “It is both fortunate and unfortunate that it and life only end when we die.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Aside from the slight discoloration that identified the new wood that replaced the broken pieces and the old, weatherbeaten wood of the rest of the ship, theLeviathan’s Throne looked as it did before the Kadmus navy’s attack.  Even the figurehead was the same sea beast: a winged hippocampus that was typically found on Paraxes sea vessels.

Beks thought her mother would replace it with a leviathan like Inky now that she had the chance to do so, but there was already a warehouse filled with decorative spare parts that they were sourcing the figurehead from.

The ship was otherwise ready to continue its voyage to Gurani Island and would continue with two ships as escort.

However, they and the Kraken’s Whip would part ways.

Great Aunt Rebecca stood on the main deck, in front of her family and Laurence and Lady Eleanor.  Her hat was pressed and her cane was at her side.  Her free hand touched Wrath’s head and gently stroked her dark hair back as the child embraced her side.

“We will have to part here, little one.  At this time, I can’t follow you to the island,” she said.  “There is something I need to fetch from the southern coast of Aehamake and the journey is long and in the opposite direction as where you are going.”

Wrath scrunched her face.  “Octavius just started talking to me....”

Beks raised her brow, mirroring her Great Aunt’s expression.  “It seems the kraken outranks me in your heart.”

Wrath gasped and quickly shook her head.  “He’s just more interesting than Inky!”

Great Aunt Rebecca chuckled.  “All right, I understand.  I will bring Octavius with me to find you when I’ve gotten what I’m looking for.”

Sybil raised a brow.  “Will you be able to find the island?”

“I will follow Beks’ description of the location.  There is only so much southern coast of Kadmus to search.  If I run into fog and my ship begins to move without sails, I will know I’ve come to the right place,” the old woman told them.  “I will keep returning to the fog, over and over, until you come and get me.”

Sybil smiled and closed the gap between her and her aunt.  She wrapped her arms around the old woman and embraced her tight.  “Thank you, Auntie.”

The pirate leader gave her a little grunt in acknowledgement before releasing her and hugging Wrath, Thad, and then Deo.  She turned to face Robert, who wore an excitable expression on his face.  The old woman let out a tired sigh.

“You....you are a good husband and father.”

Robert’s eyes reddened before he nodded, accepting the rare praise.  “Auntie-”

The old woman turned her head away sharply and sneered.  “Don’t get so happy.  I’m just stating a fact.”

Both Robert and his wife chuckled as Great Aunt Rebecca passed them.  She stopped in front of Laurence and looked him up and down.  She lifted her chin and Laurence gave her a small bow of his head.

“Captain Lyone.”

She narrowed her eyes.  “While Maritime Legacy has aided you this time, and will continue to do so until you have retaken your throne, you should not delude yourself into believing we will be allies forever.  We only have loyalty to other brothers and sisters in the fleet.”

Laurence nodded his head once.  “I have no animosity towards you or Maritime Legacy.”

Great Aunt Rebecca pursed her lips.  “Know that Maritime Legacy has no animosity towards Kadmus so long as Kadmus remains fair to people on the water, does them no harm, and do not instigate an attack or harassment towards them.”

“I understand, Captain.  As long as my people are safe, I will not pursue the matter,” Laurence replied.  “I give you my sincerest thanks for your aid at this time.”

The old woman lifted her free hand and waved it dismissively as she turned away.  “I only helped because of my family.”  She stopped in front of Beks and reached forward, with one hand before lifting the cane in her other.  She met Beks’ face with some amusement in hers.  “To tell you the truth, my dear, my water biha is quite weak.  My well is average, at best, so I require a tool to focus and control my power.”  She weighed the cane in her hand and looked it over with a sigh.  “It is not any easy task to learn to wield such a tool, as I’m sure you know now.”

Beks grimaced inwardly, being reminded of how she was flung out of the water and then thrown through the air by whatever force was being directed from the cane.  “I believe it.” She nodded and her Great Aunt put her hand on her shoulder.

“I can’t give you this cane, my dear, but I want you to look into any history of tools wielded by biha users.”  She raised her hand and gently tapped on the side of Bek’s head.  “Somewhere inside, there is a library of knowledge that can better explain and provide more insight that I can.”

Beks nodded her head once.  “I know I have more reading to do, Great Aunt.”

The old woman nodded.  She embraced Beks, who returned her embrace with one of her own.  “I will see you again once I find what I’m looking for.”

Beks stepped back and nodded, allowing the pirate commander to turn around and step on to the wooden gangway connecting Leviathan’s Throne to the Kraken’s Whipfloating beside it.

Once she was on her ship, the gangway was lifted.  The sails were adjusted and in a matter of moments, the Kraken’s Whip, with her Great Aunt at the helm, sailed away.

Beks remained standing on deck, her eyes fixed on the vessel.  Behind her, her mother’s crew adjusted their own sails and set off in the opposite direction.  It happened without the orders of her mother, who remained beside her, also watching her aunt’s ship sail away.

“Mommy, why did you name me after Great Aunt Rebecca?”

Her mother lifted her chin and clasped her hands behind her back.  “Because I know of no one more powerful, yet gentle as my aunt, and I wish for you to have the best qualities of hers.”  Sybil looked over at her daughter.  “Are you bothered that your Great Aunt is a pirate?”

Beks shook her head, her eyes still lingering on the horizon.  “Not at all,” she replied.  “In fact, I believe the unorthodox life of Great Aunt is what makes her so admirable.  She created and commands the largest fleet in the world.  She would not be where she is and accomplished what she has if she had not left.”

Her mother took a deep breath.  “There is only so much one can learn in a controlled environment.  The tempering of experiencing the unexpected is what can make you stronger.”

Beks nodded once and let out a tired sigh.  She turned around.  “Does the chief navigator have the route?”

Her mother turned to watch her as Beks began to walk away.  “We will remain far from Kadmus territorial waters, so it may take a bit longer to reach the area where the island is, but we have marked where you say it is.”

“Good,” Beks replied.  “Because I have a lot to read.”

The next few weeks were monotonous.  They hadn’t seen land for days, but for a crew used to spending long periods of time at sea, it was nothing.  Deo and their father discussed things with Laurence and Lady Eleanor.  They practiced their fire biha.  Thad would jump ship and use his wind biha to get to the ship where his master was on to practice every day.  It was not in vain.  With That’s biha well and his intense interest, he was advancing at a monstrous speed.

Master Zilar was now mostly focusing on Thad’s concentration and focus.  Detailed use of one’s biha was more difficult to do than grand, sweeping attacks.  Their father said that Thad’s rapid learning speed wasn’t out of the ordinary for a Caroline with a biha well.

Beks had stopped herself from making a face when he said that.  She had a biha well and yet, she still couldn’t use it.  After experiencing some sort of control using her Great Aunt’s cane, Beks began to try using other items.  A random stick that washed up on the beach, a fork, a long, narrow stone.

She’d poured her biha into it, but nothing happened.  No movement of wind, no movement of water.  Thankfully, she did her little experiments in private, so no one could witness her embarrassment when her attempts failed.  She resigned herself to read her disappointment away.

Their mother was busy with the crew and Beks spent almost all of her time with her eyes closed and reading everything she’d memorized, hopping from different topics so as not to get bored.

The one who seemed to be suffering the most due to sheer boredom was Wrath.  She could only read her legendary beasts book so many times before she got tired.  She then began to read the guidebook of sorts that Beks had received from the Quartz Lake Shrine.  Beks had translated most of it, and when Wrath had devoured what she could read, Beks took a break from reading to translate and write the remaining portions.

Wrath wanted to practice using her spirit core to speak to animals.  However, for a conversation to happen, the animal had to have a certain degree of consciousness.  In the middle of the sea, Wrath was limited.

The messenger parrots avoided her.  Inky was still insulted and refused to answer her.  A few times, dolphins had swum alongside the ship, but Wrath said they were snobby and didn’t want to talk to them.  Sharks and other sea creatures didn’t seem to answer Wrath’s calls, or rather, her random shouting if anyone was there over the ocean was met with nothing.

Beks wasn’t sure if the sea creatures around them couldn’t be communicated with, or if they were ignoring Wrath.  This had been the cause for the youngest Caroline’s frustration as of late.

After returning to the captain’s chamber in the afternoon, complaining once more that Inky still refused to communicate with her because she called him boring in comparison to Octavius, Wrath had tried to take a nap to waste time.

It didn’t last long.  An hour or so later, the child was sprawled across the bed, staring up at the wooden beams across the ceiling.

“I can’t live like this.”

From the table, where Beks was seated, her lips curled into a smirk as her little sister complain.  “You don’t like naps?  Trust me, you should take advantage of them while you can.  When you’re an adult, you’ll want to take naps, but won’t be able to.”

Wrath rolled over onto her stomach and cocked her head to look at her sister.  “Why not?”

“You’ll have too much work to do.”

“Then I won’t get a job.  I will live at home forever.”

“You’ll want to get out and interact with people.  Then people will depend on you, so you’ll have to do something, whether its work or social obligation.”

Beks looked at her sister’s scrunched face with one slightly opened eye.  Wrath continued to reject the idea. “Then...I won’t interact with people!”

Oh, if only it were that easy.  Beks held back a scoff.

“I like animals.  I will surround myself with animals,” Wrath said, appearing determined.

“The animals will depend on you.”

“Not if they’re wild.  They should be able to fend for themselves.”

“But don’t you want to spend time with them?  Go explore with them?  That’s a social obligation.”

Wrath’s brows shot up and panic filled her face.  “But why would they do that to me?  After all I’ve done for them!”

Beks restrained herself from asking her sister what she’d done for whom.  “You don’t want to spend time with them?  I like spending time with Snowflake.  Sometimes, I’ll read on his back and we’ll just bask in the sun.”

Wrath’s lower lip trembled, obviously envious.  “Then...then I can have one animal friend.  Sister, what kind of animal is best?”

“That’s a personal preference.  I love Snowflake, but if you ask Mommy, she will say Inky is superior.”

“Will I find a friend on the island?” Wrath’s voice became hopeful .

“I’m sure you will.” There were plenty of animals there, though for the most part with few exceptions, they seemed to purposely avoid the ruins.  At first, Beks thought it was because Snowflake was a predator and perhaps the prey animals sensed him.  However, when she had ridden Snowflake through the jungle, there were monkeys screaming and birds squawking all around them, unafraid.

Now that she thought about it, perhaps there was some sort of biha infused barrier that kept the larger animals away.  She’d have to take Wrath into the jungle to see the more impressive animals.  She doubted her sister would be moved by frogs in a pool.

The child rolled around on the bed.  “Then, I hope we can get there soon!  How much longer until we reach the island?”

Beks opened both eyes and rolled her shoulders back to loosen them.  “That is a good question....” She’d been so focused on reading and making notes that she had lost track of time and didn’t know where they were or their proximity to anything.  “Why don’t we go outside and ask Grandpa Ilo?”

Wrath seemed to mull it over before rolling off the bed and landing on her feet.  “Let’s go!”

Beks pushed her chair back and straightened her clothes. She took a moment to stretch for a bit after being seated for so long.  After cracking her back, she reached for Wrath’s hand and took her sister outside.

She turned her head to the side and squinted for a moment while the bright midday light hit her eyes after being in a dim room most of the day.

“Do you know where Grandpa Ilo is?”  The old man was a navigator from Aehamake, but her mother insisted that he was the best navigator in the entire fleet.  Even with his curly gray-white hair, he remained tall and upright, with a thick figure and a kind look on his face.  He was one of the original crew members on the Kraken’s Whip.

Wrath looked around, still holding her sister’s hand.  She perked up and began pulling becks towards the quarter deck.  The two sisters walked up the steps and found at their mother and father were with the old man, who was pointing in a direction.

Beks followed his hand.

Past one of the two escort ships that remained with them, there was a tiny, uneven sliver in the horizon.  It was land.

“Beks, we’ve arrived at the southern coast,” her father said as he stood up straight upon the sight of her.

She looked back towards land.  “That’s the southern coast?” The air was about right; warm and humid.  She looked up at the sky.  It was as blue and clear as she remembered it the day she floated away from the coast on the bottom of an overturned carriage.

“Grandpa Ilo,” Wrath said as she pulled her sister towards a wooden ledge in front of the helm.  “Are we close?”

The old man smiled and gave her a nod.  “We should be.  In the distance in that direction is Kadmus.  I believe those are the cliffs your sister came from.”

Wrath turned to look where he was looking and nodded.  “Then, how soon can we reach the island?”

The old man took a deep breath and exhaled.  “That I can’t tell you, my lady.  Gurani Island has long disappeared from any modern maps.  It is only a place of legend.  No one knows where exactly it is.”

Wrath tugged Beks forward and then pointed at her.  “My sister does!” She sounded quiet proud and Beks was almost embarrassed to correct her.

“Actually, Wrath, I only know the general area.  Since it has a protective barrier that keeps it hidden, I don’t know where exactly it is, either,” she admitted.  She saw the disappointment in her sister’s face for just a moment before Wrath shook her head.

“It’s okay!  As long as you can get us close!”

“We did get close last time,” Robert said.  “We wandered into the fog.”

“Beks, how close do you think we are?” Sybil asked.

“Can I see the spyglass?” Beks asked in return.  She released Wrath’s hand and held it out.  Their mother put the long metal and glass tube in her hand and Beks brought it to her eye.  She adjusted the little ring around it to focus on the land in the distance.

Despite herself, she let out a small hiss when she recognized the same jagged cliffside she’d been pushed off of.  She didn’t think she’d forget them or the sharp, protruding rocks and whirlpools below them for the rest of her life.  She took a deep breath and clenched her jaw.

“Does it look familiar?” her father asked.

Beks’ hand tightened on the spyglass.  “Too familiar,” she replied.  She lowered the spyglass.  “Sail a bit closer, but continue in this direction.  We should be near.”

Her mother nodded and brought her hand to her lips to whistle.  Another colorful bird fluttered down from where it had been perched above.

“Thad come back.  Prepare to anchor soon,” Sybil told the bird.  It let out a squawk, repeated her words, and flew off.

Well before they arrived, a plan was put into place.  Having been lost in the fog before, her father, brother, and Beks all knew that it was almost instantaneous.  They blinked and they were shrouded in a dense fog.

When they entered, they didn’t know if they were still visible from outside the fog.  On the island, the fog wasn’t seen, so Beks and the twins had been able to watch a ship be moved when it got too close.  However, this posed a problem for their two escort ships.  If they were seen, then the ships could anchor and wait.

If they suddenly disappeared, then the two ships would also get lost in the fog and they would all lose track of each other until they were moved out.

To prepare for this, instructions had been given.  Leviathan’s Throne would lead the way.  Deo would remain as far back on the stern as possible and as soon as the bow entered the fog, Deo would be ordered to send the flare; three short bursts and one long stream shaped like a snake, as high and large as he could make them.

This would signal the other two ships to anchor and wait.  Inky was told to wait with one of the escort ships, as they didn’t know what effect a stele would have against a sea beast.

Leviathan’s Throne was slowed to allow Thad to close the distance from one ship to the other.  The distance of his travel carried by wind was still limited.  Master Zilar said Thad tended to use too much at once, wasting his biha and running through it too fast.  Her younger brother was still learning to become more efficient.

When the escort ship was near, Thad seemed to take a running start before jumping into the air and then flying towards them, over the water.  This caused him to lean his upper body forward, and half the time, his landings were slight crashes or someone had to catch him.  This time, their Father caught him before he skidded face first onto the deck.

“Can’t you fly standing up so your feet can land first?” Wrath asked with an incredulous look.

“It’s easier for the wind to lift me when I’m horizontal.  There is more space to push up and it’s easier to control,” Thad said in his defense as their father put him down.

“Deo,” Robert said.  “Get to the stern and stand at ready.  Beks, go to the bow.  You said you sensed biha in the air.  You may feel it before you see it.”

Beks nodded.  She turned and ran around the ship, putting her hand on the shoulders of anyone who had a biha well in order to prepare them.  When she was done, she took a few steps to the very front of the ship, filling the biha wells of her parents last.  Wrath followed like her little tail, standing beside Beks, and pinching the side of her shirt as she peered over the edge.

“There isn’t anything but water,” Wrath said with some complaint.

“Just give it time,” Beks said as she narrowed her eyes.  She didn’t know how long she’d have to stand there, bracing herself, but she was already anxious.

Part of her wanted to pace the bow to release her tension, but she didn’t want to get distracted.

“The sky is clear.  There’s hardly a cloud,” Lady Eleanor said behind them.  “Is there really going to be fog?”

“There will be,” Robert replied in a serious voice.  “We’ve seen it.  Keep your eyes open, as it’ll happen before you notice it.”

“Beks....”  Thad stood to her other side.  “Nothing bad will happen right?”

She shook her head.  “No, it’s just fog.  The currents will push us away from the island, so we won’t run aground.”  She raised her hand and put it on her brother’s shoulders.  “Don’t worry.  If we aren’t able to find and move the stele before we’re pushed out, we can try again.  As many times as necessary.”

Although, it would be a waste of time.  If they were lucky, Deo’s flares would also attract the attention of someone on the island and someone would look for them.

The ship let out a low creak and Beks narrowed her eyes.  Earlier, she’d heard wind rustling the sails and the usual lapping of the water against the hull.  Aside from the creak, the air seemed oddly quiet.

Was it this quiet when she drifted for the first time?

Was it this quiet when they drifted a second time?  She couldn’t remember any signs signaling that they were about to enter the fog other than the increase of biha in the air, as she’d been too distracted by being in the fog itself.

“I hope we’ll be able to signal the other ships,” she heard her mother say.  “If we disappear from their line of sight, they will be worried.”

Beks began to chew on her lower lip.  As if sensing her anxiety, Wrath squeezed in front of her, between the railing and Beks.  She took her older sister’s hands and placed them on her small shoulders.

“Hug me,” Wrath said, tilting her head up to look at Beks.  “It will make you feel better.”

Beks glanced down at her and smiled as she wrapped her arms around Wrath’s shoulders.  “Ah...so warm and soft.  Wrath is so comfortable.”  Her sister flushed and looked away shyly.

“Aww...Daddy would like a hug, too,” Robert said with a gentle, teasing voice.

Wrath looked past Bek’s arm and shot her father a sneer.  “Daddy is a grown up.”

Robert let out a hiss and clutched his chest.  “My love,” he said, turning towards his wife.  “Our daughters have rejected me.”

Sybil merely nodded, distracted.  “That’s wonderful, Robert,” she replied in a perfunctory voice.  Her eyes were still fixed on the horizon.  “There is nothing but sea....” she muttered under her breath.

“I also don’t see anything,” Laurence said from their right.  “Beks, are you sure this is the right direction?”

“And it’s warm and humid here,” Lady Eleanor added with a slight frown.  “This isn’t the environment for fog.”

Beks kept her eyes narrowed and looking ahead of them.  “The first time I came, I’d lost sight of the mainland and there was nothing else but water.  The fog isn’t natural.”

“Then....” Lady Eleanor sounded confused.  “Is it an illusion?”

Beks’ skin began to tingle without warning, like small chills coursed up her arms.  She didn’t wait to make sense of the feeling.  She whirled around and screamed as loud as she could.  “Brother, now!”

Three balls of fire shot up from the stern, reaching well past their tallest mast.  The large, burning balls could be seen from a good distance away.  A long stream of fire curved like a snake seemed to slither into the sky.

Beks took a step towards the bow and saw her brother leaning forward over the stern’s railing to see if the other ships caught their signal.

“I can’t tell if they saw the signal and anchored....”  Deo turned around and seemed to lose his voice in mid-sentence.  He froze in place and stared ahead of him.

Beks blinked.

They were surrounded by a thick, gray fog.  Beks could feel a cool moisture against her exposed skin as in front of her, Wrath leaned back, as if to find support.  “Sister....”

“It’s fine,” Beks said.  “It’s just fog.  The most dangerous part of it is that we can’t see through it.”

She turned to her sides.  She could see the top of Thad’s head, as he was right next to her, but past him, she couldn’t see her parents or Laurence and Lady Eleanor.

The ship creaked and Beks craned her head forward.  She could hear water past the railings.

“This is unreal....  It happened so suddenly,” she heard Laurence say.  “I can hardly make out my own hand in front of me.”

“And I can feel the moisture of the fog...it’s real,” Lady Eleanor said.  “How can it happen so quickly?  There was no transition at all.  Normally, it would gradually get denser the further in.”

“Is this biha?” Laurence asked.

“It’s biha.”  The voices of several Carolines spoke up at once to answer him.

On her other side, Beks heard someone stepping forward, likely her mother.  She saw a vague, blurred dark shadow looking over where the railing was.  “I can barely make out the water below,” Sybil said.  “But I know it’s there.”

“And it’s overpowering the sails,” Beks said.

“But as long as there is water....”  Sybil trailed off.  “Should we try now?”

“The fog will push us out, so we should start as soon as possible to secure time,” Beks replied.

“Sir Calland!” Robert shouted.

“Your Grace!”  A man’s voice boomed from the main deck.

“Prepare to disembark when we give you the word!’

“Yes, Your Grace!”

“Children, Your Majesty, Lady Eleanor, secure yourselves.  When the current shifts, the ship could move suddenly,” Sybil told them.

Beks looped her arm around Thad’s arm closest to her and then used that hand to grasp Wrath’s arm.  “Stay close,” she said as she used her free hand to feel along the railing.  There were pieces of rope with loops hanging from the railing as a precaution, as Wrath’s hand was too small to properly grip the top of the railing.  “Put one hand through the loop and hold on.”

“Brace yourselves against the railing,” their father said.  “We don’t know where the ship will move, or if it’ll tilt.”

Beks leaned against the railing, using what little visibility she had to make sure her two younger siblings were properly secured and holding on. She then did the same while keeping an arm around Wrath.

She looked back towards the very front of the bow.  She could see the vague blur moving through the fog was their mother.  Their father was standing behind her to secure her.  Sybil raised her arms.

Beks heard water and felt some droplets against her face.

Her mother let out a sharp gasp.  “What’s wrong?” Robert asked at once.

“The water is dense with biha.  Incredibly dense,” Sybil said.  “I didn’t expect it to be this rich.  It’s comparable to when Beks flooded the pool in the Mouth of the Valley with her biha.”

“The stele must be feeding the water in order to create the current,” Beks said.  “Can you control it?”

There was some strain in her mother’s voice.  “I’m still searching for the source of the biha or the stele.”

Her mother once told her that she could use water as an extension of her senses.  What it touched; she could get a rough feeling of.  “The biha is resisting my control.  The stele is incredibly strong.”

Beks frowned.  Her mother was the strongest water biha user she knew.  If her mother couldn’t manipulate the water under the control of the stele, then who could?

“We just need to find the stele and separate it from the water.  If the water isn’t touching it, how can it be controlled, right?” Robert asked.

In truth, that was just a theory.  They didn’t know if the stele affected another element.  Would the air start moving in the water’s stead?

“There’s something beneath us, to the right!”  Sybil said.  “It’s made of stone, smooth, and round.  There is something embedded in it, but I’m not sure what.  Still, a surface like that shouldn’t be left smooth this close to land and in these conditions.  It should have something on it; coral, anemone, barnacles....  It hasn’t been corroded by the waves in any form at all.”

“That must be it,” Beks said.  “Can you separate it from the water?”

The ship let out a low creak and suddenly jerked to the side.  Thad and Wrath let out a cry as the ship tilted starboard.  Wrath nearly slipped out of Bek’s arm.  As soon as she found her sister’s arm around her, she clung on.

The ship let out a loud cracking and creaking sound, as if fighting against something.

Beks saw the familiar light of a fire being thrown down, allowing for some a visibility.  The fog began to thin and Beks craned her neck.

On the starboard side, her mother had created a crack in the water and the ship was pushing against the edge, almost teetering into the parted space between the water.  Below was sand and jutting pieces of coral, but there was dark stone in the center that looked to be at least half her size.  Jutting out from its center was a shining, rounded lump.

“Sir Calland!” Robert shouted.  “Go!”

Beks heard the sounds of thuds and saw a rope drop into the part between the water.  The ground was soaking, and as soon as Sir Calland, a large Thirnir knight landed, his feet sank up to his bare ankles.  A piece of rope was wrapped around one forearm and he faced the round stele.

Of the Thirnir they brought with them, Sir Calland was the best earth biha user they had.  His well was large, so he had a lot of power, but he had his limitations.  He needed to be connected to the earth to flood it with his biha.

“Beks, I need more biha!” her mother shouted for her and Beks released the rope.  She felt her way closer to her mother and grabbed onto her hand, trying to quell her unease.  Her mother had a massive biha well and they’d only just begun.  How much biha was being used to hold back the water.

Sir Calland let out a groan.  “Your Grace!  It’s buried!”

“How deep?” Robert shouted.

Sir Calland raised his arms and the stone stele shook.  The ground around it began to rise and crack as it rose, but it didn’t make it more than waist height before Sir Calland let out a wheeze.  “There is more of it, Your Grace!”

Beks heard her father mutter a curse under his breath.  She almost wanted to kick herself.  She knew the stele were buried, but she didn’t know how deep and how long the stone was.

“How much biha do you have left?” Robert shouted back.

Sir Calland was breathing heavily.  “I’m almost out, Your Grace!  The stele absorbs whatever biha I use!”

Beks wanted to kick the ground in frustration.

“Sister, can’t you fill his well again?” Wrath asked.

Beks looked at her mother.  Up close, she could see the older woman’s face twisted with concentration and tense with strain.  Beks kept her hand on her mother’s arm.  She could keep feeding her mother biha, but she couldn’t go down to Sir Calland.

“Come back up!” Robert shouted.  “Let Beks fill your well!”

Beks followed the railing towards the side where Sir Calland had climbed and almost hung over the side, reaching her hand down so he could grab it, fill his well, and return to position.

The ship jostled once more, nearly throwing her overboard.  Her father grabbed the back of her shirt to stop her.

“Duchess, what’s going on?  Can you hold on?” Laurence asked.

“The ship is being pressed by the water I’m holding back and the current trying to move it!” Sybil replied.  “I can hold the water, but I can’t hold the ship!”

If the ship were damaged, they couldn’t go any further.  If it sank there, they had no chance against the current.

Robert swore once more.  “Sir Calland, get back on the ship!  Sybil, ease the water down.  We can’t let the ship get damaged and sink!”

Sybil grit her teeth.  As soon as Sir Calland was on the quarter deck, she tried to ease her control over the water.  However, the force of the stele was too great and overwhelmed her withdrawing biha at once, causing the water to flood back into place.

The ship let out a cry as it tilted to one side, water splashing onto the deck before it bounced back and teetered to the other side.  Shouting and yelling were heard as the crew braced themselves against the violent movement of the ship.

Beks grabbed on to the closest rope and pressed herself against the railing to stabilize her body.

The ship slowly returned to its upright position and continued to be pushed by the current.  Sybil leaned forward, hunching her body over the railing as she let out shallow breaths.

“It’s so strong, Robert,” Sybil said, almost wheezing.  “I’ve never encountered such resistance with water.”

“Is everyone all right?  Your Grace?  Beks?  Sir Calland?” Laurence asked.  There were several responses, confirming everyone was safe.  No one seemed to report another being tossed off.  Laurence looked back at the water.  Beks could barely make out his figure.  “Now what do we do?  The stele wasn’t removed and we don’t know how deep it remains buried.”

“What else can we do?” Robert asked.  “We’ll need to wait until we leave the fog and then try again.”

Everyone on the quarter deck seemed to let out a collective, exhausted sigh.

Beks frowned and stood up, racking her brain to produce another plan.  Yes, they could try again.  They can try over and over, but they’d need to find the same stele or try to uproot another one.  They didn’t know where they were or which stele they’d moved so far.  How many would they need to pass before they found the same one?

She shut her eyes and took a deep breath, feeling the dense biha all around her.

A screech came from the distance.

Beks’ eyes flew open and she looked up on instinct.  The fog was still thick and she couldn’t see the sails or the top of the masts.

Her eyes narrowed and she listened.  The creaking wood of the ship...the sound of water.

Another screech and Beks took in a sharp breath.

“Do you hear that?” Wrath asked.  “It’s saying I’m here!”

“What’s saying I’m here?” Thad asked.

The screech sounded once more and Beks took a step forward.  Someone was nearby.

“There it is again!” Wrath said, also looking up at the sky.  “It’s saying I’m coming!”  Thad answered with impatience.

“What is saying it’s coming?”

“My lady!” This time, everyone seemed to understand.  Thad stiffened.

“I heard it, too....” he said, breathless.  His voice lowered.  “Can I also speak to beasts?”

“No, you idiot, someone’s talking,” Deo snapped from the bottom of the stairs.

“I know that voice,” Beks said.  She took a deep breath.  “Make room!  Clear the deck!” she yelled as she let go of the rope and rushed to the stairs.  She grabbed onto the railing and ran down.  “Clear the deck!  Move to the side!”

“My lady?  What’s wrong?” Someone asked, confused.

“Do as she orders!” Sybil shouted from the quarter deck.  The crew on deck hastily pushed aside various things that had rolled on to the deck when the ship rocked.  They then moved to the sides, leaving as much open space on the wooden floor as possible.

“My lady!  My lady, we’re landing!” a man’s familiar voice shouted.

Beks’ face filled with a smile as she let out a laugh.  “Careful where you land!”

A wooden, woven basket melted out of the thick, gray fog above.  Beks could feel the air coming from steady flaps of wings as a rope was tossed down from the basket.  Beks ran forward and grabbed it, pulling it back.

“Brother, help me secure this!” Beks yelled.

Deo rushed forward and took the rope from her hands, pulling it and feeling the heavy drag as he went to tie it against the mast.

The wooden basket looked far more professionally built than the one she’d ridden on when she left the island.  Sturdy, braided rope and leather latches were fixed around the rounded basket.

“My lady!”  The towering bald, blue-eyed man in the basket beamed as he bowed his head towards her.  His eyes seemed to redden as he saw her standing there, safe.  He took a deep breath and gave her the widest smile he could.  “Welcome back, my lady!”

Her eyes watered as she saw the loyal, familiar face that had dutifully guarded her across a continent.  If he was there, then everyone made it back.  An unexpected knot in her heart eased.

“I’m back, Gerard.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 47 - Enter the Entry Current


                “Gerard, you’ve made it.”  Deo finished securing the rope and walked over. Gerard bowed his head.

“Greetings, my lord.”

“Where does this basket lead to?” Deo looked up, following the rope that seemed to disappear into the fog.

“It’s attached to the legs of a rokh-”

“A rokh!” Wrath’s excited voice cut off Gerard.  Beks looked over her shoulder and saw her little sister’s small figure jumping off the last two steps and scrambling to come closer with wide eyes.  “Where?”

“He’s right above us,” Gerard replied, pointing up.

“Gerard, this is my younger sister, Dorothy-”

“Introduce me as Wrath!”

“Yes, this is my younger sister, Wrath,” Beks said as she reached out and put her hand around the back of her sister’s shoulders to bring her forward.

Gerard bowed his head.  “Greetings, Lady Wrath.”

“Yes, hello.  How are you?  I am well.  Can I see your rokh?” Wrath rushed through the pleasantries without waiting for an answer, and got straight to the point.

“Dorothy of Caroline,” their mother’s stern voice came from behind her and she winced.

“Please,” she added.

Beks let out a sigh.  “In a moment.  Gerard, how did you find us?”

“The fog isn’t visible on the island or to those already there, and we saw the ship, as well as a large flare.  Sir Lloyd swears it was Lord Deo, so I came out to check.”

Beks heard her brother let out a small huff and gave her a haughty look.  “I knew my people were dependable.”

She ignored him and continued speaking to Gerard.  “Can you get us to the island?”

“Yes, there is a very narrow entry current, but after our tests, it’s only identifiable from above.”

“I’ll follow you, but we’ll need to wait until we get out of the fog,” Beks replied.  “Let them land and rest.  It may be a while.”

Gerard nodded and looked up.  He let out two short whistles and then a long one.  Above them, still unseen by Beks and the others, there was a bird’s scream.

Wrath let out a gasp and clenched her little fists in front of her, as if trying to contain her excitement.  “It says it’s coming down!”

“Everyone!” Gerard said as he climbed out of the basket.  “Please move aside.  He needs room to land.”

“Do as he says.”  Sybil waved her hand to instruct her crew to step back while she and her husband reached them.

Gerard tilted the basket to one side and rolled it from side to side to move it further away in order to give the bird more room.

Beks began to feel gusts of wind coming from above.  She tilted her head as the steady gusts grew stronger.  A dark shape began to appear in the fog, rapidly growing sharper the closer it came down.  The large talons appeared with leather straps to help secure the basket ropes to it, then pale feathers on the underside dotted with random dark ones.

The bird’s wingspan stretched out, darkening the section of deck where she stood, before the boat creaked with the weight of a rokh.  Beks’ brows shot up.  She thought that it was either Tempest or Thunder, the two adult rokhs, that would’ve brought Gerard, but this bird was slightly smaller and the coloration was a bit different.

Their head twitched and seemed to look around as they adjusted their wings.  They seemed to finally see Beks and let out a squawk before waddling from side to side in order to face her.

Wrath gasped and her grip on Bek’s arm tightened.  “He says he’s Cloud and if you remember him!”  The little girl’s face was flushed red and it was unsure if it was because she was excited because of the rokh or because she understood.

Beks drew her head back and gasped.  She then furrowed her brows and leaned forward.  “Cloud?  Baby Cloud?”

The rokh began to let out a high chirp, excited and tried to come closer, but there was little room for him to maneuver with the basket there.  He drew his head back and made an irritated noise.

“Sister, he says it’s him and if she’s impressed.  He’s now carrying people,” Wrath translated.

Beks smiled.  She nodded.  She gently pried Wrath’s hands from her arm.  “Let me talk to him.  You stay here; he may not be good with strangers.”

Wrath looked disappointed, but nodded, understanding.  Animals had boundaries, after all.

Beks took a step closer to Cloud, walking around the basket.  She lifted her hand and let the rokh smell her hand before leaning forward and rubbing the side of his head against her hand.

“Look at our little baby Cloud!  He’s grown so big!  He can lift up a whole basket with people now!”  She praised the bird who lifted his head, tilted it back, and let out a few short screeches.

“He says he learned faster than his sister....he has a sister!?” Wrath gasped.  Her eyes were wide and she trembled in her spot.  She looked down, as if unable to comprehend what she had just learned.  “There are two...two....”  She then opened her mouth once more, but no words came out.

Thad stood beside her and crinkled his eyes, giving her a somewhat disgusted look.  “Are you overwhelmed?”  His sister didn’t answer, and instead remained standing there, dumbfounded.  “I take that as a yes.”

“This is amazing.  I’ve never seen anything like this,” Laurence said as he stood to the side and reached out to touch the basket.  Gerard turned around, appearing ready to answer any questions.  His eyes dilated and he immediately fell to one knee.

“Blessings to His Majesty King Laurence!”  His voice boomed across the deck.  “Lt. Commander Leon Gerard salutes His Majesty!”  Beks tilted her head to the side.  Had Gerard seen Laurence before?  At that moment, Laurence was wearing regular clothing.  It was good quality, but it wasn’t anything eye-catching or ostentatious as he would’ve worn in Kadmium.

They also weren’t in the palace.  Laurence wasn’t wearing a crown, let alone seated on a throne.

Laurence raised a single brow and seemed to have the same question as she did.  “You recognize me?”

Gerard kept his head bowed, one hand over his knee, as the other was in a fist on the ground.  “Yes, Your Majesty.  The Battalion Commander had a family portrait in his quarters.”

Laurence gave him a small nod.  “You may rise.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”  Gerard rose to his feet, bowing once more and saluting Laurence before stepping back.  He was quickly introduced to Lady Eleanor beside Laurence.

“Gerard, how did you see us?” Beks asked.  “My brother’s flares were quick.”

“We have sentry points on the beach where we go fishing and on the lower tier of the mountain ruins, which has a better view.  We’re still working on additional sentry points,” Gerard replied.  “It was the sentry on the mountain that saw the flares and alerted us.  Battalion Commander said that if it were Lord Deo, as Sir Lloyd suggested, then come down and retrieve him, as it was likely that you would have returned, as well.”

Beks lifted her other hand to her chest and pressed against it, relieved that they had tried to enter on the side facing the mainland.  From the lower tier of the mountain ruins, they could only see the section of sea between them and the mainland.  Had they tried to enter from the ocean side, the sentry wouldn’t have seen the flare.

They would’ve been just another ship being deflected away from the island.

“It seems we were lucky, Cloud,” she said as she gave the rokh a gentle scratch under the chin.

“I was worried when I got closer, there was a pirate image on the sails,” Gerard said with a slight laugh.  “But luckily, I saw my lady.  Snowflake and their highnesses will be relieved to see you safe.”

Beks pursed her lips.  “You said that there was an ‘entry current’?”

Gerard nodded.  “It’s a very narrow channel of water that is unaffected by the defensive current.  From our tests, the ship will still go through the fog, as Prince Lucian believes the fog comes from a different set of defensive steles; however, the entry channel will carry the ship to the island instead of expelling it from the fog.”

“What are the chances of a ship being caught in the entry current?” Beks asked.

“Very slim, my lady.  The entry current moves location.  Jonas has spent time tracking it, but there doesn’t seem to be a set pattern where we can predict where the point of entry will be,” Gerard told her.

This was both good and bad.  Good in that as a defensive measure, the chances of it being breached were small.  However, it was inconvenient for those who lived on the island.

“Lt. Commander Gerard, how many ships can go through at once?” Sybil asked.

Gerard glanced at her and then at Beks and bowed his head.  “One ship at a time, Your Grace.  Not only is the entry current narrow, but when more than one ship follows, the current is broken and disappears.”

Sybil lifted her hand and rubbed her chin.  “Then, once we get out of the fog.  We will need to notify the other ships.  I must prepare messages to send to the other two.”

“Gerard, you’ve already guessed, but she is my mother, Duchess Sybil of Caroline, and the man behind her is my father, Duke Robert of Caroline,” Beks said, still standing beside Cloud, who had rested the underside of his beak on top of her head.  “And the young man next to Wrath is my second brother, Thad.”

Gerard bowed his head, exchanging greetings with the older couple and the child.

“I will go and prepare the messages first.  As soon as we are out of the fog, we’ll need to find the escort ships and send the messages on the parrots,” Sybil told them.  She frowned a bit. “And you said before that you don’t know where the current will release us?”

Beks shook her head and then looked at Gerard.  “Jonas says that ships are usually released at opposite sides of the island from where they were entering.”

“I understand.  I’ll prepare the messages now.”  Sybil turned and walked in the direction of the captain’s chamber.  Beks couldn’t see the door from where she was, but her mother could find anything on her ship while blind folded.

“So, it’s bypassing the island all together,” Laurence said with a knit brow.  He nodded, satisfied once more.  “As a safety precaution, it’s quite good.”

“When we exit the fog, my lady and I will search for the entry current.  Once we find it, we will return to you and lead you there,” Gerard told them.  “The entry current must align with the length of the ship, otherwise, the ship will simply sail through it, unaffected.”

“How many tests have you done?” Beks asked.

“Not me, but Jonas.  Since the Dranga and I arrived, he has formed a research team under the instruction of the princes.  Observations are still being made, my lady.”

“Regardless, it seems that we’ve learned a lot.  Commendable work,” Beks replied with a satisfied nod.

“Sister....” Wrath’s voice was strained, as if she were hesitant.  Beks turned to look at her and smiled.

“What is it, Wrath?”

Wrath lifted her little arm. “Can I...can I come with you when you go on the basket?”

“I’m afraid not, my lady.” Gerard answered for Beks as he knelt down and shook his head.  “Cloud is still young.  He’s not a full grown rokh yet, so two people are the maximum he can carry.  I’m already quite heavy, and we’ll need to go high to find the entry current.”

Wrath’s face fell.  She lowered her head, but nodded.  “Then...then can I at least touch him?”

Unexpectedly, Cloud let out a squawk and took a step back.  Wrath gasped and her face flushed red.  Her little hands clenched at her sides.  “I am not!”  Cloud squawked twice more and turned his head away from Wrath.

Beks raised a brow.  “What did he say?”

Wrath sniffled.  “He says I can’t touch him because I’m sticky.  He says that the children on the island are sticky!”  The child bristled.  “But I’m not sticky!”

Thad raised his brow.  “Are you sure about that after you got honey all over your bread this morning?”

Wrath sent him a scathing look.

Beks walked over and gently stepped between her two younger siblings.  She put her hands on Wrath’s shoulders and pulled her back a step.  “When we reach the island, you can wash up.  Then I am sure that another rokh will let you touch them.”

Wrath wrinkled her nose.  She turned and faced Beks, pressing her face in Beks stomach to comfort herself after the disappointment.

“Have the Dranga people settled well?” Deo asked.  “How long was the journey?”  Beks was curious as well.  It was one thing to travel with just one or two more people, but an entire state in exodus was something else.

Gerard nodded his head.  “Yes, my lord.  We began to arrive a month ago and as of last week all the families are accounted for.”

Beks tilted her head to the side and frowned.  “What do you mean began to arrive a month ago?”

“A large group migrating attracts attention,” Laurence said as he stood on the other side of the basket, inspecting the rokh, who looked at him, as if curious.  “They must’ve split to attract less attention.”

“His Majesty is wise,” Gerard said with an acknowledging bow.  “While everyone wanted to reach the island as soon as possible, safety was our primary consideration.  If we left all at once and as the entire group, we would likely attract unwanted attention that could get us in trouble.

“Sandra and I selected several of Dranga people’s best warriors and younger leaders.  With the aid of the Elders, the people were split and sent out on three different roads, two of which avoided Kadmus.  They were told to follow the road to specific stops to check in.  It took a month longer than initially planned, but everyone has reached the island.”

The wave of relief filled Beks and she nodded her head.

Lady Eleanor stepped forward, looking away from her fiancé who was now gently stroking the neck of the rokh.  “Then, everyone is safe on the island?”

“Except for the teams who have left to gather supplies on the mainland, my lady,” Gerard replied with respect.  “While the island has plenty of wild game and vegetables, it is missing many things, including tools, processed metals, and other day to day supplies.  Small groups of Dranga and Wild Dogs go to the mainland to gather supplies.”

“How are you paying for all of this?” Deo asked with a slight frown.  The Dranga people weren’t wealthy and what little money they had been able to carry with them would barely be enough to support them through the migration.  Where did they get the money for supplies?

Gerard scratched his bald head and looked at Beks.  “The Battalion Commander and Prince Lucian.  With the aid of the Wild Dogs, the Battalion Commander was able to retrieve some money he had hidden away.”

Beks wanted to ask since when did they had money on the island, but didn’t want to raise her suspicions in front of Deo or Gerard.  Considering the twin’s history of being sent out of the palace at such a young age and forced into the army and Temple, all of their royal allowances remained in the bank.  Since they were considered missing, Luther and his father couldn’t get to the money, at least not immediately.

“Do they have enough?” Beks asked.

Gerard shrugged, helpless.  “That, I am not privy to, my lady.  The Dranga people have pooled their money into a communal fund to repair the ruins, but it isn’t enough for everyone to get the supplies they need at once, so they are sharing the supplies.  They have selected two sites, and currently, ruins in the center north quadrant are being repaired.”

“How are you bringing things from the mainland?” Robert asked.

“We have purchased two brigs, Your Grace.  In order not to draw attention to the island, the ships go to different locations each time they’ve set sail so far.”

Robert nodded.  “And where did you get the sailors?”

Gerard appeared a bit proud.  “Your Grace, the Wild Dogs are not only legion soldiers.  We possess specialists for things like sailing, as per the Battalion Commander’s orders.”  Robert uttered a satisfied hum and nodded.   Gerard turned to Laurence. “And Your Majesty, the Battalion Commander has begun to oversee training of the remaining Wild Dogs in preparation of your arrival.  Prince Lucian is overseeing the civilian resettlement with the aid of the Dranga Elders.”

“My brothers have grown well,” Laurence said, his voice a bit tight as pride filled his eyes.

“My lady, the princes have been expecting you much earlier than us.  When we arrived, due to how long it took us to migrate down, we expected to see you here or have already left to continue your search,” Gerard told her.

Beks gave him a shake of her head.  “I made a ridiculous miscalculation on the location of the stele, so I had to take my brother and Father further away, which increased our travel time.  It is my fault.  We tried to return to the island, but were caught in the fog and pushed away.”  She paused and looked at Gerard with some concern.  “They weren’t angry at you for not returning with me, were they?”

“I informed them that you were with Lord Deo to search for His Grace, my lady.”  Gerard replied, but didn’t answer her question.  “It was the Battalion Commander who told me to follow all your orders, so I followed your order to return with the Dranga people since you would be safe with Lord Deo.”  His eyes darted to the side for the moment.  Beks held back her frown.

She made a mental note to speak to the twins.  It wasn’t Gerard’s fault, and she was likely safer with Deo than Gerard from ability alone.

“The fog is starting to thin.  How long does it usually take to clear it?  Have you timed it?” Deo asked, holding his arm in front of him.  Beks looked down and then up.  The fog was indeed thinning and now, from where she stood, she could see both ends of the ship, though it was a bit hazy.

“The fog is only visible to those who have acclimated to the biha on the island.  This is Jonas’ and Prince Lucian’s current theory.  However, when our people return after days away, even if they didn’t see the fog when they left, they saw it again when they arrived.  Jonas did some tests and the duration of a ship in the fog varies from a quarter of an hour to almost an hour,” Gerard replied.

“It shouldn’t be too long now, then,” Deo said.

“My lord, were the other two ships Her Grace was speaking of the two ships in the distance from where you entered?” Gerard asked.  Deo nodded and Gerard’s eyes crinkled.  “The ones with the pirate insignia?”

“We’re also on a pirate ship, Gerard,” Beks reminded.  Had he forgotten since he saw them?  She pointed up at the sails above them.  She could barely see the kraken symbol, but Gerard could.

The man squinted as he looked up and then back at Beks.  “Are there more of you?”

“No, just the three of us,” Beks replied.  “We had two ships escort us as a precaution against the Kadmus navy.”

Gerard frowned at once.  “Are they still patrolling outside Kadmus’ territorial waters?” he asked.  “The last news we were able to gather from the mainland, the navy was told to focus on the trade routes and stay within Kadmus waters.”  He lowered his voice and leaned forward.  “Apparently, pirates were sinking their warshi.....”  His voice trailed off as he seemed to realize something.

He lifted his head once more.  He looked from the sails to Beks and back.

“Whatever you’re thinking, the answer is yes,” Deo told him in a dull voice.

Gerard paled a bit. “What...what pirate fleet-”

“Maritime Legacy,” Lady Eleanor replied.  Gerard sucked in a sharp breath.

“The...the pirate fleet?” he whispered.  Beks nodded head once.  “The most dangerous, not to mention the largest, in the ocean?”

Beks nodded once more with her lips in a tight line.  “I know.  My Great Aunt founded it and is the current fleet commander.”

Gerard seemed to hold his breath.  He stood in place, his eyes staring blankly ahead of him, as if unsure what to do with that information.

“It is fine, Lt. Commander,” Laurence said with his arms around the rokh’s soft chest.  “Maritime Legacy came to my aid.  We are in their debt.”

“Oh...all right,” Gerard said in a strained voice, as if unable to believe it.

“I didn’t think a soldier would know of the pirate fleet,” Beks said.

“Just because you are trapped in Kadmium doesn’t mean everyone else is,” Deo replied.  “Maritime Legacy is infamous.”

“It’s almost to a legendary status,” Lady Eleanor added.  “I’ve heard some families who live on the coasts use the fleet to scare their children.”

Beks pursed her lips.  It was a bit difficult to accept this when it was her mother and Great Aunt who represented the fleet to her.  In a way, it was almost insulting that her mother and Great Aunt were treated as monsters to make children behave.

A whistle came from behind her and Beks turned around.  Her mother came out of the room with two tightly rolled pieces of paper pinned between her fingers.  After she whistled, two colorful parrots swept down from where they were waiting on the ropes above them.

Her mother stuffed the messages into tiny metal canisters on their legs and then let them sit on her shoulders.

“How much longer until we’re out of his blasted fog?” she asked.

“Soon, my love,” Robert said, taking one arm gently in his.  “Lt. Commander says time varies but it’s not longer than an hour from when we entered.  It can be as short as a quarter of an hour.”

“Once the ship is aligned with the entry current, it will control the direction of the ship,” Gerard told them.  “Let it do so.  There is another set of steles closer to the shore, just before a drop.  At a certain distance, the currents, both defensive and entry, will no longer be in effect and the ship can move as normal.”

“Which part of the island will we arrive at?” Beks asked.

“Surprisingly, my lady, no matter where we enter the entry current, we will also be taken to the beach where we fish,” he replied.

Beks furrowed her brows. “Then this means that the time it takes to get there varies.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“What about when a ship is leaving?” the Duchess asked.

Gerard’s face lit up.  “The stele controlling the defensive current will not affect a ship sailing away from the island, though the crew will need to be acclimated to the biha on the island in order to remain unaffected by the fog.”

“How long does one need to acclimate?” Robert asked.

“Your Grace, tests are still being conducted, but it seems to vary.  Jonas has yet to find any correlation between speed of acclimation and other factors, such as age, size, or biha well size,” Gerard replied.

“How long did it take you to acclimate?” Deo asked.

Gerard thought for a moment.  “I’m not sure, my lord.  When we first arrived, we came through a cave network.  When we arrived the second time, I spent much of my time with the resettlement and didn’t pay attention.  It’s been some time now, so between now and then, I’ve acclimated.”

“Then, for the most part, if a ship returns after some time away, will they need to be escorted in through the entry current?” Sybil asked.

“Yes, Your Grace.  As with Lord Deo, each ship has a fire biha user whose purpose is to release a pattern of flares into the air when they near the island from this side to alert the sentry.  Then they wait for someone on a rokh to guide them back.” Gerard let out a sheepish laugh.  “I am usually the one who does so, as I have wind biha and can assist in aligning a ship to the entry current.”

“How did they find out about the entry current to begin with?” Beks asked.

Gerard shrugged once more.  “You will need to ask Jonas and Prince Lucian, my lady.  They are the ones who are studying it.  I’m afraid I only know the basic details.”

“That’s fine, Lt. Commander.  Thank you for your explanation,” Laurence said in a regal voice.  “It is reassuring that the island has such defenses and barriers to keep it secure.”

Beks lifted her head and could see the sails above her.  The crow’s nest was still shrouded in a bit of fog, but she could make out its shape.

“The fog is thinning.  We should get ready to go up,” Beks said.

Gerard nodded.  He turned towards the rokh, only to find that Cloud was happily being pet by Laurence.  “Your Majesty....I’m afraid we need Cloud to take flight.”

“Already?” A hint of disappointment crossed the king’s face.

“I don’t know who’s worse; you or Wrath,” Lady Eleanor said with a roll of her eyes as she pulled her future husband away.

“At least he got to touch him....” Wrath muttered with envy as Deo pulled his youngest sister away from Beks.

“Lord Deo, untie the line.  The rokhs take off and when they do, the basket will be pulled to the side as their take offs aren’t completely vertical,” Gerard told him.  “Once they’re in the air, they’ll circle around and lower the basket for us to climb into.  We need to hold on to the guide rope so as not to lose the basket.”

“Understood,” Deo said before going to deal with the rope.

Gerard turned back to Cloud and let out a series of whistles.  Cloud puffed up and let out a screech before waddling to the side to face the water and extending his wings.   Wind rushed up from beneath his wings and across the deck before he jumped over the side of the ship.

He dipped below the railing and the rope attached to the basket went with him.  The basket was pulled to the side, but before it could topple over, it was pulled into the air at an angle, also off the railing.

Gerard took the rope from Deo and began to feed it, allowing the basket to float overhead while the rokh steadied itself above.  Then, Gerard pulled the basket back, adjusting it so it could return to its original position.  Once it was down, he handed the rope back to Deo and helped Beks climb in.

When the two of them were inside, Deo released the line.  Gerard let out another series of whistles and they began to ascend.  Beks looked over the woven side of the basket.  Wrath and Thad waved at her; the former with sadness and the later with excitement.  Beks waved back just as the fog covered them and the ship.

“The fog is thinning, but I still see it,” Beks said.

“Once you acclimate, you will not be affected, my lady.”

Beks nodded.  “Tell me the truth, did Laz punish you for leaving me behind?”

She was still looking over the edge, but heard Gerard’s sharp intake of breath.  He hesitated for a few counts and Beks wasn’t sure if he just didn’t want to tell her or was trying to find a way to express what happened without angering her.  Perhaps both.

“The Battalion Commander and Prince Lucian were very worried about you, my lady.  Prince Lucian was absolutely certain that your disguise had worn off already and was anxious that you would be caught.”

“I was with my brother and father; I would be fine.”

“Yes, but at the time, they only knew that Lord Deo was with you.  We did not know if you had already found the Duke of Caroline,” Gerard pointed out.  “The Battalion Commander punished me to sentry tower duty until you returned.”

Beks let out a heavy breath.  “I’m sorry for getting you in trouble, Gerard.”

“I understood the circumstances at the time, my lady, and that the Battalion Commander would punish me for leaving you, regardless of your order or who you were with,” Gerard replied.  “Though, they had a right to be concerned.  They didn’t know how long your disguise would last.”

Beks raised a hand and touched the streak of orange hair on the side of her face.  “This was a surprise, but it lasted far longer than we thought.  It was still orange when I found my father, when we left the mainland to try to search for my mother, and when we found my mother and younger siblings.”  She paused.  “In fact, there is a good chance it would still be in place had I not had another biha explosion-”

“You had another biha explosion?”  Gerard cried out and paled.  He’d heard about what happened the first time and had told his wife, resulting in Sandra becoming even more determined to follow along and become Beks’ lady in waiting throughout their short journey.

Beks waved her hand to dismiss his worries.  “It was...controlled.  My family was there and I was in safe hands.”

She did not mention the fact that she had fallen overboard during Stromwal, or that a leviathan had saved her after it frightened her to the point that she panicked and had an explosion.

“Are you all right?  Is there any lingering sequelae?” Gerard asked with furrowed brows.  “Our Wild Dogs have medics and they are on the island.  You should be checked when we arrive.”

“It’s fine, Gerard.  I had an explosion on the way to Sagittate and when I woke up, I was in my childhood bedroom there,” Beks told him.  “Doctors and healers checked on me.  Even before I was taken ashore, I was safe on my mother’s ship.”  She made a vague hand motion over the side of the basket and Gerard followed it with his eyes.  His brows knit together.  “My lady, that ship below is the Duchess’ ship?  Is it from Sagittate?”

She could almost see the confusion on his face, as the sails had the bold Maritime Legacy insignia.

“It’s not from Sagittate, but it is my mother’s ship.”

“But that is a pirate ship.”

“Yes.”  Beks stared at him and watched him go through a myriad of silent emotions.  Confusion, worry, curiosity, and finally, resigned acceptance.  He nodded his head, as if pretending he hadn’t asked.

“Let me tell you what the entry current looks like, my lady.”  She almost laughed at his blatant attempt to change the topic.

By now, they’d risen high enough that Beks could see the cloud of fog below, but nothing else.  She squinted.  She couldn’t even see the mountain peaks of the island, which should’ve been visible.  Perhaps it was because she was not yet fully acclimated.

“I still see fog.”

“We will fly along the edge of the fog,” Gerard told her.  “The entry current goes beyond the edges of the fog.  First, observe the sea.  It’s all a similar pattern, for the most part.  There are streaks of light reflected from the crests of the waves.  What we’re looking for is a thin band that looks like a ribbon floating in the water.  That band is darker with far less streaks of light reflecting off the water’s surface, as there are far less waves.  Think of it as a stream cutting through the ocean.  And if we go too high, we won’t see it, but too low, and we won’t notice it.  We must remain at a certain altitude.”

She could only imagine the amount of time it took for them to study this and get some semblance of a system down.  As they flew around the perimeter of the fog, Beks looked for any anomaly in the water below that stuck out from the edge of the fog.

Gerard stood behind her, looking at a different side.  They’d almost circumnavigated the fog when Gerard let out a yell.

“Did you find it?”  Beks rushed to his side.

“There!”  Gerard pointed below.  Beks squinted and leaned over the edge.  It was faint, but it was as Gerard described: like a dark ribbon of water that had minimal reflection, almost floating aimlessly in the sea.  Now that he pointed it out, it was obvious.  “Let’s get back to your mother’s ship.”

“Leviathan’s Throne.”

“The what?”

“That’s Mommy’s ship’s name.  Leviathan’s Throne.”

Gerard furrowed his brows.  “That sounds familiar....” He brought his fingers to his mouth to let out a long whistle.  “Cloud!  Back to the ship!”  Above them, a screech was heard, acknowledging the order.  Cloud dipped to the side and headed towards the pirate ship that had anchored near the two other ships.

Gerard looked over the edge as Cloud brought them lower.  The rokh’s accuracy was impressive, especially for such a young rokh.  Beks couldn’t help but feel proud of Cloud, who she used to carry when he was a ball of down.  They neared the ship at about the same height as the quarter deck.

“Did you find it?” Deo shouted from the bow.

“Yes!  Hoist anchor!  I will use wind biha to align the ship in the entry current!” Gerard shouted back.

Deo nodded and looked towards their mother, who turned around and gave the order.  Gerard let out two short whistles and they were lifted up once more.

“You’ve been using your wind biha to move ships?” Beks asked with raised brows.

“My lady, I feel as if my biha well has grown.  Throughout the journey, I’ve practiced the exercises Lord Deo had taught to some biha users.  I didn’t think much of it at first, but when I continued them on the island, I could’ve sworn there was an increase,” Gerard said with wide, excited eyes.  “Once the ship is close to the entry current, I use my biha to align it precisely within the entry current’s path.  Then the current does everything else.”

Beks raised a brow.  “Then...if you’re going to push the ship from here....?”

He gave her a sheepish look.  “My lady is here to assist!  Please help me make a good impression on His Majesty.”

Beks let out a small snort.  She would’ve offered, but was amused that Gerard hoped to have her help.

“All right, let’s see how far you’ve come with technique,” Beks said.  She put her hand on his shoulder and poured biha into him.  “Does it still take the same amount of time to gather biha?”

“Longer now that my well is larger.  The speed appears to be the same, but the amount needed to be full is greater.  The Elders of Dranga said that there should be a way to increase efficiency during use, so I don’t need to use as much biha for a single task.”  He scratched his head.  “I have not yet figured how to.”

Beks pursed her lips and thought for a moment.  “When we’re settled, I’ll introduce you to my brother’s wind biha master.  Thad has progressed well and can fly from ship to ship.”

Gerard sucked in a sharp breath and then let his jaw drop.  “He can fly?”

Beks nodded.  “Let’s align the ship first.”

Gerard nodded, appearing to quell his enthusiasm in order to focus on the task.   He turned to face the ship and began to gather biha.  Beks tilted her head, surprised that she could feel something in the air collecting in Gerard’s arms.  A moment later, he brought them forward and began sending gusts of wind into Leviathan's Throne’s sails.

The ship creaked and tilted as it was turned forty-five degrees portside and then pushed forward, towards the entry current.

Beks stood behind Gerard, her hand on his shoulder and keeping a steady stream of biha flowing into the man so the process could go smoothly.  According to Gerard, he’d done this at least a dozen times already with their brigs, but not with anything as big as her mother’s ship.

“Where did Her Grace get such an impressive vessel?”

“Spoils of looting the Paraxes Navy.”

Gerard bit his lips, as if regretting having asked.

He whistled to realign Cloud once more before turning the ship back to face the island and merging it into the entry current.  He leaned from side to side, as if checking to make sure the ship was centered in the current, before nodding, satisfied with his work.

He lowered his arms.  “It’s done!  The current will take them to the island.”

The ship’s sails were lowered, and Beks could almost feel the awe radiating from the crew below as the ship continued to slip into the fog.

“Bring me back to the ship and then notify the twins that we’ve arrived.”

“Yes, my lady!  Remember that when the current stops carrying the ship, they should be safe to drop anchor.  If they wait a few moments, the fog in front of them will thin enough for them to make out the shore.  From there, they can row in.”

Beks nodded.  They entered the fog once more, but while she became disoriented and unable to see her hands in front of her, Cloud had no problem finding the ship.  Gerard yelled to make room so that the basket could land and Beks could climb out before they ascended again.

The instructions he gave were relayed to her mother once Beks used the railing to guide her back to the quarter deck.

As they ‘floated’ along and the fog thinned out, Beks furrowed her brows with a sense of déjà-vu.  She had also floated along on the bottom of an overturned carriage, drifting aimlessly in the sea because she didn’t have anything to use to paddle her way to shore.  It wasn’t until the carriage ran aground on a sandbank that Beks found herself on a beach.

Was she unknowingly caught in the entry current when she first arrived?  From Gerard’s words, the chances of accidentally being caught in it was small.  Numerous factors had to be perfect.  The entry current moved, it was narrow, and if another ship had crossed its path while she was on it, the entry current would disappear and she’d be pushed out of the fog.

It was too lucky to be considered sheer luck.

“Captain, the ship has stilled!  We’re out of the entry current!” Grandpa Ilo shouted from the helm.

Sybil narrowed her eyes.  “Hoist sail, take us a bit further in, until we can see land.  Once we do, drop anchor!”

“Yes, Captain!”

The sails were adjusted and the ship moved forward with caution so as not to run aground suddenly.

Beks leaned forward on the railing and could make out a fine strip of pale sand through the fog.  “I see the beach!”

Her mother didn’t hesitate.  “Drop anchor!”

The crew seemed to move all at once.  The sails were adjusted, the sound of the anchor chain filled the air, and the row boats were prepared.  Since they could see land in front of them, they knew which direction to row.

There was a screech above them and Wrath gasped and looked up.  “The rokh is here!”  She scrambled to the nearest rowboat and was about to climb on by herself, but was stopped by Lady Eleanor.

“Don’t just climb into it when it’s still being readied.  What if you get hurt?” the woman said with an exasperated sigh.

“We need to hurry!”  Wrath insisted.  She looked past Lady Eleanor and towards Laurence.  “Your Majesty, don’t you want to see the rokh-I mean, your brothers?”

Beks raised a brow at her younger sister squirming under one of Lady Eleanor’s arms.

Laurence laughed.  “Of course, but let’s not do anything dangerous before we see them.  My brothers, and the rokhs, aren’t going anywhere.”

“Dorothy of Caroline.”  Their mother’s scolding voice reached her ears and Wrath drew her head back, going limp in Lady Eleanor’s arm.

It must’ve felt like eternity to the child to have to wait for the rowboats to be prepared.  When they finally were, she was the first to climb on.  Impatience was written all over her face as she twisted the hem of her tunic.  Beks was sure if Laurence weren’t King and on the rowboat with them, Wrath would have demanded he hurry up or be left behind.

Her family and Laurence and Lady Eleanor took one rowboat.  No one was needed to row, as her mother had tested the waters and proclaimed that they were ‘normal’.  She moved the rowboat herself at faster than normal speed with her biha.

The wind blew at Bek’s face, nice and cool despite the humidity.  As they approached the shore, the landscape became clearer.  The pale beach stretched far with a few jagged outcroppings of stone, the dark tree line of the jungle not far behind, and several small fishing boats that were used to sort fish in fine nets.

“There are more people than I thought,” Laurence said as he looked over the beach.  There were at least two dozen people all along the beach, by their boats sorting their day’s catch.  “Deo told us how many people were in the Dranga state.  Coupled with the thousand plus of the Wild Dogs and any of their family members, that’s a significant amount of people.  Will the island be able to sustain that many?”

“There is a large valley in the east that is suitable for farming,” Beks replied.  “But it must be clear to do so.  There are also historical records of terrace farming on the mountain sides, as well as abundant game and fishing.”

Laurence took a deep breath.  “We will need resources to retake the throne.”

“Horses, medicinal material, fields....” Beks said.  Coincidentally, the mountains around the Alpine Route Inn didn’t just have ore, but medicinal materials.  Mr. Kesse had each property purchased through one of their companies carefully assessed to find what resources could be extracted or raised on them.

If they were able to take the crown swiftly, then they didn’t need many more resources than she already had access to.  In the event that the campaign dragged on, they would need more.  It was best to prepare for the worst-case scenario.

She looked back at the island.  As abundant as it was, it wasn’t enough.

As the rowboat got closer, Bek’s eyes landed on a large blob of pure white that stood out against the dark background of the jungle.  Her heart quickened as pressure built on the bridge of her nose.

The rowboat ran aground the soft, pale sand.  Before Sybil could say anything, Beks jumped into the knee-deep water and began rushing to shore.

She threw her arms wide open, ignoring how wet she was getting from all the seawater she splashed up.  For months when she was on the island, they were inseparable.  She missed him more than she missed anyone else on the island and worried that he would get lonely.

The red-eyed white horned serpent seemed to spring forward, shooting past two identical men who had both begun to raise their arms.  As soon as the serpent swept past them, they seemed to freeze, as if realizing that the one Beks was rushing to embrace was not them.

“Snowflake!”  Within moments, Beks disappeared from view, lost inside the coil of a serpent who was nuzzling her head with his own.  “I missed you so much!  Did you miss me?  I’m sorry for leaving for so long!”

Beks found herself laying on top of Snowflake’s back, carried around proudly.

“That’s...that’s a horned serpent!”  Wrath’s piercing voice seemed to cut through the entire beach.  Beks, still hugging her serpent, turned to the side and saw her sister, trembling in her father’s arm and pointing at them, her eyes wide and her jaw dropped.

Thad, like the adults, had waded through the water to get to shore, also carried a look of awe when he saw Snowflake.  For a moment, Beks was a bit proud that she had such an awe-inspiring beast.

Beks beamed and hugged Snowflake once more before sliding off.  She took a step forward to introduce her younger sister to the horned serpent, when she was suddenly struck with a feeling that she’d forgotten something.

“Blessings to our King!”  Two voices spoke as one and echoed around her, prompting Beks to turn around.  “Welcome to Gurani Island, Your Majesty, Our Royal Brother Laurence!”

Her face heated up with embarrassment.

Had Laz and Lucian been there the entire time?

Laurence stood in front of them, just a few steps from where the waves caressed the shore.  Laz and Lucian knelt down on one knee, heads bowed and fists over their hearts in a show of obedience and subservience to the monarch.

Their clothes were still worn, showing some tears and stains.  They likely hadn’t bought any new clothes since she left.  Their long dark hair had been pulled back into neat high ponytails, giving a semblance of neatness.

Laurence seemed to take in the sight of them.  His brown eyes reddened the longer he stood there, looking at his brother’s heads.  Aside from his eyes, his expression was austere.  A step to his left, Lady Eleanor looked at the twins with more warmth in her gaze.

No one spoke after the twins knelt and welcomed their king.

After some time, Laurence took a deep breath.  He lifted his chin.  “Rise, Prince Lazarus.  Rise, Prince Lucian.  Blessings and honor be upon you both.”

“It is our blessing and honor,” the twins said simultaneously.  They kept their heads bowed as they rose to their feet.  They then brought their hands to their sides and lifted their heads.  Their motions were synchronized, as if they’d practiced.

The two princes looked at their brother, whom they hadn’t seen in person for what must’ve felt like ages.  Beks could see Lucian’s lower lip tremble as both twins’ eyes reddened.  Even when they were children, they held the utmost respect for Laurence.

Without a word, Laurence stepped forward.  He grabbed one prince with each arm and pulled them towards him, pressing their heads together and he struggled to hold back a cry.

He didn’t speak, but Beks noticed his shoulders were shaking.

Two arms, one from each of the princes, rose and wrapped around his upper back, holding him in place.

She wasn’t sure which twin spoke, but his voice was laced with unexpected desperation.

“Brother, don’t leave us like this again.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 48 - She Had Screamed


                Beks had always been certain that Laurence loved his brothers and did what he could to keep them safe.  He hadn’t been able to stop their mother from sending the twins away after Uncle Timur died, but that didn’t mean he had abandoned them.  Laurence wanted the best for all his siblings, even Luther, who due to the Third Consort’s dislike and resentment of Laurence’s existence, didn’t have as close a relationship to Laurence as she, a foster daughter, did.

The twins, since they were young, always had the utmost admiration and respect for their brother.  Loyalty and duty to Laurence were engraved into their bones, as it had been in Beks’.  When their own mother sent them away far too shortly after their father died, they had made it safely to their destinations, and were secretly guarded and supported by Laurence’s people.

“I’m sorry.  I’ve failed you both,” Laurence said in a tight, cracked voice.  “I was too naive.”

“It’s not your fault, Brother.  It’s mother’s,” Laz replied, with undisguised venom in his voice.  “She never should’ve married that bastard after Father Alexios died.”

Lucian grit his teeth as his hands clenched at his side.  “I am not convinced that the Third Consort didn’t have a hand in it.”

Laurence took a deep breath and embraced his brothers once more, this time to reassure them.  “He has lived a life of envy and resentment; let him die with it when I return to my throne.”

The king’s tone was low and filled with determination and anger.

It was in direct contrast with the relaxing atmosphere of a white sand beach, the gently lapping clear waves, and the clear blue sky now visible through the fog.

Lady Eleanor let out a small cough.  “Is this the right place for you brothers to commiserate?” she asked with a raised brow as she motioned around them.

The Carolines were there, along with Gerard, two rokhs, and several paces away, fishermen who’d stopped to watch the reunion.

Laurence let out a tired sigh as he and his brothers pulled away from each other.  “She’s right.  Is there a better place to talk?  We have much to discuss.”

“You’ve come a long way, Brother,” Lucian said as he stepped back.  “We’ve anticipated your arrival and prepared a room.  It can’t be compared to the Gilded Palace, but it’s clean and has a new bed.”

Laurence shook his head.  “I can rest when I’m dead.  Let’s talk first.”

“In that case, take him up to the mountain top ruins on the rokhs,” Beks said, looking at the two giant birds.  They were bigger and lacked some lingering down, meaning these two were the mated pair, Thunder and Tempest.  The baskets at their sides were also larger.  “It’ll be faster.”

“Then, we’ll take them up,” Laz told her.  “And return to fetch you.  Tempest and Thunder can carry up to five people at a time.”

“We managed to make the baskets lighter, as well,” Lucian added.

Beks glanced towards her serpent still appearing excited nearby, and Wrath’s gaze locked on to him.  “Take them up.  I will go up the road on Snowflake with Wrath.”

Wrath gasped and turned around.  “I can ride on him?”  Snowflake’s tongue flickered out and Wrath whirled around once more to face him.  “Really?  You’re much nicer than that little rokh, Snowflake.  I like you the most.”

Snowflake flickered his tongue once more.

“It would be good for you to get a look at the resettlement while you’re passing through.  The road has been cleared all the way to the mountain top ruins,” Lucian told her as he walked in front of her.  He lifted his hand and touched her orange streak.  A flicker of concern and disappointment filled his eyes.  He swallowed hard.  “You’ll pass the ruins you stayed when you first arrived.  Much of the resettlement is happening there.”

Her strands slipped through his fingers as he nodded.  “I’ll make some greetings while I’m there.”  She met his gaze with a firm one.  “And let everyone know that I’m all right.”

She heard his breath catch, before his lips lifted in a slight smile and nodded.  “Good.”

“Beks.”  Laz’s good hand cupped the side of her face.  It was done so quickly and so naturally; she almost didn’t notice that she had leaned into his rough palm.  “I know you want to make sure the Dranga are settling well, but don’t spend too long or go from house-to-house checking.  Gerard told us you had a biha explosion.”

Her eyes narrowed at once and looked over his shoulder, glaring at the bald soldier who inhaled a sharp breath and turned his head away, as if he had done no such thing.

“It wasn’t anything as bad as my first one,” she said, though as the words left her mouth, it didn’t sound convincing considering the state she was in the first time.  “I swear, I’m fine.”

The twins didn’t look convinced, but relented.  Lucian looked towards Snowflake.  “Go at a leisurely pace, but don’t dawdle.  I don’t want them reaching the Inheritor’s Palace at nightfall.”

Snowflake turned his head away and flickered his tongue.

“He says he knows how to paste himself and will take good care of Mommy....” Wrath furrowed her brows and looked at her mother.  “Mommy?”

Sybil cracked a small smile.  “He is referring to your sister.”

“Snowflake, she is Sister.”  Wrath gave the serpent a disapproving smile.  Snowflake flickered his tongue again.  “Oh, she took care of you when you were a baby...then I suppose that’s fair.”

“Laurence, you go with the twins.  I also want to take a quick look around the island with Beks,” Lady Eleanor said as she touched his arm.

He nodded.  “Your Graces?” he asked, turning towards the Duke and Duchess.

“I want to bring in our two escort ships and make them swear an oath of secrecy,” Sybil told them.  “Until the island is ready, it cannot be revealed.”

The twins saluted her.  “Thank you, Your Grace.”

“I’ll go with His Majesty,” Robert said.  “Deo, you come with me.”

From what Beks could see, Deo had been putting some distance between him and his father, hinting that he wanted to go with his younger siblings to explore the island.  Despite this, Deo’s face didn’t falter and he nodded.  “Yes, Daddy.”

“Brother and His Grace can fly with me,” Laz said.  “Lucian, take Lord Deo.”  Lucian nodded his head once.  Laz then turned to Gerard.  “Escort the Ladies and Lord Thad.”

“Yes, Battalion Commander.”

“Jonas,” Laz said.  “Whistle for Cloud and accompany Her Grace, the Duchess of Caroline, to their escort ships.  She is a water biha user and may have some insight on the currents.”

Jonas saluted him once more.  “Yes, Your Grace.”  He bent his knee in front of Laurence before passing.

The rokhs took flight and when the baskets were steady, those returning to the mountain top ruins climbed in.  Beks thought Thad and Wrath would be envious and want to fly in a basket, as well, but instead, she found her younger sister scrubbing her hands in the waves.

“Brother!  Come here!” Wrath said as she turned around.

Thad glanced over and walked towards her.  “What-”

Wrath’s little hands pressed against the front of his tunic and dragged down, drying her hands on her brother’s clothes.  Lady Eleanor grimaced and let out a low hiss.  “Oh dear....”

Thad stood in place, frozen in disgust and horror as his sister used him as a towel.  Wrath pulled her hands away and turned them up and down.  She nodded, satisfied.

“Snowflake, look!  I’m not sticky!  Can I pet you?” She abandoned her brother and ran towards the glorious horned serpent.

Thad closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  Beks thought he was going to calm himself and ignore Wrath’s actions.  Instead, he raised his arms and wind began to sweep around him.  He eyed his younger sister and before anyone could stop him, sent a narrow gust of wind towards Wrath.

The youngest child yelled as she nearly fell forward and looked at her feet.  The wind wasn’t enough to knock her down, but it was enough to push enough sand around her legs that she was now almost calf deep in sand and couldn’t get out.  Wrath’s face flushed.

“Mommy!”  She yelled and Sybil, who was speaking to Jonas, turned around.  She sighed and walked forward.

Beks lifted her hand and rubbed her forehead.

“They’ll be fine,” Lady Eleanor assured her.  “My brothers and I used to do that sort of thing with each other all the time when we were children.  I can’t tell you the amount of times we’ve gotten on each other’s nerves.”

“Perhaps my childhood is different due to my situation,” Beks said.  When they were children, Deo was very affectionate and caring towards her.

Lady Eleanor chuckled.

They trudged to Snowflake and the Duchess, who had pulled her youngest daughter out of the sand and was reaching into the hole left behind for one of Wrath’s shoes.

“My feet are all sandy now!” The youngest child complained and sent a hateful glare at her brother.

“Dry sand will fall off eventually,” Sybil said.  She called Thad over and had the two apologize after pointing out what each did wrong.  The two youngest huffed, but were quickly distracted when Gerard lifted them on to Snowflake’s back.  Wrath sat closest to his head with Beks behind her and Thad behind Beks.  “Don’t cause trouble for your sister.  Be sure to listen to her and Gerard, as this environment is new and has dangers you’re not yet used to.  It’s best to be cautious.”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“Lady Eleanor, are you sure you don’t want to ride?” Beks asked.  The older woman shook her head.

They began to go up to the beach, towards the tree line.  The path they were going through had been cleared, and quite wide, likely so supplies could be carried deeper into the island from the shore.

As they walked, Gerard pointed out all the changes and relevant discoveries they made.  For instance, there were several paths to the beach, but this one was the largest and below them, the path was lined with stone that had been overgrown.  It was estimated that the path was much larger than the carriage width space they were walking in, which was just large enough for Snowflake.

The path split into two; one went west, to the closest ruins, which was were Beks had slept her first few nights on the island.  The path had also been cleared and she could see the outline of stone structures in the forest.  Snowflake would take up all the room on the path towards the ruins, so they dismounted and walked in.

“This is the main settlement, called Igasha Town.  Igasha in the Dranga’s native tongue is northeast.  These ruins are in the northeast of the island.”

While the general structures remained the same as Beks remembered, much of the foliage that had once taken over the entire space had been cleared.  Only the large, thick roots that coiled around and over the various stone buildings had remained, but structures had doors and windows had grid like panels with thin pieces of an opaque white material.

“What are those?” Lady Eleanor asked as an old woman who recognized Beks and Gerard eagerly invited them inside her home.

“Glass oysters,” Thad said.  “They live in warm climates and the people in northern Aehamake use their shells to make glass-like decorations and windows like this.  One of the windows of the doors on one of the escort ships uses them.”

“There are many on the south shores that have washed up,” the old woman said in broken Jasper.  “Some soldiers said they were like glass, so we tried it.”

“It lets in light, but is private,” Lady Eleanor said.  “It’s beautiful.”

They continued through the ruins and Gerard explained that families were allowed to pick from the ruins and then clans drew lots to find a section of the ruins to settle in.  The clans would be in charge of distributing the small homes to their smaller family groups and individual family members could then trade locations with others.

There were some disputes, of course, so the Elders had to step in and hear each case individually before passing a verdict.

Groups were arranged to clear the area of vegetation and debris while additional supplies were being purchased on the mainland.  With limited tools, the progress of restoring the small homes in what was an ancient village was slow.  In addition, the settlers were new to the environment.

These weren’t the wooden homes or yurts they used when grazing they were used to.  Even with their previous experience, there was much to learn and adjust to.

The animals that had made it through the migration were currently being kept in the lowest tier of the mountain top ruins site.  Though it was further away from where the majority of the Dranga settled, there was a good reason for placing the animals elsewhere.  The island’s native fauna, especially any predatory animals, did not come to that site, therefore, there was a far lower chance of the domesticated animals being eaten by wild ones.

In addition, the entire compound had high stone walls and places that could be sectioned off, so each family group had a specific place for their animals.  The settled ruins were a beachside town and the land around it had yet to be reclaimed for human use, so they had nowhere to put their animals nearby.

This would change in the coming months, Beks figured.

Still, she didn’t expect to see so many animals when they finally reached the mountain top ruins.  In the chaos of fleeing the Giant’s Ridge, Beks hadn’t paid attention to the animals that were being moved.

The sheer amount that made it all the way to the southern coast, without dying or being eaten, was enough that even she, as a layman, was sure they could be bred and sustain the current population after some time.

Lady Eleanor, Thad, and Wrath didn’t seem to know where to look when they came through the massive, newly repaired gates to the mountain top ruins.

“These ruins are called Eravah.  Jonas found the term in the tablets and it’s broken into characters that mean City and Clouds.  When it was mentioned to the Elders, they started laughing.  Apparently, if they were to translate City of Clouds in their language, it sounds similar.”

“Then this entire area is called Eravah?” Lady Eleanor asked.

“Yes, my lady.  There are three major tiers here, with each tier having small, sub tiers that aren’t fully level and follow the shape of the mountain,” Gerard told them.  “This is the first tier, which is the largest and goes both up and down, on the east side.  This is where the animals are being kept, but from Jonas’ research, this was a bustling town with a marketplace.  It is now called the Commercial Tier.”

It was also where some of the Elders, including Elder Arash were living.  Beks made sure to stop and greet them, even entering a dilapidated shelter of a home of Elder Arash and her family to have coconut juice.  They knew she had yet to reach the very top, so they let her go, but said they would speak to her soon, as they wanted to tell her more about the settlement and discuss governance.

Snowflake carried four people: Beks, her siblings, and a tired Lady Eleanor, up the central ramp to the next tier.  While smaller, it was still quite big with larger buildings that almost looked like warehouses.

“What tier is this?” Lady Eleanor asked.

“My lady, this is the Administrative Tier.  It does not stretch as wide as the Commercial Tier, but it does have more sublevels.”

“Did Jonas discover what was here?”  Beks recalled that there had been an office here that she spent a lot of time on, memorizing tablets.

Gerard nodded.  “Government offices, communal buildings, two more libraries with tablet slots, and....” He looked at the children.  “A school for older children.”

Thad made a face and Wrath nodded.  She hadn’t gone to school yet and was still studying from private instructors.

“What about the tier at the top?” Lady Eleanor asked, tiling her head.  From where they were, they could see the broken tower where the rokhs roosted, as well as some parts of a building that stuck out.

“That main building is the Inheritor’s Palace.  Elder Arash said that the Inheritor will be the leader of this island.”  Gerard looked at Beks, who sighed, tired.  “And the top tier is the smallest, but with the most extravagant buildings, despite their state.  Jonas believes it was where the Inheritor lived and ruled from, so that is the Inheritor’s Tier.”

“How much work have you done?” Beks asked.  “You’ve only been here for a month or so.”

“The Battalion Commander and Prince Lucian assigned most of the Wild Dogs to assist with clearing the overgrown vegetation and debris.  Those with building skills, including carpentry and bricklaying, were assigned to assist with repairing what they could of the Inheritor’s Palace.”  He paused and tried not to wince.  “While it has been cleared, we lack the luxury of the mainland....”

In short, he didn’t want them to expect much.

Snowflake reached the open courtyard at the top of the main ramp and stairs from the Administrative Tier to the Inheritor’s Tier.

“My lady!” A voice cried out as Beks slid off and prepared to help her siblings off Snowflake.  She turned around and saw Sandra running to her with tears in her eyes.  “Welcome home!”

Beks face filled with a smile.  “Hello, Sandra!”

Sandra nearly stumbled to a stop before bowing.  “I apologize for not meeting you below.  I was working in the office with supply logistics and cost when Gerard returned.”  She shot her husband a glare.  “I didn’t realize what had happened until I saw the rokhs fly off from the corner of my eye.  I only found out you returned when they arrived.”

“It’s all right.  We would’ve wasted your time as I took my siblings and Lady Eleanor to visit Igasha Town.”  Beks gently led her two younger siblings closer and introduced them.  Gerard asked his wife to take the children to get some snacks at their house while he took the two women to the throne room.

If she’d heard that in the past, Beks would imagine the throne room in the Gilded Palace with its vaulted ceiling, gilded decorations, and elaborate throne.  Those didn’t exist on the island, and as they walked through the stone halls and porticos of the palace, though the paths were clear of dirt and overgrown plants, it was clear that this was not the place for such decor, either.

The throne room was more of a long hall that took up the north side of the building.  The north wall was just a series of thick, intricately carved columns open to the view overlooking the tiers, jungles, and sea below.  It almost made the hall appear as a portico if not for the waist-height walls between the columns.  There was also a stone ledge that jut out from the wall, likely a seating area from when the room was in use.

In the afternoon, the room was still illuminated with light and there was no need for the light pearls all over the room.

Rather than a golden throne with a red velvet seat at the far end of the hall, Laurence was seated on a wooden bench in front of the remains of a colorful fresco behind him.  His brows were furrowed and he leaned forward, listening to his brothers who were seated on stumps in front of him.

Even Beks’ father and brother were seated on stumps that had been brought in to use for chairs.

Considering how long it took Beks to get there and all her stops, Laurence and the others had been speaking for at least two and a half hours.  From the looks of it, their conversation was nowhere near done, either.

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them as she and Lady Eleanor walked into the hall.  Laurence lifted his head at once and instantly smiled upon the sight of his soon-to-be wife.

“You’re back.”

The other men in the hall turned around, rising from their seats as Lady Eleanor nodded.  “There is so much to see, but it’s so hot and humid...after so long in the cold of Sagittate, I’m exhausted.”

“We’ve been traveling for some time, too,” Laurence said.  He stood up and waved his hand.  “We’ve talked long enough.  Let’s take a rest.”

“Yes, Brother.”

“Of course, Brother.” Laz looked at Gerard.  “Gerard, escort His Majesty and Lady Eleanor to the chamber we prepared.”

Gerard bowed his head.  He stepped forward to lead the couple, who had joined arms, through a doorless entryway to the right of the ‘throne’.

Lucian looked at the Duke of Caroline.  “Your Grace, shall we show you to your rooms?  The rooms are modest, but they are clean.  Rooms are ready for you and your children.”

“In a moment,” Robert replied.  “I want to wait for my wife to return.”

“Where are Thad and Wrath?” Deo asked Beks.

“Eating at Gerard and Sandra’s house,” she replied.

Deo put his hand on his stomach.  “I can go for something to eat, as well.  Where is Gerard’s house?”  Lucian stepped forward.

“I can take you there.  Your Grace, would you also like to go?”

Robert shook his head.  “No, I’ll wait where you said the rokh will land for my wife.”  Lucian nodded and let them both outside the hall.

Laz remained in the hall with Beks and looked towards her.  “Beks, do you want something to eat?” he asked in a soft voice.  “I can make you something to eat.”

“I’d like to sleep, actually.  Is my room ready?”

His face filled with a proud smile.  “I’ll take you to your room.  We’ve added windows and doors, as well as an actual bed from the mainland.”

She gave him a thoughtful smile and nodded as he extended his hand towards her.  She took it and leaned against him as he brought her through the same hall Gerard had led Laurence and Lady Eleanor to.

As they walked, Laz explained what changes and improvements they’ve made, as well as apologized for the lack of luxuries she was used to.  Beks shook her head.  No matter how many luxuries she had in the Gilded Palace, being on the island at that moment was much more relaxing.

As they neared her room, Lucian caught up with them.  Thad and Wrath had been on their way to the hall with a handful of snacks when they stepped outside, so the family decided to wait for the Duchess of Caroline in the outdoor dining area outside the kitchen.

Lucian told her that they’d made some changes there, as well.  There was now a roof that reached over the entire stone deck area outside of the kitchen.  The broken pieces of pillars had been moved and now they used a simple, but large wooden table with wooden chairs.

Similar to the throne room, a low wall had been built around the deck and then window panels made of wood grids inlaid with glass oyster shells closed off the outside from within, when necessary.

Bek’s room had a similar design.

“Jonas read some entries that spoke of something like these layouts.  The glass oyster shells are opaque, but still let in plenty of light,” Lucian told her as they opened the new double wooden doors to her room.  “As panels, they can be moved from side to side to let in the breeze.”

The rotunda was a peculiar shape with the pool in the very center, but there was plenty of room on the sides for other furniture.  When they entered, there was a seating area with a round table and four chairs, as well as waist height chest of drawers in front of a five-panel screen made of the same materials as the window panels.

On the left, there was a wardrobe, changing area, and what appeared to be a large desk.

On the right, a large, canopied bed dominated the remainder of the space.  There were still some dead spaces, after all, they didn’t have much in terms of decoration and she was sure the furniture was the most they could get so soon.

Beks walked around the room and found that aside from the space between the two columns directly across from the entrance, the other spaces had been covered with tall window panels resting on a low stone wall at hip height.  At the top, as the room was tall, wooden panels were used to fill in the gap and secure the window panels.

The space between the center two columns was now a set of large double doors that were open and Snowflake was seen waiting outside, basking in the sun.

“What do you think?” Laz asked.  “We weren’t sure what more you needed.  Sandra said you need more, but these are the basics.”

Beks turned around and she stood by the foot of the bed.  She smiled as she sat down.  She ran her hands over the fabric that covered the bed and narrowed her eyes.

“This is silk....”  She looked up.  “How did you two get silk?”

The twins looked at each other and moved closer, closing the door behind them.  “Our father left us many things, including bolts of fabric.  Lucian and I haven’t revealed this to anyone, not even Brother Laurence.”

“The storage space isn’t in Kadmus, it’s in Aceria.”  That was a seaside principality next to Kadmus, which had a lot of trade and was well known for being a place where wealthy individuals stored items they could not move immediately or wanted to prevent from being taxed upon entry into their respective country.

“We needed a ship to get to it and it was one of the first places we went as soon as we could get off the island,” Laz told her.

“You’re probably wondering where we got all the money for all this,” Lucian told her.  “It’s from Adah’s storehouse that he left us.”  That answered her question on where they got their money.  She also wasn’t surprised that Uncle Timur left them something in secret.  He was a foreign prince in an environment where he had enemies and was worried about his sons.  It made sense.

“We calculated it and we have enough to assist Brother Laurence,” Laz asserted as Lucian nodded.

Beks shook her head.  “If he finds out the money is left from Uncle Timur, he won’t take it.”  Brother Laurence would likely yell at them, both out of frustration and guilt.

“We know,” Lucian said.  “So, we want to draw up a loan agreement.  The royal treasury will likely be empty when he returns, but we trust that he will repay us later.”

Laz smiled and knelt down in front of her, gathering her hands in his and smiling.  “We all know he, and you, won’t let us just throw our money away.”

Beks let out a heavy sigh.  No matter how much pride Laurence had, he needed the money to retake his throne.  There was too much to pay for.  “Don’t bring this up with him without me.”

Laz smiled and leaned up, kissing her cheek.  “Even if he can’t return it, as long as heis secure, it means we are secure.”

She couldn’t argue with that.

“All right, we’ll leave you to get some rest,” Lucian said as he stroked her hair back.  “I hope when you awake, you’ll embrace us before Snowflake.”

“I can’t help it if Snowflake is closer.”

“Cruel,” Lucian chuckled.  Beks stood up, pulling Laz up with her and then extending her arms to embrace both of them at once.  When she did, both brothers buried their faces against her head and neck.  She heard Lucian’s trembling voice whisper.  “I prayed that you would be safe.  Every day.”

“When you didn’t return with Gerard and the days passed....” Laz’s voice tightened.  “We just wanted to know you were safe.”

“I’m sorry.” She rubbed her head against theirs.  “I tried to come back, but we couldn’t get through the fog.”

“You’re back,” Lucian said as his warm lips kissed the side of her head.  “And you’re safe.”

“I’ll be more careful next time,” she replied.  “I missed you both.” The arms around her tightened and for a moment, she just wanted to stay there, safe and comfortable.

Laz stroked her hair back.  “All right, sleep.  When you are hungry, come to the old dining area to eat.  Do you still remember?”

“Of course, I do.”  She snorted and sat on the bed.  Before she could bend down, the twins had knelt in front of her to remove her shoes.

“Do you want to bathe first?  Are you sure you’re not hungry?  I can bring you some fruit.”  They fussed over her for a while longer before she finally managed to get to the center of the bed and assure them she was fine; she was just tired.

As she sat in the middle, she looked around and furrowed her brows.  “This bed is larger than my bed in the Old Tower.” That bed was enough for two people and was actually two smaller beds pushed together.

“Of course, it’s larger,” Lucian said with a wide smile as they headed for the door.

Laz looked over his shoulder at her before raising his hand to cast darkness across the numerous window panels.  Beks sank back into the bed and heard him speak before he closed the door.

“After all, how are all three of us going to fit otherwise?”
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When she woke up, it was night.  When Laz used his biha to darken the room, there was still a little light coming through in order for her to see.  Now, there was no light coming through and the light pearls, save three that were dimmed, were dark.

Beks moved and felt a weight against her body. She turned her head and saw the familiar curled body of her little sister nestled against her, acting as a child-sized heater. Beks smiled.  Wrath’s breathing was even and she was in a simple, sleeveless cotton dress.  Beside her, on the edge of the bed, was the book on legendary beasts.

Wrath had likely tired out as well and came to find her for a nap.

Beks didn’t know how tired her sister was, so she didn’t wake her.  She carefully slid her arm away and was careful not to shake the bed as she slipped out.  When she reached the foot of the bed to put on her boots, she found that a set of leather strapped sandals awaited her.  They’d be much more comfortable to wear in the climate.

When she put them on, she wasn’t surprised that they fit.  Sandra knew her sizes and measurements.  She quietly left the room and began the familiar walk down the light pearl-lit halls to get to the porch where they used to eat.  The portico that connected it to the rest of the Inheritor’s Palace now had a roof over it, though it was made of wood.

She didn’t know how late it was, but she couldn’t smell food in the air, meaning she’d likely missed dinner.  However, there were still light pearls brightly lit from around the corner.  As she approached, heard several voices.

“Brother, please consider it!”  Laz seemed to plead and Beks frowned. Didn’t she tell them not to bring up the money Uncle Timur left them without her?  She’d need to prepare Laurence to the idea first and then lay out a plan to implement the money, as well as pay it back so it wouldn’t trouble Laurence.

“What is there to consider?  It is not my marriage.”

“Your brother will not get involved,” Lady Eleanor said in a smooth voice.  Beks’ frown eased, but furrowed her brows.  Their tense conversation wasn’t about money.

“I will require Beks to first make herself clear if that is the truth!  I won’t allow her to mary because she feels obligated to!” Laurence’s voice was filled with conviction and some pain.  Beks stopped before she turned the corner, immediately realizing what they were talking about.  “You know what she went through at the Gilded Palace the last twenty years, and how that idiot brother of ours treated her in the end!  I don’t want to watch my sister go through such betrayal and frustration again.  If she wishes to marry, it will be on her terms and I will not allow you two to coerce her!”

“Brother, we are not coercing her,” Lucian said in a softer, subdued voice.  Beks craned her neck to look into the dining room where several people sat around a long wooden table.  “We swear to you that we desire to wed her out of sincerity.”

“And it should’ve been one of us from the beginning,” Laz added, his head still bowed.  “We would’ve treated her well and never betrayed her.”

“You said twenty years, Brother.  For twenty years, we’ve not said anything and now she is free.  Shouldn’t you allow her to make her own choice?”

Laurence let out a heavy breath and rubbed his head.  “Beks is more duty bound than you imagine.  I want her to marry you because she loves you,” he told his brothers.  “And from what I saw this afternoon, she loves that snake more!”

Around the corner, in the hall, Beks winced.  Snowflake just happened to catch her eye first.  After all, he was big and an almost luminescent white color that attracted attention.  Not to mention his cute big red eyes.

“Then, Brother, if Beks chooses to be with us, will you approve of the marriage?” Laz’s voice carried a hint of eagerness, making Beks feel warm.

A loud thud was heard and Beks craned her neck to see her father, who had been seated in silence at the far end of the new dining table, shoot to his feet.  His fist was on the tabletop and while she couldn’t see his face from her angle, she was sure he was scowling.

“You dare make such a decision without my daughter’s knowledge?” Robert yelled.  “And do you think her mother and I are irrelevant?  Our daughter volunteered herself for the sake of the kingdom once and it nearly got her killed!  I won’t allow it to happen again!”

“Your Grace, rest assured, I will not allow such a marriage to happen, even if it is for my own brothers, should Beks agree for the sake of duty.” Laurence quickly placated her father.

“Your Grace, if she accepts our proposal with her heart, then rest assured we will treat her well,” Lucian said in a gentle voice.  “We will protect her and care for her.”

“She will be our only wife in this lifetime, Your Grace,” Laz told them.  “This we swear.”

The twins had turned, still on their knees, to face her father and bowed their heads once more.

“If either of us break this vow, may death take us at once,” Lucian said.

“There is no need to make such a terrifying vow,” Laurence replied with a tired sigh.

“The vow isn’t good enough,” Robert snapped in response.

“You should let Beks say her thoughts on this first.” Sybil was seated on the left-hand side of her father, leaning back against a wooden chair with her legs crossed and her eyes dark.  Her lips were pulled in a tight, contemplative frown.  “She has done so much, has she not?”  Her eyes swept across the others around the table.  “Though it is good that Their Highnesses are willing and are sincere to my daughter, Beks should make the decision herself.”

Beks nodded in agreement.  Mommy makes the most sense-

“Rebecca of Caroline, come out.”

Mommy, why have you betrayed me like this?  Beks shoved down her embarrassment and took a deep breath to compose herself before taking a few steps out of the hall wearing a placid, neutral expression.  “Mommy is correct.  You should hear what I have to say as a primary participant in such an event.”

“Snow Flower, if you don’t wish to marry, you do not need to.”  Her father rushed to her side, his face filled with concern and affection.  “If you want to come home, you can come home and we will support you for the rest of your life.”

Beks tried not to crinkle her eyes too much. “Daddy, I’m not going to be a burden to the duchy my entire life.”

“What burden? You’re not a burden!” Robert said with decisiveness.  “Will she be, Deo?”  As his heir, of course Deo’s opinion had some weight.

“It’s better for her to live comfortably in Sagittate than to be harassed by courtiers in Kadmium,” Deo replied from where he sat beside their mother with his arms crossed and stern look on his face.

“Brother, you don’t need me in Sagittate.  And if I am left without a purpose, would that not be a waste of all my efforts thus far?” she asked as her father led her back to the table. He pulled out the chair on his right side and motioned for her to sit.

Beks glanced at Laz and Lucian, still kneeling by the feet of their eldest brother.  As a sympathetic look filled her face, Laurence looked down at the twins and ordered them to stand.

“Don’t embarrass her like this,” he said in a low voice.

The two didn’t bother brushing off their clothes.  They walked towards her at once.

“You’ve slept past dinner.  Are you hungry?” Laz asked.

Her hand went to her stomach.  She could feel it trembling and she frowned.  Hunger is probably what woke her.  “Yes.”

“Then I’ll bring you something to eat.”

“I’ll pour her something to drink,” Lucian said, about to follow.

“I also want something to drink!  And eat!” A small voice came from the hall and Wrath trudged out, barefoot and rubbing her eyes.  She looked around and pouted as her gaze settled on Beks.  “Why did you abandon me?”

Beks chuckled, but gave her sister a sympathetic look.  “You were sleeping so well,” she said as she held out her arms.  “Come and sit.”

Annoyed, Wrath still walked to her sister and climbed onto her lap, as if to stake her territory.

Sybil chuckled.  “Didn’t you already eat dinner?”

“That was so long ago!” Wrath said, leaning back against Beks.  “I’m hungry again.”

“Your Highness, don’t give her too much!” Sybil shouted over the tops of their heads.  Beks heard Laz assure her he wouldn’t.

Beks looked around.  “Where is Thad?”

Deo motioned out past the open window panels.  Surrounding the open lawn, there were wooden changes with light pearls and Thad was showing Gerard how to use his wind biha to lift him up.  “Gerard is as heavy as three Thads, so this will be a challenge.”

“Master Zilar isn’t that big, either,” Lady Eleanor said, as if pitying the hardworking soldier.

“Why is everyone talking about my marriage?” Beks asked.  She had long understood that her marriage would never be a private matter.  It was something that came with her situation and she accepted.

“Everyone is concerned that you will force yourself to marry for duty,” Sybil told her.  “And that is something no one wants.”

“My brothers have expressed their interest in marrying you,” Laurence told her from the far end of the table.  “We’ve spoken of this before, but I want to reiterate that I, as both your brother and our king, do not wish for you to marry out of a sense of duty.”

Beks lowered her eyes and nodded.  “I have been thinking about this, but it’s too early and there are more important things to consider first, such as Brother Laurence’s throne.  For the time being, I am happy being with Laz and Lucian.  We can address anything more when our situations are stable.”

Her mother seemed to nod, contemplating her daughter’s thoughts.  Laurence did the same.  Deo made a face, but didn’t protest.  It was the low grumbling from her father and Wrath that caught her attention.

“No, Sister is too good.  She can’t marry!”  Wrath said.  Despite his wife’s look, Robert nodded.

Plates of food were placed in front of them and Wrath, who had been scowling with distaste, froze.  Her eyes dilated as she looked at the food on the wooden plates that wafted with a deep, rich scent that screamed they were delicious.

Beks looked down as her sister tensed on her lap.

“Coconut water.  It’s very refreshing in the humidity and heat,” Lucian said as he poured some white-ish thin liquid into a wooden cup.

“And I made these for you this afternoon.  I’ve kept them warm, as they’re best when they’re warm.”  Laz sounded happy as he placed a small wooden plate with two egg tarts on them.  The sweet scent filled the air and Beks heard her sister inhale a sharp breath.

“What...what is that?” she asked in a tight voice.

“Egg tarts,” Beks said.  “They are my favorite pastry when I was a child in the Gilded Palace.  Only Uncle Timur made them for me and now, Laz makes them for me.”

Wrath trembled.  She swallowed hard.  Without a word, she slid from her sister’s lap. Everyone watched as she turned around and looked at the two identical men.

“You made this?” she asked, almost accusing.

Laz nodded.  “I did.”

Wrath drew in her lips and bit them.  She looked up at the two men with scrutinizing eyes.   After a moment, she scrunched her face.  “You can’t buy my approval with foo-”

Beks broke off a piece of egg tart and shoved it in her mouth in mid-sentence.  Wrath’s face flushed as the sweetness seemed to take over.  Beks watched her sister’s face struggle before slowly chewing and swallowing the food.  The corner of her lip curled up.  “Do you like it?”  Wrath whimpered.  She looked at her sister and then back at the twins.  “Don’t make me regret my approval!”

“That’s not what we discussed!”  Thad’s voice rang out from the steps leading on to the porch.  He gave his sister an annoyed and disgusted glare.  “You said you wouldn’t let them marry Beks and take her away!  That was our agreement!”

Wrath stomped her feet and pointed at the twins.  “But they’re good-looking and can cook!”

“Starfish, your criteria for your sister’s husband is too low,” Robert said in a dull voice.

The twins chuckled and smiled, petting Wrath, and thanking her for her approval.  Deo snorted.  “Don’t get too excited,” he said.  “My sister hasn’t agreed to marry you, yet.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

No one seemed suspicious as to why her bed was so large.  Beks was sure when her father saw it, he’d ask why they had brought in such a large bed, as while it fit in the room, it seemed a bit out of place.  It was likely because she shared the bed with one person, and that one person, Wrath, rolled around and kept falling off of beds if she had a side to herself.

At the moment, her sister was exploring the island once more under the careful watch of some Wild Dogs and Thirnir, but Beks was moving in an extremely important piece of furniture.

“How about here?” Robert carefully rolled a pillar-like table from side to side to move it closer to the wall.

“Too close to the window,” Beks said as she stood behind him. “We should leave room behind it for the lid when it’s ready.”

Her father let out a small, agreeing hum and re-adjusted the table in his daughter’s room.  Carved from a single piece of stone, the pillar portion tapered in the top, creating a bit of a cone before flaring out again to a surface with a slight curvature in the center.  All around the top surface were the carvings that made this particular piece of stone important.

Urapearls did not work on the island when they were placed on their bases, as they did when they were on the mainland or in Sagittate.  None of them had figured out why yet, but Beks suspected it had to do with the high levels of biha being manipulated around the island that caused transmission errors.

She was almost resigned to having to sail back to the mainland every time she wanted to use her urapearl, when she found the small table that reached her waist in one of the offices where she was collecting tablets.

It was in one corner of a room, appearing as just another piece of stone furniture which was commonly found all over the Administrative Tier.  Beks wouldn’t have paid much attention to it, as she’d been placing her snacks on the table, until she spilled her coconut juice on it.  In the midst of wiping it, she noticed the circular carvings.

They were reminiscent of the carvings on the urapearl bases in her family’s fortress home in the Sacred Valley.  She asked her father how hold those bases were, to which Robert had told her that they far predated him and even his grandmother.

“Those have been there as long as the castle has been there.  In fact, we couldn’t move them even when there were renovations being done to the castle,” he had told her.

Beks then experimented with her own urapearl.  She had readied herself for the same disappointment she had when she was trying to control biha with random objects in place of her aunt’s kraken cane, but Mr. Kesse’s face had appeared on the urapearl.

She was excited, despite the base being an entire tier and opposite where she lived. Beks then resigned herself to using the elaborate urapearl base in the office, instead, when Gerard came in to deliver food to her and moved the pillar.

She had screamed.

Jonas had screamed.

Gerard was confused.  Her heart had sunk, thinking that because the base was moved, they couldn’t use it.

So, she tried her urapearl again.  It still worked.  A few more tests later and she decided to move the base to her room.  It wasn’t an easy task to move such a heavy piece of stone while keeping it protected to avoid chipping off a piece and breaking it.  They’d wrapped in layers of dried leaves and then someone managed to get Snowflake to bring it up to the rotunda.

Several burly Wild Dogs carried the pillar up the steps, through the wooden doors, and into the room.  From there, her father was left to do the manual labor of adjusting it into place for her.  Part of the surface top had two pieces sticking out with holes, suggesting that at one point, it had a lid, so Beks had a wooden one commissioned from one of the carpenters in Igasha.

“Okay, let’s do a test.”  Satisfied that it was placed, Beks dug out her urapearl and placed it on the surface, nesting it into the shallow bowl and on top of a piece of circular mother-or-pearl-like disc at the bottom.  As long as the urapearl touched that disc, it seemed to work.

Beks gave an order and as the image inside the urapearl cleared, she saw her uncle.

“You don’t usually call at this time.  Is everything all right?”

“Everything’s fine, Erik,” Robert said.  “Beks just moved this large urapearl base and wanted to make sure it worked.”

“All right.  If it’s just a test, I’ll end it here.  I’m trying to get a hold of the Northern Pass Fort for their report.  They’re two days late.”

Robert and Beks frowned at once.  “Have there been any problems?”

“Up until the last report, no, but the delay in report is always concerning,” Erik said.  “When shall I call you once I receive the report?”

“We’ll give you a few hours and call you later,” Beks said.  “The urapearl base was brought into my room and no one is here watching it for calls.”

Her uncle nodded.  “Then, we’ll speak soon.  Brother, it is best if you’re there, too.”

Robert gave him a nod.  “I will.  Tell Hilga to do what she sees most fit.  I trust her instincts and strategic abilities.”

Erik nodded and the urapearls disconnected.

“Daddy, are delays in reporting like this common?” Beks asked.  Her uncle didn’t seem as worried as she would be.

“Every so often, yes.  Especially during beast migrations.  Defense requires all able bodies on standby and those who end their shift need rest before they return, so communication back to Sagittate can be delayed,” Robert replied.  “However, we should always be cautious.”

“Beks!”  Lucian ran in from the hall.  “The captain of Surveyor II has arrived at the throne room to give his report.”

Beks stood up straight.  Robert’s lips tightened into a line.  “That’s the ship that went to Paraxes?”

“Yes, it just returned.  The captain, one of our Lieutenants, requested to speak to Laz and me immediately.”

“Then why did you run here?  Just send Sandra,” Beks said as she and her father immediately rushed to the door and began walking quickly down the hall.

“Sandra is at the beach overseeing the supply distribution from the ship.”  Sandra worked in military logistics prior to leaving to find her husband and brother, so it was a fitting position.  Beks thought it more fitting than being a lady in waiting.

The trio swept down the hall and just as they stepped through the side entrance, she saw Laz’s pale face and unsteady body.  Lucian gasped.

“Laz!”

“Your Highness.”  The man kneeling on the floor bowed his head as Lucian dashed across to his brother with Beks after him.

“What’s going on?” Lucian asked as he and Beks grasped either side of Laz to steady him.

Laurence took a deep breath.  “There is news from Paraxes on Langshe,” he said.  He swallowed hard and looked at the twins.  Beks’ stomach tightened with dread.  “Lucian, I’m sorry.  Your aunt, the Empress of Langshe, has passed.”

Lucian’s eyes reddened at once.  Though he’d met his aunt only once, they’d spoke to her via urapearl when Uncle Timur was alive, and the twins had exchanged letters when they were older.  Family was extremely important in Langshe culture, and the late Empress was close to her favorite, and only full-blooded, brother. Though distant, they were close.

Lucian’s breath trembled and Beks grasped both of them.  She pulled them along, and both men didn’t seem to notice until she sat them down on the stumps and knelt between them, holding their arms tightly in hers.

“What about Brother Zhan?” Laz said in a tight voice.  “Has he ascended the throne?”

The man kneeling in front of Laurence was silent for a moment and then shook his head.  “Battalion Commander, I’ve only heard rumors-”

“Then tell me what you’ve heard!”

The man sucked in a sharp breath.  “Crown Prince Zhanzhin was enroute to the Summer Palace to be there when the Empress passed,” the man wheezed out, hesitant.  “He never arrived.”
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                “What do you mean he never arrived?  Was there an accident?  Was he attacked?” Lucian asked as his eyes narrowed.  Beks’ grip on his arm tightened.

The man kneeling didn’t lift his head.  “I only heard he was close to the Summer Palace, but the day he was expected to arrive, he didn’t.  Search parties had been sent to look for him, but it’s as if he’d disappeared.”

Laurence’s lips tightened into a line.  “Disappear is just another term for not knowing what happened.”

“What are the chances that Prince Tarkhan had something to do with it?” Robert asked as he crossed his arms over his chest.

“If not him, then his people,” Laz replied in a low voice.  “But why wait until he was near the Summer Palace?  Did they want him to lower their guard?”

“How much easier do you think it would’ve been for us to find you two if you had disappeared outside of Kadmium instead of disappearing outside the borders, where we lacked eyes?” Laurence asked as he looked over at the twins.  “It may seem counter-intuitive, as a usurper would not want the rightful heir to present during such a critical time, but there are numerous reasons why they’d wait until Prince Zhanzhin was almost to the Summer Palace to act.”

“If we’ve heard that there is a flight for the Langshe throne, then half the continent, if not all of Langshe knows at this point,” Laz said as he shut his eyes and hunched forward to take a deep breath to calm himself.  “Even if foul play is suspected, no one is going to do anything about it.  The power of the Emperor or Empress of Langshe is near-absolute, and so the common people can only wait to see takes the throne.”

“The other countries will also keep a neutral position until the new ruler is announced, so as not to be marked as an enemy if they side with the one who loses,” Lucian added.

“Do you know how long it has been since Prince Zhanzhin disappeared?” Beks asked.

The man who was reporting to them shook his head.  “No, I do not, my lady.  However, when Prince Zhanzhin left the Summer Palace, the late Empress was still alive.  I don’t know the exact date of her death, but we found out three weeks ago, when we left Paraxes.”

Without urapearls, news from the mainland would reach them slowly.  Information that was delayed was costly.

“Three weeks...there are usually merchants or some sort of envoy from Paraxes in Langshe, so news would travel swiftly through them.  Even then, it could be as short as a week for such news to reach the merchants of Paraxes to a month,” Laurence said as he rubbed his chin.  He took a deep breath.  “Rise, Lt. Vernoz.  If there is no more urgent news, you may retire and report in full tomorrow morning.”

Lt. Vernoz rose to his feet and bowed to Laurence before standing straight and giving him a salute, then turning, and giving Laz, who was still seated on a stump, a salute, and turning around.  The throne room was silent as his quiet footsteps disappeared outside.

Since the arrival of Laurence, high ranked Wild Dogs were assigned to guard the Inheritor’s Palace in place of a royal guard.  Even inside, where the inhabitants were limited to so few of them, Laz made Laurence have two Wild Dogs with him at all times.

“Brother,” Lucian said as he looked towards Laurence.  “Laz and I....”  He trailed off, appearing unsure of where to start.

“Laz, Lucian,” Laurence replied, his voice low, but gentle.  “I am truly sorry for your loss.  Empress Saran was a benevolent, but firm leader.  Her love for you both, though born princes of another country, was enviable.”

Beks felt her eyes redden as she lowered them.  She could hear sincerity, and real envy, in Laurence’s voice.  His father’s family was also royalty of a prosperous kingdom, but Paraxes offered him no aid throughout his childhood and even allowed Kadmus to do as they wished now, when his brother was wearing his crown.

To make the indifference worse, Prince Alexios had been betrothed to the late Queen since they were small children for economic and political purposes.  The late Queen and Uncle Timur had wed despite the concerns of Empress Saran, and she still supported the late Queen’s rule and Kadmus’ trade with Langshe after Uncle Timur died, and would send periodic requests on the status of her nephews.

Beks only knew this because when the late Queen was dying and she and Laurence were doing her work, she had seen the correspondence.  She looked towards Laurence and gave him a meaningful glance.  “Brother....”

He returned her glance with a nod.  “Laz, Lucian, I order you to retire the rest of the day.”

The twins looked up at once with slight protest on their already distraught faces.  “But, Brother-”  They were cut off by a stern look.  Both princes took deep breaths and nodded obediently.  “Yes, Brother.”

“Beks,” Laurence continued.  “Take them back to rest.”

She bowed her head towards him and stood up, reaching down to help pull them up one at a time.  She then nestled one of each of their arms in the crooks of hers before leading them out of the throne room through the side door where she’d rushed in from.

There were very few people who came and went into the Inheritor’s Tier, let alone the palace.  Now that Laurence had arrived, a quarter of the Wild Dogs were assigned as Royal Guards by Laz.  No matter how safe they felt on the island, he refused to take any chances and two Wild Dogs were guarding Laurence at a distance at all times.

He would be safe without the twins, though Beks left her father with him.

She led the twins down the hall in silence.  They had two rooms across the hall from Laurence’s, but Beks didn’t take them there.  She took them further back, to the rotunda.

Beks felt that the environment of her room was more relaxing; the windows were open to let in both the breeze and the view.  The breeze coupled with the shade and water fixture in the center of the room kept the room cooler than any others.

“Lay down,” she said as she led them towards the bed.  She released their arms and turned around to close the door behind them.

“Beks,” Laz said with a helpless, heavy breath.  “We are not in the mood for a nap.”

“You don’t have to nap.  Just lay down and take a moment to breathe,” she told them.  Everyone grieved differently, but at that moment, she felt that they were overwhelmed and stunned by the news.

Their hearts and minds were struggling to make sense of death and unexpected disappearance, and she sought to give them a place where they could collect their thoughts.  At her coaxing, the twins sat at the foot of the bed.  Like they had done for her when she arrived, she helped take off their boots and removed their billowy outer tunics which protected their skin from the sun, but were thin enough to let the breeze through.

She folded them and placed them on the corner, motioning for the two to lay down.  Lucian almost didn’t see the heavy book on legendary beasts when he laid back, and for a moment, smiled softly.  He moved the book to the side.

“If Wrath finds us taking up her space, she’ll be upset.”

“Wrath is a smart girl and will understand,” Beks told them.  “Besides, she’s probably halfway across the island with the surveying team.”

From the part of the island where they were located, a small team had been formed to slowly fan out and explore the island in detail.  This included Wild Dogs who had knowledge in topography, flora, fauna, and mapmaking, as well as Dranga scholars and hunters.

The crew of Leviathan’s Throne remained anchored offshore and those with applicable skills also joined the surveying team.  The other two ships had opted to return to sea, though Master Zilar and his wife voluntarily remained on the island not only so Master Zilar could continue to teach Thad, but because his wife was pregnant.

The Duchess said that it was customary for pregnant members of Maritime Legacy to be taken to shore and placed in private residences from the time they were found to be pregnant to a year after they gave birth.  Their spouse could choose to stay with them or continue to sail, but during pregnancy and post-partum, the mother and child would be taken care of by Maritime Legacy.

The system was put in place by her Great Aunt, after the pregnancy of a close friend and crew member.  When Beks had studied what she considered the policies and benefits of Maritime Legacy, she was quite impressed.  The pirate fleet took very good care of their own and in some cases, much better than any kingdom did their navy.

Master Zilar and his wife, and the crew members who wished to stay on shore, lived amongst the Dranga people in Igasha Town.

The Duchess’ leviathan, Inky, was not needed, so he had gone to the nearest trench to feed.  According to Wrath, Inky was surprisingly unaffected by the defensive current and could swim close to the island.  He just couldn’t get too close because of the shallows.  However, Wrath also said that Inky didn’t feel comfortable and would rather stay outside the fog.

Beks assumed that the biha of the island was too much for the leviathan.  After all, it had been enough where just breathing in the air for a few days caused her to have a biha explosion.

Luckily, she’d adjusted quickly.  So quickly, that after a day, she didn’t see the fog at all.

The twins laid back on her large bed and Beks opened all the windows and doors to let in the air.  She then slipped out of her own shoes and climbed on the bed.  The twins opened their eyes as the bed shook with her awkward movements.  They looked towards her with curiosity as she made her way towards them.  She furrowed her brows, pausing for a moment before squeezing between them and laying on her stomach, awkwardly putting one arm over each of their chests.

Despite himself, Laz let out a laugh.  “Are you trying to embrace us at the same time?”

Beks buried her head in the blanket as her face heated up.  “I thought this would comfort you,” she told them.  “As Wrath says: hug me.  It will make you feel better.”  She felt a wave of embarrassment saying it.

It was adorable when Wrath said it, but as an adult woman, it sounded silly.  She couldn’t bring herself to lift her head.

On either side of her, she heard the twins’ warm chuckles.  Two arms went around her and flipped her over while another set pulled her up, so she leaned back against the pillows they’d bought for her from the mainland.  She was seated, Lucian shuffled beside her and put his arm around her shoulder before pulling her head against his while Laz slid down, resting his own head against her chest, and draping his good arm over her stomach.

“Well, Wrath was right.”  Lucian’s warm breath touched her flushed skin.  “It does make us feel better.”

Laz rubbed his head against her and let out an agreeing hum.  As the two nestled against her, Beks relaxed.  One arm rested on Lucian’s lap, while the other on Laz’s back: her fingers playing with his long strands of hair.  Her voice was quiet.

“I’m sorry for your loss.”

Lucian squeezed her and shut his eyes. Beside her Laz spoke up in a dazed voice. “It is almost as if every time, we are helpless....”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “What do you mean?”

“We did not return before Mother passed,” Lucian answered for the both of them.  “I was in the midst of a pilgrimage, and before I could finish it and return, I was attacked.  Laz came to look for me, so he couldn’t return in time.”

“Then Brother was almost killed.”  Laz’s voice was tight and regretful.  “We didn’t even know....”  He let out a bitter laugh.  “One brother betrayed us and the other nearly died.  With things as they are now, we can’t even return to Kadmus to see our mother’s tomb without targets on our heads.”

“And now, our aunt who loved us passed, and it’s too tumultuous for us to go and pay our respects.  Our cousin is missing and could likely be dead,” Lucian choked out.  “It is too frustrating.... We spent years doing what we were told.  Study.  Train.  Become pillars to support Kadmus, but for what?  We were hunted down.  We can’t support anyone we care about.”

His grip on her tightened and she turned her head and pressed her face against the crook of his neck.  “How can you say that?  You are supporting so many.”

“This makes the potential loss all the more terrifying,” Laz said.  “We can’t afford to fail, Beks.  The safety of everyone on this island depends on whether or not we can get Brother Laurence back on the throne, and at the moment, we still have so much to do.”

“We all know that the longer Luther is in power, the more resistance there will be,” Lucian replied.  “Beks, we need to tell Brother Laurence that we can fund his return.”

She took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes.  “We need to prepare a proper plan to use the money left to you.  We’ll need to purchase supplies, and those supplies can’t be purchased all at once or from the same location, as it’ll attract attention.  If the Fourth Prince and Third Consort discover that Brother is alive and planning on returning before we are ready, they will try to stifle our plans before Brother can set foot on the mainland.”  She shut her eyes and took a deep breath.

Before she could make a plan, she would need to know what she was working with.

“If we go to Aceria where our inheritance is kept, would you be able to calculate what can be purchased with the amount there?” Lucian asked as he kneaded her arm.

She didn’t open her eyes, but knit her brows.  “Do you not know the exact amount?”

 “Not everything there was usable as immediate currency.  There are plenty of objects of significant worth that we’d have to sell,” Lucian said.  He’d gone to Aceria after Surveyor I had been purchased and set sail for more mainland supplies along the coast.  Surveyor I was smaller and faster of the two ships, but it still took Lucian almost a week with their limited crew to get to Aceria to try to find their late father’s inheritance for them.

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier about your inheritance from Uncle Timur?”

“Because we didn’t know if it still existed,” Laz replied.  “Aceria’s wealth vaults don't have names attached to them to protect the owner’s privacy.  They can only be accessed by someone who has already registered their biha.”

Beks frowned.  “Then that means that a customer would need to have biha.”

“Just the smallest amount will be enough,” Laz said.  “Adah had us registered when we were seven, following our only trip to Langshe.  Gifts from our aunt were also included into the vault.  However, after nearly two decades, anything could’ve happened.  We hadn’t gone back in all that time.”

“We didn’t want to make you a promise that we couldn’t keep,” Lucian said.  “As soon as we could, I sailed over to check.  Both vaults have no sign of entry from the outside, but I was only able to access my vault.”

“You have separate vaults?”

Laz pressed his head against her, relishing her finger through his hair.  “Hmm...Adah was very fair.  They should be identical.”

“Then, both of you have to return to Aceria.”

“Brother will be hesitant to let us go now that he’s found us, but it’s necessary if we need to find out how many resources we have,” Lucian said.  “If we leave without telling him, it’ll trouble him.”

Beks didn’t realize how anxious Laurence was about his two younger brothers until she noticed that he was only able to fully concentrate when he knew where at least one of them was.  Laz and Lucian always let him know where they were, and she thought it was a matter of respect, but now she realized it was to reassure Laurence, who felt as if his brothers were back from the dead.

“He’ll listen to you when it comes to governance, politics, and organization, Beks.  If you convince him, it’ll give him peace of mind and validate us leaving at the same time.”

Beks drew her lips inwards.  “Then, I’ll talk to him.”

“I’ll use my light biha to disguise you.”

“And I’ll make sure we’re well guarded.”

She nodded, mulling over what needed to be done to leave.  “Should I bring one of my parents or my brother?”

“No.” Their answer was simultaneous and she opened her eyes, flickering her gaze from one to the other.

“So certain?”

“The less attention we attract the better.  In addition, we’d feel safer leaving Brother Laurence here if your family stays with him,” Lucian told her.

“Although, the Duchess may be able to get us there faster with her water biha,” Laz pointed out as he lifted his head a bit.  “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can return and get started.”

Lucian nodded.  “The Duke and Lord Deo can remain and protect Brother.  Beks, can you ask your mother if she can come with us?”

“Where are you going?” A small, angry voice asked from the open double doors leading down to the yard outside, where Snowflake was sleeping.  Beks looked over and saw Wrath standing on the top step, still wearing her ‘exploration satchel’, a straw hat, and a scowl.  “And why are you on my bed?”

Her voice rose and Beks tried not to shrink back with guilt.  “Wrath, your big brothers Laz and Lucian aren’t feeling well.”

“But why are they on my bed?” Wrath’s little face wrinkled, clearly upset.  She looked at Beks with big, dark accusing eyes.  “They’re taking you from me!”

She whirled around and climbed back down the stairs, rushing out and ignoring her sister’s words.  Beks sighed and began to pry Laz off her.

“She didn’t understand,” Lucian said with some pity.

“Or she really doesn’t like us,” Laz replied as he unwound his arms from around Beks’.  “I should make her more sweets.”

“I’ll talk to her.”  Beks climbed over Lucian to get to the edge and didn’t bother putting on her shoes so she could go after her sister.  “Wrath?” She stopped at the top of the steps and looked around.  She caught the sight of little legs wiggling over Snowflake’s coiled tail in a struggle to climb up.  Snowflake lazily turned his head back.  He seemed to acknowledge Wrath’s struggle and flick his tail up just a bit.

“Ah!”  The child slipped and rolled over the side of Snowflake’s tail.

“Snowflake,” Beks said in a stern voice.  “Don’t help her hide.”  Snowflake flickered his tongue and moved his tail, revealing Wrath on her back, with her hands covering her mouth.  As soon as Snowflake’s tail moved, Wrath caught her sister walking towards her and froze.  Beks stopped beside her and knelt down.  “Wrath.”

The little girl turned her head away, refusing to speak to her.

“Wrath, we were discussing plans to get the king back on the throne, which requires us to go to the mainland every so often for supplies and information.”  Beks told her sister the truth, but Wrath still remained with her head turned.  Beks tilted her head in question.  “Are you...upset because they are on the bed?”

Wrath’s eyes crinkled up, confirming her suspicions.  As Beks tried to think of how to address her sister’s concerns, a flash of reddish orange seemed to scurry from the trees lining the tier.  The unnatural color stood out and Beks jerked her head back as the creature, no larger than her palm, seemed to rush towards Wrath.

Beks reached down at once and snatched her sister from the ground.  She took two steps back, ignoring her sister’s struggling and keeping her eyes on the unknown creature.

“No!”  Wrath’s legs swung down as her eyes widened in shock.

“Wrath, be still!  There is an animal-”

Wrath cut off her sister with a loud gasp.  “It’s you!”  Beks stopped, Wrath still gathered in her arms and hung.  Wrath’s arms waved angrily in front of her.  “I said I don’t like you! Go away!”

For a moment, Beks thought she was talking about her, but Wrath hadn’t said such a thing recently.  Instead, she turned her attention to the small creature that had stopped two paces away.  Now that it was closer, Beks could see that it was some sort of lizard.  It was mostly a dark brown, almost blending into the soil, but the bright reddish-orange cracks across the dark brown were what caught her attention.

“Wrath, you know what this is?”

Wrath shook her head from side to side.  “No!  I don’t like him!”

Beks heard a little chirp and looked down at the lizard.  It looked like any other lizard, but a bit thicker.  Its tail was also a bit swollen, like the lizards that would lose their tail to avoid predators.  However, its eyes were large and reddish orange.

Her heart tightened.  For a moment she was reminded of Snowflake when he was a baby.  Still, she didn’t move and held Wrath above ground.  “Do you know what he is?”

“An ugly lizard!”  Wrath scowled.  “He kept following me!”

Beks drew her head back, looking from her sister to the lizard.  It let out another chirp and tilted its head to the side.  Her heart squeezed once more.

“He’s not ugly, he’s cute,” Beks said, not noticing that Snowflake had perked up.

Wrath’s face remained scrunched.  “No, he’s not!  He’s annoying!  We found him when we went by the geysers this morning and everywhere I went, he followed.  When I wanted to sit down, he sat where I wanted to sit.  He tried to climb on me and wouldn’t leave me alone!”

Beks blinked.  “That reminds me, why are you here?”

Wrath shot her a glare.  “Are you mad because I caught them on my bed?”

“No,” Beks replied.  Her sister held grudges, apparently.  “I just thought you’d be with Lady Eleanor and the survey team all day.”

Wrath snorted.  “That was the plan, but they heard a ship came in, so they made us come back.”  She crossed her arms over her chest.  “I was coming back for my nap, but they were there.”

Beks sighed and carried Wrath to the steps around the rotunda.  She sat down and held her sister over her lap.  “Wrath, I brought them there to rest and comfort them.”

Wrath’s face twitched.  She avoided her sister’s eyes.  “What do you mean comfort them?  Did they get hurt?”

“When the ship came, it brought news of their aunt.  She has died.”  Beks watched her sister’s brows shoot up before she slumped in her arms.

“Oh.”  Wrath’s fingers twisted the hem of her dress. Her voice lost the defensive edge it had earlier.  “Are they sad?”

“Very sad,” Beks said as she leaned forward and rested her head on Wrath’s head.  She hugged her sister.  “Wrath is so smart.  Remember when you told me to hug you because it made me feel better?”  She felt her sister nod her head.  “I thought I could make them feel better by hugging them, too.”

Wrath was quiet as she subconsciously snuggled against her sister.  “Then...do they feel better?”

“A little,” Beks said.  “But they’re still sad.”

“I would be sad, too,” Wrath replied.  She seemed to think for a moment.  “If they are sad, they can stay there for a little longer.”

“That is very generous of you.”

“Sister...if you go somewhere with them, are you coming back?”

“Of course,” Beks said.  “I will always come back here.  Didn’t we have a plan?  Even if I work in Kadmium, I will return here to govern and Wrath is going to move here, too?”

Wrath hummed.  “I really like the island.”

“Did you make new animal friends?” Beks asked as she noticed the little lizard making small movements to get closer to them.

Wrath let out an exasperated sigh.  “No.  All the animals are busy.  The sheep and goats just want to eat.  The birds are curious, but don’t want to talk to me.  The big animals are too scared to come by.”

“What about the monkeys?  There are so many monkeys on the island.”

“They’re mean.”

“Ah.”

“Snowflake is good.  He’ll talk to me.”

“Yes, my Snowflake is very good,” Beks said. “One day, you’ll also have a good animal friend.”  She saw the lizard climb up on the first step a few paces away.  His movements were measured and Beks couldn’t help but think he had some consciousness. “What about that one?”

Wrath followed her gaze and her face filled with disgust.  “No!”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“He’s so small and ugly!  He doesn’t do anything except climb rocks and be annoying,” Wrath replied.

Beks frowned a bit.  “Wrath, he’s clearly curious about you.”

“It’s because he wants to come home with me, but I don’t want him!”

“Because he’s small?”

Wrath’s shoulders fell.  “You and Mommy have such big animal friends!  Inky is so strong and Snowflake is so beautiful and smart!”

“Well, it was fate that brought me and Snowflake and Mommy and Inky together.  Maybe that is what is happening between you and the little lizard,” Beks told her.

Wrath’s eyes reddened.  “But I want a big and powerful animal friend!  Not a little lizard!”

“Snowflake was small when I received him,” Beks said.  “And look at how majestic he is now.  He’s the biggest, cutest horned serpent in the world!”  She wasn’t sure if he was the biggest, but certainly the cutest in her opinion.

“But he can change the color of his scales!  That’s amazing!  The lizard does nothing!”

Beks nodded in sympathy and then stopped.  “Wait...did you say Snowflake changes the color of his scales?”  Wrath nodded.  Beks looked up at her horned serpent.  “Snowflake.”  His eyes were closed and he seemed to be sleeping.  I know you’re faking it.

“It takes biha for him to change color, so unless he puts in effort, that’s his natural color,” Wrath told her.  “Because Snowflake is lazy.”

At this, Snowflake snapped his head back and flickered his tongue in protest.

“All right, Snowflake is amazing, we already know this,” Beks said.  She looked at the little lizard.  “Why don’t you want to be friends with this little one?  You can have more than one friend.”

Wrath also looked at the lizard, who swished his tail once and kept looking at her with big eyes.  “He says he’s very good and will keep me warm.”

“Keep you warm?” Beks asked.  She lowered her hand and beckoned the lizard to come closer.  “Come here.”

The lizard looked at her hand and then back at Wrath.  Wrath puffed out her cheeks.  “You listen to my sister!”

The lizard scurried forward and climbed on to Beks’ hand.  Her eyes widened and she smiled.  “Oh...he’s very warm!  And soft!  Have you touched him, Wrath?  Pet him.  He’s very warm!”

Wrath had some resistance, but when Beks held the palm sized lizard in front of her, she still reached out to touch it.  A flicker of surprise went through her face.  “He doesn’t feel like rocks...he’s soft.”

“And warm,” Beks said as she smiled wide.  She watched the lizard close his eyes as Wrath’s little fingers stroked his head.  “He really likes you.  He followed you all the way here.  Isn’t that far?”

Wrath took a deep breath and pulled her hand back.  “But he’s so little.”

“Doesn’t that show that he worked hard?”

“I suppose….”

Beks lowered her hand and let the lizard down onto the steps.  The lizard walked away a bit and looked around.  Snowflake’s giant head appeared in front of him.  A tongue flickered out.

“He’s little, but he may grow larger.  And right now, our Wrath is also little, so it’s convenient to carry him around.  When he gets better, he’ll carry around Wrath,” Beks said.  Her sister seemed to be interested in the idea, so she pressed further.  “And he’s nice and warm.  Isn’t that comfortable when we go to Sagittate?  He followed you, so he’s determined.  Not to mention, he’s very cute.  Look at his big eyes and that fat little tail.”

She motioned towards the lizard and he seemed to understand.  His fat tail swished back and forth, as if showing off.  Because of this, Beks didn’t really notice Snowflake’s eyes narrow or his mouth opening.

“I suppose...he’s kind of cute...and he does want to come with me.”  Wrath grasped her sister’s arm.  “Can he sleep in the room with me?”

“Yes, we’ll make him a little bed beside ours.”  Beks agreed at once.  Joy flashed across Wrath’s face.

“Okay, then-Snowflake!”  Wrath screamed and Beks snapped her head around to see the horned serpent close his mouth around the lizard.  Beks shot to her feet, nearly dropping Wrath.

“Snowflake!  Open your mouth!  Drop him, right now!”

Wrath couldn’t stop yelling beside her.  “He’s crying!  Sister, he’s crying!  He says he’s going to be eaten!  Snowflake, stop!  Stop!  Don’t eat my baby lizard!”

“Snowflake, split out the baby lizard right now!”  Beks put her sister down and stomped towards him.  Snowflake shrank back, but turned his head away.  Behind her, Wrath began to cry.  “Snowflake, you split him out right now or I will be very upset with you!”

Snowflake lowered his head.  He hesitated and then opened his mouth, dropping a small brown and reddish-orange creature onto the ground, covered in saliva.  Beks drew her head back in disgust, but Wrath cried out and rushed forward.

“Snowflake, you bad serpent!  I don’t like you anymore!”  She gathered her little lizard in her hands and brought him against her chest.  She turned and shot Snowflake a glare.  “Hateful!”  She rushed up the steps and into the rotunda.

Beks walked in front of Snowflake.  “I am very disappointed in you, Snowflake.  You know that the little lizard wanted to be Wrath’s friend.  Why did you try to eat him?” Snowflake’s tongue flickered out and he tried to nudge Beks, but Beks stepped back.  “You will think about what you did wrong.  Afternoon nap time cuddles are canceled today!”

Snowflake almost hissed and drew his head back.  He coiled up at once and buried his head in the center of the coil.

Beks resisted the urge to comfort him, telling herself that he needed to learn.  She turned around and returned to the rotunda.  Wrath was kneeling beside the pool with the little lizard beside her.  She scooped up water from the pool with her hands and used it to wash the saliva off.

“Don’t be afraid of him, baby lizard.  He’s just jealous because Sister said you are very cute,” Wrath told the lizard.  “He is a very jealous horned serpent, but he is not really bad.  I will talk to him later.  Have him guide you.”

Beks’ face softened.  “Our Wrath is so benevolent.”

“I don’t know what that means,” Wrath said.  “But it’s probably something good.”  She then wrapped her lizard in the hem of her shirt and patted him dry.  “How do you feel, baby lizard?”  There was a pause and Wrath nodded.  “Okay, good.  Don’t be sad.  You’ll follow me from now on.  I will give you food and you can sleep next to me.”  She lifted him up on his palm to look around.  “This is our room.”

“This is your sister’s room,” Laz said from the bed.  Wrath shot him a glare.  She brought her lizard close to her head.

“Those are the men who want to marry my sister.  They haven’t married her yet, so they don’t live here with us.  Ignore them.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “Are you going to take a nap?”

Wrath shook her head.  “I’m going to give the baby lizard a tour of the palace.”  She put the lizard on her shoulder.  “Can you sit there?  Okay.  Hold on.”  She walked past the bed, ignoring the two men still on it, and marched towards the door.  She pulled open the heavy door with some struggle.  “This palace is really old and doesn’t have a lot, but it’s still nice.  I’ll show you the most important place first: the kitchen.”

They watched Wrath slip out between a small gap and then pull the door closed behind her.

“I don’t know who she’s angrier with.  Snowflake or us,” Lucian said with a disappointed sigh.

“Us.  She said that Snowflake isn’t really that bad,” Laz replied.  “But wecan be ignored.”

Lucian winced.  “Our little sister-in-law still needs to be won over.”

“I’ll bake her the egg tart with fruit that she likes later.”

“Were you two listening the whole time?” Beks asked as she stood beside the bed.  The two men laid back against the cushions and shrugged.

“You were quite loud.  We were about to get up when we heard Snowflake ate the little lizard,” Laz told her.

“He didn’t eat him, he just put him in his mouth,” Beks said.

“You got to him in time,” Laz replied with a grin.  He looked past her.  “Also, your urapearl was flashing while you were outside.  It’s working, right?”

Beks furrowed her brows and turned towards her urapearl in the corner.  She walked over.  “It’s working.  We called my uncle earlier to test it.  Did it just flash once?”

“No, it was flashing for some time.”

That meant that someone was trying to get through multiple times.  Beks stood in front of the urapearl and waited.  If it were urgent, they would try to call again.  Unless she gave the order, Mr. Kesse wouldn’t call about Nexus, so she was sure it wasn’t him.  Could it be her uncle?

Her chest constricted as her heart began to quicken.  Did something happen at the Northern Pass?

The urapearl began to glow once more and Beks placed her hands on top of it.  The surface cleared and Uncle Erik appeared.

“Beks-”

“Uncle, what’s wrong?  Should I call my father?”  At this, she saw the twins rise from the bed, as if ready to fetch the man if she gave the word.

“It may be faster to tell both of you at once.”  Her uncle paused.  “But don’t look too worried.  Your Aunt Hilga is there.”

Beks nodded.  She looked at the twins.  “Get my father.”

The two were already halfway to the door when her uncle told her.  “I was going to wait for your call, but the situation at the Northern Pass is more complicated than usual because of Kadmus.  Your Aunt Hilga wants to confirm her plans with Brother Robert first.”

For the General Commander of the Northern Pass to seek approval from her father meant it was likely a dangerous strategy.  Beks swallowed hard.

The door flew open and Robert rushed in with a serious look on his face.  He marched directly towards Beks and she stepped aside.

“Brief me,” Robert said in a low voice as he placed his hands on either side of the stone base and looked down at the image of his brother.

“We are short on people to both engage in the beast migration and deflect the Kadmus battalion trying to take over the Northern Pass Fort,” Uncle Erik reported. “The beast migration is nearing its height and already we’re shorthanded.  Sister has pulled those at the front of dealing with Kadmus back to the Northern Pass, but as that battalion encroaches, we will not be able to defend both sides.”

Both father and daughter frowned.  “How long can you hold?”

“It doesn’t matter how long they can hold; any length of time is too much time,” her father said.  His eyes were narrowed and he seemed to be going through a thousand scenarios in his head.  “If they are pinched between the beast migration in the north and a Kadmus battalion in the south, then retreat.”

Both Uncle Erik and Beks looked at the Duke with some surprise.  “Brother, are you sure?”

“Don’t retreat to Sagittate.  Fall back to the Northern Pass Fort and focus on the beast migration.  Between humans and beasts, it is the beasts that are more difficult to deal with and must be controlled first,” her father said.  “That being said, conflict involving both should always be an option.”

“Brother, we don’t have enough people.  We’ve already sent over the majority of our biha users and army-”

“I didn’t say we had to be the ones to deal with them both.  Let them deal with each other,” Robert said.  Beks’ brows shot up.

“You want to weaponize the beasts?” Beks asked.

He glanced towards her and smirked.  “My Snowflower understood quickly.”  He raised a large hand and patted her head.  “But not necessarily to weaponize them, but let the two problems collide.  Every beast migration, a few beasts slip through the barrier, but they are tracked and killed before they can reach the village south of the tundra.  Now, there is a military force also standing in their way.”

Uncle Erik’s eyes widened.  “You want us to allow beasts to escape from the pass?”

“If we can’t keep them all out, don’t trouble yourselves if a few slip through.  They will encounter the battalion encroaching north, and the battalion will have no choice but to engage, doing the task of tracking and killing for us.  This will also delay the battalion, if not alarm them and make them hesitant to continue, at least so soon.”

Uncle Erik rubbed his chin and nodded.  “The beast migration comes in waves, so it would be a steady threat to the battalion.”  Robert nodded.  “I will relay your order to Sister.”

Robert nods, telling his brother to tell Hilga to be measured and put priority on diverting the beast migration and securing the Northern Pass Fort.  As long as they can do that, the battalion can’t do much.  After the call ended, Robert had a satisfied look on his face.

“Have any of the battalions ever faced the beast migration before?” Beks asked.

“I’m sure they’ve heard about it, but faced an ice monster up close?  Never,” Robert replied.  He stood up straight and let out a low breath.  “It’s good that your urapearl works.  At the very least, we can contact the mainland somehow.”

Beks nodded and took a deep breath.  “Daddy, how dangerous at the beasts in the migration?”

“Most of the animals are in herds and can’t utilize their ice biha for more than defensive purposes.  For them, the most dangerous scenario is a stampede.  They’re large and can break down an ice wall easily.  That’s why we build the defensive barriers not to stop them, but to divert them away from the volcanoes and the tundra past the pass,” Robert told her.  His eyes narrowed.  “However, for the predatory creatures that tend to be solitary, we don’t hunt them alone.  It’s too dangerous.”

He caught something laying on the corner of the bed and walked over.  Beks craned her neck and saw her father picked up Wrath’s legendary beasts book.  He turned to face her, holding the spine of the book in one hand as he opened it and flipped through the pages.  His brows were knit as he lowered the book and held it low to show it to her.

“The mammoths and snow rhinos can be diverted.  They’re generally peaceful at a distance.  What I’d be concerned about, and what I’m hoping will engage our unwanted guests, are these.”  He tapped on the page.  Beks took the book from his hands.  “Feathered snow serpent, the northern mountain sabers, and...ice cockatrice?”

Her father nodded.  “Yes, they’re the smallest of the dragon species and while they don’t eat humans, if they feel they are threatened, which is common, as they are skittish, they will attack and are very violent.”

Beks read the small passage under the sketch of a fierce looking creature that appeared to have a more bird-like than serpent-like head.  “They have wings, but they prefer running?  And they attack with ice?”

“We are very careful when an ice cockatrice is sighted and take great pains to keep it from entering the pass.  They’re not very smart and can usually be redirected away, but if one slips through, they must be killed immediately, else they’ll continue south without rest.  One of them is enough to send an entire battalion into chaos.”

“Are they rare?”

“Rare enough,” Robert told her.  “But there are a few recorded during each migration.  They’re hard to miss being the size of a house.  Your aunt will know what to do.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“I know that you feel uncomfortable with the idea of an ice beast rampaging through a battalion, but that battalion is under the control of the enemy, and therefore, is our enemy.  Thus, no mercy should be shown, at least until you have complete control of the situation.” Sybil’s words were unwavering and Laurence furrowed his brows at the head of the dinner table.  “Only then can you afford to be merciful.”

Beks cut through a piece of bread to dip it into her stew.  Several days after her father gave the order to her uncle, they had received word that several ice beasts had escaped the Northern Pass.  Her father was right when he told her that her aunt would know what to do.

Entire herds of less violent creatures were kept contained, but the ones that managed to ‘escape’ were two snow serpents, half of all the northern mountain sabers that had come down in the last week, and the larger of two ice cockatrices.

Aunt Hilga followed the ice cockatrice herself, using her biha to steer it towards the battalion that had already been rattled not only by the near blizzard-like conditions, but unexpected beast attacks.  The entire battalion had either retreated or scattered.  For the time being, the battalion that had been nipping at their heels was not a threat.

In addition, Beks had rumors spread around that north that ice beasts were coming further south due to the poor leadership of the battalions under Luther.  It might have been petty on her part, but any time there was a chance to make her ex-fiancé look bad, she would take it.

After her father reported the situation to Laurence over dinner, they noticed his concern.  Beks sat to one side of the table, across from Lucian while beside her Wrath was offering a little bread to the lizard on her shoulder.

“Lizards don’t eat bread, Wrath,” Deo said a few seats away.

Wrath lowered her hand.  “He just wants to taste it...oh...never mind, he doesn’t like it.” She put the small piece of bread to the side and continued to eat despite the heavy conversation happening around the dining room.

“While I understand that the situation puts us on opposite sides of the battlefield, I do still think of them as my people...however misled they are,” Laurence replied with a thoughtful crease across his brows.  “But I’m aware that until I sit on that throne and wear that crown, I am their enemy.”

“Once the beast migration is over, we can bring our best biha users and situate the Caroline army in a strategic place,” Robert said.

“Duke Caroline, if Luther and the Third Consort hold their ground and refuse to give up the throne, resisting our return, with the resources that we have available after the beast migration, how long would it take to retake Kadmus?” Lady Eleanor asked.

The middle-aged man chewed his food slowly and narrowed his eyes.  After a few moments, he swallowed and frowned.  “It depends at which point they will resist.  If we catch them off guard, even with such a limited military, simply storming Kadmium and capturing them will be enough.  Once they are under our control, as long as we do not lower our own guard, we can control the situation.”

“His Majesty is the rightful king.  If those who do not accept it and resist his return to power are simply traitors,” Deo added.

Lady Eleanor nodded slowly.

“But a large group moving towards Kadmium isn’t something that can be hidden.  Aside from visually, we will need food, water, and shelter.  If we don’t have enough, we don’t move.  Even if we’re able to separate our people into smaller groups, and have them move successfully, to avoid suspicion, they would have to come together at one point.  Where will that be?  How far outside of Kadmium is close enough to storm the city before being cut off or attacked from behind by battalions under the Fourth Prince and his people’s control?” Beks said.  “I don’t think such a scenario of storming Kadmium when we are close enough will be enough.  The military who follows us, even with the Wild Dogs, with the Caroline army, even if we’re able to regain the power of the Glasser March’s army, which has been dissolved, all it would take is three or four of the nearby battalions to outnumber us.  If Luther escapes, and they lay siege after we’ve retaken Kadmium, how long can we last?”

“We need more people,” Laurence said.

Beks took a deep breath.  “We need resources.  We need better lines of communication.”

Laurence looked across the table and narrowed his eyes, curious.  “You sound as if you have a solution.”

Beks didn’t falter.  “I need to go to the mainland.”

“No.”  Several voices from around the table spoke at once.  It was something she expected, so she wasn’t surprised.

“I won’t be going alone.  I want Laz and Lucian to come with me.”

Laurence’s posture stiffened more so.  He frowned at once.  “That is an even greater reason for me to refuse.”

“Brother, we can’t do everything on the island.  We need to prepare on the mainland, as well,” Laz said.

Laurence shot him a silencing glare.  “You can send your trusted men.  What about Gerard or Jonas?”

“They have their hands full as is and don’t have the connections I have,” Beks told them.  “Nor the connections Laz and Lucian do.”

“And what connections do you three have?” Robert asked with a raised brow.

“Money,” Beks said.  “We need to go to the mainland to get money so we can fund Brother Laurence’s return.”

Laurence slammed his hands on the table and scowled.  “I am not taking your money!”

“Brother, you do not have a choice,” Laz said, lifting his head.

“How are you going to get your money?  The Kadmium Bank?”  Laurence asked with a choked laugh.  “If you prove your identities to gain access, Luther and his father will find out.  The safety provided by your disappearance is gone!”

“Brother, our money isn’t in the Kadmium Bank.” Lucian’s voice was a bit calmer.  “It’s in Aceria.”

Sybil’s head snapped up at once.  Her brows shot up.  “The Acerian Wealth Vaults.”

The twins nodded and Laurence drew his head back.  He shook it once, refusal still on his face.  “No...no, the only reason you would have anything there is if Adah prepared it for you.  That is money your father set aside for you two.”  His eyes crinkled up and reddened as his voice rose.  “How can I take it from you?  I would be no better than Luther!”

“You wouldn’t be taking it from them.  It would be a loan,” Beks told him.  “The late Queen borrowed money to fund her revolt.  You know that.  This isn’t something that doesn’t have precedence.  She wasn’t the first to do so, either.”

Laurence looked at her, then to his brothers, and back.  He frowned with disapproval and shook his head.  “Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline...you’ve planned this.”

 Beks lowered her utensils and met his gaze.

“In the last week, I have studied the various possible routes to take to Kadmium you and my father have discussed, as the capital needs to be seized and secured.  I have listened to the various scenarios and what is required.  I calculated the speed, distance that needs to be covered, supplies that need to be used for an army quadruple the size of what we have available now.  As such, I calculated the cost of providing for such an army.  I calculated the cost of providing for every battalion and noble military force that we can get support from enroute to the Kadmium based on where they are currently located, their numbers, and the availability of resources from there.

“I’ve looked into purchasing ships, horses, weapons, and from where, so the large purchase of goods being moved at once wouldn’t be suspicious.  I’ve calculated transport costs, import taxes, and time.  All I need is the money to fund all of this, and now I can get it.  Laz and Lucian will loan you what they have and within ten years of your reign, it will be repaid, either in gold or, if there is not enough in the royal treasury, in property.  This is something they have agreed upon.  They will not charge you interest, as your return to the throne will be beneficial to them, as well, but they require that a certain amount be paid off every year,” Beks told him as her eyes hardened. 

“Brother, you asked me to find a way, and I have.  Therefore, I am not asking for permission to go to the mainland.  I am informing you that I am.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 50 - I Demand to Speak to Your Manager


                “I was worried at first, but it seems the Oracle was right,” the Fourth Consort looked at the letter that had been sent from Langshe.  “It was right for you to lessen contact with the Crown Prince and reach out to his uncle.”

Luther smiled as he sat on the large chair in his study.  “It made political sense.  The Crown Prince was named heir, but he didn’t have as much support as Prince Tarkhan.  Most kingdoms were waiting to see who would win, but I wanted to be initiative-taking to ensure our diplomatic ties to Langshe don’t deteriorate.”

The Fourth Consort raised a brow and let his lip curl up in a small, satisfied smile.  “You’re learning,” he said, pleased.  “If the Crown Prince kept the throne, then he would likely continue our relations, following the agreements of his mother.  Siding with Prince Tarkhan covered the other scenario.”

“I believe he will see us in a more favorable light because of this,” Luther told him.  He turned towards the young woman sitting on the sofa in the sitting area of his office.  “And this is all thanks to Iris.”

She smiled and gave him a demure nod.  “As the future queen, I must support my king.”

“Though our maritime trade is struggling at the moment, the land routes from Langshe should increase steadily, especially once Prince Tarkhan becomes Emperor,” the Fourth Consort said.

“This puts my mind at ease.”  Luther leaned back in his seat.  “Especially considering that beasts have begun to escape the Northern Pass.  The battalion that has been searching for the fort had been attacked.  I’ve checked the records on past beast migrations and for such a short amount of time, far more beasts have made it south.”

The corner of Iris’ eye twitched.  She couldn’t remember when exactly there was a beast migration in her last life, likely because there was so little news of it.  There were no warnings of beasts escaping and coming too far south that they became a threat to villages in the north, so there was no widespread news about it.

She didn’t expect that it happened so soon and that this time, beasts had escaped.  Then again, perhaps she simply wasn’t around to hear the reports in her previous life.  At that time, perhaps it was Lady Rebecca who sat in her seat and discussed the situation in the north.

“For so many beasts to escape in such a short amount of time, it can only mean that the barrier has weakened from becoming abandoned,” the Third Consort said.

Luther’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward.  “The Northern Pass was under the control of the Carolines and it is their biha users who are assigned to mitigate the dangers of the beast migration.  Even if their family’s direct line has been exiled, the branch members would not abandon such a strategic position so easily.  It is unlikely that they’d allow for beasts to attack the northern villages because of a political disagreement.”

The Third Consort let out a small snort.  “It seems we have yet to learn how dishonorable the Carolines truly are, that they would allow innocent people to be harmed because they disagree with us.”

It surprised Iris, as well.  The Caroline Duchy’s reputation as being dutiful preceded them.  “If the Caroline army has retreated from the fort, can our battalion take it easier?”

“If there weren’t a beast migration, yes,” Luther replied.  “I’m absolutely certain they would be able to take it, but the creatures are variables we can’t control.”

The Third Consort frowned.  “Send another battalion north to support them.  I don’t believe that two battalions can’t stop a few ice monsters.”

Luther’s lips drew inward and he bit them.  “One ice cockatrice was able to send half a battalion into chaos, Father, and they hadn’t killed it.”

Iris sat up straight.  “Then, it’s still at large?  Wouldn’t that make it a threat to the northern villages?”

Luther gave her a despondent nod.  “I’m afraid so.  I read up on the beasts, and they’re large, highly volatile, and will attack when threatened.  Their scales are like armor and difficult for weapons to pierce.  The battalion also wasn’t prepared to fight one and has no experience doing so.  I’ve sent experts on beasts from the university to consult with them, but it will take some time until they arrive.  By then, we don’t know how many creatures have managed to get through the Northern Pass.”

An ugly look graced the Third Consort’s face.  His jaw clenched as his hand clawed into the leather arm of the chair he sat in.  “If the creatures reach the northern villages....”  He looked at his son across the desk.  “Then you will be criticized.”

Luther tensed and froze in his seat.

“Perhaps not.”  Iris stood up and walked towards the desk.  “Luther has sent additional support to the struggling battalion to stop this, but the root cause is the Caroline Army.  Aren’t they failing to do their job to protect the Northern Pass?” She rounded the desk and stood beside Luther, putting her hand on his shoulder.  “What if they abandoned it all together because of their pride?”

Luther’s eyes widened and the Third Consort’s face immediately lightened.  “I see.  They abandoned their duty in retaliation for exiling their duke and duchess.”  He nodded and his thin lips smirked.  “I will have the new spread at once.”

He rose to his feet.

“Father,” Luther called out and the Third Consort paused.  Before he turned his head to look back at Luther, Iris caught the roll of his eyes and slight frown that his son was stopping him.  Time and time again, the Third Consort had criticized his son as being too kind to his enemies, and it seemed he expected Luther to disagree with his plans and to tell him not to blame the Carolines.

“Yes, my son?” the middle-aged man asked with a pleasant smile.

Luther narrowed his eyes.  “Remind the people that it was the Caroline's duty to protect them and they abandoned it.”

The Third Consort’s eyes lit up with pride and satisfaction, but didn’t change his calm expression.  He gave Luther a single nod.  “Of course, my son.”

He left the room and once the door closed, Luther’s shoulders fell.

“How could they abandon their post?  Have I misjudged them?” he asked out loud as he looked helplessly in front of him.  “Since they took their post guarding the Northern Pass, they’d never gone back on their duty.  Even if they disagree with the Duke and Duchess and their family being exiled, how could they abandon their post, knowing what danger the entire north would be put in if they did?”

Betrayal and confusion laced Luther’s voice, and Iris’ heart clenched.  Her eyes softened as she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his shoulders.

Luther was trying to maintain order and deal with this opposition as peacefully as he could.  Numerous nobles, ministers, and officers had refused to acknowledge him in the beginning, but after it became clear that Luther would sit on the throne for a long time, they would have to either accept his legitimacy and work with him or be stripped of their positions and power.

It was a good way to force them to accept and get rid of those who opposed him; however, the deposed number was not few, and many respected and talented people were removed from positions where they would have been of great benefit to Luther.

Two marches, including the former future-queen’s family, the von Glassers, numerous counts and viscounts, several ministry leaders and their staff who had resigned in protest of Lady Rebecca’s exile, and two battalions.

The Legions themselves had begun to show some resistance to the reorganization.  Supply chains had been broken, soldiers weren’t getting paid, and news that Luther tried to stop a very popular policy that benefited soldiers and their families had caused the Legions to complain.

A highly respected senior officer, Legion Commander Reed, threatened to step down if the policy was retracted.  His loss would make the entire Western Legion akin to cutting off a snake’s head; the organization would fall apart.  That was enough for Luther to reject the proposal to retract the policy regardless of how much money it would save.

Those people irritated Iris, but she knew that the way in which Luther got the throne would lead to some resistance to his rule.

The Third Consort took it as his duty to strengthen Luther’s faction in the court and use the Hessing’s economic network to support him.

Despite the usual stance of the Temple, Iris had been able to get them to support Luther.  Even when the policy retraction failed, the Temple continued to offer to work with the kingdom in a political and economic sense.  This was simply never done and the fact that they had agreed to do so for Iris, the new oracle, also shone some light on Luther.

Iris had spent some time pressing the Temple to do so to the point that she was worried they would severely reprimand her and cut her allowance and paladins.  However, after she predicted the late Empress’ death, their support of her strengthened.

Her eyes narrowed a bit thinking of the Temple.  It seemed that they needed to be reminded every so often that she was the Oracle, and that they needed her.   Only those like who, who were raised in the Temple their entire lives, knew how important oracles were to it.  No other religion in the world had oracles, and because of this advantage, the Temple was the dominant religion on the continent and highly respected on the others.

As young priestess in training, and under constant observation to look for possible prophecy-gifted girls, the senior priestesses and priests would tell them that the Temple thrived because of oracles; that was their importance.  Thus, while they had rules to follow, they wielded a great deal of influence.

“Luther, you are doing what you can.  Being a ruler is not easy and many things require your attention,” Iris told him.  “They did not uphold their end of the agreement.  Now, you know the true character of that wicked house.  They can’t be trusted and should be replaced.”

Luther nodded his head.  “You’re right.”

She squeezed his shoulders and remained beside him, pressing her body against his.  “You are an inexperienced leader, but not a useless one.  You are learning, and even now, you’ve managed to side with the correct Langshe heir.”

Luther let out a low breath.  “I’m glad our envoy got to him so quickly.”  He looked up at her.  “Did he take us up on our offer to show our solidarity with him?”

Her mind slipped back to her latest report from one of her paladins who escorted the Kadmus envoy.  “He has.  This show of support has proven our sincerity.”

Luther’s smiled.  “Good...with Langshe as an ally, no other kingdom would dare cause trouble in my early reign and those courtiers questioning my diplomatic abilities will be silenced.”  He raised his hand and cupped her face.  “Thank you, my love.”  His gaze softened.  “I cannot wait until you are my queen.

Her eyes crinkled up and she leaned down to kiss him.  His arms wrapped around her and she was pulled down into his arms.

It was only sometime later that she left his office, still a bit flushed with her robes slightly askew and her long, curly, pale-orange locks with just a few strands out of place.  She walked out the door with her head held up and her back straight.

Standing and waiting across the hall from the office were her two attendants.  Their movements were swift and elegant, falling a half step behind her as she passed.

“Return to the Prince’s villa,” she said in an even voice.

“Yes, Your Eminence,” one of the attendants replied.

“Your Eminence, a message arrived for you, but there is no sender.  The courier said it was to be given to you directly,” the second one told her.

Iris raised her brow a bit.  “Not from one of my paladins?”

“No, Your Eminence.  It did not carry the seal of the order.”  Correspondence from the Temple would be identified as such immediately and her private correspondence was limited.  Of those, she couldn’t think of one where they wouldn’t send a nameless message.  “It was included with the correspondence from the Great Temple.”

That meant it had been sent to the Great Temple first to be forwarded to her.  She grew more curious and upon entering Luther’s villa, went to the small room that he’d set aside to be her office.

A neat pile of folded letters, envelopes, and scrolls were on a woven basket on her desk.  She raised her hand to dismiss her attendants and they stopped at once.  They bowed their heads to her and then quietly stepped back to exit the room before closing the door.

Iris pulled out the chair and sat down before bringing the basket closer to her and fingering through her mail.  She saw the usual seals of various Temple orders, a personal letter from a friend at the Great Temple, and then the unadorned blank envelope.

For a moment, she thought it was a mistake.  She plucked it out of the pile and moved it in her hands.  The envelope was a little larger than her hand and not too thick, but just from the feeling of it, there were multiple pages.  The envelope was just a larger, thicker piece of paper that had been folded over and sealed with wax on three sides.  A rough twine was used to secure it.

She took the small letter knife from the desk and cut the twine, then scraped the excess wax off to open the letter.

There were three sheets folded into thirds inside and a thumbnail drop of beeswax kept them closed.  Just as she slid her finger under the seal to open it, she noticed there was an image scraped into the wax.

A small circle with six petals carefully drawn out with three on top and three under, peeking out between the three.  Iris’ breathing grew shallow as her heart slammed against her chest.  It was their secret symbol: an anemone flower.

She ripped open the wax and opened the pages.  Her suspicions were confirmed when she recognized the writing.  While the lines weren’t as crisp and there were spots of ink where normally there wouldn’t have been, as he was always neat, Iris still knew he wrote it.

“He’s alive....” she whispered.  Her hand trembled as she shut her eyes and let the relief wash over her.  She leaned over her desk, her head lowered as she clutched the letter with both hands shaking.  Iris inhaled slowly, trying to calm herself.

She thought he was dead.  They found the bodies of three paladins after a sudden flood, but not his.  He was one of her oldest friends that had painstakingly risen through the ranks to serve her, and she was at a loss when he went missing.

The search party she’d sent to try to find him couldn’t find any traces of him, and since his disappearance, she’d lost hope that he was alive, and tried to come to terms with his death.

The gods had blessed her again and returned her most useful friend to her.

Iris swallowed hard and dared to lift her head.  She placed the letters on the table, flattening them out so she could read them.

Captain St. Moore, the former head of her paladin guard, was alive.

A wide smile filled her face as she read of his survival and assured her that he was alive and recovering.  He apologized for the delay in reporting to her, but he’d been bedridden and no one was with him.

She bit her lips, thinking him pitiful and then becoming angry when she discovered that Captain St. Moore and her four dead paladins wouldn’t have been in the flood zone if it weren’t for Lady Rebecca-

Her breath caught in her throat.

She re-read the line and felt the blood drain from her body.

“How can she...no....”  Her hands trembled as she re-read the line once more, confirming the worst.

...Lady Rebecca is alive.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Her little speech at dinner did not completely convince the wary king.  It took another day to prove with papers, maps, and the most recent information from Nexus to get Laurence to agree, and even then, he wasn’t happy about it.  Beks was certain it wasn’t that he was only worried for their safety.

Laurence had always made it clear that he wanted to use their abilities to support him during his rule.  It was expected that they would help him retake his throne, as when he was back on the throne, they would have their normal lives back.  He expected this and Beks and the twins planned to do so.

However, Laurence didn’t want to take advantage of them.  He wanted the exchange to be fair.  In exchange for their support, they would have financial stability and safety, as well as social standing and royal honors.

“It bothers him that he has to take money, if only temporarily, from his own younger siblings and send you out during such a dangerous time,” Lady Eleanor told her that evening.  “He has nothing to give you right now.”

“Right now,” Beks had replied.  “It will not be that way for long.”

Aside from reassuring Laurence that the situation was temporary, and that once he regained his throne, they would depend on him again to support them, too.  In addition, by allowing her to proceed with her plans, he would be defending her honor against Luther, who had disgraced her.

“What I am doing is not only for you, Brother, but for selfish reasons, as well,” she had told him with determination.  “Let me have my revenge.”

Though still filled with reluctance, Laurence conceded and gave his approval.  Perhaps he knew that he couldn’t stop them, but at least in this manner, they wouldn’t leave him out of their plans, allowing him to provide whatever support and safety he could offer.

The Duke of Caroline  agreed only after Beks asked if her mother would come.  Sybil agreed without hesitation, but Wrath and Thad’s requests to join them were ruthlessly denied.

Even a week later, when they were setting sail on Surveyor II with a handful of the Leviathan’s Throne’s crew to further train the sailors on the ship, Thad and Wrath brought up joining.

“No, it’s too dangerous,” Sybil told them as she stood in front of her two youngest children.  “It is best for you to remain on the island.  We can complete this mission with peace of mind that you are safe.”

“Mommy, Master Zilar says my wind biha has progressed well and that my control is more than sufficient.  I can be of use!” Thad said.  The rowboat to bring their mother, Beks, and the twins to the awaiting ship anchored offshore was waiting behind them.

“I don’t doubt that you’ll be of use, but I will worry if you are with us.  I have my hands full protecting your sister and the Second and Third Princes.”

Thad let out a frustrated groan and gave the two identical men standing to the side a sidelong glance.  “Mommy wouldn’t have to worry if they could protect themselves....” He muttered under his breath.

The twins pretended they didn’t hear their future brother-in-law complaining.  Most days, Thad didn’t pay any attention to them and was polite when they spoke to him, but he never went out of his way to have a conversation or spend time with them.  He didn’t believe Beks wanted to marry them of her own volition, but out of duty.  After watching his sister’s engagement break down because of a prince, how could Thad accept two more princes?

Wrath also ignored them.  All of Laz’s pastries hadn’t won her over, and the fact that they were going on a trip without her only soured the situation further.

The little girl with the little lizard on her right shoulder puffed up in front of their mother.  “Mommy, you don’t have to worry about me!  If it’s dangerous, we’ll just burn them!”

The small group around them was quiet.  “Wrath....” Lady Eleanor began in a concerned voice.  “What do you mean by ‘burn’?”

“Show them!”  Wrath’s little hands gathered the lizard in her palms and she held them out.  The little lizard’s legs spread out, appearing to take a steady stance.  His fat tail stiffened and he opened his mouth wide.  A puff of smoke and a little flame flickered out before dissipating in the bat of an eye.

Everyone was quiet, looking at the unimpressive lizard and then Wrath’s slowly flushing face.

Thad looked at his little sister with sympathy.  “I’m embarrassed for you.”

“It’s still early!  He’s not warmed up yet!” Wrath defended the little creature and brought him back against her chest to protect him from her brother’s words.

“Wow, he can breathe fire?” Beks rushed forward and knelt down.  She thought her sister’s lizard was just a regular lizard, just with more consciousness after living on the island.  She thought it was exciting, and a bit relieving, as the lizard could use his fire to protect her sister.   She strived to encourage them.  “That’s amazing!  How did he do that?  Wrath, did you teach him?”

Wrath stood up straight at her sister’s awe.  The earlier embarrassment at her lizard’s weak attempt at fire faded at once.  “I’ve been reading my book to him.  Sunny is very smart.  He knew what kind of lizard he was when I showed him the pictures.”

Beks wasn’t sure that was true, but the lizard was quite intelligent and intuitive.  “Yes, Sunny is also very smart.”

“You named him Sunny?” Laurence asked, somewhat amused.  Just the other day, Wrath had been wandering the Inheritor’s Palace trying to come up with a name for her lizard by naming things around them, from fruit to pieces of furniture.

“Yes!  You see, he’s dark brown, but here he has these bright orange cracks between them, like a dawn sunrise.  I wanted to name him Sunrise, but he didn’t think it was regal enough, so I named him Sunny and he likes it!”  The sound of his name made the lizard lift up his chin.

“I’m starting to see a theme in how your family names pets....” Laurence said under his breath.

“That’s cute!” Lady Eleanor ignored him and beamed.

“And what kind of creature is Sunny?” Lucian asked with encouragement.

A smug smile appeared on Wrath’s little face.  “Fire drake.”

Beks could feel the collective cringe around them.  Even Gerard, who had half a leg in the rowboat, had winced.

“Starfish....” their father said with a gentle expression.  “Are you sure he is a fire drake?  Isn’t he a bit...small?”

Wrath’s head bobbed up and down. “Yes, he’s a baby. Sister said that he’ll probably grow up and when he does, he can carry me.”

Several eyes turned to Beks, whose gaze darted away at once.  She’d said that, but she didn’t think the small lizard was a baby fire drake.

“Are you sure?” Thad asked, knitting his brows.  "Maybe he's a fire...salamander."

Wrath frowned.  “Yes!  Didn’t you see his fire?  It’s little, but it was there!”

Thad bent down to look at the lizard, unconvinced.  “He doesn’t look like a baby fire drake.  His tail is so fat.”  He lifted his hand to poke the lizard’s tail, only for the small creature to whirl around and bite his finger.  Thad let out a scream and jumped back.  “Let go!  What is wrong with you?  Wrath!”

“He didn’t consent to you touching him!” Wrath argued.  “This is your fault!”

“Tell him to let me go!”  Thad whirled around and wanted to throw his hand out to let the creature fly off, only to run into Snowflake.  The massive horned serpent’s movements were slow and smooth.  He lowered his head, and instead of looking at Thad, brought his snout close to Thad’s hand, where Sunny was hanging from.  Snowflake flared his nostrils.

The lizard froze, opened his mouth, and allowed himself to fall to the ground.  He scrambled back to Wrath and hid behind her neck. Wrath frowned.  “Snowflake, don’t threaten to eat him.”

Thad glared at her and her lizard as he rubbed his finger.  “Fire drake my-”

 “Thad.” Sybil shot him a silencing look and he snapped his mouth shut.

Wrath flushed, but gently lifted Sunny from where he peeked over her shoulder.  “Don’t listen to him.  I know you’re a fire drake.  I super believe in you, Sunny of Caroline.”   She kissed the top of her head.

Snowflake slid forward, trying to get into Bek’s line vision to get attention.  Beks sighed and walked to her serpent.  She raised her arms and hugged his head, resting her own against it.  “You must protect them well, Snowflake.  And guide Sunny.  You are the big sibling now.”  Snowflake leaned against her, and flickered his tongue.

Beks stepped back and began to say good-bye to everyone on the shore.  She was bringing her urapearl with her, but Deo had brought his with them from Sagittate, so he’d installed it on the pillar in her room.

“Call in the late evenings, after dinner,” Deo reminded her.  “I will wait in the room for your report.”

Beks nodded.  “I will, Brother.”

“Beks.” Laurence stood in front of her.  “Thank you for this.  I appreciate everything you are doing, but do not endanger yourself further than what you are doing now.”

“Brother, I will be fine.  Mother is with me, and we have Wild Dogs and Thirnir with us,” Beks told him with a reassuring smile.

He shook his head.  “One can never be too careful. Remember to disguise your hair and eyes.”  She nodded once more and he looked at his brothers.  “The same goes for you.  You must be safe.”

The two bowed their heads and saluted him.  “Yes, Brother.”

Laurence embraced them once more before ushering them into the rowboat.  Beks waved at those they were leaving behind as the rowboat set off.

When they arrived at the ship, Beks’ mother immediately took control and began giving orders to set sail at once.  Beks stood on the stern, looking back at the island.  She could make out little figures and one large white horned serpent on the beach.

“I’m still a bit surprised that you managed to convince him,” Laz said as he stood beside her.

“Brother will listen to reason and pragmatism,” she replied.  She took a deep breath.  “I need to do so much on this journey.”

“Our first stop is Aceria,” her mother spoke up behind her.  “From there, where do you wish to go?”

“It depends on how much usable money we have,” Beks replied.

“There are jewels, weapons, and expensive decorations in the vaults,” Lucian told the Duchess.  “We may need to sell them.”

The Duchess slowly nodded her head.  “Then, I suggest not selling them in one place where they can be traced.  A few things in Aceria, then to other principalities.  Anything that is particularly difficult to get can be sold in Paraxes.”

They were a naval power that controlled a strait into the gulf.  Major maritime routes from Langshe on the other side of the continent, the west coast of Ferysha, and the north of Aehamake went through the Paraxes strait.  The crossroads were an excellent place to buy and trade rare foreign goods without question.

“The Wild Dogs will need spare weapons, horses, and wagons for transport,” Laz said.

“Back to Varkana,” Beks replied.  “It borders Kadmus and has a lot of trade from the deserts and basin, including horse markets.  We can start there and assign some people to follow the trade route north to start purchasing horses.”

“Where should we hold them once they’re purchased?” Laz asked.

The corner of Beks lips curled up.  “Green Meadows.”

Both twins looked at her strangely.  “Beks, that’s the royal husbandry farm.”

Beks raised her brows and met their eyes.  “Not anymore.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“Get that dumbfounded expression off your face.”  The Duchess of Caroline looked at Laz with a slight sneer.  “What did you think would happen when you asked me to come?”

Lucian, who was beside his brother, also seemed stunned, and tried to explain his brother’s blank look as they looked out at the open ocean and the sliver of land in the distance.

“Your Grace...it’s just...it took a week to get here when I came last time,” Lucian told her.  “And Surveyor I was our fastest ship.”  He looked at her with amazement.  “It has been two days.”

“Everyone has agreed that coming here was an urgent matter, so speed was key,” she replied.

“Yes, but...it was almost as if we left the island yesterday....”

The Duchess raised a brow, as if her feat of bringing them to Aceria in less than a third of the time it took originally was completely normal.  “I am both a sailor and a master water biha user.  What did you expect?”

Beks stood to the side, biting into a piece of fruit.  From the looks on their handsome faces, they didn’t expect to wake up on the second morning, after being surrounded by nothing but ocean since they left Gurani Island, and seeing Aceria in the distance.

“Are you...are you sure that’s Aceria?” Laz asked.

Her mother narrowed her eyes.  “Your Highness, do I look like I don’t know where I’m going?”

Laz shook his head at once.  “I mean no offense, Your Grace.  I never thought a ship could travel so quickly.”

“The crew is experienced and I used water biha to accelerate our speed,” she told them.

“When did you do so, Your Grace?  I didn’t notice you using your biha.”  Lucian asked as his brother took the spyglass Beks handed him so he could look at the shoreline in the distance himself.

“Since we left the island.  This is a small ship.  It doesn’t take much to hasten its speed,” the older woman told them.

“Your Grace, it wasn’t necessary for you to push yourself for so long.  You didn’t use your biha through the night, did you?  You should rest,” Lucian said with concern.

Sybil looked him up and down, assessing his words without any of her own.  She gave him a small nod.  “I rested, just for a shorter time.  While you are onshore, I can sleep.”

“How much biha was used?” Laz asked as he lowered the spyglass.  His face had gone from stunned awe to being impressed.  Beks held back a smile.

“Beks filled my well whenever she passed me,” Sybil replied as she gave her daughter a loving glance.  “She knows how to care for her mother.”

Beks beamed.  The twins may not have noticed, as half the time her mother made them learn to sail with her crew, but Beks had seen the focus on her mother’s face and felt the heavy energy around her.  The ship was moving over the water smoothly and the sails were always filled, so while it was windy, it wasn't alarming.

There were also no landmarks out in the ocean against which they would notice how fast they were going.  Now that they were approaching the shore, her mother had stopped using her biha and they would use sails alone to reach the port city.  It would keep them from attracting unwanted attention.

They anchored in the bay and took a smaller rowboat to the docks.  Aceria was a small seaside kingdom inside a horse-shoe shaped bay.  There were plenty of piers and docks along the waterfront, and then small mountains just beyond.  On top of the southern mountain was the castle and some fortifications.

On the northern mountain, there appeared to be more fortifications in the form of stone rings making tiers around it.  It was the smaller of the two, but had sentry towers and turrets.  It’s shadow fell over the city below, leading up to it. It was densely populated, but she didn’t know how many were locals and how many were visitors and guests.

The three of them had changed into clothing most associated with the Langshe Empire.  Like many port cities, there were merchants from all over the world, so foreign-dressed individuals blended in easily.

Beks’ telltale orange streak was disguised to match the rest of her dark hair, pulled up into a high ponytail like the twins, and her eyes were back to brown.   The twin princes, while having similar features to their Langshe father, down to the long black hair, had inherited the blue eyes of the late Queen, so before they left the ship, their eyes were turned dark brown.

Beks was relieved she was tall, as Lucian had only purchased clothing sets for men to use as a disguise the last time he came and she was able to fill it well.

She tugged the hem of her thin overcoat for the hundredth time.  On either side of her, the princes glanced over and grinned before looking ahead of them.   “Is it uncomfortable?” Lucian asked.  “I choose coarse fabrics so as to appear simple and avoid thieves.  There are plenty in these port towns, so we should be wary.”

“I’m just not used to wearing these clothes.  They’re longer than what I’ve been wearing recently,” she replied.  “I’m tall, but not as wide as you.  I’m afraid I appear as awkward as I feel.”

“How could you ever?  You look beautiful in them,” Laz told her.

The corners of her lips curled up.  “I am dressed as a beautiful man.”

“Yes, very handsome,” Lucian chuckled.  “I’m jealous.”

“Handsome!  Are you interested in a night?”  A woman shouted from the balcony of one of the buildings as they walked down the street.  Beks instinctively turned her head towards the sound and saw a pretty woman waving her arm and a handkerchief over the edge to get her attention.  The woman winked at her.  “I’ll wave a fee just for you!”

Laz chuckled and shook his head.  “No, thank you, I’m not-”

“Not you!  The one in the middle!” the woman shouted, sending him a slight glare before looking at Beks with hope.

Laz’s helpless smile froze and Lucian muffled a laugh.  Laz sent him a scowl.  “Why are you laughing?  We look the same!”

Beks lifted her hand and gave the woman a small wave.  “What night can there be spent when time with you will only bring the brightness of the day?  I’m afraid I’ll have to decline if I am ever to see the stars to guide me home again.  It is a pity that this time, as I am at a loss.”

The woman stopped waving her arm at once, and the cheeky smile on her face trembled.  Her pale cheeks and neck flushed red as the ladies beside her gasped and fixed predatory gazes on Beks.  Without waiting for a response, Beks gave them a slight bow and continued walking.

She kept her eyes ahead, pretending not to notice the horrified looks on Laz and Lucian’s faces.

“Where did you learn that?” Lucian nearly choked.

“Did that idiot turnip brother of ours ever spew such words to trick you?” Laz demanded.

“No one taught me.”  She’d read it in one of Lady Eleanor’s novels.  It was as fun saying it as she thought it would be.

“Young sir!”  They were two buildings down from the balcony with the woman when a young man, fresh-faced with a bright demeanor, rushed towards them.  His face was red.  “If you are not interested in my sisters, what about me?  If you dislike me, I have brothers!”

Oh, another chance!  Beks softened her eyes and stopped, picking out a line from another romance novel.  She lowered her head a bit and met the earnest eyes of the young man who began to redden the longer she held his gaze.  “It is more tempting than water in the desert, and I am a parched man,” she said, purposely lowering her voice.  “But I have no golden cup to pay for a drink.”

Lack of money would deter anyone selling anything, so she assumed admitting to being poor would discourage the young man.

Instead, his big eyes seemed to search hers and he whispered back.  “There is no need for gold, sir...you are free to take all the sips you please.”

“No.  That’s enough.  That’s enough!  He is not interested!”  Laz stepped in between them, using his body to maneuver Beks into Lucian’s arms so he could steer her away.

Beks began to laugh as Lucian pulled her to the side and quickened their pace.  He leaned close to her head and whispered.  “We won’t get far if you keep seducing people every few steps.”

Beks giggled and lowered her head, to hide her grin.  Laz returned to her other side.  “Stop quoting lines from romance novels.  You’re beautiful enough that your face will steal hearts.  Don’t use your words to lure hapless men and women further.”

She resisted the urge to grab on to his arm and rub it to placate him.  “How did you know it was a line from a romance novel?”

Laz sputtered.  “That isn’t important!  Lucian, how much further until the vaults?”

“The main entry gate is at the base of that mountain,” Lucian said as they reached a plaza and made a left down the wide street.

“And where are the vaults?” Beks asked.

Laz looked forward.  “The mountain is the vault.”

Beks’ head rose as she followed the street lined with stores, restaurants, and crowds to a massive white gate house at the end of the street.  The gate house was like a small castle in itself with multiple gates, guards standing at posts between them, and guards standing overhead.

“The mountain is the vault?” she asked.

“You’ll see,” Lucian told her.  “When we enter through the gates, we will first be checked for weapons by the guard.  Then we will be escorted to a room.  There, they will check our biha and confirm which vault is ours and where it is.  They will then escort us into the vaults, where they will need to confirm our biha again to open the doors.  The escorts will leave us once we enter.   Guards stand at the entrance to each hall.”

“If I remember correctly, the larger the vault, the lower down the mountain it is,” Laz said.

Beks nodded.  “Am I allowed to enter?”

“Each registered user can bring one guest,” Lucian answered.  He squeezed her hand.  “I checked.”

“Just follow Lucian.  Our vaults are right beside each other,” Laz told her.

The closer they got to the main gate house, the less people there were crowding the streets.  Guests who wanted access lined up to enter the gate house.

Lucian walked and held out his arms.  Two of four guards approached him to pat down his body for any weapons.  Now that Beks thought about it, they hadn’t carried any weapons on them and had asked her to leave any of hers on the boat.

When Lucian was clear, Beks stepped forward and mirrored his position.  “Wait,” Lucian stopped the guards.  “She’s a woman.”

The two male guards nodded and stepped back.  The other two guards, in a similar uniform but women, stepped forward to check Beks.  Once she was cleared, the male guards checked Laz.

As they were handed off to another set of four guards to be escorted through a wide courtyard where carriages were being checked, Beks found there to be a three-story fortress where others also escorted by guards were being led.

Just as Lucian said, they were brought into a room.  It was well furnished, with marble tiles, expensive paintings hanging from the walls, and gilded furniture.  While there were windows, they were quite high and the main source of light came from a chandelier hanging from the vaulted ceiling.

Beks squinted.  There were no candles or flames.  Instead, there were small glowing pearls that together illuminated the room.  Outside of the island, light pearls were incredibly rare, and they were usually larger.  Those weren’t the only pearls, either.

There was a seating area for guests, but in the back of the room was a narrow marble topped table with what appeared to be three biha pearls resting on stone bases on the top.  In the center was one the size of a head and on either side of it were two smaller ones, the size of a man’s fists.

“Is this one party?”  A woman standing behind the table asked.  She was dressed in the loose, colorful robes of Aceria, but had a white smock over it embroidered with what Beks assumed was the insignia of the vaults.

“One party, but two individual vaults,” Lucian replied.

The woman nodded.  “The first owner, please place your hands on these two smaller pearls.”  Lucian stepped forward, putting one hand on each pearl.  Beks expected the pearls to glow or change color, but it was the head-sized pearl in the center that darkened and then turned into a silvery white.  The woman nodded her head and wrote something on a slip of paper and gave it to Lucian.  “Next.”

“I’m missing a hand.”  Laz showed the stump of his right arm at once, and somewhat surprisingly, the woman didn’t flinch, as if she’d seen many cases prior.

“You may place your arm on top of the pearl,” she said.  Laz stepped forward and repeated his brother’s actions.  The process was the same and Beks wondered how it worked.  She’d never seen pearls do anything else other than light up and be used for communication.

Experience limits the possibilities.... She told herself as the woman wrote on another piece of paper and gave it to him.  She then looked at Beks.

“The guest must also provide their biha.”  Beks stepped forward and placed her hands on the pearls, like the twins.  The woman looked down at the larger pearl, but there was no reaction.  “Dear guest, please release biha.”

“Oh...”  Three words made her palms sweat.  She had assumed that they would react like urapearls, that even those without biha would be able to get a reaction.  Beks drew her lips inward as she locked her eyes on the large pearl.  She took a deep breath and withdrew her hands.  “I’m not able to control the amount of biha I release very well.”

“That is not a problem, dear guest,” the woman told her.  “Any amount will suffice.”

Beks’ eyes crinkled up.  “I don’t think you understand.  It isn’t that I release too little, it's the opposite.  I’m afraid it may break the pearls.”

“Many biha users with significant wells have used the pearls, dear guest.  These pearls have been here since the founding of Aceria, and are impervious to the amount of biha absorbed.”

That..is not reassuring.  Beks took a deep breath and placed her hands on the pearls. Just a little.  Quickly.  It’s the opposite of what you usually do, Rebecca.  Surely, you can release a small amount.  She gathered the energy in her hands and tried to release the barest amount.

A series of cracks filled the room.

Beks snatched her hands back and choked back a gasp.  The first sized pearls had fine cracks all over its luster, but the large pearl had two massive cracks crawling up from beneath it.  The woman’s jaw dropped and Lucian and Laz grimaced.

The room was so silent, Beks didn’t dare breathe.  She didn’t know what to do.  The twins didn’t know what to do.  Beks looked up at the woman across the table, who was staring at the pearl as if it were completely alien to her.

Laz finally let out a small cough and straightened his back as he stood beside Beks.  “You said that these pearls are impervious to the amount of biha and now they’ve cracked.”  Beks looked towards him with wide, helpless eyes.  Laz slammed his good hand on the table and frowned.  “Then what is the meaning of this!”

“We trusted the Acerian Wealth Vaults to store our property with the belief that their security and ability to protect a client’s privacy was the most superior in the world, and your equipment is faulty?” Lucian joined his brother, putting a disgusted scowl on his face as he narrowed his eyes.  “How do you expect us to have confidence in the vaults!”

Laz raised his voice.  “I demand to speak to your manager!”

“I...I swear, dear clients, this has never happened before,” the woman said as she held out her hands and looked at the pearls.  “These are ancient treasurers of Aceria!  They’ve never failed us!”

“Then there is a first  time for everything, isn’t there?” Laz asked with narrowed eyes.

“One moment, dear clients!  I will call for the Grand Duke!”

Laz gave her a firm nod as she turned around and rushed the door to the left.  Beks stared at the broken pearls.

“Somehow, I knew this would happen when she told me to release biha,” she said.

“Even your smallest amount is highly condensed.” Lucian shook his head at the pitiful pearls.  “Still, I didn’t expect this.”

“I’m impressed,” Laz told them.  “It took Beks a blink of an eye to break ancient tools that have withstood thousands, if not tens of thousands of biha users before her.”

She felt a stab in her heart.  “I didn’t mean to!”

The door the woman had exited from opened once more and this time, she came in with a tall, older man with gray at his temples, wearing a similar, but slightly more elaborate smock.  He rushed towards the table, his jaw dropping as a trembling breath left his lips.

“What...who did this!?” He lifted his head and looked at each person with desperate eyes.

Beks prepared to raise her hand, but Laz placed his arm in front of her to stop her.  “What does it matter who did this?” he almost yelled.  “Can you guarantee that our vaults will be safe with such faulty equipment?”

The older man was taken aback by Laz’s aggressiveness and could only nod, dumbfounded.  “Yes, dear client.  Of course!  No one has ever broken into the Acerian Wealth Vaults-”

“Good!  That’s all I want to be sure of!”  Laz put his arm around Beks and pulled her forward, towards the door to the right that Lucian had subtly motioned towards.  “I expected more from an age-old institution, but to have broken pearls....”  He muttered, as if disgusted.

Lucian nodded empathically as he opened the door and ushered them out.

The door closed behind them and Beks turned to look at the two men who handed their slips of paper to the escort guards waiting on the other side.  The guards nodded and surrounded them before walking forward, leading them to a stone ramp that seemed to wind around the mountain.

Beks leaned towards the princes and frowned.  “What was that in the room?”

“Beks, we can’t afford to pay for it,” Laz replied in Langsher, in a low voice.  “If I didn’t make a scene and get angry first, then they’d get angry at us and make us pay for the damage.”

“Just keep looking forward and pretend nothing happened,” Lucian added.

Beks pursed her lips and followed in silence.

There were few people passing on the ramp and most people seemed to be pulled up by horse drawn carriages.  Considering the height of the mountain and how far they could go, it was convenient; however, they didn’t go past the first major entry way.

They entered another building, similar to the gate house, but it was a facade built into the mountain.  It was lined with guards and inside was a long hall dug into the mountain, also illuminated with light pearls along the ceiling.  She drew her head back and then looked at Lucian and Laz.

No wonder Lucian knew what light pearls were.

The guards that surrounded them led them a quarter of the way down the hall, passing halls on the left and right.  Each adjacent hall had guards on either side, though most of the halls were dark.  The hall they turned into was also dark, but as soon as they entered, the light pearls turned on, illuminating the entire hall to the very end.

The entire hall reminded her of the burial vaults in the royal grounds.  While the stone was different and the entrances were sealed with a layer of brick, the rows of sealed entrances wasn’t far from what she’d seen.  The entrances were sealed with massive stone blocks as high and wide as she was tall.  There were two grooves in each one, at about her waist height.

“This one and this one.”  The guards split and stopped.  They stood to the side of two stone blocks about ten paces from each other.  “Place your hands in the grooves.”  He motioned for each prince to go to a separate entrance.

Having done this before, the twins stood in front of their respective doors and put their hands in the grooves.  Beks tilted her head to the side.  Those were like the tablet niches back on the island.  For a moment, she expected a light to shine down with text.

A low rumbling was heard and the twins pulled their hands back.  The guards bowed their heads and stepped back, gathering together and then leaving them in the hall.

“Now what?” Beks asked.

“Give it a moment.  The vaults are ancient, after all,” Laz told her.  He and Lucian remained standing in front of each stone slab.  Beks felt a slight tremble beneath her and looked down.  Grinding stone sounded and she lifted her head.  The stone in front of Laz was moving to the side, into the wall.

In the crack between the wall and the door, light poured out as the vault was illuminated.  The same thing was happening to Lucian’s door.

When the grinding stopped, they stepped inside and Beks followed Laz, as he was closer.  The interior of his vault was perhaps only ten paces across, but it was deep. Beks couldn’t tell how far it went, as all she saw were wooden chests and rows of expensive items like vases, chairs, pieces of artwork, and bejeweled weapons.

Laz walked to the nearest chest about as wide as the reach of an arm and reaching as high as his knee.  It didn’t have a lock, but considering the security measures, it wasn’t surprising.  He opened the lid.

“Beks.”  She turned her head and sucked in a sharp breath.  Laz put a hand on top of small gold bricks neatly piled in rows within the chest.  “There are eight hundred of these in each of our vaults,” Laz told her.  “Do you think they are enough?”
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                The stone door moved back into place, leaving the two of them in the large storage vault.  The light pearls along the ceiling kept the space well-lit and were bright, but not as bright as the gold bars shining into her eyes.  Eight hundred chests of gold.

Beks extended her arm and held on to the wall to keep herself steady.  She’d seen money and the number of gold bars written down on paper.  After all, the budget for the entire kingdom passed through her hands, but she’d never seen this much gold in person.  Just a few of those chests could gild the Gilded Palace all over again.

Laz’s brows furrowed and his lips tightened.  He studied her pale face and distraught expression.  He lowered the lid.

“Is that not enough?”  He abandoned the chest and walked across the room to the wall that separated his vault from Lucian’s.  “Wait a moment.”

He raised his hands and placed his palms over the wall, moving them along as if searching for something.  He stopped when he almost neared the corner closest to the door and placed his hands into rectangular grooves in the wall at waist height.

Beks squinted.  They reminded her of the niches where they placed tablets to read in Gurani Island.  They had similar stonework around them, but when Laz placed his hands in, a glow came from within.  Before Beks could theorize what it was, she heard the low rumbling she’d heard outside.

Laz stepped back, removing his hands from the grooves.  The rumbling was replaced by low grinding.  Pieces of stone and dust were knocked out of place as the wall between the two vaults sank into the floor.

Beks took a step forward, fascinated by the sight.  The stone wall was made of numerous large panels that reached the ceiling and were two paces wide.  The first panel that lowered was beside what was a stationary panel with the grooves.  When it had lowered a quarter of the way, the panel next to it also began to lower.

Lucian was revealed, standing on the other side, also watching the panels sink into the floor.

“Three should be enough.”  Laz spoke loudly over the grinding stone and Lucian nodded.  Just as the third panel began to move, the two went back to the grooves and placed their hands in.

The third panel reached a quarter of the way down, but the fourth panel didn’t start to move.

Beks moved closer, examining the first panel as it became flush with the floor.  What mechanical device was beneath them that could move such large panels?  Did every vault have something similar?  She looked up.  The ceiling was arched, but she couldn’t help but wonder what was above them as well.

“Do all the panels open?” Beks asked as she walked over the space where the wall was.

“Just five,” Lucian replied.  “Adah said that dual vaults like this are few.  Most vaults have solid, immovable walls.”

Beks nodded her head and looked into Lucian’s side of the vault.  She knew that Uncle Timur would always try to be fair to his sons, giving them equal shares, but she didn’t expect Lucian’s vault to almost mirror Laz’s directly.

“Lucian, we may not have enough.”  Beks was pulled from her observations at once at Laz’s disappointed voice.  She turned around to the identical twins standing beside each other, on either side of the divide, themselves appearing like they were looking into a mirror.

Lucian frowned and his brows became contemplative.  “I’m unfamiliar with the price of goods and services.  Are they that expensive?  I thought we’d have at least enough to perhaps secure a mercenary army.”

Beks crinkled her eyes and moved towards them.  “I didn’t say it wasn’t enough!  I’m just overwhelmed!”  She stopped and held out her arms, motioning to the piles of gold and jewelry and random artifacts that would make any royal family jealous.  “I’ve never seen so much gold in front of me in my life.”

Lucian cocked his head to the side.  “But the entire palace is almost covered with gold.”

She shook her head.  “Gilding doesn’t require as much gold as you think.  The layer is extremely thin.”

Laz gave her a concerned look.  “Then, what’s wrong?  You seemed upset for a moment.”

“I wasn’t, I’m just....”  Beks turned around and looked at the rows of piled chests.  She took a deep breath and exhaled, slumping her shoulders.  “I spent months agonizing over where we’d get the money to support Brother Laurence’s return.  Unless we have it, we basically have no resources.

“The money I could get was funneled elsewhere and is tied up in work back in Kadmium to try to reduce Luther’s influence.  Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor have money we can use, but if they try to get it, it will reveal that they’re alive, giving away one of our few advantages and may cause Luther and his father to become offensive and try to stop us before we can proceed with any of our plans.  My family’s wealth is tied to Sagittate, so they can’t afford to fund the worst-case scenario cost, which would be an extended war.”  She let out a heavy sigh and turned around to look back at the twins.  “But this....  If I use it right, we can have everything ready to proceed by late summer, perhaps even earlier.”

The two princes drew their heads back.  They looked at each other with relief before turning back to Beks.  “Then, we do have enough?”  Laz asked.

Beks nodded.  “If we are able to regain the throne in a single sweep, we won’t touch anything more than the gold bars.”

Laz closed his eyes and took a deep breath as Lucian pressed his hand against his chest and nodded.  “Finally, the gods are listening....”

Beks opened the lid of the chest of gold that Laz had opened for her first and took out one of the bars.  She narrowed her eyes.  “Arranging everything will take time, even with enough money.  I have to be careful about where I purchase our supplies, then I have to arrange their transport.”  She looked over the gold and met their gazes.  “We’ll need to reach out to suppliers along the major trade cities and beyond.  I don’t think we’ll go back to the island for a while.”

“That’s fine,” Lucian said.

“Brother Laurence assumed that it would take some time,” Laz added.  “Aside from checking to see if we have enough, sourcing and arranging transport can’t be done overnight.”

“Regardless, I’m relieved that we not only have enough, but we may only need to use the gold bars,” Lucian told them.

Beks nodded and placed the bar back into the chest.  “As am I.  Jewelry and artifacts would require being appraised before they are sold.  Finding buyers won’t be easy, as we’d have to sell at different locations to prevent being traced to one place and possibly leading back to us.”  She walked across Laz’s fault and picked up a gilded box on a fancy lacquered table with mother of pearl inlaid designs on its top.  She opened the box and let out a low hiss as she was blinded by the glistening gold and beaded gemstones of a piece of jewelry.  “Uncle Timur left these to you.  Gold we can always get back, but the rest of these are rare items that we may not be able to replace.”

She closed the lid of the box and placed it back on the table.  She walked into Lucian’s mirroring side.  While the chests all matched and the placement of the large objects was the same, some of the items differed.  Large pieces of expensive furniture seemed identical, but where one brother had a large vase with a flower design, the other had a similar vase with a pastoral scene.

This only emphasized that some of the items couldn’t be replicated, as they were one-of-a-kind.  Uncle Timur must’ve gone to great lengths to ensure that his sons had equal inheritance.

“There is a list of everything each vault contains,” Lucian said as he opened a small box on a shelf by the entrance and took out a folio.  Laz went to the shelf on his side and fetched an identical leather folio.

“Look it over and decide what we should use first,” Laz said, handing her the folio as if passing her something precious.

Beks nodded and took his and Lucian’s.  She  cleared one of the tables and placed both folios’ down, opening them up to the first page.  She leaned over the table, comparing the two lists.

The list started with the smallest items, jewelry, and small goods, before moving on to precious artwork, furniture, and then the amount of gold.

Curiosity got the better of her and she hardly noticed the twins moving around their vaults.

“What do you think of this?” She turned her head and saw Laz holding open a box lined with a soft red fabric.  Nestled inside was a small filigree gold crown.  She gave him a nod and returned to the list.

“It’s very delicate.”

“What about this one?” She looked up and Lucian held out a flatter box containing a thick necklace embedded with pearls and blue and green gems.  The pattern was intricate and she leaned closer.  “That’s beautiful...there is engraving in the metal...Langsher calligraphy?”

Lucian nodded.  “Do you like it?”

“Of course, it’s gorgeous.”

Satisfied, he closed the box and moved it elsewhere.  Laz returned with another box.  “What about this?”

This time, it was a beaded gold headpiece with pearl drops and blood-colored gemstones.  Beks complimented it and touched the delicate gold.  When she withdrew her hand, Laz closed the box and placed it on a table that Lucian had cleared.

She tilted her head to the side.  “What are you doing?”

“The items here aren’t what you’d see in Kadmus,” Laz replied.  “So, you’ve never worn them.”

“We don’t know what pieces you’d like,” Lucian told her as he gave her a sheepish expression.  “Since we’re here, we wanted to show you some.”

“Once we have an idea of what you like, we can sort through them ourselves.”  Laz picked up a box, opened it, and turned around.  “What about this ceremonial dagger?”

Beks gave them a strange look.  “Why are you sorting pieces that I’d like?”

The two paused, appearing taken aback by her question.  They spoke at once and the answer made her heart slam against her chest.  “They are for our wedding.”

Laz closed the lid of the box containing the dagger and gave her a beseeching look.  “Lucian and I have been away from Kadmium for years.  We never dabbled in any businesses and all we have is the allowance Mother and Brother had allotted us.”

“We haven’t prepared the physical gifts for you,” Lucian said, lowering his eyes, almost embarrassed.  “The groom is supposed to prepare gifts for the bride.  We don’t know how long it will take for Brother to regain his throne, but it will take time to acquire all the gifts we want to present to you for our engagement and wedding, so we wanted to start now.”

“Is it all right to use what we have here?” Laz asked.  “If you want new customized items, we can do that, too, it will just take some time.”

She stared at the eager looks on their handsome faces and felt her heart ache.  She swallowed hard.  “How long have you been thinking about this?”

“About where to get the gifts or marrying you?” Laz asked.

The question struck her. Now that she thought about it, when did they decide that they wanted to marry her?  On the island?  They’d brought it up as a natural progression after breaking her engagement with Luther.  Who else could she marry to ensure her position in the court but them?

However, when they asked Laurence for permission, they said they were sincere.  They wanted to marry her because they desired to, but would not force her.

And they hadn’t tried to coerce her.  They simply moved forward as if their marriage was the natural course of things and she didn’t question it because it felt as if it were the natural course.  If she were honest, she wasn’t sure if it felt so natural in her head because it was what needed to be done or if it felt natural because she wanted to be with them.

Those were her own thoughts that she was still grappling with, and frankly, was running away from and ignoring; however, she wondered when the two had considered marriage with her.  She was their younger brother’s fiancée for over two decades, after all.  Who would consider such a chance when it was so out of reach?

She drew her lips inward.   “Marrying me.”

The two brothers looked at each other for a moment.  Lucian lowered his eyes and knit his brows.

“For me, it was the night before I had to take the Water of the Covenant.  I’d read your latest letter; you were  exhausting yourself trying to create a program to support orphans and widows of soldiers.  At the time, Brother had also sent a letter and complained that Luther had left the city yet again to go somewhere with his father, leaving his studies behind.  You were working so hard for the kingdom, and Luther was gods only knew where,” Lucian said as he narrowed his eyes.  He grit his teeth for a moment and then looked at her.  “The thought crossed my mind that if I were engaged to you instead of Luther, I would be at your side, helping you with that policy.  I thought, why couldn’t it have been me?  Why couldn’t I have been the one you were engaged to?”

Beks felt pressure on the bridge of her nose as she took a deep breath.   That long ago?  She hadn’t seen him for years at that point and all they had were letters.   Her eyes moved to Laz.

He gave her a wry smile.  He lifted his hands and began to untie the front of his robes with his only remaining hand.  Lucian said nothing as Beks watched as his rough, long fingers slid between the folds and exposed his pale chest marred with old scars.

He placed his hand over a small, narrow wound below his left pectoral.  “When I was still a Lieutenant, we seized a human trafficking caravan trying to sneak across the border.  To get away, some of the traffickers hide amongst the victims.  I had lowered my guard, and one got me.  I lost a lot of blood and was losing consciousness.  I told myself to stay awake.  I hadn’t sent you the blanket I bought for your birthday or replied to your letter.”

Hot tears rimmed her eyes.  She remembered that.

“The Sekra Govi blanket.”  She’d read about the rare textile from a nomadic tribe, and had mentioned it in a letter to Laz.  She didn’t think he’d manage to get one for her, and had been so excited when she received it, she immediately had it displayed in the Old Tower where she could look at it often.

Laz’s face softened as he smiled.  “Do you remember what else you mentioned in that letter?  About your birthday.”

She lowered her head and wracked her memories.  Her eyes dilated for a moment before she shut them.  “Luther wasn’t going to be there.  His friends invited him on a hunt and he’d forgotten that the dinner to celebrate my birthday was that day.”  She let out a small, bitter laugh.  “He apologized and said he’d get me a deer for my birthday.  When he returned, he didn’t shoot a deer, but only managed a pheasant, which he gave to his friend as thanks for inviting him.”

Laz nodded slowly.  “I laid there bleeding and all I could think about was that I couldn’t disappoint you like he did.  I wished Mother had engaged you to me, so at least you’d be spared the constant disappointment that Luther gave you.”

As a foster daughter with her entire life planned, she didn’t have much time to consider what it would have been like if she were engaged to one of the twins.  Certainly, if the far too short period of childhood with them was any indication, they would be like Laurence and Lady Eleanor.

“Heh....”  She sniffled and kept her eyes shut as helplessness and guilt gripped her.  “You two have always thought of me. I....” Despite her eyes clenched shut, the tears slipped through and slid down her cheeks before she could wipe them away.

Both men frowned and came closer.  “Beks?”

“What’s wrong?”

“Do you really want to marry me?” she asked.

Laz put a hand on her shoulder and lowered his head to study hers.  “Yes.”

“A thousand times over,” Lucian added.  “Now that we have the opportunity, we will take it.”

Beks kept her eyes down, staring at the space between them.  Laz’s comforting expression began to falter.  “Beks...do you...do you not want to marry us?”

At that, Lucian’s face paled.  He looked at her with pleading eyes, as if silently begging her to refute that.

The longer she was silent, the more panicked the two became.

A breathy voice came from her lips.  “It’s not fair....”

“What?” Laz leaned forward.

Beks wiped at her eyes.  “It’s not fair.  I want to marry you.  I want to be with you both.  I want to wake up with you on either side of me.”  Her red eyes trembled as she gave them a sad smile.  “I want to eat Laz’s food and be carried off to bed to rest when I’m too focused on my work by Lucian.  I want to be treated with care and not as an accessory to be used in your role, forgotten so easily when something else comes up.”  Her heart ached as searched their eyes.  “I want to marry you because I love you, but I hate that even though I do, and I know I do, there is this nagging sense of duty that makes me question my motives; that tells me that I am not sincereenough.  And the more I think about it, the more frightened I get that I will disappoint you.”

She could almost see the heartbreak in their faces as Laz stepped forward and cupped the side of her face.  Lucian closed the gap between them and wrapped his arms around her waist as he pressed his head against the side of hers.

“Beks, that is good enough.”  Her eyes widened at Laz’s reassurance.

“If you love us and want to marry us, the fact that it is also politically beneficial is merely a bonus,” Lucian told her, almost sounding amused.

“It is not the main, let alone the only, reason,” Laz said as his thumb wiped the tears from the corner of her eyes.  She still couldn’t meet his warm gaze.  “You knew that you had to marry Luther when you were a child for duty.  Tell us: do you feel the same with us as you did with him?”

She almost jumped back in protest.  “No!” The very idea of it feeling the same was out of the question.

Lucian let out a relieved breath and Laz’s gaze became satisfied.  He gave her a small nod.  “Then, that’s your answer, isn’t it?”

He continued to stroke her face and Beks leaned into his hot palm.  “I kept telling everyone it wasn’t for duty, but I hate that it still feels that way.”

“Doesn’t this only show your commitment to the kingdom?” Laz told her.  “If you didn’t have that, where would we be right now?”

She nodded, but kept her eyes downcast, ashamed that she couldn’t be as clear as they were.  Her thoughts were still measured and hyper focused elsewhere.  She clenched her jaw with frustration.  Why could she not be as affectionate to them as they were to her?  Clearly, she was affectionate to her family and Snowflake.  Was she restrained because she felt, like Luther, their affection for her was conditional?

She couldn’t allow herself to think that way.  Laz and Lucian were not and never would be Luther.

“I...I am still learning to allow myself to feel strong emotions,” she said.  “If I seem cold or unmoved-”

“You don’t have to explain,” Lucian told her.  “We’ve been with you long enough to know your situation.  Since you were a child, you were trained to stay calm and minimize any intense feelings, forced to rationalize everything first so you didn’t get a flare up.”

“And you’re adjusting well,” Laz replied.  “You are more unrestrained than several months ago, Beks.  That’s good.  You deserve it.”

Her brows furrowed as she thought about everything she’d been through in the last year.  When she left Kadmus, she was still restraining herself, preventing any unnecessary outbursts.  Even her last, hateful words to Luther were measured.

Now, she just cried in front of the two men.  Her lips curled up a bit and she let out a small laugh.  Twenty-four years old, and she cried.

“It feels good,” she said.

“Good,” Laz said as his intent look held hers.  “Then, Rebecca of Caroline....”  He knelt down in front of her, holding one hand while Lucian knelt beside him holding the other.  “We will ask you once more....”

Lucian’s smiling face looked up at her with longing.  “Will you marry us?”

A wide smile filled her face and she laughed as she looked at them.  These two men who brought her comfort and gave her a home when she needed it most.  No matter what her head said, every fiber of her being knew what she wanted.

“Yes.”

The two shot up and wrapped their arms around her, pinning her between them as they kissed her cheeks and the sides of her head.  Beks laughed and raised her arms, holding them against her as she closed her eyes and relished the warmth of their embrace.

“We were worried for a bit,” Laz admitted.

“You hadn’t brought it up for some time or tried to convince Brother Laurence,” Lucian told her.  “We thought you didn’t want to marry us anymore.” As he said it, he squeezed her harder, as if afraid she’d vanish.

“It’s not the right time to,” Beks replied.  “There is so much else I’m thinking about; Brother Laurence’s crown, what we needed, how we’d get it.  And when I did think about it, I questioned myself.  Now, I still have much to occupy my thoughts...not to mention, my parents.”  She let out a heavy sigh.  She could convince her siblings, she was sure, as long as she made it clear that the twins were sincere to her.  Her parents, however, required a proper discussion.  She’d need to think of how to address it and convince them.

“Don’t overthink it,” Laz said.  She turned to look at him with a questioning look.

How did he know?  She’d already begun rehearsing what to tell her parents.

Laz raised a brow.  “Of course, I know.  You realized there was an obstacle and you immediately began to think of a way to overcome it.”  She gasped and drew her head back in surprise.  “Beks, this is a habit of yours everyone knows.”

She pursed her lips.  “I didn’t realize I was so predictable.”

“You don’t waste energy on unnecessary actions,” Lucian said with a slight chuckle.  “There is another obstacle regarding our marriage that you’ve brought up before, but we haven’t had the chance to discuss it.  Laz and I have made a decision, but we want your thoughts before we commit to it.”

It sounded rather serious and Beks wasn’t sure what they were talking about for a moment.  She opened her mouth to ask what that obstacle was, but inhaled sharply.  Her eyes widened and there was a hint of panic in them.

“Kadmus does not allow for more than one spouse at a time with the exception of the spouses of choice and convenience for the reigning monarch.”  Beks silently swore.  Idiot.  How can you marry two men at the same time when the law won’t allow it?

The twins nodded and led her to sit down.  They knelt down on either side of her, each still holding her hand in an effort to keep her calm.

Lucian gave her a helpless smile.  “Laz and I discussed it.  Because I’m a priest and I’ve taken the Water of the Covenant, I can’t have children.”

Her heart sank at once.  She’d forgotten that.  Drinking the Water of the Covenant meant that a priest would dedicate their lives to the Temple, forgoing creating a family of their own.  They drank it at a certain age when they took their final rites.  Once the Water of the Covenant was consumed, there was no turning back, as it would make it impossible for the priest to have children of their own.

Lucian cannot have children of his own.

Lucian seemed to read her thoughts and gave her a small, bittersweet nod as her hand squeezed his tight.  “At the time, I didn’t think there would be a chance to marry you, and I didn’t consider marrying anyone else.”

She closed her eyes and nodded.  “I understand.”

“Laz will be the one who formally marries you, as if you have children, they will not be questioned,” Lucian said with some disappointment in his eyes.

Laz reached across and placed his arm on his brother’s shoulder.  “It is only a legality, Lucian.”

His brother kept the smile on his face, but it was clear he was still disappointed.  “Perhaps it is for the best,” he said.  “With this, the decision is made out of practicality.  I don’t want Beks to have to make the decision nor fight with you about it.”

Laz nodded.  He looked up at Beks.  “Is this acceptable?”

“It is only a legal matter,” she said.

“Yes, when we make the vows, it will be all three of us,” Laz assured her.  He kissed her hand.  “And we will be on either side of you, just as you wish.”  Lucian kissed her other hand and she nodded.

“Thank you,” she said as she pulled them closer.  “As long as you will have me, I will have you.”

“Then, since you’ve formally agreed.  We should give you the first gift.”  He stood up and pulled Beks to her feet.  She gave him a curious look as he and Lucian walked to their respective vaults.  On the shelf, in the center, was a dark red lacquered box.

They brought their matching boxes to her and lifted the lid to reveal golden cloth and a single object resting in each box.

“Adah prepared everything here for us, as there was always a chance that we would leave Kadmus as adults.  At the very least, as adult members of the royal family, we would have to leave the Gilded Palace and set up our own households,” Lucian said.  “That isn’t to say that he didn’t trust Brother to send us off properly, but at that time, Kadmus wasn’t in the soundest financial situation.”

Laz nodded.  “If there was little money in the treasury, what could be given to two royal sons?  Brother’s priority would have to be the kingdom.  Adah didn’t want us to be lacking, so everything was prepared.  That is why there are so many household items here; furniture, artwork, even jewelry and cloth.”

Beks raised her eyes.  “Then the jewelry here is for your wives?”  She had raised her hand to touch the items in the box, but retracted it.

Lucian chuckled.  “These are our engagement gifts to you.” Beks looked down at the boxes.

The two long, slender silver pins had faint engravings and each end was topped with a series of pearls meant to look like flowers on the branch of a tree.  The identical pieces were different in one way.  Lucian’s had luminescent white pearls that had a bit of a pink-silver sheen while Laz’s pearls were luminescent black with purple, green, and blue sheens when they hit the light.

“Adah prepared these for our future wife in the tradition of his people,” Laz told her as she reached out to touch one of the pins.  “Ornamental hairpins are presented to one spouse from the proposing spouse.”

“These are similar to rings in Kadmus.”  Lucian watched her fingers move over the pins.  “In Langshe, the head is sacred.  To carry a memento of your spouse in your hair is to acknowledge the sacredness of your covenant to each other.”

“You don’t have to wear them now, of course,” Laz said.  “When we have the ceremony, we will place these in your hair.”

Lucian chuckled.  “Adah would be so happy to know that they are going to you.  That everything he had prepared for us once we left the palace would be shared with you.”

“Then...I will need to get you hair ornaments, as well.”  They should match.  And men’s hair ornaments were different from women’s, so she’d need to find a plate and pin.  Her mother could put her in contact with a suitable silversmith, but she’d need to procure pearls.  And not just ordinary pearls, but something of similar luster and size as the ones on her engagement ornaments.

Her face must’ve reflected her planning, as the two men began to laugh.  “Beks, there is no hurry.”

“Now that we are in agreement, we can rest assured and take our time.  A proper engagement period should be had,” Laz said as his brother nodded.

“Good, then I can take my time to search for a suitable gift,” she replied, still a bit distracted.  She closed the lids on both boxes and then brought her thick satchel in front of her.  She took each box and slid it into her satchel with care.

“Then, decide on how you want to take out the gold.  We can only bring out so much at once as it wouldn’t be good to carry around large amounts,” Lucian told her.

“It says there are some gold coins here, which can be used immediately.  Do you know where they are?  We should use those up first.”

“They may be further back,” Laz said.

“Let’s go check.”  The twins left Beks at the front of the vault while she calculated her first batch of items.  She should go with the most difficult items first, which were horses and weapons.  They’d have to be made outside of Kadmus and transported in, somehow.  She needed to contact Nexus to prepare a storage point. Green Meadows was ideal.

“Beks, can you check the chests by the front?” she heard Laz shout behind her.

“All right!”  She walked towards the shelves against the wall, but they were mostly small boxes of jewelry and artwork.  Still, she opened each one in case there were some coins.

One box had a palm sized iron figurine of a tiger, but the body was made of white mother of pearl inlaid in between the iron.  Beks drew her head back with surprise.

Instead of pearls, mother of pearl as enamel may look good on a hair ornament plate.  Her eyes brightened.  That was an excellent idea.  She filed the thought away for later and moved to Laz’s side.  She opened another box and blinked.  Another palm sized iron figurine of a tiger, but instead of mother of pearl, its ‘stripes’ were dark.  From the similar luster and shine, it was likely a dark mother of pearl.  She didn’t know it existed and couldn’t help but feel excited.

Laz’s hair ornament could have the black mother of pearl and Lucian’s could have the white mother of pearl, which would correspond with her hair ornaments.  Excited, she went back and got the other box with the tiger.  Forgetting the search for coins for a moment, Beks picked up both heavy iron pieces and cocked her head.

They were missing one side.

The tigers mirrored each other, but the half that laid in the cloth was gone.  Instead of a full tiger, it was as if it were cut in half and the back half had awkward pieces and holes jutting out, which was strange for a figurine.  

 As she held them together she squinted.  “Wait....”  She adjusted the two tiger halves against each other and pushed.  A small click was heard as the two pieces locked together, and the mother of pearl from inside the tiger were pushed out, revealing more mother of pearl, and making the iron tiger appear to be covered in it.  The white tiger had white mother of pearl fur with black mother of pearl stripes, and blue gemstone eyes.

“What’s that?” Laz asked as he climbed over some boxes.

“Did you find it?” Lucian peeked in from behind the wall.

“No, but I found this tiger figurine,” Beks said.  She lifted it up.  “It gave me a good idea for your hair ornaments.”

The two men craned their necks to look at it and nodded.  “Adah put some of his own treasures here.  It must’ve been one of his.”

“One side was on Laz’s shelf and the other was in Lucian’s,” Beks replied.  “But it fits together.”  She moved it in her palm.  “But it’s cleverly made.  I love the way it's colored.”

“If you want it, it’s yours,” Laz told her.

“Or you can give it to Wrath as a gift from us,” Lucian suggested.  Laz’s brows shot up and he nodded in agreement.  They still needed to win the little girl over and Wrath still held a grudge for that one time they were on the bed when it was her naptime.

Beks nodded.  “It does look like something she likes, though she’s more interested in legendary beasts.”

The twins returned to their search and Beks fiddled with the iron and mother of pearl tiger to try to split it apart and place each side back in its respective box.  However, no matter how she pressed and twisted, the tiger was locked in place.  She furrowed her brows and lifted the figurine up, trying to find any button or latch, but couldn’t find one.

The paw pads of the tiger were iron and had protruding metal shaped like Langsher characters, but she didn’t understand them.  She wrinkled her nose.  It seemed she needed to review her Langhser.

Since she couldn’t split the tiger back in two, she placed it in one of the boxes and closed the lid, then stuffed both boxes next to her hairpins in the satchel.  As she secured the flaps so they wouldn’t fall out, Laz shouted that he had found the coins and told Laz where he found them so he could get some.

Beks decided on four fist sized boxes of coins, two from each vault.

“I think this will be enough to at least get us started.  Once we contact suitable suppliers and come to an agreement, we’ll come back for the payment,” Beks said.  “It’s safer here than with us.”

The two men nodded.  Since her satchel was stuffed, they split the four boxes between them and hid them in their robes.  They closed the panels between the two vaults and then used similar niches on the stone doors to reopen them.

“We have some time until we meet Gerard at the square,” Laz said.  “Are you hungry?”  They stepped out of the vault and Laz turned around to stick his hand into a niche in the thick stone doorway.  This caused the door to stop opening and begin closing.

Dual grinding sounds filled the hall as Lucian stood in front of his vault, watching to make sure it closed properly.

“There were many places to eat at the plaza.  Let’s find something to eat there and wait for Gerard,” she replied.

Laz nodded, and once the stone doors were sealed and gears were heard locking them in place, he looked at his brother.  “Lunch at the plaza and we’ll wait for Gerard.”

“All right.”  Lucian caught up with them.  “Second mate Trisanto said that the house isn’t far from the plaza, so they may already be there.”

The trio turned and headed up the hall, back to the main corridor that led out of the mountain.  The hall was still well illuminated and as she turned her head, Beks noticed that one of the vaults deeper in the hall was open.  She didn’t pay any attention, as there were plenty of other people there.

However, she made it two steps when a voice rang out, nearly filling the hall.

“Gan!”  The hoarse male voice echoed around them and even if they weren't the ones being called, they turned around to see who was yelling.  “Jargal!”

She stiffened.  Those are Laz and Lucian’s Langsher names-

Before she could make sense of why a bearded man dressed in torn, stained clothing and half leaning out of a vault was calling their names, the tension in the air became palatable, and Laz and Lucian cried out.

It took her a moment to register what they said as Laz told Lucian to stay with her before he ran towards the man hobbling out, crying out their names with tears in his eyes.

Beks’ brows shot up.

Laz and Lucian had called for Geel Zhan.  Geel was an honorific applied to elder males of the same generation, on their father’sside.

Beks stood frozen in place as she watched Laz embrace the older man, who appeared both shaken and relieved, with disbelief. Geel was the honorific and Zhan was the man’s name, which meant one thing.

What was the Crown Prince of Langshe doing in a vault on the other side of the continent?

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“I’m sorry, we have yet to settle into the house and the food and drink is lacking.”  Beks placed a freshly washed cup with a local tea they’d just bought on the table.  They didn’t even have a proper teapot; she’d boiled water in a metal pot.

Her face reddened with embarrassment.  Beks had her share of lessons on how to be a proper hostess, not just to citizens of Kadmus, but to visiting dignitaries, and rule number one was to make the guest feel comfortable.

The second rule was to provide them with food and drink.

The furniture of the narrow, four-story house two blocks away from the port’s main plaza was still half covered with sheets and the building was musty from disuse.  Windows were open to air it out, but it would take time. They also hadn’t bought food yet.  Gerard had only brought back some water from the shared inner courtyard well.

Beks didn’t even want to sit down with her discomfort.  She was serving tea poorly filtered with water boiled from a pot to the Crown Prince of the largest empire on the continent during their first meeting.  Even if she understood their situation, that didn’t mean she wasn’t ashamed of how her hospitality was lacking.

Despite it, the man with the ragged black beard smiled broadly at her and accepted the cup with both hands, as if he’d been poured the finest tea available.

“Thank you, Amrei.”  He brought the cup to his lips and took a long sip.  Beks felt even more distressed.  Did the tea even taste good?  She wasn’t familiar with the dried flower tea they were able to find.  Perhaps she didn’t steep it long enough?  Or worse, steeped it too long.  The Crown Prince lowered the cup.  Half the tea was gone and he showed no sign of displeasure.  “It is good tea.  Thank you, Amrei.”

Beks gave him a small bow of her head.  Amrei was the title he’d hurriedly called her when the twins introduced her as their fiancée.  It was the title of the wife of a male cousin of the same generation, on one’s mother’s side.  Surprisingly, the Crown Prince didn’t question why both his younger cousins were marrying the same woman.  The older man, who was older than Brother Laurence, hastily patted down his clothes and sleeves before pulling out a gold bangle off his own wrist to give to her as a meeting gift.

Beks refused at first.  The Crown Prince didn’t seem to have traveled there smoothly and with news that Prince Tarkhan had taken over, Beks could only assume the worst.  That gold bangle might’ve been all he had left.  Still, he shoved it in her hands and told her to accept it with his apologies.

It was their first meeting and all he could give her was a single bracelet.  He felt lacking that it was all he could give her.  She felt lacking in that she could only welcome him with poorly brewed tea.  In most cases, this would make for a terrible first impression between future in-laws, but in this case, neither seemed to take it to heart.

“Amrei, sit down.”  Despite his poverty-stricken appearance, his speech and movements urging her to take a seat with his cousins across the table were elegant.  “You have worked hard.”

She shook her head and took a seat next to Lucian.  Laz sat across while the Crown Prince sat at the head of the table.

When they came out of the vault, all of them had questions, but they were not in a place to speak.  A single glance at the Crown Prince made it clear that he’d escaped and been in hiding.  Speaking about his ordeal out in the open was too dangerous, so they agreed to wait until they got to the house.

They ran into Gerard in the main plaza down the street and he took them to the house that they were preparing.  The ground floor was an unassuming tailor’s shop, but the upper three floors were a private residence.  Upon entering the store, Beks noticed the kraken logos subtly hidden by the doorway and along the shop’s crown molding.  Despite knowing they were a symbol of a pirate fleet, the sight of them calmed Beks.

Gerard went out to get food after he let them in and helped Beks boil water.  Now, with a leviathan’s scale to keep their conversation private, Laz asked his cousin what happened.

The Crown Prince let out a small, bitter laugh.  “What do you think, Gan?  Why am I here instead of the Summer Palace?”

The twins let out a heavy breath.  “Geel Zhan, we have heard that Prince Tarkhan is taking the throne.”

The Crown Prince’s face darkened.  “I should’ve known he was planning something when he didn’t arrive at the Equinox Palace with the rest of the court.”

“We heard you were enroute to return when Auntie was deathly ill, but you disappeared,” Laz said.

Beks could see the older man’s eyes glaze over as his hands around the cup shook.  “My entourage was traveling in secret so as not to alert Tarkhan’s people.  We were close to the Summer Palace, but before we could reach the summit, my entourage were attacked.”  He let out a cold laugh.  “In broad daylight.  Can you believe it?”

“Were you going up the main road?  How could an attack happen in the middle of the day and be unnoticed?” Lucian asked with a frown.

The Crown Prince shook his head.  “We went through the old pass.  It’s steeper and no longer used except on rare occasions, but it is a faster route.  Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.”

 “Do you know if it was Prince Tarkhan’s men who attacked you?” Laz asked in a low voice.

The Crown Prince grit his teeth.  “They were foreigners.”

“Foreigners?”  Laz and Lucian frowned at once.  “Foreigners rarely travel to the summer palace.”

“With the exception of political and merchant envoys,” Lucian told him.  “But I remember the security around all the palaces, especially when the monarch is in residence, is extremely strict.”

“It was stricter as my mother was dying,” the Crown Prince said in a strained voice.  He lowered his eyes.  “I didn’t suspect them.  What country would be foolish enough to involve themselves in Langshe’s internal affairs?”

“Do you know where they were from?” Laz asked.  “Any particular clothing or features?  Did you hear them speak?”

“I couldn’t tell. They were dressed all in black, black pants, tunic, belt.  Everything except their weapons were black.  Nor did they speak.  My men tried to ask them who they were and where they were from, but they didn’t respond.”

The twins and Beks exchanged glances.  “Is it possible that Prince Tarkhan hired a mercenary group?”  she asked.

“That’s possible,” Laz said in a low voice.  “There are plenty on the continent.”

“Geel.”  Beks turned her attention to the older man.  The honorific felt strange to use, but he insisted she call him that.  “How did you escape?”

“My men took me to the nearest port.  We were chased the entire way and I lost men, one by one....”  The Crown Prince’s eyes filled with remorse as he stared ahead of him.  “It wasn’t just those foreigners attacking.  Langshe people who are likely under Tarkhan’s control attacked us in droves.  By the time we reached the port, I only had three men left.  One stayed behind to lure them away so we could sail off, another acted as a decoy on another ship.”

“Where is your last one?” Lucian asked.  Beks could feel her stomach twisting with dread.  There was no one with the Crown Prince when they found him.

The man shut his eyes tight and shook his head.  “Somehow, we were found in Paraxes.  He paid someone to take me on their ship and hide me while he diverted their attention.  He said that he would come back....”  He let out a heavy breath.  “I waited on that ship for five days.  The woman captain sent someone to look for him and found his body in one of the district’s morgues.”  His eyes reddened.  “He had multiple cuts and stab wounds, but what ended him was a slit throat.”

The table was silent for a moment.  “I’m sorry, Geel,” Lucian whispered, his voice tight.  The Crown Prince reached across the table and squeezed Lucian’s forearm.

“My men knew that they would give their lives for me, but....”  He let out a trembling breath.  “I don’t want to see them die in vain.”

“It isn’t in vain if you’re alive,” Beks told him as she raised her eyes.  “He did what he could to ensure your survival and you are alive.”

His face softened and he gave her an acknowledging nod.  “I suppose you are right, Amrei.”

“That ship took you here?” Laz asked.

“Yes, I asked if they could take me here.  Mother transferred a small vault to me.  I thought I would hide there and try to hear news of you,” he said.  “I hoped that you would come, as Uncle Timur had a dual vault set up for you after your last visit to Langshe.”  He gave them a wry smile.  “My gamble and prayers paid off.”

“Did you have enough to pay for the ship?” Lucian asked.  “If they are still here, we can pay for you.”

The Crown Prince shook his head.  “I have money in the vault, my cousin, and the ship left a week ago.  Also, Captain Lyone would not accept my money.”

Beks’ head snapped up.  “Did you say Captain Lyone?”  The man nodded.  “Tall older woman, dark skin, hazel eyes?”

“Yes, she is from the West Islands, I believe.”

“Did her ship have a kraken symbol on the sails?” Laz asked carefully.

Once more, the Crown Prince nodded and looked at them curiously.  “Do you know of it?  The ship was called-”

“Kraken’s Whip.”  The three others at the table spoke at once.  Beks sighed and lifted her hand to her chest.  “Geel, Captain Lyone is my great aunt.”

The man’s brows shot up.  He slapped the table and laughed.  His voice sounded triumphant.  “Then it was fate!  Fate!”

“Great Aunt is heading north now then.  I wonder if she found what she was looking for,” Beks said, speaking more to herself than the others.  “I wish we didn’t miss her.”

“We’ll cross paths with her again soon, I am certain,” Lucian assured her as he raised his hand and stroked the back of her head.  He looked back at his cousin.  “Geel, what are your plans to retake your throne?”

Laz sat up straight.  “You are going to retake it, aren’t you?  That throne is yours!”

The Crown Prince held up his hands to calm them.  “Of course, I want to retake it, but Tarkhan is in a better position, both strategically and literally.  Nothing short of laying siege and killing him will give me back my throne, but right now, I have no guard.  My contacts are limited, and he has control over Langshe's military forces.”

“I thought Langshe’s forces were split amongst the marquis and general families of the empire,” Beks said with confusion.  Had she misunderstood?  Langshe didn’t have one cohesive army.  The military power was split to particular noble and aristocratic lines that were loyal to the throne and those families were in charge of feeding, training, and providing resources for their armies in return for controlling them on behalf of the Emperor or Empress.

They could also lose control of an army if the monarch lost trust in them, their abilities, or simply found another family more suitable.  As a result, it became competitive to keep up an army, which was also why Langshe’s military force was so strong.

“It is, Amrei, but those families are loyal to the Emperor,” the Crown Prince told her gently.  “The families that are loyal to me could lose their power at any moment and be replaced by a family that supports Tarkhan.”

“Then, you need to act quickly.  The transition will take some time, so you have a chance to get to your supporters before they can lose their military strength,” Beks said.

Lucian sighed, helpless.  “But at the moment, he has no way back and no one to guard him.”

“And the political climate of Langshe has always been tricky,” Laz told them.  “We don’t know if those who support him will turn.”

“They will seek their own benefits first, if only to protect their families.  I understand this,” the Crown Prince told them.  “If I am to gain their support, I must show that I not only have a good chance of regaining the throne, but that I will likely win.  They are gambling with their lives and their families.”

Beks lowered her eyes.  Family was important in Langshe.

“If Adah were alive, he would back you,” Lucian said with a small shake of his head.  “If only the Red Iron Cavalry hadn’t disbanded.”

The Crown Prince took a deep breath.  “That is what I wanted to speak to you about.”  The twins looked towards him.  “This was a secret between him and my mother.  The Red Iron Cavalry was never disbanded.  He had hidden it away in case it was needed to support my rule.”  His eyes reddened as he said it.  “Uncle was a strategist at heart; always planning for the worst-case scenario while hoping for the best.  My mother said that if Tarkhan tried to take what was mine, to find my cousins and ask for their help to find and utilize the Red Iron Cavalry.”

Laz and Lucian looked at a loss.  They met each other’s eyes from across the table, as if silently asking if the other knew.  Finally, Laz looked back at the Crown Prince.

“Geel, Adah didn’t tell us anything about the Red Iron Cavalry.  He told us it was disbanded.”

The Crown Prince shook his head.  “They can only be ordered by the Red Iron Cavalry’s military talisman, which he would’ve passed to you.”

Their faces paled.  “Geel, we can’t enter Kadmus at the moment.  You should’ve heard about Brother Laurence and the Fourth Prince.”

The Crown Prince scowled.  “Don’t get me started on that little waste of a prince!  He’s sided with Tarkhan!”

Laz nearly hit the table.  He leaned back and took a deep breath to calm himself.  Lucian narrowed his eyes.  “He’s trying to cut us off.  He thinks we’re missing and in order to keep his legitimacy if we return, he wants to weaken our backing.”

“I can’t believe this!  That ridiculous turnip!  How dare he?  After everything Auntie and you have done to continue to support the kingdom even after we were sent away!” Laz raged some more and Beks stared at the tabletop.

She tapped her fingers on the stone top and then looked up.  “Geel,” she asked.  “Perhaps Uncle Timur left the talisman in their vault.  If the late Empress transferred her vault to you, should something happen, you would go to your vault, right?”

The Crown Prince looked at her and gave her a small nod.  “Yes...when we left Langshe, I wanted to come here.”

Beks nodded.  “And you said Uncle Timur was a strategist.  If you came here and his sons had vaults to provide for them in Kadmus could not, then he would put that talisman-”

“In Laz and Lucian’s vault!”  The Crown Prince’s face lit up.  “Yes!  That makes sense!”

“We will be here for some time and they can look for it.  Do you two know what it looks like?”  She looked at the two younger princes.

The twins shook their heads.  “The Red Iron Calvary was supposed to have been disbanded when Adah married.  We assumed he returned or destroyed the talisman, nor did he speak of it.”

“Then, Geel, do you know how it looks like?”

The Crown Prince nodded.  “I’ve only seen it once.  It’s a beautiful piece that could easily be mistaken as a statue.  It’s not large, the size of one’s hand, at most, and embedded with two different kinds of shomu.”

Beks didn’t know what that translated to in Jasper.  “What’s that?”

“Mother of pearl,” the twins answered.

The Crown Prince nodded.  “Two different colors of it make the tiger’s skin and stripes.”

Beks tensed.  Her eyes darted to her satchel at the far end of the table.  “Tiger?”

“Yes,” the Crown Prince said.  “The talisman for the Red Iron Calvary is an iron tiger embedded with white and black mother of pearl.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 52 - No Matter What, Come Home


                The Crown Prince rubbed his forehead and didn’t seem to notice his cousins tense up at the mention of the Red Iron Cavalry’s talisman being a tiger, and likely the tiger figurine they’d suggested gifting to Wrath that morning.

Beks tore her eyes away from her satchel, where her hair pins and the tiger were tucked.  The man in front of them was desperate to find it and all she could think about was that they had almost given the talisman that controlled the most formidable cavalry on the continent to a six-year-old girl who told bedtime stories to her lizard.

Beks looked across the table at Laz, but before he could speak about possibly having found the talisman, she spoke up.

“There are many small items in boxes and crates in the vaults, but it shouldn’t be too time consuming to look for the tiger talisman.”

Laz snapped his head towards her and Lucian furrowed his brows, appearing stunned with her words.  Hadn’t they already found the tiger talisman?  However, she had spoken and the two didn’t correct her.

The Crown Prince gave her a thankful look and nodded his head.  “Thank you, Amrei.”  His face softened and he gave her an apologetic bow.  “This must not be how you planned your trip here to happen.  I’m sorry to have troubled you in the midst of planning for your engagement.”

She nodded her head, but didn’t explain their real reason.  He’d come to his own conclusion that they must’ve been there to prepare gifts for her, as the twins had told him they were just engaged.  Beks didn’t know if revealing their plans to the Crown Prince would cause a problem later, so for now, her best course of action was not to reveal anything.

“Geel, for my fiancés, the greatest thing to happen on this trip was to find you.  When we heard about the coup, and that you went missing, we....”  Beks trailed off and tried to find the words to soften ‘thought you were dead’.

The older man lowered his eyes and let out a dry chuckle.  “You thought I was killed.”

She drew her lips inward and nodded.  “We heard you disappeared on the way to see the late Empress before she passed.”

“It’s obvious to anyone that the attack was to get rid of you,” Laz told him with a frown.  “They said you disappeared.  Are you telling me that they couldn’t find you, and an entire retinue of guards, less than a day away from the Summer Palace?”  He sneered and shook his head.  “Not even a child would believe it was an accident.”

“Even if they didn’t believe it, no one has come to search for me.”  The Crown Prince had some bitterness in his voice as he looked at his cousins.  There was disappointment in his dark eyes.

Beks tapped her fingers on the tabletop once more.  “Geel, if we are able to find the tiger talisman, what will you do with it?  Do you know where the Red Iron Cavalry is?  Will they acknowledge you as their Emperor?”

“The Red Iron Cavalry will follow whoever has the talisman,” the Crown Prince replied.  “They are loyal to the wielder of the talisman because it was the talisman owner who brought them back from the dead.”

Beks drew her head back and pursed her lips.  “What do you mean?”  For a moment, she wondered if the Red Iron Cavalry was made of undead.

“Not in the literal sense,” Lucian said as he gave her a soft smile and caressed her hair back.  “The Red Iron Cavalry was created from the ruins of the Tuvanak Clan Cavalry.”

“The Tuvanak Clan was the family of our grandmother,” the Crown Prince told her.  “That is, the Spring Imperial Consort to the last Emperor, our grandfather.”

Beks mapped out the family tree in her head.  While the late Empress of Langshe had multiple husbands, she only had two surviving adult children, but she herself was one of over a dozen prince and princesses.  From what she heard and read, it had been a tense race for the throne where the prince and princesses involved were pitted against each other when they were mere children.

“Our grandmother was one of a handful of the last Emperor’s consorts and the only one of the four main consorts to have children; my mother and Uncle Timur,” the Crown Prince told her.  “All the other children were from lower ranked consorts or from the main wife, the Empress Hejan.  As a result, Empress Hejan felt that her children’s strongest competition was from our grandmother’s children.  Both women were from important noble families, with our grandmother being the eldest daughter of the Tuvanak Clan.  Their rank is...what would it be in Kadmus?”  He looked at his cousins for clarification.

“They’re marquises,” Laz replied.  He looked at Beks, helpless.  “The Tuvanak Clan was a marquis family with the largest cavalry in the empire.  Because of their strength, the last Emperor was wary of them.  He not only ordered the clan’s cavalry to patrol desolate regions, but forced the clan to share their resources with other clan armies, despite the fact that each clan was supposed to support their own.”

“There was a famine that he used as an excuse,” the Crown Prince said as he remained sitting straight on the wooden chair.  His eyes fixed on the table and narrowed.  “I’m unsure if was originally ordered it as a necessity, as Tuvanak’s march wasn’t very much affected by the famine, which was in another region of the empire, or if he used it as an excuse to weaken Tuvanak’s cavalry by diverting resources.”

“It might have been both,” Lucian replied with a slight shrug.  “It was both a practical order to ensure the overall strength of the armies of the empire while at the same time, weakening the strongest one to avoid a potential threat.”

“Whatever the reason, merely weakening the Tuvanak Clan wasn’t enough for Empress Hejan.  Families that lead militaries for the empire require raw materials for weapons and other equipment.”  The Crown Prince looked at Beks and moved his hands around over the table, as if demonstrating his words by moving invisible pieces.  “Empress Hejan accused the Tuvanak Clan of stockpiling iron with the intent to overthrow the Emperor based on the high volume of iron the clan kept and purchased.”

Beks drew her head back.  “They had the largest cavalry.  With a cavalry comes not only bits and saddle fasteners, but horseshoes.”

The Crown Prince rose his brows in approval.  “But do you think that mattered to a man and courtiers who saw the Tuvanak Clan as a threat?”

Of course, it wouldn’t matter.  It was an excuse, and no matter how ridiculous the accusation, no matter how logical the actual reason, as long as enough people believed it, it could overwhelm a family.  Since the Tuvanak Clan Cavalry turned into the Red Iron Cavalry, the accusation did.

“Our grandmother’s clan was stripped of their titles, their military power, and all their property except for a lone estate in the border of their former march, so they could be watched,” Laz told her. “Like prisoners.”

“Grandmother was the eldest daughter and had three younger brothers, all promising and vital cavalry men, like many of their relatives.  Even our Grandmother was a skilled equestrian,” the Crown Prince said.  For a moment, there was pride in his voice, but as he continued to speak, it grew sadder.  “But they were from the main family and the accusation was akin to treason.  Our Great Grandfather and his sons were executed.  The rest of the clan was ‘spared’, supposedly for our Grandmother’s sake, but...her father and brothers were killed by order of her husband; the father of her two children.  How could her heart take it?

“She passed away shortly after, leaving behind my mother, who was a teenager at the time, and Uncle Timur, who was just a small child just learning to read.  Amah was furious.  Hundreds of years of her family’s loyalty protecting the empire and they were cut down because of jealousy and the Emperor’s paranoia.”

“Auntie couldn’t do much for her mother’s family who were trapped in the estate as prisoners of their own home, but she was able to bring her family’s most trusted valets, all skilled in the martial arts and riding, to the Equinox Palace.”  Laz took a deep breath.  “She had them train our father.”

The Crown Prince nodded his head quietly.  “In order to protect him, Amah told him to pretend to be an ignorant, spoiled prince, who just wanted to racehorses and bet on them.  He purposely did badly at the imperial academy; not standing out amongst the other royal siblings.  He’d occasionally act out, and Amah, who was old enough and intelligent enough to take control of her mother’s palace, disciplined him by ‘making him join the army’.”

Beks let out a small chuckle.  “And the last Emperor believed that?”

“Adah knew how to play his part,” Laz said with a slight smile.

The Crown Prince chuckled as well.  “When the last Emperor began to show signs of sickness, as he himself had battled for the throne amongst his siblings to the point that he’d damaged his body, the older and more favored of his children began to vey for the throne.  His attention was on those children in front of him both trying to gain his favor and make connections in court.  He wanted to pick the strongest of those children, one of which was my mother.  However, Amah had a fatal weakness.  Her mother’s clan had fallen; therefore, she didn’t have strong support for her claim regardless of how intelligent or capable she was.  She needed support.”  A bright smile filled the Crown Prince’s face and he looked at his two cousins with pride.  “That is where Uncle Timur came in.

“It was one of my favorite stories growing up.  Uncle Timur, who had been sent out into the army, had long been ignored by his father and the court.  He took the opportunity to rebuild the entire Tuvanak Clan Cavalry and renamed it the Red Iron Cavalry.  He was a mere teenager at the time, can you believe it?  He was well respected amongst his people and, of course, threw his support behind his elder sister who raised him.  He isolated the other armies, cutting off their resources and taking back those that belonged to the Tuvanak Clan.  It was a subtle, but effective war that his siblings and their maternal families didn’t know was happening.

“Amah now had formidable backing to go with her capabilities, so the last Emperor named her Crown Princess over his favored eldest son, and when he died, she was named Empress.”

“What happened to all the other siblings?” Beks asked.  “I know that Prince Tarkhan survived.”

The Crown Prince shook his head.  “Tarkhan wasn’t one of the royal children who vied for power back then.  He was one of the younger princes.  I believe he’s the same age as Uncle Timur.  It was the oldest five children, including the eldest son, who was Empress Hejan’s only child and the last Emperor’s favorite.”

Laz let out a small snort.  “The last Emperor favored his eldest son.  In fact, the eldest prince had everything in his favor.  The eldest child, a strong maternal clan, support from the courtiers, and the affection of his imperial father.”

“But he could not outmaneuver Auntie,” Lucian concluded.  “Adah said that Auntie was the smartest of all the last Emperor’s children.”

“I believe it,” Beks said.  “For a teenager to take control of her mother’s palace, and raise her much younger brother, without the backing of a maternal clan, means she wasn’t able to just survive, but thrive.  A simple woman would not have been able to do so.”

The Crown Prince looked pleased with her assessment.  “You understand this, too, Amrei!”

“It’s clear.  I’m sure she had to quell the anger of not only her other siblings, but Empress Hejan.”

“There were several minor revolts after the Emperor died, but they aren’t worth mentioning.  Almost all of them were stifled by my mother and Uncle.  The princes and princess who either remained or didn’t compete at all removed themselves from politics and court life, if only to survive.”  The Crown Prince frowned.  “It was Tarkhan who remained involved, though he never outrightly fought for the throne.  In fact, many times he supported my mother.”

“Perhaps it wasn’t Adah who was the only one hiding himself,” Lucian said.  The three men shared knowing looks.  Somehow, Tarkhan had avoided death andbecoming a recluse royal.

The Crown Prince took a deep breath.  He looked down at his hands that returned to the now empty teacup.  “Amah only had two children.  Part of it was because she was older when she had us, but mainly because she wanted to prevent the cycle of putting child against child from repeating.  She named me Crown Prince and began to train me as soon as I could read and write.  My sister married the son of a small noble family in the east, but they are acting as ambassadors on Aehamake.  Becoming the future ruler was left to me.”  He let out a low sigh and closed his eyes.  “No matter how successful I am with governance and economics, I always knew that many courtiers resented me for having everything given to me.”

“You are the only possible heir to your mother,” Beks said with knit brows and a frown.  “And you were doing everything you were supposed to do.”  He was far better than Luther just by putting in the effort to learn to properly rule.

“I’m afraid, Amrei, that the people of Langshe don’t believe I earned it.”  He gave her a wry smile.  “Years of education and training, of partaking in the government, and taking over for my mother when she was sick...and they don’t think I earned it.”

Her lips trembled as she found herself giving him an acknowledging, but strained smile.  How could she not hear his words and not think of her own situation?  Perhaps it wasn’t that others thought she didn’t earn it, but because she did exactly what the Crown Prince had done for the benefit of their people, yet she also had her place ripped from her hands.

She lowered her eyes and let out a small, bitter huff, recalling the courtiers at the Gilded Palace, and how several were so vocal against her trying to keep control and do what she was raised there to do.  “They are so focused on you, that they forget themselves.”

“So it is,” he agreed.  “When Tarkhan showed signs of interest in the throne, some courtiers began to back him.  I did what I could to limit their power, but I had obligations to my mother.  In Langshe, one cannot abdicate the throne.  In order for the heir to take it, the current monarch must die.  However, there can be a transfer of duties.  My mother transferred these duties to me and as per our tradition, I moved the court to the Equinox Palace.”  The Crown Prince grit his teeth.  “I learned too late that Tarkhan had stayed behind...as did several key courtiers.”

“Geel,” Lucian said as he leaned closer and narrowed his eyes.  “Is there a chance that Auntie’s death was premedicated?”

The Crown Prince’s breathing grew shallow for a moment, and Beks watched his hands shake as he gripped the cup.  “How can I not have my suspicions?  Mother was healthy.  She said that though she could not abdicate, as soon as I was able to do all her work for her, she’d travel the empire.”  He lowered his eyes as they reddened.  “She wanted to visit Uncle Timur’s tomb.”

His voice trembled as he closed his eyes, and Laz leaned forward to put a comforting hand on his shoulder.  Beks found her eyes moist and she lifted her hand to quickly wipe them away.  In the case of the late Empress and Uncle Timur, they weren’t just siblings.  In a way, as the late Empress raised Uncle Timur from such a young age, he likely saw her as a mother figure, and his only family in that snake’s den.

The late Empress loved him almost like her own son.  Growing up, the two siblings only had each other.  It must have devastated the late Empress when she was told that her only beloved brother had died on the other side of the continent.

Hearing the story behind it all made Beks realize the importance of the late Empress to not only Uncle Timur, but the twins.

And it only fueled her own anger.

The transition of power in Langshe was going to be peaceful.  Civilians wouldn’t be endangered because of imperial family strife.  The empire was prospering.  The next monarch was ready for his duties.

To Beks, there was absolutely no legitimate reason for the Crown Prince to be displaced.  At the same time, she’d always known a frustrating fact.  “There are always those who get the most benefit in chaos.”  Her cold voice made the three men around the table turn to her.  Her eyes were fixed back on her satchel.  “They take advantage of confusion and the desperation of the people.”

The older man seemed to lower his head in shame.  “The courtiers have shown me their nature and I am disappointed.  They should not want their people to suffer so a few can gain more power and wealth.”

Beks took a deep breath to calm herself and steady her thoughts.  “If we are able to find the tiger talisman, what will you do?”

The Crown Prince’s brows furrowed and he went quiet.  He seemed to be wracking his mind, perhaps going through various scenarios that would work best.

“First,” he began.  “I must find out where the Red Iron Cavalry is.  Uncle Timur didn’t tell you where he hid them, but I suspect that he must’ve left clues.  There may be clues on where they are hidden with the talisman.”

Her mind ran over where she found the boxes and if there was anything inside with the tiger figurine, but there hadn’t been any with them.  At least, not at first glance.  Beks made a mental note to search the boxes in private later.  Should she not find anything, she’d retrace her steps to the vault to see if anything were left behind.

“And after you find out where they are?” she asked.

“I will go to them, though, I will need to hire mercenaries.”  He paused and looked at Beks, once more with apology.  “At the moment, the vault only contains gold coins and bars.  I’m afraid there is nothing suitable to properly gift you, Amrei.”  He flushed a bit.  “And I’m also afraid I will need all the money at this time.  I will need protection, equipment to travel, and possibly additional resources for the cavalry once they’re found.”

She nodded her head once and gave him a small, dismissive wave of her hand.  “Think nothing of it, Geel.  I understand.  You must do this first.”

“Rest assured, when I regain my throne, I will present you with a proper meeting gift, as well as engagement gifts for you and my cousins.”

Beks smiled and chuckled.  “Then, I will keep you to that promise.”

“Let’s say that you’ve found the cavalry and that you have enough to fund the campaign,” Laz said with a serious look on his face.  “What is your strategy?”

The Crown Prince let out a tired breath.  “I’m afraid I’m not as skilled as Uncle Timur.”

Lucian chuckled.  “Geel, I don’t think all of us combined could be as skilled as Adah.”  The tension in the room lightened a bit and Beks held Lucian’s hand.

“Ideally, the fastest way would be to march to the Summer Palace, capture Tarkan, and execute him for treason,” Laz said.  He glanced at Beks and winced.  “I know that the death is a steep punishment-”

“He committed treason.”  Beks lifted her chin.  “He very likely could’ve orchestrated the death of the late Empress and took the throne, possibly also arranging for the assassination of the Crown Prince.  I may only be exceptionally well-versed in the laws of Kadmus, but I’m fairly sure death as a punishment for treason is a common law amongst most countries.”

“It certainly is in Langshe, Amrei,” the Crown Prince said with a slight smirk.

“Geel, if you want to march to the Summer Palace and capture Tarkan, you will need to act quickly,” Laz told him.  “You don’t know when he’ll rearrange the armies to be under the control of his people, in which case the army you face grows larger with each day.  While this is happening, you must not only find the cavalry, but to utilize it.  You don’t know what state it’s currently in.”

“With the assumption that the Red Iron Cavalry has been hiding, but still retains its former strength under Uncle Timur,” Beks said.  “I think it’s possible for Geel to use the cavalry to march forward regardless of what resistance the other armies show.”

Three sets of eyes looked towards her.  Laz cocked his head.  “How are you so sure of this?”

Beks gave them a small shrug.  “Uncle Timur used to tell me stories about them all the time.  He was absolutely certain that it could sustain a monarch alone.  He’d used the Red Iron Cavalry to secure the plains borders of Langshe during the early part of the late Empress’ rule, and then he used it to seal off Kadmus to prevent foreign interference when the late Queen rebelled against her brothers and father.   Of course, if they can still do this all remains to be seen.  They’ve been hidden for longer than I’ve been alive.”

She wouldn’t say that much of the cavalry was past their prime, but certainly they’d be older and hadn’t seen battle in some time.  It was easy to lose the physical and mental edge they had when they were younger and at their peak, which meant they wouldn’t be as effective as they had been when Uncle Timur was alive.

The Crown Prince’s eyes bore into her, as if trying to read her mind.  His dark eyes squinted and he leaned forward.

“Amrei, what would you do if you had control of the Red Iron Cavalry?” he asked.

Beks raised a brow.  The obvious answer was to take them to Kadmus, capture Luther and his allies, and return the crown to Brother Laurence.  However, that wasn’t what the Crown Prince was asking.

“If they were in excellent condition, I’d start off doing what Uncle Timur did and isolate and hinder the resources of my key enemies.  I’d focus on anything that would bring them wealth. The more resources they have, the more daring they’d become.  I want them to feel trapped, if not helpless and frustrated, both making them unable to defend, but also weaken their support of Tarkhan.  Their desperation will cause mistakes,” Beks replied.  “But I would take the majority of the cavalry to the palace to get Tarkhan’s head.  It will be immediate and a show of force.  If they want you to earn your position, then earn it with Tarkhan’s blood.”

The Crown Prince’s brows shot up.  He leaned his body back and glanced towards his younger cousins.  “Your fiancée does not shy away from blood.” This was not just a statement, but praise.

“Well, our mother did raise her,” Laz replied.

The Crown Prince looked towards the twins.  “The Red Iron Cavalry belongs to your father and though I was instructed to use the cavalry to protect my throne should someone try to take it from me, it should be given to you two, Gan and Jargal.  You are the rightful heirs of the Tuvanak Clan.”

Laz’s face dropped.  “Geel, you can’t mean to say that you want us to lead it?”

“Don’t reject it so quickly,” their cousin told them.  “He gave you two the talisman.  Uncle would’ve been fair; you are meant to share control.”

“Geel, while we have rights in Langshe, we’re princes of direct lineage in Kadmus,” Lucian replied.  “Is this appropriate?”

“I think it depends on how you look at it,” Beks said.  She put her arms in front of her and pretended to weigh two things between them.  “On one hand, the Red Iron Cavalry is an army from Langshe, and made up of its people, but on the other hand, it is under the control of the direct heirs of the Tuvanak Clan as identified by the predecessor, Uncle Timur.  That is, you two.”

“But Adah gave up control when he married into Kadmus,” Laz said.

“He didn’t give up control,” Beks replied as her intense eyes locked on to his.  “He hid them and he kept the tiger talisman.  Control was never really relinquished; it was passed on to his children.”

“Gan, Jargal,” the Crown Prince said.  “I may have been overwhelmed with Langshe’s domestic situation these last few months, but it isn’t as if I didn’t hear news of your disappearance and King Laurence’s death.  As the second and third princes, it should be your turn to rule, not that ignorant little Fourth Prince.”  He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward.  “I ask you both to take control of the Red Iron Cavalry, as Uncle Timur wished, and lead them to support me.  When I have my throne, you may use the Red Iron Cavalry as you need at once.”

Beks’ head perked up and her eyes dilated with interest.  Laz turned his head towards his cousin and frowned.  “What do you mean to use as we need?”

She let out a small chuckle as the corners of her lips curled up and her eyes crinkled with mirth, causing Laz and Lucian to turn their gazes towards her.  “He means that if you are willing to lead this army for his sake, then you can use the Red Iron Cavalry to take the throne of Kadmus from Luther.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“We’re not going to take the throne of Kadmus.  Brother Laurence is.  I don’t mind using the Red Iron Cavalry for his sake, but will Geel disapprove?”  Laz paced the room on the highest floor of the house.  The building had a somewhat flat roof, so the room itself felt like a box just big enough for a bed, a wardrobe in the corner, and a table pushed up against the wall.  Lucian had to carry a stool from downstairs so Beks could sit at the table.

“If he is willing to give us full control even after he becomes Emperor, then they will be at our discretion even if he does,” Lucian replied from the foot of the bed.  He watched his brother pace back and forth along the walkway beside the bed.  “If we are supporting Brother Laurence, then Geel will support Brother Laurence.”

“At the very least, the ally of his enemy will also be his enemy, so the enemy of an enemy is a friend,” Beks replied as she set up her urapearl on the stand.

Laz lifted his arms and ran his good hand and his nub through his unbound hair.  “We haven’t told him that Brother Laurence is alive and well.”

“And we shouldn’t,” Beks said, standing up straight and looking over her shoulder.  “This is not to say that you cannot trust your cousin, but the less people that know about Brother Laurence, the better.  We can’t risk his status slipping out and warn Luther and the Third Consort.”

The twins looked at each other and nodded.  “We know.”

She could tell from their faces that keeping Laurence a secret from their cousin was uncomfortable, but they couldn’t risk anyone else finding out.  Even her mother had told her not to tell the Crown Prince as a precaution.

After their discussion with the Crown Prince, Beks asked the Wild Dogs who’d arrived at the house to bring up some water.  Laz heated up a few pots full so that the Crown Prince could take a much-needed bath after weeks on the run.  Lucian remained at the house while Laz went with one of his men to buy ingredients to cook.

Gerard escorted Beks back to the ship to speak to her mother.

Sybil didn’t show any strong reaction to the appearance of the Crown Prince, save for one raised brow.  She didn’t agree or disagree with Laz and Lucian’s involvement, but reminded her not to share Laurence’s status with him.

Sybil remained on the ship despite her daughter’s invitation to go back to the house, so Beks returned with Gerard.  Laz had spent the afternoon cooking and had made her egg tarts.  As she happily sat at the table and ate them, the Crown Prince had chuckled as he watched her, pleased she was enjoying food from Langshe.

It was then that Beks found out that the Crown Prince was married and had a child, but the moment his mother began to get sick, he sent them into hiding to protect them, for fear that they’d be targeted.  It was a wise move, but also a heartbreaking one.

By the time dinner was over, the Crown Prince was exhausted.  Perhaps it was because he had been on edge, on the run, and unable to lower his guard for weeks that now that he finally felt somewhat safe, he retired early.  He had embraced his cousins once more, saying that even if they could not help him, he was comforted to know that they were still alive.

“Before we agree to anything, we need to discuss this with Brother Laurence,” Lucian said.  “Our first priority is him.”  Laz nodded in agreement.

Beks put her hands on her urapearl and waited for her brother to answer.  It was dark now, and if she estimated correctly, everyone on the island should’ve finished dinner already, so Deo would be waiting for her call in the rotunda.

She was right.

Almost immediately, Deo’s clear face appeared.  “Are you all right?”  It was his first question and Beks smiled.

“We’re fine.  We arrived this morning and settled into a Maritime Legacy house not far from the main square,” Beks replied.  “Mommy wanted to stay on the ship.”

She heard a laugh from the urapearl and then her father’s voice.  “That sounds like your mother!  Let her rest.  She must’ve exerted a lot to get you there so soon.”

“I know, Daddy,” Beks replied.  “Is Brother Laurence there?  We have news.”

“Yes!  Yes, I’m right here!”  Shuffling was heard and Deo stood up.  He moved to the side and Laurence’s earnest face appeared.  “Laz, Lucian, are you there?”

“We’re here, Brother!”  The twins chorused.  They stuck their heads next to Beks to show their presence.

Laurence let out a relieved breath.  “Good, good....”

“Speaking of good, we have news,” Laz told him.  “According to Beks, we may be able to arrange for all the resources to be in place and ready by summer.”

“At best,” Beks said, pushing him away gently so she could reply.  “By summer, at best.”

Laurence smiled and nodded.  “As long as we can regain the throne without an extended struggle, then we can be patient.”

“Brother, we have additional news,” Lucian said, sounding more serious than his brother.  Laurence seemed to pick it up at once and furrowed his brows.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong.  In fact, it’s good news.” Laz took a deep breath.  “Brother, we found our cousin, Prince Zhanzhin.”

Beks scooted her stool back, allowing the twins to take her place in front of the urapearl to explain to their older brother what had happened, what they found out, and finally, the promise of the Red Iron Cavalry.

Laurence didn’t speak much throughout the entire explanation.  He listened, mulling over his brothers’ words and what that would mean for them.  The quieter he was, the more worried she noticed the twins became.

“What are your thoughts, Brother?” Lucian couldn’t seem to stand Laurence’s contemplative silence any longer.

Laurence remained where he was with a pensive expression.  His eyes were lowered and his lips were in a tight line.  He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.

“You two are in a difficult position,” he told them in a measured voice.  Beks had taken a seat on the foot of the bed and listened behind the two princes.  “On one hand, as Princes of Kadmus, your priority should be on Kadmus, and thus assisting me in retaking the throne.  On the other, the only family on your father’s side remaining is asking for your help, and promises you something quite extraordinary if you do.”  He squinted, then inhaled and exhaled slowly once more.  “Laz, Lucian...I want to be generous.  I want to confidently tell you to help your cousin.  I want to....”

The twins squinted and even Beks sitting behind them felt something was wrong.

Laz swallowed hard.  “But?”

Laurence lowered his head shamefully.  “I want you to, but I need you and Lucian.”

The room was quiet and Beks lowered her head.  She knew even without speaking to Laurence that he would of course want to help an ally, and if the situation had been different, he would allow Laz and Lucian to assist Prince Zhanzhin.

However, he was not in a place where he could make such an allowance so easily.  She didn’t blame him for wanting the twins to stay with him and put their focus on retaking Kadmus.  Laz and Lucian were Princes of Kadmus, they were attacked because of Kadmus and carried resentment.  Laurence had also nearly been killed and had his throne taken from him longer than Prince Zhanzhin had.

Beks couldn’t fault him.

“We understand, Brother.”  Lucian’s quiet, resigned voice answered.  The twins couldn’t fault their older brother either.

She closed her eyes and went through all the information she’d gathered so far, both regarding Kadmus and Langshe.  Luther and his party were involved with both, and, if she were being honest, the only foreign party who’d dare attack the Crown Prince of Langshe was the Temple.

Perhaps there was a bit of resentment and lingering suspicion there because they tried to kill her and her family, as well as Laurence, Laz, and Lucian, but the Crown Prince had mentioned that Luther sided with their uncle.  If Luther sided with Prince Tarkhan, then so did the new oracle.  If the new oracle sided with him, then so did the Temple.

In addition, the prospect of controlling the Red Iron Cavalry was incredibly tempting.

Logically, her mind told her that they should focus on Laurence and Kadmus first, then, once they are settled, they could extend their aid to the Crown Prince.  They could even shelter him until they were ready to retake Langshe.  Logically.

“Beks?  Beks?” One of the twins was calling her name and she jolted her eyes open.  She jerked her head back as she saw them standing in front of her, with Laz waving his handless arm in front of her to get her attention.  “Are you all right?”

“Your father asked you what you thought of the situation,” Lucian told her.

She blinked and tried to gather her thoughts.  She turned her head from one twin to the other and let out a shaking breath.  Laz furrowed his brows.  “Is something wrong?  We called your name a few times, but you didn’t answer.”

She searched the empty space in front of her and tried to gather her thoughts.  “I’m fine,” she told them.  “I was just...thinking.”

The two brothers exchanged glances, but accepted her answer.  Lucian moved the stool aside and motioned for her to take a seat.  “The Duke wants to speak to you.”

Beks let out a small hum and nodded.  She stood up and moved from the foot of the bed to sit in front of the urapearl.  Her father’s image replaced that of Laurence.

“Snow Flower.”  Her father’s gentle voice spoke to her in Sagittater.  “You have heard everything, and though you don’t say so, of us, you have the most information at your disposal.”

Beks drew her lips inwards and lowered her head.  “You don’t want to know how?”

“You were raised by the Queen,” Robert said with some sadness.  “I know there must’ve been something she only shared with you.”

She gave him a small nod.  “We have enough to fund Brother Laurence’s retaking of his throne, though it will take some time to prepare all the resources and situate our people in prime locations.  However, without the Red Iron Cavalry, the Crown Prince will be greatly lacking, and I’m unsure if we’ll be able to retake his throne after Brother Laurence gets his.”

She looked up and saw her father nodding.  “I thought the same.  The situations of both men are similar, but the urgency is different.”

“No matter what, Kadmus is a smaller kingdom with a smaller military.  With the resources at hand, Luther won’t be able to sit on the throne,” Beks replied.  “But if the Crown Prince does not act quickly, his remaining supporters will lose their power and it will become one man against an empire.”

“In this way, His Majesty is in a better position than the Crown Prince,” her father said.  “At the very least, he has supporters at his side with some power and resources.”

“But Luther has allied himself with Prince Tarkhan.”  Beks took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  “We don’t know if Prince Tarkhan will step in to support Luther when Brother Laurence returns.  Frankly, with the strength of Langshe's military, even without the Red Iron Cavalry, we can’t risk him doing so.  It would only prolong the battle.  The longer it goes, the more the people suffer.”

Robert nodded once more and met his daughter’s eyes when she opened them.  “Is that your decision, Snow Flower?”

She drew her lips inward and bit them.  Her chest rose and fell with a long breath and she nodded, raising her chin. “That is my decision.”

Robert’s eyes crinkled up.  “Then, we will accept your plans.”  He turned to the side and gave a small bow of his head towards who she assumed to be Laurence.  Her father stepped back and Laurence returned to face the urapearl.

“Beks?”  He sounded hesitant.

“Brother Laurence, how much do you trust me?” she asked.

He raised a brow.  “With my life,” he said.  He gave her a small laugh.  “You’ve already saved it once.”

She nodded and took a moment to measure her words.  “I’m going to do some more research and gather some more information, but I think that our best course of action right now may be to find the Red Iron Cavalry.”

The image on the urapearl paled at once.  Laurence’s eyes widened and his lips parted, as if wanting to protest but being unable to find the words.    On either side of her, Laz and Lucian looked at her with surprise.

They were the ones with blood ties to Langshe, not her.  Her duty and loyalty had always been to Kadmus.

Laurence seemed to search her eyes through the urapearls before choking out ‘why’.

“There is a chance that Langshe is a sleeping giant,” Beks replied.  “If they get involved with our battle, it could be prolonged indefinitely, and our people will suffer.  Brother, I cannot allow that.”

Laurence lowered his eyes and appeared shaken.  “Do you think it’s likely they’ll get involved?”

“I don’t know,” Beks said.  “At this point, I’m not sure how strong their allegiance is.  It could be one sided on Luther’s part, but Tarkhan usurped his nephew’s throne and may want more than what Langshe has.  Whether he gets involved as an ally or gets involved to take advantage of our fight for the crown, it will make it more difficult for us.”

Laurence inhaled deeply. “Beks, you don’t know where the Red Iron Cavalry is.”

“We will try to find them, and at the same time, I will proceed with sourcing and preparation for your return to Kadmus as planned,” Beks replied.  “If we find the Red Iron Cavalry, then we’ll have a priceless resource on our hands.”

“But they are a foreign army,” Laurence told her.  “Even if they are our ally, how can we utilize a foreign army?”

“Pay them,” Beks answered at once.  “Technically, the Red Iron Cavalry belongs to the heirs of the Tuvanak Clan, Laz and Lucian.  While affiliated with Langshe in the past, they are not under Langshe’s control.  If anything, they are mercenaries.”

This was an aspect that the three brothers hadn’t seemed to consider.  The Red Iron Cavalry no longer existed on paper.  It was ‘disbanded’.  In hiding, they were a nationless force waiting for their leaders to return.

“I can’t believe you’re basing this off a technicality,” she heard Deo complain in the background.  He sighed.  “But you’re not wrong.”

“We will proceed as planned on our end, but we will also look for the Red Iron Cavalry.  If we find them, then I will treat them as a mercenary force,” Beks said.  “If we don’t find them, and they can’t be utilized, we will have to hope that Tarkhan won’t turn Langshe against us when we return to Kadmus.”

Laurence lowered his eyes.  He clenched his jaw.  “Laz and Lucian will lead them.”

“Yes.”

He raised his eyes to meet hers.  “It will be dangerous.”

Beks nodded her head slowly.  “Yes.”

Laurence took another deep breath.  He tilted his head back and looked at the ceiling.  “Laz, Lucian...how confident are you that you can retake Langshe with the Red Iron Cavalry.”

“If they are even half as good as they were during our father’s time, we are confident,” Laz replied.

“You and Lucian often switched places during your time in military school.  Both of you are as versed in strategy and war as any student there, but Lucian still isn’t a soldier and you lost your dominant hand.”  Laurence’s voice trembled as he looked back at them with fear and desperation in his eyes.  “I had meant for you to give orders, not lead on the front lines.”

Both of his younger brothers gave him a smile.  “Brother, whether you allowed us or not, that is where we would’ve been.”

Laurence shut his eyes tight.  “I don’t need you to swear to me that you will win.  I only want you to come home.  Missing limbs, unable to walk, unable to see or speak, I don’t care,” Laurence said as his voice tightened.  His eyes were red.  “I will be generous and give my blessing to you to find the Red Iron Cavalry and aid Langshe, but let me be greedy.  You two are my only blood left.  No matter what, come home.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

It was quieter than she expected on the day that the Aceria Wealth Vaults were closed.  Once every ten days, they would close.  From what Beks was told the day before, this had always been the case, and it seemed as if its closure affected the entire city.  In a way, it made sense, as the vaults were what attracted a lot of business to the small seaside kingdom.

However, there was a noticeable drop in people.  Many of the shops and restaurants that catered to visitors had closed for the day.  Laz had only been able to do their morning grocery shopping at the local outdoor market in their area, which was mainly catering towards locals.  He said that the old ladies told him that many of the farmers, butchers, and craftsmen who came to sell on vault closing days only came on those days, so it was the best time to shop for fresh produce and meat.

He’d been excited about the lamb and vegetables he bought and made her promise to return by dinner in order to eat.

“I didn’t know Laz was this enthusiastic about cooking,” Beks said as she and Lucian walked down the main boulevard.  It was still the busiest street cutting across the length of the city, but the amount of people was down to a quarter of what she’d seen the first day they arrived.

“Isn’t that good?  You get to try all sorts of things.  He has a surprisingly wide repertoire,” Lucian replied.

“It is, but it still must be a bit difficult without one of his hands.”  She knew Laz had to teach himself to use his left hand as his dominant one.  When she returned to Gurani, she found that he’d created a wrap for his right nub, which he was able to connect to simple kitchen tools to order to hold, stir, and scoop.  He’d brought that and his kitchen tools with him.  She looked at Lucian.  “Are you sure you shouldn’t have stayed to help him?  I could’ve asked one of the Thirnir to come with me to the museum.”

 Lucian sighed and shook his head.  “He only yells at me for getting in the way and banned me from going near the stove after I burnt one of the metal pans we had on the island.”

Beks almost choked and narrowed her eyes. “How did you burn the pan?”

His cheeks flushed.  “I don’t know either!”

Beks sighed and continued walking.  They’d had a busy three days before the vaults closed.  Beks was running around with her mother finding contacts to buy weapons, hire proxies for purchasing horses and wagons, and commissioning ships.  Laz and Lucian were sent to the vaults to ‘search for’ the tiger talisman.  Beks wanted to wait a few more days before they told the Crown Prince, who remained in hiding and protected at the house.

The twins were actually searching for any clues that could tell them where the Red Iron Cavalry was hidden, but so far, they’d found nothing.  Even so, Beks couldn’t think of anywhere else Uncle Timur could’ve hidden clues.  Back at the Gilded Palace?  That wasn’t efficient. Both princes were frustrated, so a day to relax was much needed.

While many places near the port were closed, further in, where more of the locals lived, there was a small university that only accepted Acerian citizens, and it was at the base of the mountain where the royal residence was built.  Gerard said he passed it while surveying the city and discovered there was a small museum connected to it.

He didn’t go inside, but said it seemed to be a museum about Aceria and since she liked ‘books and history’, he suggested it to her.

Now was a good chance to go, both because all her other resources were closed at the moment, and because she wanted to find out more about the vaults.  No matter how many times she watched the stone walls move with just a touch of a plate in the grooves, it was fascinating.  She’d never seen something like that in Kadmus.

There were more interesting things she’d noticed in the city.  The large squares, including the main plaza, all had light pearls illuminating them at night.  There were many fountains all over the city, and she’d passed communal areas that reminded her of some ruins in Gurani Island.

There was also an unexpected lack of structures dedicated to the Temple.  The Temple was the dominant religion on the continent.  Langshe and a few countries further away from the Great Temple didn’t officially practice under the Temple, as the western countries, but they often shared the same gods.

However, Aceria was well within the sphere of influence of the Temple and at most, there was a small church by the port.  While it was unexpected, Beks admitted that not seeing signs of the Temple was somewhat comforting.

Several small signs directed them to the museum and from the sign in the foyer, many of the artifacts had been kept by Aceria’s university, while others were property of the royal family.  They were welcomed by an elderly woman in traditional Acerian robes.

“Do you know where I can learn more about the vaults?” Beks asked after she donated some coins.

The old woman had a warm smile, and her face lit up when she was asked.  “Downstairs contains many examples of our ancestors' engineering feats.  Our ancestors were amazing builders and strong biha users.  The vaults are the result of a combination of those two skills and don’t appear anywhere else in the world!” the old woman said with some excitement.  Her Jasper was heavily accented, but not difficult to understand.  “Wait, wait, I will show you!”

Beks’ brows shot up with surprise.  She didn’t expect a guide, but she wouldn’t turn one away.  The old woman called for a younger man to take her place in the foyer welcoming the few guests that wandered in, then happily led Beks and Lucian down a set of narrow stairs.

“Is it all right for you to show us?  It isn’t a bother is it, madam?” Lucian asked from behind Beks.

The old woman had no problem going down the stairs.  “Of course not!  I am always happy to share the history of my people.”  They descended to an underground area without any windows, only light pearls.

Beks looked around at the well-lit. open area with whitewashed stone walls.  “I’ve never seen so many light pearls.”

“They were brought over by our ancestors,” the old woman told her proudly.  “We Acerians came from a land beyond the sea, looking for a place to settle.”

“What happened to the land where your people came from?” Beks asked.

“Our legends say that the land was lost and we were forced to flee.  They took everything they could to start anew where it was safe,” the old woman replied.  She led them to a series of shelves behind a low stone wall and iron bars that separated the walkway from the display.  The shelves had various pottery, metal tools, and a pile of flat stone pavers.  “These were donated by my family to the museum!  They are the last surviving artifacts passed down from our ancestors.”

Beks stood behind the wall and leaned forward to get as close to the items as possible.  Behind her, Lucian cocked his head.  “Your family?” he asked the old woman.

“Yes!”  She beamed.  “I am Rivah of the Mahin family.”  Beks whirled around as Lucian let out a cough.  Both their eyes were wide as they looked at the short old woman with the bright eyes.  The old woman laughed, the smile never leaving her face.  “I see you recognize the name.  The current Grand Duke is my nephew.”

The Mahins were Aceria’s royal family.  It wasn’t expected to meet a royal family member, and for a moment, Beks and Lucian both froze.  Beks was the first to recover.  She gave herself a mental shake and bowed to her. “Good afternoon, my lady.”

The old woman laughed once more and shook her head.  “There is no need to be so formal.  Our family is just like any other family of Aceria for the most part.  You can find any one of us working in the city at any given time.  My, for instance, works at the Wealth Vaults, which our family still runs,” she said.  She leaned forward and lowered her voice.  “Though, lately, he’s been very stressed.  It seems that a guest broke a set of assessment pearls.  Those items are priceless!”

Beks’ face froze.  “Oh.  Is that so?”

Lucian swallowed and looked back at the shelf.  “Can you tell us more about the history of Aceria, my lady?”

The old woman’s face brightened once more.  “Of course!  Our ancestors traveled for days before they arrived.”

“Days?  Then their original home wasn’t too far,” Beks said.

“But it no longer exists,” the old woman said.  “They had to flee because they lost their land.  With no place to live, what other choice would they have but to leave?”

Beks nodded.  “Were they attacked?”

“No, it was a disaster,” the old woman said as she unlocked a small gate.  Beks narrowed her eyes.  The old woman didn’t use a key.  The lock was connected to the low wall and was a small pearl.  The old woman told them to stay and wait for her.  They watched her walk inside and stood beside a narrow vase that was carefully cradled on a stand on the floor.  If it were completely upright, it would’ve reached the old woman’s hip.  The paint that likely once covered it had long since worn off, but the lines that had been carved into the pottery still existed.  “This was on the boat that brought my family here.”

“Amazing,” Beks said at once.  She knelt down and looked through the bars.  “And it’s still completely intact.”

“Yes, it was well cared for and when it wasn’t in use, it was carefully stored,” the old woman said.  She carefully pushed the stand closer.  “If you notice the lines on the side, you’ll see that it’s a landscape.  There are mountains, some animals, and a sea in the background.  That is the land of our origin,” the old woman told her.

“To think it survived this long...and the lines, though well worn, are still clear,” Beks muttered to herself.

“The land of our ancestors was said to be more advanced than what we have here in Aceria,” the old woman said with a heavy sigh.  “The streets were lit with night pearls, the roads were paved, there were public wells, pools, and recreational spaces.  Here, you can see the lines depicting the terraces, where food was grown.”

“I see it,” Beks said.  “If the vaults are any indication of the level of technology, then I can only imagine where they lived originally.”

The old woman nodded.  “We know it was strong in biha, as the ancient Acerians were strong biha users, but this area, though ideal for trade and for defense, is lacking a strong biha source. We don’t have many strong biha users now.”

Beks paused.  She raised her eyes and looked at the woman curiously.  “Your people came from a land that was biha-rich?”

“Yes.”

“And left because land was lost and they needed to flee?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Beks narrowed her eyes a bit. She moved her gaze towards a neatly piled set of stone pavers.  Or at least, what she thought were pavers.  “May I see one of those?”

The old woman nodded.  “I can bring you one, but I’m afraid guests cannot touch them.”

“That isn’t a problem, my lady.  I just wish to see it closer.  If you can move it to show me its sides, I would appreciate it.”

The old woman gently pushed the vase back and then selected a piece of stone.  She carefully dusted it off and brought it closer to where Beks was still kneeling.  The old woman rested the flat stone on her lap.  “These were decorative stone tiles brought over.  They were found hidden away in the family’s storehouse centuries ago, forgotten.”

Beks narrowed her eyes more so.  “Tiles....” she said.  “Can you turn it over on its short sides?”  The old woman carefully did so, wiping away at the sides as she moved them.  Beks saw a familiar sliver of luster along the short side, one she’d seen on so many of those pieces of stone in the last few months, and sucked in a sharp breath.

Her hands gripped the iron bars separating them.

“Beks?” Lucian asked as he looked over at her with concern.

“Those aren’t tiles, Lucian,” Beks said in a shaking voice as her lips began to pull into a smile. “Those are tablets.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 53 - Inheritor of the Divine


                “You can’t just steal the tablets.”

Laz’s firm voice carried a bit of disapproval, and Beks stopped pacing at the foot of the bed.  She turned around and looked towards the man seated with his back against the headboard of the bed, wearing a knowing look on his face.

She let out a small scoff.  “I’m not going to steal the tablets.”

“Your expression of suspicious interest is somewhat concerning,” Laz replied, raising a brow.

On the other side of the bed, Lucian was also seated with his back against the headboard, reading a book bought at the museum on the history of Aceria, as chronicled by the Mahin Family.

“She does have reason to be interested in what those tablets say,” Lucian said as he flipped a page with knit brows.  “The Acerian royal family kept as detailed records as they could according to this book, but in the chaotic period of resettlement, and struggling to survive in a new land, some things were lost.  Many items that were of everyday use from their ancestral homeland were put away because they were no longer of use in the new settlement.”

“Such as the tablets,” Beks told them.  “Lady Rivah says that there is nothing like the niche readers here when I told her about them.”

“You told her about the island?” Laz drew his head back, a bit surprised.

“I told her that I read an obscure book once mentioning such a device that could read the tablets when inserted into a niche,” Beks said as she walked across the room.  “Not that I’ve used one before.”

“Lady Rivah didn’t look convinced,” Lucian told his brother.

“She looked at me as if I were imagining things!” Beks threw her arms in the air.

“Isn’t that a good thing?  She won’t ask questions,” Laz replied, following her as she paced in front of them.

“But if she’s not interested, then how am I going to read those tablets?” Beks asked.

“Hmmm....”  Laz nodded. “So, that’s why you want to steal them.”

“I’m not going to steal them!”

“I’m curious about the language shift,” Lucian said as he looked at the two of them.  “Have you noticed?  They speak Jasper with a heavy accent, but the local language doesn’t sound like the neighboring coastal languages, which are based on Paraxier.”

Laz furrowed his brows.  “Jasper is the language of Kadmus, which is the largest of the western kingdoms, so it’s the second or third language for many other kingdoms, especially in trading areas.  I’m not surprised that the locals speak a little.”

Beks sighed and took a seat on the stool by the desks.  “Paraxier has four distinct dialects, with the purest form being Paraxier from Paraxes, as it’s the largest economic, naval, and political power in the south and the southwest coast.  The more north you go from Paraxes, the more diluted the language gets, mixing in with smaller regional languages.  And at one point, the languages stop mixing with Paraxier and start mixing with Jasper, until you reach our border kingdoms and principalities, where Jasper has taken over because of its political and economic importance.

“That being said....”  Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Sometimes, when locals speak Jasper, they will use the grammatical structure of their local language...but it’s not the grammatical structure of Paraxier, either.”

“That reflects in this book,” Lucian said, tapping the page he was on with his finger.  “It’s written in Jasper, but looks to have been translated from something and there are some mistakes in the translation.”

“See, isn’t it suspicious?” Beks waved towards Lucian’s book and turned around to fiddle with the two small boxes on the table.  “I just think that they could be a lost tribe.  They have technology we’ve never seen before; they had ancient master biha users, they fled because of a natural disaster that caused them to lose their land, and, of course, they have tablets.”

She opened the two boxes and stared at the content of one of them.  She still hadn’t been able to split apart the tiger talisman.

“If that’s the case, why didn’t they mention anything about returning one day, like the Dranga people?” Laz asked.  “Elder Arash always spoke about how her people have been waiting for return and were waiting for that light pearl to illuminate to call them back.  Lucian, is there anything about a summoning light pearl in the book?”

“Not yet.”

“I’ll have plenty of time to engage with the Mahin Royal Family about this after we retake both Brother Laurence and Geel’s thrones,” Beks said as she moved the tiger talisman in her hand.  She pressed on every individual decorative part to try to get it to split apart so she could put them in their individual boxes, and let Laz and Lucian ‘discover’ them before telling the Crown Prince.

Lucian chuckled.  “I am happy that you call him Geel, as well.”

“That is how he told me to address him,” Beks replied.  The tail of the tiger talisman was sturdier than she thought it should be considering it formed a little teacup-like handle on the end.  The stripes became rings around the tail that had interlocked.  If she weren’t so frustrated with trying to take it apart, she’d be impressed with its intricate craftsmanship.  What if I twisted the rings?

“When do you think we can tell him you found the tiger talisman?” Laz asked.  “We’ve ‘searched’ the vault for hours for several days now.  If we hold off for too long, we’re either being negligent or the talisman isn’t hidden there as we suspected.”

“We’ve waited long enough and given plausible time, but I still want to try to return both pieces to their respective boxes to be believable-” A small click was heard, cutting Beks off.  She paused her movements, staring at the little tiger talisman in her hands.  One thought filled her head: I broke it.  She swallowed hard, slowly moving the item around to inspect where she’d put too much pressure and snapped off a piece.

The tiger’s lower jaw opened and Beks frowned.  She hadn’t been fiddling with the tiger’s head.

“I don’t think it matters if we present it to him whole or in half,” Laz said behind her.  “As long as we have it.”

“But we still need to find clues on where Adah could’ve hidden the Red Iron Cavalry,” Lucian replied.  “We checked the area where Beks found the tiger talisman, but there wasn’t anything in there.

Beks didn’t pay attention to the twins discussing where their father would have hidden the cavalry as she  moved the tiger closer to the lantern on the desk to inspect it.  She tilted it so it’s open mouth could be under the light and narrowed her eyes.  She turned the tiger upside down, so it’s mouth was facing down, and shook it.

Four small, thin metal plates slid out of the tiger’s mouth, and Bek’s eyes widened as she paled.

She let out a quick hiss and glanced over her shoulder.  The two brothers didn’t seem to notice her horrified reaction, and she quickly picked them up and tried to put them back into the tiger’s mouth.  She hadn’t heard anything shaking inside, so did she dislodge a piece of the talisman when she broke it?

Better question: will it still work because it was broken?  She shook her head, trying to convince herself that even if a small part of the inside were broken off, the outside was still in perfect condition and could be used for identification.  Furthermore, the metal plates didn’t seem to be attached to anything inside from their smooth edges and lack of holes.

All they had were some raised lines.

“What are you looking at?”

She screamed.  She jumped in her seat and scrambled to keep a hold of the tiger talisman before it slipped out of her hands.  As she brought it against her chest, her heart pounding, Laz raised a brow from behind her.

She frowned and turned to look at him.  “What are you doing?” One hand rose and rubbed the ear where his hot breath had spoken earlier.

“You were so fixated on the talisman and weren’t answering,” Laz replied.  “Is everything all right?”

She met his dark eyes and drew her lips inward.  Laz appeared both curious and concerned.  His earnest eyes made it difficult to be dishonest, so Beks moved aside and revealed the four pieces of metal on the table.  “Something came out of its mouth.”

Laz cocked his head to the side and behind him, Lucian kicked off the sheets and stood up.  “Wasn’t its mouth closed?”  Both twins had handled the talisman to try to find a way to split it back into two parts, and neither succeeded.

“I was twisting the rings around the tail and all of a sudden, its jaw dropped.  When I moved it around, these metal pieces came out.  I don’t think it was connected to anything important, though.”  She added the last bit to assure them she didn’t break it.

Lucian stood on her other side and knelt down to get a better look at the metal pieces.  He picked one up and ran his thumb along the side.  His brows knit together and he moved the piece under the lantern.

“It has embossed characters.”

“What?”

Beks picked up another piece and flipped it over.  One side was flat, but the other had raised characters.  She squinted.  “At first glance, they look like Langsher characters, but I don’t recognize any of them.”

Laz held one piece under the lantern, running his thumb over the raised characters.  “It looks as if the characters are flipped.”

“Upside down?”

“More a mirror image.”

Lucian’s head perked up.  “Stamp.”

“What?” Laz asked once more and looked at his brother.  Lucian placed the metal piece back on the table before rushing to the wardrobe and throwing open the two doors. He rummaged through his bag and took out a piece of paper, a small ink container, and a pen with a metal nib.

“If we dip it in ink and then stamp it, the characters will be facing the correct way,” Lucian said.  “I don’t have a stamp pad, so let’s just drop some ink on the corner of the paper, rub the metal across, then press the metal onto this other sheet.”

Laz nodded.  “That’ll work.”  The younger twin carefully poured two drops of ink from the container on to the corner of a sheet of paper, then used the pen to smear it so it was wide enough for the entirety of the metal plate to press into.

“Watch your fingers,” Beks said.  “You’re going to get ink on them.”

“It’s fine, I get ink on my fingers all the time,” Lucian said.  “Nothing a good soak won’t clean.”

The tips of his thumb and index finger smeared with some ink before he placed the first plate on to sheet to make an imprint.  When he lifted the tiny sliver of metal, Langsher characters that were right-side up greeted them.

Laz let out a breathy laugh.  “They’re lines of a poem!”

Lucian nodded, his eyes bright as he picked up another piece of metal and stamped the remaining three pieces.  They were spaced further apart, four plates with four characters each.  Beks wiped off the ink from the plates as the twins studied the four lines.  They read each character, but no matter how they moved around the lines, the sentences didn’t make sense.

“These have to be directions, but ‘vibrant dogs’ and ‘still flowers’?”  Laz shook his head as his eyes narrowed.  “I know Adah focused more on military education than traditionally scholarly education, but this poem is terrible.”

“No matter how we move the lines, the rhythm doesn’t match any of the rhythm traditional Langsher poetry has,” Lucian said.  His eyes crinkled up.  “Was Adah always so terrible with words?”

If Uncle Timur heard his sons speaking ill of his poetic abilities, Beks wondered if he’d be upset or just berate them for having no taste.  She wiped the last of the metal pieces with a discarded piece of cloth she had used as a rag to clean the room.  She looked at the metal in her hand and let out a low, resigned breath.

“Perhaps it is time to show the tiger talisman to Geel.”  The two brothers turned to look at her and she placed the last metal plate down.  “Say you found the tiger talisman in two and put it together.  Fiddle with it in front of him and let the plates fall out.  Your knowledge of classical Langsher poetry is lacking, but Geel would have studied it much more formally because of his position, so he may be able to figure out what Uncle Timur was trying to say.”

The twins looked at each other and then nodded.  “Then, tomorrow, we’ll show him the tiger talisman?”

Beks nodded.  “Bring it out when you leave tomorrow. Return with it by around noon.  I’ll have the maps I ordered by then, so I’ll be here.”

She gathered the four metal pieces together and carefully slipped them back into the open mouth of the tiger.  She then placed the tiger into one of the boxes and handed them to the twins.  Laz kept the whole tiger talisman box in his bag while Lucian placed the empty one in his.

They left early the next morning, though made sure to have breakfast with their cousin so he didn’t feel too bored being stuck at home.  The Crown Prince didn’t have a problem with staying behind and hiding in the house, as they didn’t know if there were still assassins after him.  He knew it was the safer choice, but he was bored and left to dwell on everything that was going wrong.

Wary of this, Sybil had told them to pay close attention to the Crown Prince and make sure he didn’t lose himself in depression and grief.  They brought him books to read, he tried to make simple foods Laz taught him, and Thirnir and Wild Dogs would take turns playing chess or card games with him to pass the time.

Due to the situation with money, they could only bet with food.

Today, Beks would take their place as she pushed the sofas and the big wooden center table to the side of the living room so she could spread out the maps she’d purchased.  She was now well versed in the terrain of Kadmus, but not of Langshe.

“Did you order this?” The Crown Prince’s eyes were wide with surprise as he saw her placing books on the corners to keep the map from rolling closed.

“Every big port city must have a mapmaker,” Beks said.  “Unfortunately, I don’t know much about Langshe’s terrain.  I know it spans half the continent and as a result, has nearly every type of environment somewhere within its borders, but I don’t know where.”  She sat up straight, her legs bent beneath her on top of a cushion as she looked up.  “Your assistance would be appreciated, Geel.”

A glint of excitement filled his face and he knelt down at once, ignoring the somewhat painful sounding thud that came when his knees hit the floor.  Beks reached over to give him a cushion to kneel on.

He gave her a flustered laugh as he seemed to try to contain himself and figure out where to start.  Beks assisted him, by asking to first mark where the palaces were and then begin to outline different terrain.  It was clear that Beks was doing this to help him, so he was energetic when explaining things.

“It takes three weeks to travel from the Summer Palace here to the Equinox Palace on the eastern coast, then ships are taken for a two-week journey to the Winter Palace in the south,” he said as he watched Beks mark the locations of the imperial residences and then make little dashes with a pencil.  “It is tedious, but it encourages joint collaboration, as well as keeps the base of power amongst nobles from settling in one area.”

Beks’ brows rose.  “I never thought of it that way.  With such a larger area, it is easy for more rural locations to be forgotten when those in power are so far away, but this increases the chance of visibility, as well as prevents local nobles from amassing too much power and influence in what would be a single capital.”

The Crown Prince’s face filled with joy.  “Yes! That’s it!”  He let out a satisfied laugh as his gaze at her softened.  “You are as impressive as I thought, Amrei,” he told her.  Beks sheepishly waved her hand.  “Though my opinion weighs little in such things, I am both satisfied and elated that my cousins are marrying you.”

Beks was taken aback.  He seemed to have accepted her marriage to his cousins when they met, but she was pleased to know that he didn’t just accept it, but was satisfied and happy with the arrangement.  After all, the twins were two good-looking, wealthy princes; they could easily find better suited spouses.

She bowed her head.  “Thank you for your kind words, Geel.”

“They are not kind, they are true,” he told her as he lifted his chin.  “Having exchanged economic and political messages with you, as well as knowing about you from my late uncle, I have admired your hard work and support for Kadmus.  Gan and Jargal are lucky to marry you, as you are not only a suitable spouse, but one they have deep feelings for.

“For people like us, who hold high positions and are depended on by so many people, it is important for the person we marry to be able to support us doing our duty.  Many times, those who can properly support us aren’t who we fall in love with or those we fall in love with are not suitable for a position to support us in power.  Something must be sacrificed, love or duty.  I am relieved that they do not have to sacrifice either.”

Beks drew her lips inward.  She bowed her head at the older man.  “I am also relieved that I do not have to sacrifice either.”  She sat up straight and gave him a wry smile.  “I’ve tried that once, never considering love over duty, simply duty...and everything I’d done for duty was tossed to the side because Luther loved someone else.  I had never felt so disappointed, angry, and exhausted as I had then.”

The Crown Prince gave her a sympathetic nod.  “You would not be the first in that situation, Amrei.  I have seen it play out amongst many nobles at court.  However, you have Gan and Jargal now.”  His eyes crinkled up with mirth.  “And I would bet my empire that they will always be sincere to you.”

Beks lips pulled into a soft smile, but before she could answer, footsteps were heard racing up the stairs.  A moment later, the Thirnir guarding the door held it open as the two brothers rushed in.

“Geel!” Laz shouted as both he and Lucian lifted a box.  “We found it!”

The Crown Prince’s brows shot up.  “The talisman?”

“Have a look!  It was on a shelf, split in two!”  Laz rushed to the table with his brother as both placed their boxes down and opened them.  “We put them together and it seems to fit the description you told us, but we can’t split it apart.”

“We suspect it had been in two parts because Adah wanted us to inherit half each,” Lucian said.  The two brothers went through the loosely outlined script they’d worked on the night before with Beks.

She remained to the side, craning her neck to see, but not getting involved in the tumultuous, rapid-fire, conversation between the three men.  They were so excited and noisy, Beks almost lost track of what they were saying in Langsher, as their words began to slur together.

“Something is inside!” She silently applauded Laz.  He sounded both surprised and excited, as if he really were seeing the metal plates for the first time.

“These characters are inverted....” the Crown Prince sounded concerned.  “Why would Uncle have inverted characters?”

“It’s a stamp!”  Lucian’s voice filled the room and Beks cringed a bit.  His acting was surprisingly not as subdued as Laz’s.  He raced up to their room to get some writing utensils and a paper.

Once the stamp imprints were created, to move them around better, Lucian cut them into strips.  As expected, the Crown Prince began reviewing different types of Langsher poetry, from a more classic system to one that was popular when Uncle Timur was younger.

“These stamps are in lines going horizontally, but Langsher is meant to the read vertically.  What if we rearrange the lines to be read vertically?” the Crown Prince suggested.

Beks sat down on her cushion on the floor two paces away as she watched the three men hover over the dinner table, trying to arrange tiny slivers of paper into something coherent.

She took a pencil and wrote out the characters in Langsher as they read each one individually.  Sixteen characters total, but they didn’t flow well and their number of syllables didn’t form a typical pace of Langsher poetry according to the Crown Prince.

Beks furrowed her brows as she stared at the characters.  Her handwriting wasn’t exactly elegant, but it did the job.  She just had a habit of writing the character radicals larger than they should’ve been.

She sat up straight, momentarily forgetting about the terrible poetry attempting to be recited ahead of her.  Langsher characters were created with different radicals that could be isolated as separate characters.

Vibrant green field.  Moat of...that’s not ‘vibrant dog’, that’s ‘ferocious animals’; and that’s not ‘still flower’, that’s deadly plants!  She slammed her pencil down and began shuffling through her maps.

Uncle Timur used to tell her bedtime stories and they’d often be about his youth in Langshe or his heroic feats on the battlefield.  He exaggerated a bit here and there, of course, disguising his brutal childhood and bloody wars as fantasy tales to entertain her.  One in particular was her favorite and he’d tell it to her often.

“There is a heavenly kingdom above the clouds, on a high plateau as green and lush as the valleys surrounding it, but it was protected by a barrier filled with deadly animals, plants that were poisonous to the touch, and water that could kill you in a single sip.  Only the heavenly riders deserving could ascend to the kingdom to live in peace.  They were ruled by a beautiful and kind little princess....”

The little princess was, of course, her.  The heavenly kingdom he spoke about sounded unreal, just like the ferocious animals and the toxic plants and water, but it wasn’t as if such a place with such creatures and plants didn’t exist.

She moved aside some maps and rolled out one of the southern coasts of Kadmus that reached inland, until it almost got to the desert.  The desert was created because of a tall mountain range that kept the moisture of the sea away.  The area around the mountains was unmarked because it had never been mapped out; it was too dangerous.

Beks ran her fingers across the printed text above the otherwise blank area.  “The Forbidden Valley.”

Not only was it well known for how dangerous it was, but well known that it was dangerous because of beasts and toxins that spread across its entirety.  While it was a rather large swath of land, no country laid claim to it because it was too troublesome to defend.  Plenty of kingdoms had tried.

But it wasn’t as if entering it was a death sentence.  The late Queen had hidden there when she first fled Kadmus, before she revolted against her father and brothers.  The twins had visited there before and used their knowledge to survive when they escaped to it.  All three had been with one person both times: Uncle Timur.

“That does not make sense!  What animal is a flower?” Laz shouted with disgust.

“I don’t see you trying to connect anything else.  At least those characters match the rhythmic pattern of a tenth dynastic poem!” Lucian retorted in defense.

“It’s not a poem!” Beks shot up and grabbed her piece of paper and the map, bringing them to the table.  She slapped the sheets on top of their slivers of lines and tapped at the way she’d broken down the characters by radicals, which matched with ancient pictographs.  “They’re describing the location.  This isn’t ‘vicious dog’, this is ‘ferocious animal’.  You have to break apart the characters and there is more to work with.  Uncle Timur is describing where the cavalry must be!”

“Then, it isn’t a sixteen-character poem....” the Crown Prince said as he rubbed his chin.  “He’s describing the location...but not where?”

Beks shook her head.  “He doesn’t need to tell you exactly where.  There is only one location that would match the description.  Look....”  She moved her finger along each broken character.  “Deadly animals, poisonous plants, death water source, but then in the next line, it’s green field, mountain, clouds, and land.”  She moved the sheet aside to point to the map.  “There is only one place on the continent that matches with his description and it’s here!  Uncle Timur hid the Red Iron Cavalry on a plateau hidden by the clouds at the top of this mountain, surrounded by the Forbidden Valley.”
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Lucian had sighed and said that sometimes, it was as if his father loved her more than them, as he had given her so much knowledge.  Enough that even though they had been the ones taken there to ‘train’, it was Beks who figured it out.

However, this posed an entirely new problem.

They would need to trek into the Forbidden Valley and climb up the mountain.  There were several mountains, as it was a short ‘range’, but the twins knew which one.  According to them, there was one specifically that their father had pointed out as never being able to see the top of because it was constantly hidden by clouds.

When they had escaped into the Forbidden Valley to evade assassins, that mountain still had clouds around it.  They assumed it was natural, as it must’ve been the tallest mountain, however, now they had additional questions as to how it maintained cloud cover all year round.  In other places, there would be a short period of time when mountain tops were visible.

They could mull over the ‘whys’ later, as now, they had to figure out how to cross the Forbidden Valley to get to the mountain, and then how they were going to climb up the mountain.  The Forbidden Valley was dangerous, and due to the thick undergrowth and lack of fixed paths, it would be difficult to lead a large entourage through.

“All right, I’m going to start preparing for dinner.”  Laz ran his good hand through his thick hair and then dug into his pocket for his hair clasp.  Lucian took it from him, and while still looking at the map, collected his brother’s hair and secured the clasp to keep his long, dark hair out of his face so he could cook.  “Beks, is your mother coming for dinner?”

“Yes,” Beks said.  “If it’s late, I’m going to have her stay the night.”

Lucian walked back to the table.  He took another piece of paper.  “When Laz, Jonas, Gerard, and I fled into the valley, we made a point of staying along the outer edges.  The deeper you go, the more dangerous it is.  We were wounded and worried the blood would attract beasts.”

The Crown Prince paled at this.  He looked towards the kitchen, where Laz was ripping apart some greens with one hand while holding it with his nubbed arm.  A pained expression went across his dark eyes.

“We’ll have to go deeper since the mountain is well inside the valley,” Beks said.

Lucian picked up her pencil and drew across the table.  “It isn’t a normal valley where we first go up some hills or mountains and then go down into it.  If we were to cut it in half, it would look like this.”

He drew a line and then let it drop.  The drop was rather steep before it sloped down.  Lucian pointed out that there was a river at the very bottom, then the elevation began to rise until it got to the base of the mountain.  The mountain itself was steep.

“Rather than a valley, this is a crater,” the Crown Prince said.  “There are two within Langshe, though nothing this large.”

“What’s on the other side of the mountain?  More jungle?” Beks asked.

“It’s a steep drop into a maze of canyons, but along the edges are fissures that release a very hot and very toxic fume,” Lucian said with a frown.  “Adah said beyond that is the desert, but because of the fumes, this area remains unexplored.”

“Then, it forms a natural barrier,” the Crown Prince said with a nod.  He let out a low breath.  “Uncle, how did you hide your cavalry?”

“I know there is an entrance facing the Kadmus border,” Beks said.  “But are there other ways in?”

Lucian nodded.  “Adah said there are, but it’s easy to get lost.  When he took us there, we went through the Kadmus border entrance.”

Beks wrinkled her nose.  “That was  where I was supposed to be exiled to.”

Lucian’s hand clenched her pencil, making it snap while in the kitchen, Laz froze.

A small sneer appeared on Laz’s face as he looked over his shoulder.  “That little idiot really dares....”

She shook her head.  “Forget about it.  I’m more worried that that border entrance will have soldiers guarding it.”

 Lucian sighed.  “We can try to get in through the northeast.  There are caves and a maze of narrow canyons there.  That’s where we entered when assassins chased us.”

The Crown Prince’s face dropped once more.  “It was your fourth brother who orchestrated all this?” he asked in a dry voice.

Lucian glanced up and gave him a helpless shrug.  “I don’t think Luther is capable, but that is not to say that those around him are not.”  The Crown Prince frowned.

“Any support you need from Langshe to regain Kadmus, I will give,” he told them in a firm voice.

“One step at a time,” Beks said.  “First, we have to decide who is going to come with us into the Forbidden Valley.  We can’t bring too many people.  Once that’s decided, we’ll work out the logistics: what we need, how we’ll travel, and how best to navigate the valley.”

“How soon can we leave once we decide who we’ll bring with us?”  the Crown Prince asked.

At this, Lucian and Laz both turned to look at him.  “You will not be coming with us, Geel.  It’s too dangerous,” Laz said at once, lowering the knife in his hand.  “You are not suited for trekking through a jungle.”

“Gan, I cannot sit back and do nothing,” their cousin told them.  “And where would I wait?”

 “You can wait here,” Lucian replied.  “The house is safe.  We’ll leave some Wild Dogs to guard you. Once we find the cavalry, we will send for you.”

“Jargal, how can I let you two do all the work?  If you are to suffer, I must suffer with you,” he said.

Beks glanced from one man to the next, unsure if she should interject.  The twins were adamant that he remained while the Crown Prince felt helpless that he could do nothing more than wait.

“Can you pay for it?” Beks spoke up as their voices began to rise.  The three men looked towards her.  “Can you pay for the expedition?  In that way, you are contributing.  And while we are searching, can you prepare a strategy?  I will arrange for information to be brought to you regarding Langshe; but you will need to prepare the strategy.”

The two brothers glanced at each other and then nodded, silently agreeing with Beks.  They looked towards their cousin, who seemed torn.  He clenched his jaw, hesitant to agree.  The floor was quiet and tense.

It made the footsteps rushing up the stairs louder than expected.  The Thirnir by the door to the stairs opened it part way to see who was coming up before stepping to the side and holding the door open.  Gerard rushed in, clutching a box larger than his head under his left arm and a letter in his right hand.

“My lady!” His face was flushed as he skidded to a stop.  Upon seeing that the Crown Prince was also there, he gave him an awkward, rushed bow before turning his attention back to Beks.  “My lady, this letter came for you.  A carriage appeared downstairs and they insisted I bring this to you immediately.”

Beks drew her head back.  “I’m not expecting anything.”  She extended her hand and accepted the letter in silence.  Gerard held the box in front of him, but she opened the letter first.  Her eyes skimmed across the elegantly written Jasper before flashing towards the box.  She stepped forward, twisted the latch, and lifted the lid.

Her eyes dilated before she slammed the lid down.

“What is it?” Laz asked.

“Is something wrong?” Lucian asked as the two of them moved towards her.

Beks swallowed hard.  She held up the letter.  “It’s from the Grand Duke of Aceria.  He wants to see me at once and has sent a carriage....”  She looked towards the tall, bald soldier.  “Gerard, is the carriage still there?”

Gerard nodded his head rapidly.  “It hasn’t left, my lady.  They said they will wait for your answer.”

“Why does he want to see you?” Lucian frowned as he narrowed his eyes with suspicion.

“Wait, I’ll go with you-”

“No, it’s fine,” Beks said, raising her hand to stop Laz as he prepared to remove his apron.  “Gerard can escort me to the gates.  I don’t believe the Grand Duke means any harm.”

“Does he know who you are?” Lucian asked carefully.

“No, he shouldn’t,” Beks said.  “The letter was addressed to Miss Snowy; I introduced myself as that to Lady Rivah yesterday.”

Laz and Lucian remained on guard.  “Then, perhaps it has something to do with Lady Rivah?”

Beks eyes drifted to the box in Gerard’s arms.  “It should,” she said as she raised a hand and placed it on top of the lid.  “They sent me a summoning pearl.”
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The palace, similar to the vaults on the opposite mountain, was also built into the mountain it was on.  The road leading up to the main gates went through three tunnels as it coiled up the mountain.  Upon arriving, the courtyard past the gatehouse wasn’t large, but it was well kept and there were stone pillars surrounding it, each with a light pearl in a sconce.

As Beks stepped down from the carriage, she let out a small chuckle.  Stone pillars with light pearls on them as a light source was familiar architecture on Gurani Island.

Two guards in uniform stepped forward and bowed their heads to her.

“Welcome, Miss Snowy.  Please follow us.  The Grand Duke is expecting you,” one guard said.  Gerard let out a small cough.  The guard looked at him.  “You may escort Miss Snowy up until the meeting room, but you will have to wait outside.”

Gerard opened his mouth to protest, but Beks stopped him.  “That’ll be fine.”

Gerard huffed, but conceded.  They followed the two guards up some steps and into a hall.  There were little decorations, but the stone walls had a luster.  The columns were carved and there were light pearls installed.  Gerard couldn’t help but look around.

“Seems familiar....”

Beks chuckled.  “The columns are open to the view and let in the air.  Reminds you of anywhere?”

Gerard knit his brows together for a bit before gasping.  “The throne room on the island!”

Beks nodded.  They arrived at a door with a carved entryway.  Gerard was forced to wait outside, and Beks took the box with the pearl from him.

“Don’t worry,” she told him.  “They wouldn’t have sent this if they were dangerous.”

Gerard tilted his head to the side, a bit confused.  From his angle, Beks knew he only saw the light coming from the box before she shut the lid closed.  One of the guards opened the door for her and she carried the box in.

The room was similar to the check in parlor of the Wealth Vaults.  The ceilings were high, there were windows at the top, and a glorious chandelier of light pearls.  The entire room glowed a warm, pale yellow, making the atmosphere welcoming.

“Is this her?” A tall, slender man with hair more gray than black rose to his feet from the sofa he was seated on when she arrived.  The guard behind her nodded.  The man lifted a hand, curling it into a loose fist with his thumb over his index finger, and pressed it that side against his forehead before moving it down, as if bowing.  “Welcome and thank you for coming, Miss Snowy.  I am Cosimo Mahin, the Grand Duke of Aceria.”

Beks mirrored his greeting.  “Good afternoon, Grand Duke.  I am Beks Snowy.”

Grand Duke gave a nod to the guards to leave them before motioning for Beks to take a seat on the opposite sofa.  “Please, Miss.  Have some cakes.  We season them with sea salt here.  It is one of our local delicacies,” he said proudly as he motioned to the neat display of various small cakes and cookies.

Before Beks could stop him, he poured her a dark liquid.  From the smell, she recognized it as coffee, which was popular in Paraxes.  She took a seat and looked at the Grand Duke who sat across from her.

The man was past middle-aged, but she wouldn’t consider him elderly.  He seemed very lively.  He wore clothing common around the city, but the fabric was much finer with embroidery and a few pins.

“Thank you for the kind hospitality,” Beks replied.  She put the box on the table.  “You sent this to me.”

He didn’t hide how his eyes lit up.  “You recognize it.”

“I wouldn’t have come otherwise,” Beks said.  The letter said that if she knew what was in the box, to come to the palace.  If she had thought it was a regular light pearl, then she could give it to the carriage driver to be returned.  She sat across from him and gave him a somewhat admonishing look.  “You dared to hand something so precious to a stranger?”

The Dranga people’s summoning pearl was treated as a priceless relic that needed to be protected.  Even now, it was with Elder Arash, safe in the commercial tier of Eravah.  Beks was familiar with it and after comparing it with other light pearls around the city, she had realized it really did have a specific purpose.  The biha coming off of it when it glowed felt different.  For one thing, Lucian couldn’t control the light coming from it.  Whatever caused it to glow wasn’t simply light biha.

The man’s bright eyes didn’t dim and he only seemed to grow more earnest.  “You are not a stranger if you know what it is.”

She gave him a small nod and lifted the lid of the box to reveal the glowing pearl.  “I’ve seen many light pearls, but that particular glow emitted gives me a different sense of biha.  I’ve only seen another like it.  It belongs to a tribe I had traveled with.”

“A sister tribe?”  The Grand Duke nearly jumped from his seat, but quickly calmed himself and sat back down.  He looked at the pearl and trembled.  “It started glowing months ago.  We sent people out to try to find our ancestral homeland, but they came back empty handed, having found nothing in the coordinates my ancestors left.”  His eyes reddened as he looked at Beks.  “Do you know?”

Beks remained seated.  She reached for a cup of coffee and put some sugar in it before stirring it.  The Grand Duke didn’t seem to have any filter when speaking to her, as if he were sure whatever he said would not only be taken seriously, but completely understood.  Beks wanted to be suspicious and remained on her guard, but for such an obscure, if not farfetched, topic, only those who knew would know.

“May I ask, what do you know?”

“My aunt must’ve told you who we are,” the Grand Duke said with a bittersweet smile.  “Our family was a scholar clan in an ancient peninsular kingdom rich with bihar called Gah-rhun.  Modern languages call it Gurani.  There was a disaster...a tragedy that broke apart the land and sunk it into the ocean.  We were forced to flee...we do not know how many different sister groups fled, or to where they fled to, but we sailed a short distance and settled here.  This is the origin of Aceria and its people, but it has been so long that the story seems more of a founding myth than chronicled history.”  His shoulders dropped a bit and his eyes lowered.  “Our past has been reduced to a fairy tale, but for my family, especially heirs and heads of the house, it is a known fact that is engraved into our bones.  We are not allowed to forget.”

Beks took a sip of her coffee and nodded.  For the Dranga people, their history had also been reduced to oral retellings that had been watered down through thousands of years.  Yet, the moment their pearl started to glow; they were ready to leave everything behind to go ‘home’.

“Why is it only your family that is not allowed to forget?” Beks asked.

“We were a scholar clan,” the Grand Duke told her with a thoughtful expression.  “We vowed to keep the history of our people.  Of Gah-rhun.  If we do not, who will?”  He lowered his eyes once more.  “It is a shame that despite our efforts, things have been forgotten.”

“Such as?” Beks asked.

“Our strength in biha.”  The Grand Duke shook his head.  “You must’ve seen the Wealth Vaults.  That was all done with biha and the engineering our ancestors brought from Gah-rhun when they fled.  The strength and skill of those biha users is no longer present.  We had settled in an area that could be defended well, but it lacks bihar.”

Beks nodded.  The main reason there were so many strong biha users in Sagittate was because of the bihar-rich environment that fed her people.

“Then, such a feat as the Wealth Vaults can’t be replicated?”

The Grand Duke gave her a helpless, sad look.  “Now, if a vault breaks, we can do little to even repair it.  Even if we have the engineering, we simply lack the biha ability.”  He shook his head once more.  “We’ve lost the language.  The written language can only be read, but now we don’t know if we’re speaking it correctly.”

Beks nodded.  “Then, what do you want?” she asked.  “Though your people started off as refugees, you’ve settled here, and Aceria is doing quite well for itself.  It’s peaceful.  Its economy is strong.”

“But it is not our homeland,” the Grand Duke said.  She could hear a bit of pain and yearning in his voice.  “For thousands of years, my family has yearned to return.  No matter how long we are here, there is this feeling...as if we are mere guests despite having settled here for so long.  For me, even if the rest of Aceria wishes to remain, I would like to return to our ancestral lands like every Grand Duke and Duchess before me.”  He smiled through the longing.  “That is why I dared to send you the summoning pearl.”

“You believe I know about your ancestral homeland?”

The Grand Duke stood up.  He walked around the sofa and bent down to pick up something from behind it.  When he stood up, Beks’ eyes dilated once more.  He held three stone tablets in his hands.

“I can see it in your eyes,” he said, full of confidence.  “You know what these are.”

“Anyone can make a guess,” she told him, though couldn’t take her eyes off the tablets.

“But it was only when my aunt showed you this side,” he said as he placed the tablets on the sofa beside him.  “That you seemed to know that they weren’t just stone tiles, but tablets that contain information.  Miss Snowy, you have seen them before.”

Beks lowered her cup and placed it on the table between them.  “Think carefully about what you want, Grand Duke.  The other tribe who has a summoning pearl has already selected a leader to govern them.  I do not believe they will allow you to do so.  You’d lose your status.”

The Grand Duke gave her a small shake of his head.  “We were not a royal family in Gah-ruhn.  We were just the most senior family in that fleeing group.  We were the record keepers and helped maintain order.  We took on a leadership role during the resettlement because we were best fit to do so amongst our group.  That is why Aceria doesn’t have a king, an emperor, or even a prince.  I am just a Grand Duke overseeing Aceria, which is a part of Gah-ruhn.”

Beks gave him a curious look.  Few people would see their power and position so lightly.  “Are you telling me that you see Aceria not as an independent kingdom that the rest of the world sees, but as a territory of Gah-ruhn?”

The Grand Duke nodded.  “We of Aceria call it that - Aceria.  It is just land. A territory. Not a kingdom.  Not a principality.  It is foreigners who label us as such.  As a Grand Duke, there will naturally be someone who rules above me.”

“Who?”

The Grand Duke looked almost surprised that she’d ask.  He drew his head back and blinked before giving her matter-of-fact expression.  “The ah-shu-eh.”

“What does that translate to?”

The Grand Duke thought for a moment and then nodded.  “The Inheritor of the Divine.”

If she wasn’t convinced that the Grand Duke was part of a missing Gurani diaspora before, she was now.

“Then...the Inheritor rules?”

“Only they are qualified to.”

“How does one know who the Inheritor is?”  She already knew the answer, but wanted to make sure.

He sat up straight.  “This is something we of a scholar clan know much of!  The Inheritor, as you call them, has both a biha well and a spirit core.  Their biha well is limitless, though they cannot use it like other biha well users.”

She almost grimaced, knowing that one of her largest sources of frustration, and utter embarrassment, was her inability to control her biha.  All that power, but an inability to use it.

“What about their spirit core?”  This is something she’d been trying to figure out from the moment she was told that she had both, as she could not understand how it was manifesting, if it was manifesting at all.

She contained her hope as she looked at the Grand Duke.  He didn’t appear shaken by her question at all, and she held her breath, hoping for an answer.

“The spirit core of an Inheritor is unlike that of others who are born with spirit cores.  The spirit core of an Inheritor is called, according to my ancestors, shu-et-la.  In rough translation, it is ‘divine guidance’.  It is the ability to absorb information, and not only in the traditional sense from books and lectures, as a student would, but to gather information from all their senses and through the movement of bihar around them to choose the best direction to lead.”  The Grand Duke paused and furrowed his brows.  “I would say...they can feel energy in the air to maneuver through seamlessly. However, this ability takes time to be refined.”

Her chest was tight.  Beks sat in her spot, unmoving as a thousand thoughts ran chaotically in her head.  They called her a genius when she was a child.  They praised her for her ability to memorize and recall things in an instant.  The late Queen and Laurence often acknowledged her assessment abilities, sometimes even surprised that she was so accurate.

“I’m not a genius at all....” she whispered under her breath as her eyes lowered.

“Pardon, Miss?”

She shook her head and snapped her attention back to the Grand Duke.  “I...I mean, what does the Inheritor use their spirit core for again?”

“To my understanding, it is called divine guidance because it is said that when the gods move, an Inheritor will sense it and then guide their people to keep them safe and prosperous.  All the information is used to make decisions to keep the people of Gah-ruhn flourishing and at peace, and every time new information is collected, the direction adjusts accordingly.”  He let out a small, sharp, bitter laugh.  “Have you heard of those oracles that the Temple is so proud of?”

The corner of her eye twitched.  “Unfortunately.”

“They are nothing compared to an Inheritor,” the Grand Duke said, his voice full of resolve.  “All they do is spout predictions, and it is up to others to decide what to do with it, but an Inheritor will act.  They can change the future, preventing possible scenarios from happening by diverting fate with action.  This is true divine guidance.”

Beks nodded her head.  She just had one question.  “But if the Inheritor had this gift, why didn’t they stop the natural disaster, or rather, better prepare their people for it so as to mitigate ensuing chaos?  Groups wouldn’t have had to flee in all directions, lose touch with each other, and lose access to the surviving land.”

The Grand Duke’s face saddened.  “Because the last Inheritor of Gah-rhun was killed when she was a three-year-old child.”  His eyes reddened, as if the incident had just happened and not a loss from thousands of years prior.  The man swallowed hard.  “Do you know why there is only one Temple structure in Aceria?  And why it is only used by visitors?”

Beks shook her head.  “No.”

“Because we wouldn’t allow them to settle here,” the Grand Duke told her.  “It was the Temple who killed our three-year-old Inheritor of the Divine.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 54 - There's a Reason It's Called the Forbidden Valley


                The carriage bounced along and shadows were cast into the luxurious compartment from the passing streetlights glowing with light pearls.  Gerard was quiet across from her, beside some gifts that had been sent.  He seemed almost afraid to speak since she’d come out of the room.

Beks leaned against the side of the carriage, gazing outside with blank eyes.

The Grand Duke knew.

He didn’t first hear about her from his aunt, Lady Rivah, whom she met at the museum the day before.  He had first heard about a young man who broke a registration pearl at the Wealth Vaults a few days earlier, but because the pearls only register biha signatures, and not any names or place of lodging, no one could track her down.

The ancient pearls used for registration and identification could not be broken by someone with a large biha well, as the woman registering them had told her.  However, biha from someone with a limitless biha well was a different story.

The Grand Duke suspected an Inheritor and had sent their people to search the city for a tall young man, likely from Langshe, but unfortunately for him, during that time, Beks had returned to wearing western clothing, and though wearing pants, was still very clearly a woman, so she was overlooked.

Just when the Grand Duke had feared that she’d already left, as it was reported that the twins never returned with Beks again, his aunt had run into her at the museum and told him about what she said about the tablets, and how impressed she was with Beks’ inquiries and interest in their history.  Using her name and the information Lady Rivah told him, he was able to find Beks and send her the invitation to the palace with confidence.

She had asked him why he didn’t try to find her through the clients of the Wealth Vault, but the Grand Duke told her not to be misled by his enthusiasm with her.  His search for Gurani was closely guarded.  It was one thing if the entire world believed Gah-ruhn to be a mere legend that no longer existed, and in some cases didn’t exist to begin with, but if it were proven to be real, that knowledge could pose a danger to Gurani.

Specifically, a danger from the Temple.

The Grand Duke didn’t want to risk his search being found out by the wrong people, so unless they were directly involved, he didn’t want to ask them.  In addition, he was suspicious as to why she didn’t appear with them again.

She explained that she was running errands and was very busy.  Those two men with her were her fiancés and could be trusted.  The Grand Duke was relieved, and also not surprised that she had two fiancés.  Then again, perhaps he just accepted it because he knew she was an Inheritor.

The Grand Duke brought out some notes he thought would interest her.  He’d compiled what he could of his family’s remaining notes on Inheritors, and he’d even gone through the trouble of translating them into Jasper, as that was what she was reported to have spoken at the Wealth Vaults.

He had chuckled sheepishly.  “Unfortunately, I do not know Langsher.”  She had been wearing men’s clothing from Langshe in contrast, so he had been relieved she spoke Jasper, as well.

As they were chatting about the island, Beks had skimmed through the book he’d given her.  Inheritors were born ‘sickly’ and suffered the same symptoms she had when she was a child.  They were caused by what she now knew was clashing biha.  Spirit cores existing with biha wells could not coincide within most people.

However, for Inheritors born with both, they would continuously have fevers and lose consciousness because their spirit cores and biha wells were strong and competing, absorbing biha at a phenomenal rate, but retaining it.  This amount of biha wreaked havoc on a child's body.  It wreaked havoc on her adult one.

This was mitigated by bathing in bihar-rich water, which allowed for the release of contained biha.  When the Inheritor was a small child, they would have a biha explosion, as she did,  which would break an internal barrier between the two, allowing the spirit core and the biha well to not only exist together, but to work as one.

The younger they were when they had the biha explosion, the sooner they’d recover.  The notes even recorded that the child would have a sudden spike in temperature, then take a small nap and wake up, refreshed.

Beks had been unconscious for three days, and from the description, as an adult, she had so much biha pent up that her explosion was far more painful than described in the records.  And while Inheritors were exceedingly rare, there could be more than one at a time.  In fact, it was noted that having more than one at a time was a good thing, as it was a combined effort to guide the kingdom and one Inheritor could teach the next.

However, there was no guarantee that an Inheritor would be born.  There were some generations where up to three Inheritors were recorded at once, thought of varying ages, and there would be other generations that lacked an Inheritor, in which case a council of elders oversaw Gah-ruhn until the next Inheritor was born and ready to take on a leadership position.

As for the three-year-old last Inheritor recorded, the Grand Duke said the Temple caused their death, but there was no substantial proof recorded.  The last records of the Inheritor noted that the child was female and had just ‘broken through’.  As there had been no living Inheritor to guide her, she embarked on a discovery journey around and outside of Gah-ruhn to sharpen her divine guidance.

It was enroute to the basin to meet with the fledgling Temple that the child’s entourage was attacked and killed.  It was suspected that since she was traveling in a large caravan, bandits might have targeted her, but if that were the case, why were there no survivors?  Bandits would’ve been quick; taken what they wanted with minimal violence, and disappeared.  There had been over a hundred people traveling with her, including master biha users and warriors.

Unless desperate, bandits wouldn’t have attacked such a formidable group.

Records say that the Temple found it strange that she hadn’t arrived when planned, so they sent people to try to look for them, only to find the remains of the entourage.

Gah-ruhn sent their own people to investigate, and while the massacre site had been cleared by the Temple after they sent back the remains, the Gah-ruhn investigators found tracks that suggested the wagon carrying the child had turned around, and the entire entourage was moving away from the Temple.

Only the Inheritor could give such an order, and if she had done so, it could only mean that she sensed danger.  The Inheritor was only three years old and her divine guidance had just started to evolve, so her assessment came too late.

Gah-ruhn biha users were so powerful that they were able to detect man-made anomalies in the surrounding area, which led the ancient people to suspect that the Temple had planned, or at least had a hand in the attack.  But this was all based on speculation.  They had no solid proof.  No witnesses.  The Temple appeared distraught, as well, and sent gifts for their inability to protect a guest.

That didn’t stop the suspicion, and the Grand Duke clearly believed it.

If she were being honest, Beks believed it, as well.  There were plenty of legitimate members of the Temple who had no idea what other members of the Temple were doing.  The left hand didn’t know what the right hand was doing, sort of speaking.  She knew that firsthand considering paladins had tried to assassinate not only her and her family, but Lucian, who was a priest and on a mission at the time.

This all left a lingering question: why would the Temple kill an Inheritor?

What did they have to gain if the Inheritor and Gah-ruhn were on good terms with them?  At the time, the Temple was not even two centuries old.  It was still a young religion, and having the backing of a powerful country would be a good thing.

Beks let out a heavy sigh and rubbed her forehead.  “I swear, they don’t make any sense....”  The more she thought about the Temple, the more it gave her a headache.  The death of the last Inheritor was thousands of years prior, but if the Temple were involved, would the Temple pose a threat to Gurani Island and her people now?

She drew her lips inward.  No wonder the Grand Duke hadn’t wanted to make any contact regarding his ancestral land except with her.  Beks turned her head to the wooden box next to her containing three tablets.  These were family relics that had been guarded since the Mahin family settled on Aceria after fleeing.  The Grand Duke had given them to her as a token of trust.

Though she didn’t plan on returning to Gurani Island yet, she would have these sent back by her mother with instructions for Jonas to review them.  Neither she nor the Grand Duke knew what the tablets contained, but if a scholar clan purposely brought it with them when they fled, the contents must’ve had some importance.

As for the Grand Duke’s wish to return to Gurani Island, Beks agreed, but she couldn’t go with him.  She couldn’t tell him the details of what they were planning, so she kept it vague and said at the moment, she was on a mission that would take up to a year to complete.  Perhaps a little more.

Could he wait one year?

“I will await the instructions of the Inheritor.”  He had bowed his head to her.  “And should you need supplies for your mission, Aceria will answer.”

Beks had bowed her head back in response.  “I may take you up on that offer, Grand Duke.”

Even if the re-taking of Kadmus took longer than she estimated, she would arrange for a ship to come and pick up the Grand Duke in a year’s time to take him to Gurani Island.  If at that point, the Grand Duke wished to move willing Acerians there, she would allow it.  Elder Arash and the others would likely be ecstatic to find a sister tribe, as well.

The carriage turned the corner and approached the tailor shop beneath the house where they were residing.  When the carriage stopped in front of the shop, Gerard got out first and held the door open for Beks before gathering the gifts to bring up.  The Wild Dogs guarding the entrance to the house from within came out to assist.

She could smell the meal before she reached the upper floor living area.  Beks paused for a moment on the stairs and smiled a bit, allowing the exhaustion of meeting with the Grand Duke and mulling over the Temple to fade a little before entering.

Her mother was the first person she saw, seated at one end of the table, leaning back against the wooden chair with her arms out and legs crossed, carrying all the confidence and grace of a formidable pirate captain.  Across from her, the Crown Prince was seated and nodding thoughtfully at whatever it was Sybil had told him.

“Mommy.”

Sybil lifted her head the moment Beks entered and immediately uncrossed her legs and rose to her feet.  “Welcome back.  You are tired.”

Laz and Lucian, who were in the kitchen, looked over and were about to come towards her when Sybil swept past them to embrace her eldest daughter.

A wave of security filled Beks as she nestled against her mother.  Her entire body felt heavy, but against her mother, she relaxed, as if she’d found support.

“Mommy,” Beks repeated in Sagittater.  “I found another group of Gurani people.  Aceria was founded and built by them, can you believe it?  All of this...from ancient technology from Gurani.”

Sybil stroked the back of her head comfortingly.  “Is that not a good thing?”

 “It is.  This group comes from scholars....They have records on Inheritors.”  Beks pressed her head against her mother’s shoulders.  “Mommy, Elder Arash was right about me...but why me?  I’m not descended from the Gurani...I don’t even know how to use my biha properly, I-”

“There is time, and time allows for change and understanding.”  Sybil let out a small hum and held her daughter.  “It seems you’ve learned a lot.  You must take time to let this information settle. Don’t overthink it soon.”

Beks took a deep breath and nodded.

“My lady, where do you want to put the gifts?” Hearing Gerard’s voice, Beks turned around and let out a heavy sigh.  She motioned to the table still pushed against the wall from when she was looking at maps that morning.

“They sent gifts?” Laz asked.

“It seems that Aceria and I are fated,” Beks said with a wry smile.  She looked at Lucian, who bent over to look at the food that had been sent.  “Lady Rivah told her nephew about what we discussed at the museum.”

Lucian lifted up the lid of a wooden box and his eyes widened.  He looked towards Beks.  “Tablets?”

She nodded.  “I didn’t steal them.”

Laz let out a low whistle and stood behind her.  He wrapped his arms around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder.  “Does this mean what I think it means?”

Beks nodded.  “No matter what happens, in a year’s time, I want to bring the Grand Duke there.”

Laz paused, and then nodded.  “All right.”

Beks tilted her head back against Laz.  “Whatever we need for where we are going, as long as it is within its ability, Aceria will provide.”

Lucian lifted his head as his brows rose, impressed.  “That is not a light promise.”

Beks allowed Laz to rock her gently in his arms as she looked up, dazed by everything she’d learned that afternoon.  “He trusts the Inheritor.”

The two princes were quiet for a moment before Lucian let out a low breath and nodded.  “Well...I don’t blame him.”  His smile softened as he raised his hand and cupped the side of her face.  “I also trust the Inheritor.” 

“What is an Inheritor?” It seemed as if they’d forgotten about the man seated at the far end of the dinner table, looking from person to person with confusion and curiosity.

“While in hiding, my daughter and son had helped a tribe in the northern mountains flee following natural disaster and territorial disputes,” Sybil answered smoothly.  “The tribe is very grateful to her and elected her as their leader - the Inheritor.  They are in hiding at the moment.”

“I see.”  The Crown Prince nodded with sympathy.  “They are with your husband.  Then, they are lucky to have such guidance during a difficult time.”

Sybil nodded and Beks kept her eyes on the gifts of fruit that Laz had shifted his attention to.  Without looking away, she asked her mother in Sagittater.  “You told him about the island?”

“No, I told him that our family was exiled, so we are living outside of Kadmus’ borders for the time being.  I told him I also hope that your ex-fiancé is removed from power so that we can return home.”  Sybil touched the top of her daughter’s head.  “Don’t worry.  The island and your royal brother remain secrets.”

“They have some fruit that’s quite rare.  I’ll cut it up for dessert,” Laz said as he lifted up a spiny, tan colored fruit.  “Beks, have a seat and relax.  Lucian, pour her something to drink.”  Lucian nodded and went towards the bottle of wine on the counter.  “No, water or tea!”

“Right.”

Beks took a seat beside her mother and Lucian put a small cup in front of her and poured her some tea from a rustic teapot.  He leaned against her ear.  “If you want wine, just tell me.”

She chuckled and patted his cheek.  “This is fine.”

As she cupped the tea in her hands, the Crown Prince spoke up.  “I was speaking to your mother, Amrei, and she mentioned many good points.  The concerns for my safety are valid.”

Sybil looked towards her daughter.  “I told him that someone unprepared for a dangerous environment would only hold back and endanger those with more experience.  If he wishes for the efficiency and safety of his cousins, then he should sit here and wait until they return.”

The Crown Prince nodded, though still looked disappointed.  “It is true that I am not suitable for such a journey.  My martial abilities are limited and I do not use biha.  It is also true that should an animal attack, I would only be dead weight for my cousins.  The same is true if I were injured or got sick.  They will have enough to consider without worrying about my safety.”

Beks nodded and gave her mother a grateful look.  “Thank you, Mommy.”

Sybil nodded.  “Will you be staying, as well?”

Beks drew her lips inward.  “I didn’t plan to.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed.  “And why not?  You are in the same position as the Crown Prince and lack experience, becoming a possible liability.”

Beks resisted the urge to shrink back.  Her mother was right, but she wanted to go as the twins would likely need an extra hand in finding the cavalry.

“Your Grace, though Beks is untrained, we may need her mind to accompany us,” Lucian said with some hesitation.  Laz brought out two large bowls of food and placed them on the table.

“We are also reluctant to bring Beks with us, but we may need her biha and her direction,” Laz told her mother.  “Rest assured, Your Grace, we will protect Beks well.”

Sybil’s expression remained neutral.  “Who else are you bringing?”

“Gerard,” Beks said.  She hadn’t discussed who else to bring with the twins yet, as they’d mainly spent time trying to stop their cousin from coming.  “Gerard’s wind biha will allow us to regulate the air around us as we ascend, enabling us to breathe properly and prevent light-headedness and other symptoms.”

Gerard stood up straight by the door and saluted.  “It is an honor to accompany you, my lady!”

“Calm down, Gerard,” Laz said with a roll of his eyes.  “Ideally, an earth biha user would also be very useful, but Jonas is indisposed.”

“Efran is on the crew of the ship,” Beks replied.  Several pairs of eyes looked at her, but only Gerard nodded with approval.

“I can attest that young Efran’s earth biha has improved greatly, my lady.  His focus has been on precision.  It is just that his biha well is not very deep.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s not deep.  I can refill it as much as he needs,” Beks replied.  She looked at the twins and her mother.  “Efran is a young Dranga man who helped clear the canyon when they fled.  Of the Dranga people, he is the most skilled in biha and I’ve asked the Elders to ensure his training when we parted.”

“Battalion Commander, I will vouch for Efran,” Gerard told them.

“What about Rid Calland?” Sybil asked.  “He is the best earth biha user we have with us.”

“Are we allowed to bring him?” Beks raised a brow in question.  Rid Calland lived up to her parents’ assessment of him, else he wouldn’t have been the one in charge to moving the stele when they were taken by the fog surrounding the island.  She didn’t consider him because he was one of her father’s men, and she did not have authority to move them.

“He is a Thirnir and Thirnir are dedicated to the immediate family of the reigning Duke of Caroline,” Sybil replied.  “And he happens to have come with us on this trip.”

Beks pursed her lips.  She’d always considered Thirnir guards of her family, but only to be used strictly for guarding her family and under the orders of her father.  Lucian and Laz took their seats with Lucian on Beks’ side while Laz was across from her.

Laz began to serve the food, only to have his cousin stop him, bat his hand away, and reach for the serving utensils himself.

“Having two earth biha users on a mountain isn’t a bad thing, Amrei,” the Crown Prince told her.  “I would feel less worried the more skilled people are with you three.”

“As will I,” Sybil agreed.  She allowed Laz to serve her food before raising her hand to signal him that was enough.  “I am sure Efran can learn from Rid Calland, as well.”

Beks was quiet for a moment as both Lucian and Laz placed food on her plate.  “Then, I will ask Daddy when I call them tonight.”

Sybil nodded.  “I am sure he will agree.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Every time Beks looked at the six people with her, part of her felt guilty.  She was sure that when they made their vows to serve the House of Caroline as Thirnir, riding in the back of a covered donkey cart across an scorching environment they weren’t used to was not something they considered.

“Of course, you can take Rid Calland!” Her father’s voice had boomed over the urapearl, making it sound as if he were asking her why she was asking when it was obvious his answer would be yes.  “If you need biha users, take Rid Norddottir, and Rid Haal, as well.  Make sure you have every biha user you need!”

If she didn’t stress that they could only bring a few people with them, she was sure her father would send all the remaining biha-using Thirnir with him to follow her into the Forbidden Valley.  Since she refused, her father assigned her three he considered the most useful for the situation.

Rid Calland used earth biha.  Rid Felise Norddottir was a water biha user who both her father and older brother recognized.  Rid Carl Haal rounded out the elemental biha users with fire biha.  Rid Norddottir was the only water biha user who left Sagittate with them, as the majority had gone to the Northern Pass.

The three made up half the Thirnir who had escorted them to Aceria.  The remaining three had stayed with her mother, who went to deliver the tablets to Gurani Island.  Sybil had wanted to stay at Verkana, but there was no reason for Beks and the twins to bring the Red Iron Cavalry there.

The plan was to take them out into the desert and to the plains east of it.  Beks had brought her urapearl with her and before she left, registered the urapearl the Grand Duke gave them to stay in contact with the Crown Prince.

If everything went well, that is, they found the Red Iron Cavalry, determined they were in prime condition to take to war, then they would contact the Crown Prince and the Wild Dogs guarding him, and have them rendezvous in the plains that were the borders of Langshe.  Beks had arranged the Grand Duke to assist in essentially smuggling the Crown Prince out of Aceria when the time came.

Once Beks and the twins began the campaign to retake the Crown Prince’s throne, they would focus all their energy and effort into it, putting aside what needed to be done in preparation for Laurence’s own return.  This was a matter of practicality and Laurence agreed.

He agreed to give them four months.  If they did not contact him in four months, he would order the Duke of Caroline to search for them.  Four months had been a battle for him to agree to and it was only given because four months was how long it would’ve taken for Beks to arrange for resources and have them brought to Kadmus, at the earliest.

That job was handed over to Deo while Beks was indisposed, along with several chests of gold bars and instructions.

Beks took a deep breath and leaned back against the walls of the donkey cart, closing her eyes.  According to Laz, they would reach the location where he, Lucian, Gerard, and Jonas entered the Forbidden Valley soon.  To one side of the donkey cart was a seemingly endless expanse of reddish-brown land ranging from dry, lifeless rock formations to weather beaten plains.

Past those plains, the climate shifted and it became a prairie and the territory of the Langshe Empire.  Uncle Timur used to tell her about how horses flew through the high grasses before climbing the steppes.  This was his territory.

She always thought it meant that this was where he felt most free and had great memories, but according to the Crown Prince, that region was literally Uncle Timur’s territory bestowed to him by the late Empress.  That meant if he moved the Red Iron Cavalry from his territory to the Forbidden Valley, it wasn’t as large of a logistic nightmare as she thought.

“What is that smell?” Lucian asked from beside her. “I remember it wasn’t so strong last time.”

“Sulfur.”  Several voices replied at once and the corner of Beks’ lips curled up.  The smell was common in some areas of Sagittate, so the Thirnir were familiar.  Even Efran knew the smell.

“The smell is coming from the Vents of the Underworld, my lord,” the driver of the donkey cart told them over his shoulder.  The burly, gray-haired man had a kraken tattooed on his forearm and was a technically retired member of Maritime Legacy.  Her mother had arranged their lodging in Verkana, as well as their transport into the desert before they even reached the coastal principality.

One day, I hope to have people, too.  At the very least, Beks was confident that her mother’s contacts wouldn’t reveal their whereabouts.

“Why do they call it the Vents of the Underworld?” Efran asked.

“There are days when you can see the hot fume coming out of the ground, like hot air coming from the cauldrons of the underworld,” the driver told him.  “There is also that detestable smell.”

“And no one crosses the Vents?” Efran asked.

“Not only are the fumes too hot that the human body cannot function, and the smell makes one gag, the fumes themselves are toxic.  Inhaling enough will kill a person.”

Efran gasped and withdrew on the bench.

“We’re not going through the Vents.” Gerard assured the youngest member of their team.  “Although, we will still smell them from where we get off.”

“We’ll cover our noses and mouths,” Laz told them.  “We’ll only travel during the day and we must stay together.”

“The canyon and cave system are very complex and it is easy to get lost,” Lucian said.  “Jonas was an earth biha user and if it weren’t for him, we would’ve been separated multiple times.”

“Rid Calland, we will be counting on you,” Beks said, giving the man a nod.  The Thirnir carried a serious look on his face and nodded in acknowledgement.

“How do you know when we get there?” Efran asked.

“There is a stream that empties to a pool in the rocks,” Laz replied.  “It is surrounded by these thick plants, which we’ll need to climb around to get into the hidden entrance.  The plants are harmless, but if you break any of the leaves and get the sap on you, it will cause a rash.  Don’t drink the water, either.  It’ll make you sick and ingesting enough will kill you.”

 “You make it sound as if everything in this valley will kill us,” Efran said in a worried voice.

The corner of Laz’s mouth curled up with a grin.  “Well, there is a reason it’s called the Forbidden Valley.”

Beks had never entered it.  She’d only heard stories and wasn’t exactly sure what she should expect.

As the sun began to set, Laz had the donkey cart stopped.  He paid the man as they disembarked, thanking him, to which the man laughed.  His crinkled eyes looked at them as he smiled.

“The young madam saved my daughter’s life,” he replied as his eyes misted over at the memory.  “It is the least I can do to bring her own daughter where she wants.”  The young madam was Beks’ mother, and the driver tried to give the money back to Laz.

Beks walked forward and pushed it back towards him.  “This is our thanks to you, sir.  Please accept it.”

He hesitated and chuckled.  “Direct and authoritative.  You are the young madam’s daughter.”

The donkey cart tottered off into the distance and Laz gathered the group close.  He looked toward where the sun was and adjusted his course.  “Let’s go.”

Beks adjusted her satchel and followed behind him, beside Lucian.  Gerard flanked her on the other side with the Thirnir and Efran following.  As they walked, Gerard handed out pieces of cloth to cover their faces, as the stench of the Vents, though not as potent, could still be smelled.

“Your Highness, shall I use my fire biha to light the way?” Rid Haal asked from behind.

“Don’t!”  Laz said, nearly whirling around.  “We’re almost there!”

“And the fumes are flammable,” Lucian added, looking over his shoulder with a tired expression.  Gerard sighed.

“We learned that the hard way when we first came,” he told them.  “Though the fumes are far less thick here, even the smallest spark will spread wildly until the fumes are used up.”

Rid Haal sucked in a sharp breath and lowered his hands at once.

“How are you going to find the entrance in the dark, Your Highness?”  Efran asked.  The further they went, the more worried he was.  His excitement at having a chance to go on such a mission had dwindled drastically from when they first told him.

Laz chuckled and looked over his shoulder.  “Old nomadic secret.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “Stars.  He’ll use the placement of the stars to lead him to the entrance.”

Laz choked.  “How did you know?”

Beks raised a brow.  “That’s an old sailor’s secret, too.”  She’d learned a lot sailing with her mother.  Maybe not how to swim, but she learned other things.  The Thirnir and Lucian held back their muffled laughter.

“Your air of mystery isn’t very mysterious.” Lucian grinned.

Laz sighed and lifted his good hand into the sky.  By now, the sunlight was just a sliver of orange in the horizon while a dark blanket speckled with stars remained.  When the last bit of light disappeared, she felt a tingle against her skin and narrowed her eyes.

“By any chance, is the water bihar-rich?”

“I don’t know,” Laz replied.  “We’re not allowed to touch it.”

“How do you drink water if we can’t touch any of the water?” Rid Norddottir asked as her brows knit into a worried expression.

“We need to get fresh water from inside any caves or crevices,” Lucian replied.  “The water is poisonous here because of the runoff from the plants and animals into the rivers and streams.  The water source here comes from runoff.  Once we’re inside, if we source waters that haven’t reached the surface yet, we’ll be fine.  That water is bihar-rich.”

“But not this one.”  Laz pointed out into the darkness and craned his head.  “Do you hear it?”

Beks craned her head and heard the slight trickle of water.

“Remember, try not to break the branches or the leaves,” Lucian said as they moved around a dark hole, pressing their bodies against a stone wall.  “Stay close to the wall and stay together.”

He grasped Bek’s hand in his and pulled her along.  Beks grabbed Gerard’s sleeve and Gerard continued the train of people behind them.  Their movements were slow, following the narrow path and carefully pushing aside small branches that sprung up from a plant that hid the water source.

Even though there was no real harm unless they drank the water or broke the foliage, Beks still couldn’t help but hold her breath and remain silent until they squeezed through a narrow passage. The stream was running at their feet to get into the space between the rocks.

“We climb up,” Lucian said.  “Until the scent of the fumes has faded, then we can stop for the night and start a fire.”

Beks out a heavy breath of relief.  “Do we have to worry about any wild animals?”

Laz shook his head.  “Not in these rock mazes.  For now, we should be safe.”
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“I thought you said it would be safe!” Beks bounced along, thrown over Gerard’s shoulder like a sack of grain as they wove through narrow passages with stone on either side of them.  Ahead of Gerard, Laz led the way with Lucian while Efran was running for his life with Rid Norddottir in front of her.  Behind them, Rid Calland and Rid Haal used biha to delay the pack of sleek, black dogs with tall, pointed ears.

The sudden rock walls and the fire managed to hold them back, but they were persistent.

“We didn’t run into anything until after we left the rock maze!” Laz replied. “And even then, Gerard used his wind biha to move the blood scent away to divert them.”

“Battalion Commander, I don’t know why it isn’t working this time!” Gerard shouted.  “I tried to push our scent down wind, but they still found us!”

“What are those?” Beks yelled.

“Some sort of wild dog,” Lucian replied.

“I think that much is obvious, Lucian.”  Laz let out a snort.

“We can’t keep running,” Beks said.  “Get into the nearest cave with a narrow opening.  Rid Calland!  Rid Haal!  Follow into the cave and then seal the entrance!  Leave only a small opening for air!”

“What if they wait outside?” Efran asked.

“We can consider things once we’re safe!”

“Up ahead!”  Laz shouted and began to jump on top of a series of boulders leading up to a dark crack in between rocks.  Lucian followed behind him, pulling up Efran as Rid Norddottir urged Gerard to get in first with Beks.

“Rid Norddottir, delay the dogs so the others can get in!”  Beks yelled as she was carried into the dark tunnel.

She saw Rid Norddottir create several balls of water and then freeze them before launching them out.  Beks let out a low hiss as she heard a dog whimper.  Being struck by a solid piece of ice was akin to being struck by a rock.  A few moments later, she heard Rid Callan yell for Rid Norddottir to get in, and then a low rumbling was heard.

Efran got up to help seal the entrance quickly, leaving only a fist sized hole at the top of the entrance to allow for air and light.  He leaned back against the wall, letting out a heavy breath as Rid Haal created some fire to illuminate the small space.   Laz let out a small laugh.

“That wasn’t so bad-”

A growl cut him off as the hole at the top was sealed by a snarling muzzle.  Laz jumped in place and gasped as they all turned to look at glistening teeth and an upturned jowl.  The creature tried to snap its jaws, but the hole was too small.  Eventually, it seemed to realize there was no way in, but growling could be heard on the other side.

“To be fair to the Battalion Commander, our first few days since we entered, we hadn’t seen any animals,” Gerard said as he bent forward to let Beks down.  “Last time, we were close to the valley before we saw animals.  We’re at least another day or two’s walk, and the air has yet to begin to feel humid.  This was unexpected.”

Though she was tall, Gerard was taller.  She hadn’t had a chance to run when those wild dogs were spotted.  Laz gave the order to ‘get Beks’, and the next thing she knew, she was moving along without her feet touching the ground.  Struggling would make it more difficult for Gerard, so she cooperated by doing nothing.

“Perhaps you were lucky last time, Lt. Commander,” Rid Callan told them.  “This time, we’re not.”

“At the very least, we have more biha users this time,” Lucian replied.  He kept his eyes on the hole at the top of the entrance and took a deep breath.  “I don’t know how long we’ll have to hide here.”

“There is also a chance that those wild dogs may not go far knowing that we are here,” Efran told them.  “It is not uncommon for animals to stay within a hunting ground as long as there is food to be found.”

“Efran, please don’t call us food,” Laz said as he rubbed his forehead.

Beks looked around the cave.  It was narrow, but it went deeper into the earth.  She narrowed her eyes.  “Rid Haal, please send a fireball down the corridor.”

“What if there’s a wild animal here?” Gerard said, preparing to draw his sword.

“If that were the case, it would’ve already been alerted to us with all the yelling earlier,” Efran replied.  “And the inside doesn’t have any musky scents that most animals would have.”

The others agreed with him, as Efran used to hunt with the Dranga, as most young men his age did.

Rid Haal increased his flame and peered down the corridor.  He drew his hand back and shot forward a flame, but it didn’t get far.  It collided with a wall before going out, but shined some light into a narrow tunnel to the side before it did.  Rid Haal shook his head, disappointed.  “I’m afraid I don’t have the skill to control fire at such a distance as Lord Amadeo, my lady.”

Beks shook her head and extended her hand to his shoulder so she could refill his biha.  “It’s fine.  I have a better idea.  Gerard.”

“Yes, my lady?”

“Remember when we were clearing rooms on the Inheritor’s Tier, and you used wind biha to clear the dust and debris out, and found additional chambers because your wind was seeping through stone cracks?  You need to do that now.  I want you to release a narrow, but constant stream of wind into the tunnel.  It doesn’t have to be a lot, but I want you to feel for any resistance against something solid.  Can you do that?”

Gerard nodded.  “Yes, my lady.  If there is a dead end, I will feel resistance against my wind biha and it will be pushed back with nowhere else to go.”

“Then do it.  If it’s promising, we can go deeper into the cave to see where it leads.  As long as we have you, we’ll be able to get air, anyway.”

Gerard bowed his head and moved to stand in front of her. Beks refilled his biha before he started and kept her hand on his shoulder to give him a continuous supply.  The hairs around her face began to move as Gerard released wind collected from around him, forward.  He closed his eyes to concentrate while everyone else in the tunnel was silent.

His brows twitched every now and then.  “It goes quite deep.  Narrow at times...and the tunnel curves.”

“Does it go up or down?”

“Down.”

Beks let out a low breath.  “Keep going as far as you can go until you feel resistance.”

Gerard tensed.  “My lady....”  The wind around him strengthened and he seemed to put more energy into his efforts.  His brows knotted as his lips tightened into a light.  “My lady, I’m not feeling resistance.”

Beks cocked her head to the side.  “What do you mean?”

“The distance between my wind and a surface to push back against is very great....”  His eyes opened and his hands dropped.  He let out a heavy breath and wiped his brow.  “My lady, I think there is a large cavern.”

Beks’ brows shot up.  “Well then...shall we see where it goes?”

“Beks.” Lucian stopped her.  “Are you sure that’s wise?  What if it’s dangerous?”

Beks cupped his face in her hands.  “There is a pack of wild dogs waiting outside to eat us.  I’m willing to take the risk to see what other option is if we have one.”

The man took a deep breath and relented.  “All right.”

“Be systematic about this,” Laz said.  “Rid Haal, please light the way as much as possible.  Rid Callan, follow him and prepare for any loose rocks on the path or dangerous cracks.  If there is, bridge the gap.  Efran, keep your guard up.  If any stone starts to fall, you are in charge of steadying it or holding it back until it is safe.”

“Yes, Your Highness!”  Efran saluted him as he’d seen the soldiers do.

“Gerard, keep the air flow,” Laz told the large man.  “The rest, stay close.   We must maintain a visual on each other the entire time.”

“Yes, Battalion Commander.”  Gerard stood at the ready as Beks made sure everyone’s biha well was filled before they began to move.

They first had to squeeze through a tunnel, and it wouldn’t be the only one they had to take turns going through.  At times, bags needed to be passed before a person could fit.  Other times, the tunnel was wide enough for three people to walk shoulder to shoulder.

Beks’ eyes flickered around the tunnel, taking in every detail she could and occasionally asking Rid Haal to shine light on a crevice once more so she could get a better look.

“What do you think?” Lucian asked as they walked along.

Beks had asked Rid Norddottir to drop some water on the ground a few times, just to see where the slope was, as in the dim light and the disorienting environment, she couldn’t tell easily if they were going up or down.

However, as Gerard had said, it seemed that they were going down.

“My lady,” Rid Norddottir tensed up.  “I sense water...bihar-rich water.”

“Where?”

“It should be coming up,” Rid Norddottir said.  “There is humidity.”

“An underground river?” Lucian asked.  “We didn’t run into one last time.”

“There are a lot of things that you didn’t run into last time, Your Highness,” Sir Callan said with a tired sigh.

Beks looked down.  She’d been careful about watching her step, as occasionally, there had been uneven ground or holes, but aside from portions that were narrow, the floor had been surprisingly even.  It had a layer of dirt and there were pieces of rocks everywhere, but it just felt too flat to be natural.

“I hear the river,” Sir Haal said from the front of the group.

As they approached, they heard the steady gurgling sound of moving water up ahead and Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Is that the cavern you were talking about?”

Gerard’s head bobbed up and down.  “Yes, my lady.  It’s a large cavern.”

The tunnel grew wider the closer they got and soon, they could feel air rushing out from the cavern, the humidity, and the sound of water moving directly in front of them. Laz grinned.  “Air has to come from somewhere.  There may be a way out.”

Rid Haal stopped and lowered his head.  “Your Highnesses, my lady, the pathway seems to end.”

“What do you mean ‘end’?” Laz asked, his grin falling.

Rid Haal knelt down and waved his fire across the floor.  It illuminated the ground they were walking off before being cut off into darkness.  Several people let out low hisses and gasps.  Rid Haal looked at them with concern.  “It ends.”

Rid Callan walked towards the end and knelt down.  He put his hand over the edge.  His brows came together before he laid on his stomach and hung one arm completely over the edge.  He looked up, towards Beks.

“It’s a drop.”

Beks drew her lips inward and frowned.  “Is there any way for you to find out how far or make a pathway down?”

“I can.  Haal, can you bring your fire lower?”

“Yes, sir.”  Haal laid on his stomach as well, holding out his hand with a head-sized flame dancing on top of it.  Rid Callan concentrated and Beks felt the earth move just a bit as the family sound of stone grinding against stone was heard.

“Well, it worked, but I’ll need to go down.  To keep going.  Haal will need to come with me so I can see.”

Beks nodded.  “Then do so.  Rid Haal, please light the lantern.  This is not a rush.  If you are tired, rest.  If you run out of biha, I will come to you.”

“We will come back to you, my lady,” Rid Callan told her.  “Please, just wait here.”

Beks could do nothing, but nod her head in agreement.  The lantern from one of the bags was lit and placed on the corner where they stood.  Beks knelt down and prepared to sit by dusting the ground, but stopped when there was more dust than she thought.

Of course there is, Rebecca.  This is a cave.  She rolled her eyes as she sat down.  Something hard hit her tailbone and she grimaced.  She let out a small hiss and rolled on to her knees.

“Are you all right,” Lucian asked as he knelt down beside her.  “Don’t be so quick to sit.  Let me clean it for you.”

“It’s fine.  I just sat down at the wrong angle.” Beks assured him and patted her butt, where she’d been jabbed, and then reached down to check the floor and wall to make sure she wouldn’t repeat her mistake.  As she wiped off some layers of dirt, she narrowed her eyes.

Beks knelt down and used both hands to move dirt aside and clear the space, but her hands hit a hard ledge.  Frowning, Beks moved more dirt and drew her head back.  It wasn’t just a protruding rock.

It was a stone brick.

Beks dug out the dirt around it, getting the attention of Laz and the others who’d remained with her.

“My lady, do you need help?” Rid Norddottir asked.

Beks got up to her feet.  “Please wash away this loose and piled dirt until it hits stone.”

Without question, Rid Norddottir created a stream of water around one arm and pointed with her palm. The stream shot out, blasting the dirt away from the stone, revealing low bricks that appeared to be a lip.  The stone beneath had straight lines, suggesting that they were blocks.

Beks’ heart began to race as she knelt down and touched the wet, cleared area.  “This is man-made....”  The wall was too straight, the bricks were slightly worn, but were definitely shaped into rectangles.

Beks grabbed the lantern next to her and lifted it up, along the side of the tunnel entrance.  The edges were straight, as well, and when she ran her hand along, she could feel a pattern of solid stone bricks.

The memory of the first time she stumbled on the island and found the stone path along the river struck her, and she held her breath in anticipation.  She suddenly felt it was too familiar.

She lifted the lantern and walked along the edge, lifting it up to inspect the entire outer rim of the entrance.  When she got to the other side.  She pressed her body against the wall and leaned out.

“Beks!”  Laz rushed and grabbed hold of her arm as she nearly dangled herself and the lantern out.

She ignored the cries around her, telling her to get back into the tunnel and to be careful.  For a moment, she couldn’t breathe as her eyes ran up the length of an exposed column running up the side of the entrance, like a door frame.

She lifted the lantern as far as she could.  The reach of the light was limited, but she could see something embedded into the column far above her.

She almost trembled with excitement as she pulled herself back in and immediately looked around.

“Lucian!” Beks shouted.

“What?  What’s wrong-”

She whirled around and looked at him with intensity in her eyes.  “Fill the room with light biha!”

Lucian drew his head back, surprised.  “Light biha?  Beks, light biha doesn’t work like fire.  It needs a light pearl-”

“I know!  That’s why I’m telling you to do it!” Beks almost yelled as excitement filled her.  She handed the lantern clasped in her hand to Efran and grabbed Lucian’s arms.  “Fill the room with light biha!”

He blinked and nodded.  “I don’t know how big the room is, so my light biha may not be enough.”

A brilliant smile filled her face.  “Don’t worry.  That’s why I’m here.”  She squeezed his arms.  “I won’t let you go.”

His face reddened as he swallowed hard.  “All right.”  He closed his eyes and Beks could feel energy condense around him.  He took two deep breaths before grimacing, releasing a surge of biha into the air.

Almost at once, something pale and white began to glow above them, just outside the tunnel entrance.  Lucian kept pouring light biha into the air without any direct focus, and one by one, orbs began to glow.

First, it came from the columns on either side of them, then it expanded.

Efran and Rid Norddottir gasped as Beks lifted her head.  Still holding on to Lucian’s arms, she turned her body, looking around into what was a dark abyss as glowing pearls fixed upon columns lining the cavern were awakened.

Her light laugh filled the air as her heart tightened in her chest.

She knew they had to be there when she felt the columns.

“Beks....” Laz said, almost breathless.  “How did you know this was here?”

She swallowed hard and shook her head.  “I didn’t know....” she whispered.  “It was just a feeling.”
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                “This isn’t just a hole that opens into a cavern, it’s a legitimate entrance,” Beks said as the last of the light pearls across from her illuminated.  She counted forty-eight narrow columns around a massive oval shaped room.  Each column appeared to be the same distance apart as the ones on either side of the entrance.

Just like she’d seen in Gurani and Aceria, the columns had metal sconces protruding about a quarter of the way down from the top containing a light pearl.  That was only the level which they were on.  More light pearls glowed below, from thicker columns supporting the upper level.

The rushing water they heard was from a river coursing through the cavern via a stone aqueduct.  From their height, Beks wasn’t sure how wide or deep it was, but she recognized the flat area on the other side of the river.

With various round pools with spouts, slanted stone with ridges, and stone benches not far away, it was reminiscent of the communal laundry pools on Gurani.  Beks’ jaw was dropped just a bit as she stared below in awe.  Of all the places they’d stumbled into, she never thought that such an impressive room was a glorified laundry pool.

“Are those what I think they are?” Laz asked as he squinted.

Gerard nodded.  “We’re at least three stories up.  Why would three stories be necessary for laundry facilities?”

“It’s communal.  There is more than one washing station,” Lucian said.  He scratched his head a bit.  “But I’ve never seen a laundry pool this big...if we’d dare call such a building that.”

“My lady, give us a few more minutes,” Rid Callan told her from down the steps he had created on her right.  “It shouldn’t take me too long to finish some rough stairs.”

“Rid Callan, my lady, Your Highnesses,” Efran said in a sheepish voice.  He lifted the lantern Beks had given him over the left side of the entrance.  “There is a ramp here.”

The cavern went quiet save the rushing of the water below.  Rid Haal winced.  “Well...that’s embarrassing.”

“But how do we get to it?” Rid Norddottir said with furrowed brows.  She knelt down beside the left most edge and held out her arm.  The ramp Efran pointed out appeared to have been carved out of the stone in a gentle slope that coiled around half of the cavern to connect to the laundry pools across from them.

While there was no railing, the ramp appeared wide enough for a few people to walk shoulder to shoulder and a groove had been carved along the interior wall precisely at waist height, likely to be used as a support.

Beks looked down from the edge of the entrance.  There was no extra protruding space that extended past the columns; it was a sheer drop.  To get to the ramp, they’d have to take a careful step to the side to reach it from the mouth of the entrance.

“It’s possible that at one point, there was more space here,” Lucian said.  “However, I don’t know what happened.  There doesn’t seem to be any significant debris below that could’ve resulted in part of the ramp collapsing.”

“The rest of the ramp is carved out of the stone walls.  Unless that entire portion of the stone wall falls, the ramp will be fine,” Laz replied.  He pointed towards one end of the cavern and then at the other.  “Only the side with the ramp goes over the water source.  The rest seems to drop down into a drainage area.”

“Rid Callan, can you bridge the gap? Beks asked the eldest of the group.  The man nodded and climbed up the few steps he’d made to get back to them.  Beks put her hand on his shoulder to refill his well.  She tilted her head to the side.

The contact was brief, as that was all she needed to do, but this was the first time she’d felt how empty another person’s biha well was.  She didn’t feel that not long ago, when she refilled his well to make sure he had enough in case of any emergencies in the tunnel.  She snatched her hand back and looked at it.

When she pushed biha through her hand, the connected party’s body seemed to automatically absorb it with little downtime.  It was more like a constant stream could be transferred until her biha simply could no longer be absorbed, meaning the user’s well was full.  However, in that fleeting moment, she could almost see a hollow space that had two-thirds of energy left.  It was full at once.

As Rid Callan studied the earth to make sure he wouldn’t move anything that could affect the integrity of the earth they were standing on, Beks put her hand on Lucian’s shoulder and released biha.

Her brows shot up.  “You used a lot of energy.”

He gave her a curious look.  “To light the room?”  He flushed, a bit embarrassed.  “I didn’t know what I was sending my light biha too until the light pearls came on, so I just released biha into the air at random.”

That was what she told him to do in hopes of his light biha affecting something in that room.  Still, he only had about a third of his well remaining.  Beks felt a little excited.  This was the first time she’d been able to somehow sense someone’s biha well, albeit she had to have physical contact with them for a moment.

Having an idea of a person’s biha well would make it easier for her to know how much they could expend at a time.

The ground trembled a little as Rid Callan moved some stone to provide a place to step in order to reach the ramp.  He stood up and clapped his hands together.  “It’s ready, my lady.”

Beks gave him a nod and Gerard took the lead to go down the ramp.  The surface itself was rough with some fine ridges, likely to prevent slipping.  Considering that the area appeared to be a laundry facility, clothes were bound to be transported occasionally somewhat damp, and water could drip and make the floor slippery.

There was also some light dirt and dust that had accumulated, but similar to the amount in the tunnel.

“Do you think this was part of Ancient Gurani, my lady?” Efran asked.  Rid Haal had muffed the flame in the lantern to conserve it for when it was needed, but Efran still held it at his side.

Beks took a deep breath.  She found herself looking up and around the spacious cavern and had reached out to grab hold of the groove along the wall to guide her down.  Gerard had to occasionally pull Efran further in to prevent him from wandering off the edge of the ramp while the young man was absorbed in awe.

He wasn’t the only one.  Even the three Thirnir were impressed.  Beks wasn’t sure if it was because of the structure itself, how well preserved it was, or because it was a place to do the mundane task of laundry.

“The architecture style is familiar.  A lot of stonework, sconces, and light pearls.  There are a lot of columns, as well,” she replied.

“And those are definitely areas to do laundry,” Lucian said as they crossed over the arched ramp over the source of the river.  “It’s almost certain that this place has something to do with Gurani, but....”  His eyes crinkled up and he appeared at a loss.  “We’re not anywhere near the coast by my approximation.  Right, Laz?”

“We headed in the opposite direction that we went previously to get to the mountain, so we should be even further away than when we entered,” Laz replied.

“Did you see anything like this before?” Beks asked.  Gerard, Lucian, and Laz all shook their heads.

“Nothing like this, my lady.  Every cave we were in was just a regular cave or crevice,” Gerard replied.  “Some days, it wasn’t a cave, but just an awkward formation of rocks we could hide around.”

“But for there to be such a location as a laundry pool,” Rid Norddottir said.  “It had to be used by someone.”

“And those someone had to live close by,” Lucian added.  “But we’re inside a cave.”

Beks pursed her lips as they reached the other side.  She stood by the foot of the ramp and looked around.  The river wasn’t rushing as fast as she thought, but it was still wide enough that swimming across would take a few strokes.

“The water isn’t very deep my lady.  I’d say waist height in the deepest area in the center, but the areas at the outer edges are quite shallow.  Suitable for wading into and rinsing clothes,” the other woman told her, once again confirming the area’s use for laundry.

Across from them, there were more laundry facilities that were difficult to see from their angle above, but there was no ramp or bridge that led to the other side.  At least, not anymore.

“My lady.”  Rid Callan called out to her and she turned around.  He was standing at the far end of the stone shoreline, appearing to be standing by the edge.  The water from the river was diverted along a narrow, manmade stream into a reservoir.  Beks and Rid Norddottir walked over and Rid Norddottir used her water biha to check out the reservoir.

The top was about as wide as half her body was tall.  “It’s deep.”  Rid Norddottir recalled her biha.  “I think it’s a well.”

“Yes, that explains the pipes,”  Rid Haal stood on Rid Callan’s other side, closer to the wall.  There was a stone archway over the well and against the wall were long, protruding pieces of stone that were about the size of her forearm.  Through the crystal-clear water and with the aid of a light pearl hanging directly above, she could see where they rested on top of a stone ledge, just a hand beneath the surface of the pool.

The stone structures were hollow tubes open to the water in the pool.

Beks looked at Rid Haal with some curiosity.  “How did you know these stone structures are pipes?”

Rid Hall drew his head back and his eyes widened a bit.  “Similar pipes are laid out all over the Sacred Valley, my lady.  They bring in water from the river to feed into the city’s various wells.”

“In Kadmus we use metal pipes,” Lucian said.  “At least on the royal grounds.”

“But to think they’re made of stone....” Efran whispered.  He stiffened.  “During some excavations, we found many lines like this, but they were broken.  Perhaps they were pipes to bring water into the buildings?” He looked over at Beks to see if she could validate his suspicion.

Beks nodded slowly.  “That may be so.  I’m afraid I didn’t pay attention to such mundane things like plumbing.  In Aceria, we had to pump water from the well in the shared courtyard.”

“It may be that these pipes only bring water to communal wells in the surface,” Lucian said, following the stone pipes that seemed to disappear into the wall above them.

“There are stairs here, behind this wall.”  The handful of people by the reservoir pool turned around and saw Laz standing to one side and looking up a dark hall.  Beks could make out two or three steps before the corridor was shrouded in darkness.

She hadn’t noticed as it blended so easily in with the wall and a column.  Lucian walked towards his brother and extended his hand.  Nothing happened and he frowned.

“There aren’t any light crystals there.”

“Any more or ever?” Laz asked.

Lucian gave him a helpless shrug.  “I can’t tell.  Rid Haal?” Their fire biha user lit the lantern once more and then walked into the corridor.  As expected, it seemed to lead up a set of stairs.  He kept going up, the lantern becoming smaller and smaller before it stopped.

“Dead end!”  He shouted.  They watched the lantern move.  “Wait, no.  The corridor turns.  Shall I continue?”

“No,” Beks said at once.  “We don’t know where that leads to and it may be as dangerous as the tunnel.  We should rest before we proceed.”

“By my approximation, we’ve been walking for some time.  I wouldn’t be surprised if it were close to sunset,” Sir Callan replied.

“Then, let’s camp here.  Just make sure to avoid the laundry pools so you don’t get wet,” Laz said.

Beks was about to walk towards him when she heard Rid Norddottir shout.  “It moved!”

“What?” Beks turned around and Sir Callan rushed over to the reservoir.  “What moved?”

Rid Norddottir had a stream of water from her hand into the reservoir and narrowed her eyes.  “The water is being pumped up.”  She turned and looked at Beks with some excitement in her eyes.  “My lady, these pipes are in use.  Someone above us is using them.”

Beks took a sharp breath and turned around to look at Laz and Lucian.  “Do you think it’s possible?”

“At this point, anything is possible,” Laz replied with a bit of breathlessness in his voice.

Beks nodded.  “If someone is using it, there may be a chance they know about this laundry area....”  She looked back towards the pipes and narrowed her eyes.  “Sir Callan, use earth biha to cover the mouths of the pipes.  It doesn’t need to seal it perfectly.  Just enough to make getting water difficult.”

Sir Calland didn’t ask questions and stepped forward.

“Why are you sealing the pipes, my lady?” Efran asked.  Gerard and the twins also looked at her with confusion.

“If we seal them off, whoever is using it will know that it’s been blocked.  There may be a chance that they know about this room and will come down to check on the pipes.  If someone does, they will likely be small in number and less likely to be a threat to us.”

The twins looked at each other and nodded.  “It’s worth a try.  We’re going to rest now, so we’re not in a rush at the moment,” Laz replied.  “We can wait and ambush them.”

“You’re going to ambush plumbers?” Rid Haal asked as he crinkled his eyes.

“Your Highnesses, they are just doing their jobs....” Gerard said with a voice laced with pity.

“We’re not going to harm them.” Laz sighed with a roll of his eyes.  “But if they are part of the Red Iron Cavalry, we could easily be mistaken as an enemy and be attacked before we have a chance to prove who we are.”

Lucian tried to explain.  “There are only seven of us and Beks cannot properly use biha.”

“We don’t need the reminder....” Beks muttered under her breath.

Lucian stood behind her and rubbed her arms up and down to try to placate her.  “Seven against an unknown number of warriors isn’t a favorable, or safe, situation.  We should mitigate our risks.”

Laz nodded.  “Isolating a few plumbers and asking them questions will help us gather information and prepare us for what awaits above.”

That was a fair plan and everyone nodded.  Sir Callan did as he was ordered and sealed the mouths of the pipes, leaving just small enough gaps for water to trickle through, but ensuring that there would be gaps of air.

They set up their little camp closer to the wall.  Lucian stood in front of the wall and leaned forward.  He touched the wall and began to brush aside some of the dust on it.  His brows shot up.

“Beks, look at this,” he said, calling her over.  She turned her head towards him and handed her water jug to Efran to fill.  “There is writing on the wall.”

Beks stepped closer, also running her hand against what she thought to be a flat, but worn surface.  Sure enough, there were grooves along the wall in set patterns and after clearing off some accumulated dust, she was able to read the characters.  “This is High Berup, the written language of ancient Gurani.”

“What does it say?” Gerard asked with some awe.

Beks drew her lips inward as Lucian snickered.

“Laundry facilities are open at all hours, but must be shared.  No more than three persons per washing pool at a time.  Children must be watched for their safety.  Take all belongings with you when you leave. Items left behind will be discarded,” Beks said, holding back some laughter.

“You mean all of this....” Laz said, waving his good hand in front of the wall.  “Is a code of conduct for using the laundry pools?”

Beks nodded.  “What did you expect?”

“It’s so...boring,” Rid Haal said, earning nods from the others.  Beks laughed.

“Not everything ancient is sacred, and shrouded in mystery and ceremony,” she replied.  “Most things are just everyday places and objects used by the common people.”

“But, the island is off the coast and it took us a day and a half just to get to the entrance of the canyon, by donkey cart,” Gerard said as he seemed to count off his fingers.  “And days to get this far weaving through the canyon.  How can ancient Gurani structures be this far inland?  We didn’t reach the tunnel that took us to the island for weeks.”

“To be fair, you were traveling slowly with an injured person and we had to be very careful to avoid predators,” Lucian reminded him.  “And there were some days we didn’t move at all.”

“Gah-ruhn, that is ancient Gurani, wasn’t an island,” Beks told them.  “It was a peninsula.  All we know is that part of it sank into the ocean, which probably left the island as we know it now.  We don’t know how far inland it actually went.  We entered through a roundabout way, but it’s very possible that at one point, part of the Forbidden Valley was part of Gah-ruhn.”

“Or all of the Forbidden Valley was part of it,” Laz replied, catching her eyes.  “At the time, there weren’t many settlements in the region, let alone kingdoms or principalities that cut up the territory.  If I remember my history, there wasn’t a peninsula this far west even during the tribal days.”

“At that point, the land that connected the island to the mainland sunk into a sea,” Lucian said.

Laz let out a low breath.  “But aside from the Red Iron Cavalry, we don’t know of any other group that lived, or has lived here.”

“There must’ve been a reason...we just don’t know what,” Beks said.  “Although now, I can see that Aceria tried its best to replicate what they could of their ancestral homeland.”

“Yes, Aceria’s coastal fortifications were quite impressive,” Rid Callan said.  Beks looked over at them.  “Sometimes, we explored the city, my lady.  Aceria is not very large, but it must’ve been well defended to have survived against such coastal empires, like Paraxes.”

She nodded.  “Gah-ruhn was such an advanced civilization; I should’ve known it couldn’t have been confined to a single island.”

“This also explains the large and strange flora and fauna here,” Laz said.

“Are they similar to the ones on the island, Your Highness?” Efran asked.

“A bit, mainly in size.  The toxicity; however....” He narrowed his eyes.

“The upside is that if there are remnants of a civilization here, then it would’ve given the Red Iron Cavalry some resources to survive,” Beks said.  “Let’s give our bait a few hours and see if anyone comes down.  If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to prepare well.  If not, at the very least, we can rest and refresh ourselves.”

“I’ll prepare what we have to eat,” Laz said.  “Rid Haal, some fire.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Efran, come here,” Rid Callan said as he waved over the young man.  “You have excellent precision, so I believe you will be able to use earth sensitivity.”

It seemed that Rid Callan believed that Efran had promise.  It wasn’t that the old Thirnir didn’t want to train others, but he didn’t want to waste his time.  He was a busy man.  During their time, though Efran didn’t use earth biha often and mainly focused on smaller tasks, he always practiced when he could.

He’d figured out how to manipulate stone in the canyon to create shelter, though it was a biha consuming process and he had to do it little by little.  Laz would finish preparing their meal by the time a shallow cave made from three pieces of stone was ready.

Still, Beks was relieved that Rid Callan thought Efran’s precision could be put to good use.  Earth sensitivity was one a biha-intense variant that didn’t require moving earth.  Instead, one’s biha was carefully woven through tiny orifices within the earth, like water seeping through porous stone.  The user’s biha would then emerge at one end and wrap around a small area like a small, unseen carpet.

Visibility of the location was not needed, as the biha moving could paint a picture in the user’s mind.  At least, that’s what Beks had read.  When that layer of biha was disturbed with enough pressure, usually a sizable living creature steps on it, then the biha shift will alert the user that someone had passed.

It was a warning system.

The two spent the rest of their time setting up earth sensitivity layers along the stairs.  It was mostly Rid Callan; Efran was just learning how to use his biha to penetrate, but not damage, earth.

When Beks fell asleep in a spot behind one of the stone benches, they were still going through the fundamentals of earth sensitivity.

She felt as if she’d just closed her eyes when she was suddenly jostled awake.  Her eyes opened, but she immediately frowned.  She was sure she opened her eyes, but everything was dark and she couldn’t see anything from where she lay.

“Shh...”  Lucian’s hand rose and covered her mouth as he held her against him.  He was pushed up against the wall with Beks wedged between him and another familiar warm body.

Laz was no longer lying beside her, but as she reached out, she felt him beside her, kneeling.

“Stay down,” Laz whispered.  Beks couldn’t tell where he was looking, but it seemed to be towards the stairs.

“One of Rid Callan’s sensors was triggered far above us.  We don’t know how far it is, but I turned off the remaining lights,” Lucian whispered.  “Don’t panic.”

She heard someone whisper three and assumed three people were coming down.  Beks craned her neck to try to listen in the dark.  All the light pearls were turned off and all she could hear was the rushing water that was so close to them.  It drowned out her unsteady breathing or any subtle rustling.

Because of the river noise, she saw proof of visitors before she heard them.  A faint orange glow appeared against the stone floor at the base of the stairs, just around the corner of the wall.  As the light grew brighter, she heard voices and strained to hear them.

At first, it sounded like gibberish and melted with the running water from afar, but as they got closer, some words became more pronounced.

Around her, Lucian’s grip became tighter and she felt him take in a deep breath before tensing.  On a few words alone, she could identify spoken Langsher.

A lantern appeared and created a shadow around three slender figures.  One was holding the lantern while another was holding a bag, which could possibly have been tools or something to use on the pipes.

As expected, they walked directly to the reservoir and the one in the middle knelt down.

“Move the lantern over the water.”

“Just take it.”

“What is that?  Are those rocks?”

“Did they get stuck?” Several voices of confusion rang out and all three young men crouched as close as they could get to the base of the pipes.

Beks tried to lift her head so she could watch them.

Before she could see what they were doing, the lantern went dark.

“Did you blow it out-”

“Ah!”

“Something has me!”

“What’s going on?”

Their screaming voices filled the cavern and Lucian released Beks at once.  He raised his arms and she felt biha released, though this time directed towards where the nearest light pearls were.

The space around them illuminated and three confused young men were half kneeling or hunched over the water, their legs frozen in place.  They seemed to pale as they were surrounded.

One of them shrank back.  “Who are you?”

“Never mind who they are!  Blow the horn!”

Laz jumped from his crouched position beside Beks.  “Stop!”  He yelled in Langsher, but the panicked young man had already lifted an animal horn to his lips.  “Gerard!”

The large man who’d been pasted against the wall jumped out.  The low, booming sound of a horn filled the cavern, echoing off the walls.  Gerard moved his arms and seemed to grab at something.  The horn suddenly weakened and trailed off before being silenced.  Confused, the young man holding the horn removed it from his mouth to look at it, only to have Rid Haal snatch it and toss it to the side.

Rid Callan let out a sharp breath and whipped his head towards the stairs.  “More are coming!”

“How many more?” Rid Norddottir asked.

“It doesn’t matter!” Beks said as she stood up.  “Grab our things!  Get back to the entrance!”

“What about these kids?” Rid Callan asked.

Laz grabbed one of them over his shoulder.  “Take them with us!”

Beks grabbed what she could and ran up the ramp, yelling for the others to follow her to higher ground in order to put distance between them and the reinforcements.

“Hurry!”  Efran skidded to a stop just past the arched bridge over the source of the river.  As soon as Gerard, who held one of the other young men over his shoulder passed, Efran stepped back and used earth biha to split the stone bridge and move the individual stone blocks in a pile on their side, creating a wide gap difficult to cross.

“Efran, come quickly!” Beks shouted.

“Yes, my lady!”  Flushed and out of breath, Efran ran up the rest of the way.  Rid Norddottir grabbed his arm and pulled him up before covering the ramp with a sheet of ice.

“Who are you?” one of the young men asked in a panic.

“First, who are you?” Laz asked in sharp Langsher.

“Let us go!” Instead of being answered, the young men demanded to be released.  They were piled to one corner and Rid Haal had tied their wrists together with the straps of a bag.

“They’re coming!” Rid Callan stood to the side, eyes narrowed and preparing to move.  Beks rushed to refill everyone’s biha wells before being forced further back in the tunnel.

Yelling was heard below and Beks managed to get close enough to see six people pour of the stairs.  She could hear the shock and confusion in their voices as they realized the cavern was brightly lit; however, it was short lived.  A moment later, the accidental hostages began screaming for someone to save them and the attention of the six men below turned towards the entrance.  

“Will you shut up?” Gerard yelled.  “How can we communicate if you’re screaming?”

Beks heard the sound of something cutting through the air and before she could identify it, Gerard had his arm up and had snatched an arrow that would’ve reached inside and hit Efran.  Efran choked back a gasp as Gerard turned back, snapping the arrow in his hand and yelling.

“Gerard, hold!” Laz ordered.  “Fall back!”   She hadn’t noticed the arrow in his good hand until he tossed it to the ground.  Lucian had grabbed one of the hostages and pulled him to his feet.  He dragged him forward, close to the edge with a dark look on his face.

“Stop or they will pay the price for your ignorance!”

Beks stood behind them, pursing her lips in a line as she found herself in a situation she didn’t think she’d be in, as a hostage taker.

“Wait!  Wait, don’t shoot!” the young man paled, terrified as Lucian seemed to prepare to dangle him over the edge.

Once more, Beks found the situation surreal.  Lucian, her sweet fiancé who had studied to be a priest, was holding a hostage who looked as if he were about to cry at any moment.

“Put your weapons down!” Laz shouted to the archers below.  He narrowed his eyes and the cavern seemed to grow darker.  “You don’t have a choice.”

The archers didn’t lower their bows and Beks frowned.  “This isn’t working.  Rid Callen, get a good look at the placement of their feet.  As soon as Lucian darkens the light pearls, encase their legs with stone.  Rid Nordottir, encase their upper bodies with ice.  Rid Haal distract them with fire.”

“Yes, my lady!”

Without taking her eyes off the six archers with their bows still aimed, Beks gave the order.  “Now!”

He lifted up his good arm and Laz narrowed her eyes.  She felt slight being coming from both men and found that the cavern grew dark almost as if the light pearls covered with thick black cloth to prevent them from shining.  Typically, light pearls faded in brightness.  The duration of the fade varied, but it was still gradual and noticeable, not instantaneous.

Her surprise was drowned out by the yelling of the archers below.  Without light, they couldn’t see, but it made the unseen biha used against them even more terrifying.  Just as they were begging them to stop, Beks ordered the light pearls activated once more.

Though some had moved back from where she remembered seeing them before the lights went off, the Thirnir had managed to incapacitate all six archers.  Stone anchored them to the ground and ice had wrapped around their bodies.  Their weapons were frozen against them, at their sides.

“Now what?” Gerard asked.

“Now, I get my questions answered.”  Beks stepped forward and let out a small cough to clear her throat.  “Who are you people?”

“Let us go!”

“We’re not letting anyone go until you tell us who you are.  You are speaking Langshe, are you from there?” Beks asked with narrowed eyes.  They moved down towards the weapons still gripped in their ice-incased hands.  “Composite bows are the weapon of choice for the mounted cavalries of the empire.”  She lowered her voice so only those with her could hear them.

“Shall I bring one to you, my lady?” Rid Norddottir asked.  Beks gave her a nod and the older woman stepped forward.  She raised her hands and with precision, she created a water spear.

As she grasped it in her arm and began to lean her shoulder back, Beks’ eyes widened.  “Um...Rid-”  The spear was throne and Beks grimaced, unsure what to expected, but preparing for the worst.

The ice spear slammed into the ice surrounding one of the archer’s arms and turned into water on impact.  It broke off the chunk of ice around the archer’s hand before circling around their clenched first.  The archer let out a cry and dropped their bow.  As soon as they did, the water snaked down, wrapped around the bow, and froze.

A tendril of water rose from the river, grabbed the bow’s frozen portion, and lifted it up to the entrance where they stood.

The process had been so smooth and efficient, even the hostages looked stunned.

“I can see why Daddy made me take you,” Beks said in a dumbfounded voice as Rid Norddottir took the bow in her hands and presented it to her.  “Thank you.”

She took the bow and examined it a bit before showing it to the twins.  Their appraisal was immediate.  “It’s a composite bow made in the traditional style,” Laz told her, before handing the bow to his brother.

“Young archers learn to make their own bows.  It helps them learn to maintain and repair them, as well,” Lucian said.  The twins met her eyes.  “They are from Langshe.”

Beks took a deep breath and nodded.  The hostage was returned to the other two and guarded by Rid Haal and Efran.  Lucian took the bow and weighed it in his hands.  He looked down and picked up the arrow his brother had discarded.

Without a word, he notched the narrow and aimed below.

Beks didn’t stop him.  She couldn’t.  His movement was so fluid, as if he’d done it a million times over.  Before she could open her mouth, his fingers released the arrow.  She didn’t see it fly across the cavern, but she did find it sticking up at an angle, with part of the tip embedded in the ground between the feet of the most center archer.

She swallowed hard and looked back at the man who shot the arrow.  Her face heated up a bit as her heart rate spiked.

“We won’t ask you again,” Lucian replied.  “Who are you and why are you here?”

The center archer appeared to be the oldest in terms of height.  He had a slight beard and appeared the least shaken of the group.

“We are from Langshe,” the man replied.  “Are you not?  Why harming your countrymen?”

“We were lost in the canyons and chased by dogs,” Laz told them.  “We ran into a tunnel and found ourselves here.  We were resting when these young men arrived.  We didn’t know who they were and how they got here; you can’t blame us after being lost and on alert for ensuring our safety first.”

His explanation was very plausible.  If they lived here, they would know how easy it was to get lost as well as the formidable animals of the valley.  Laz’s reasoning for being defensive also made sense.  They were all tense and on guard, afraid that something else would happen.  And something did.

It was best that for the time being, Laz didn’t tell them about their real reason for them being there.  Even if those people were from the Red Iron Cavalry, after so many years, Beks didn’t know how they felt towards Uncle Timur for leaving them there, let alone his sons who inherited the entire military force.  If they were bitter and resentful, it posed an even larger problem than if they were no longer in good condition.

Beks stepped back, telling Efran in a quiet voice not to reveal who they were and also repeating the same to the Thirnir in Sagittate.

“You will forgive us for being so wary, but after we’ve fled from wild dogs, nearly losing our wife, we have reason to be,” Lucian said.  Beks resisted the urge to look over at him and ignored the blood and heat rushing up.  Thankfully, the Thirnir didn’t know Langshe, else she didn’t know how her father would take it when she was suddenly called someone’s wife.

“We don’t want to hurt anyone.  We just want to leave this place,” Beks said.

The head archer was quiet for a moment, as if considering their options.  He narrowed his eyes.  “Can you assure their safety?” He seemed to be talking about the hostages.

“We will release everyone.  As a show of good faith, we will release you six first.  If you show any aggressive behavior, you will be worse than you are now.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “Our guards are all biha users..”

They currently had the advantage and the lead archer conceded.  Beks gave her the two Thirnir to the side a small nod and the word ‘release’ in Sagittate.  They didn’t hesitate or ask questions, but withdrew their attack.  The ice melted at once, then seemed to plop to the ground like a slushy puddle before sliding into the river.

The stone around their feet retracted back into the ground.  Almost as soon as they were free, the archers struggled to shake off the numbness from their arms and pointed their bows again, except for the one missing his and the lead archer.  The leader of the group held out his arms and ordered them to put their weapons down.  He then looked back at them, as if asking if they saw his sincerity.

“Do we have an accord?”

Beks nodded her head once.  “We have an accord.”

Though they didn’t untie their hostages, and Laz, Rid Calland, and Gerard carried them back to the laundry area like sacks of wheat after removing the ice sheet and rebuilding the bridge, the three young men were unharmed.

The lead archer told them to check on the pipes once they were free, and assured them that they would make sure they are safe.  He and Laz stood across from each other and began to exchange information.  Beks paid attention in silence, but became surer than ever that these individuals had to do with the Red Iron Cavalry.  The more the two men talked, the more at ease the atmosphere became.

Laz even went out of his way to explain why foreigners were with him and his brother; they were sent to guard by their father-in-law for their wife.  Beks stared at the back of his head, wondering when they had gotten married.  When everyone seemed much more relaxed, and Beks had Rid Callan ‘fix’ the pipes to allow for water to be drawn up, Laz explained what help he needed. 

“We only want to leave this place.  Can you take us out?  We will not stay long; we have homes to go back to,” Laz said.  “My twin and I just married our wife and were taking her to the coast when we were attacked.  This is all that remains of our guard.”  He made a vague hand motion to the biha-users.

The lead archer took a deep breath.  “We can take you to the surface, but you will have a difficult time returning to the valley floor.”

Laz didn’t ask why.  “We will find our way.  If you have somewhere safe to stay for the night, please let us know.”

“There are not many dangerous animals this high up,” the man replied.  “However, as countrymen, you can stay at our eastern camp.  There, we have a village elder.”

Beks glanced at Laz and gave him a small nod of her head.  If they were elders, they may have known Uncle Timur.

“Then I will thank you in advance,” Laz replied.  “What is the fastest way to get through the mountain?  Can we go around it?  Do we need to go over it?”

The man let out a heavy breath.  “There is only one route down to the valley, but in order to reach that path, you must first go up.”

“Up?  But we want to go down.” Beks frowned.

“If you want to leave that is your only true choice.  However, once you reach the main camp on the plateau, they will be able to assist you safely to the valley floor.”

“Main camp?  Is that a village?” Laz asked.

The archer shook his head once.  “That is where the cavalry trains.”
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She scooped up some mutton stew with stale, but still edible bread.  Where the mutton even came from, she didn’t know as they’d not passed any sort of animal pen, or livestock aside from some horses, since they came out of the tunnel.

The eastern camp where they were led took some time and a decent hike to reach.  Once they climbed up what seemed like an endless set of stairs in near darkness, they finally reached a hall.  The stairwell was large and Gerard assured her that there were air vents around the stairs when she asked what the chances of her suffocating while struggling to climb the last few steps would be.

Everyone with her, including Efran, seemed to have endless stamina while her legs began to burn and she began to get out of breath, but was too embarrassed to have the entire party stop so she could rest.

In the end, Laz carried her on his back and she buried her face in his shoulder in shame.  He didn’t put her down until after they exited the room-sized tunnel that opened to the surface.  The hall looked just like any other cave, except for the weather worn columns and the broken and missing sconces.

The light pearls were missing as well and from the charred walls, it appeared that the light pearls were replaced by torches.

When they emerged from the cave, the sun was up, but the air was cool.  Beks had assumed it had to do with the elevation, though she didn’t know how far they’d gone up.  They spent another half day hiking along paths with questionable safety to get to a small village of yurts and wooden structures against a mountain side.

There, the lead archer took them to the home of their elder.  His face lit up as soon as he saw the twins and Beks wasn’t sure if it was because he perhaps expected something from them or if it was because they looked like they were from Langshe.

Where Laz and Lucian had the time to collaborate a backstory to explain their arrival, Beks wasn’t sure, but it was seamless, and didn’t reveal any hint that they were there to find the Red Iron Cavalry.  Laz and Lucian, who resembled Uncle Timur and their Langshe background more than did their Kadmus one, especially with their eyes disguised as brown, had fabricated the tale that they were the sons of merchants.

This explained their somewhat accented Langsher.  In the early years of their merchant family’s struggle, their late father arranged for them to marry the daughter of an acquaintance, but couldn’t decide which son, so he engaged both to her.  They’d recently gotten married and were bringing Beks, their new wife, to their merchant base in Aceria.

Their small caravan was attacked and they fled, bringing with them only the guards sent by their father-in-law, and Efran, their wife’s pupil.  The entire time the twins relayed their tale, Beks kept her gaze diverted and thanked the gods that the Thirnir, Gerard, and Efran didn’t know what the twins were saying.

The elder with a short white beard in neat, but aged clothes, had listened intently and showed sympathy that they’d been lost and on edge the last few days.  He assured them that they could rest easy there; on the mountain, there were only their people and no one would harm them.

“Thank you, Grandpa,” Lucian replied with gratitude on his face as he and Laz began to bend down to bow.  Beks quickly put her food down to follow them as their ‘wife’, but the old man quickly stopped them and had his children who were in the hut with them stop the twins before both their knees hit the ground.

“It isn’t necessary!  Not at all!” the old man told them with a flushed, embarrassed face.  “You have not had an easy journey.”

“Grandpa, is there any way for us to leave?” Laz asked with some pleading in his eyes.  “We have responsibilities outside.  People are waiting for us.  My wife’s family....”  He looked back at Beks and grasped her hand.

The old man nodded, understanding.  “There is only one way to safely go down the mountain.  Even then, you will be led directly into the heart of the Forbidden Valley, so you must be prepared.”

The twins nodded.  “As long as we are able to return home, we are willing to take the risk,” Laz replied.

The old man took a deep breath and nodded.  “Then first, you must go to the plateau, which is further from here.  Satellite villages like ours only provide support for the main camp.”

“The main camp is where a cavalry is,” Laz said.  “That is what Hesup had told us.  Why is there a cavalry here?  Are you not from Langhe?”  He pretended to be confused, but the old man waved his hand to dismiss his concern.

“We are indeed from Langshe, but many years ago, our Great General placed us here to avoid being drawn into a power struggle in Langshe.  When the time is right, we will return, but for now, we have settled here.”  The old man had some nostalgia in his eyes.  “It is peaceful on the plateau and for those of us who had spent a lifetime in the midst of a struggle amongst giants, it is a good rest.”

“Do you still plan to return?” Lucian asked.

The old man smiled knowingly.  “When the time comes.”

Wisely, the twins didn’t pry further.  He thanked the old man and asked how soon they could go to the plateau.  They were arranged to leave the next day.  It was a two-and-a-half-day hike, so they’d need to spend the night part way, at another camp along the route.

Beks gritted her teeth and spent the night trying to use biha to rub out the soreness of her legs.  It was somewhat effective, but in the end, Lucian took over.  If the underground river with the laundry pools wasn’t so far away, she’d return just to soak her aches away.  The water that had been pumped up to the camp’s communal well was still bihar-rich, but there was no tub to soak in.

No matter how tired she was, she didn’t let anyone carry her for the next hike-filled day.

When they reached the camp where they’d spend the night, their guides arranged for them to sleep in a yurt that had been donated by one of the families.  At first, Beks and the others refused to take it.  The structures were limited at both camps and they didn’t want to displace a family, but the elder of that village insisted.

“You must,” he told them in a stern voice.  “Because fog will come down at night and the temperatures drop.”

It was already somewhat chilly at that altitude and knowing that it would only grow colder, and that they lacked preparations to deal with the cold, they accepted the loaned yurt.  Beks wrapped herself in a thick blanket and sat outside, wanting to see the fog come in.

The clouds that seemed to block the peak of the mountain were already so low that she felt that she’d touch it at any moment.  When they departed the next morning, she was sure they’d have to climb through it.  She assumed that the fog might’ve been an extension of the cloud.

She didn’t expect to tense in place and almost trembled as the thick fog rolled in.

“It’s the same, isn’t it?” Lucian asked as he sat behind her.  He’d also stiffened in place and his arm surrounding her tightened.  Beks nodded.

“It’s the same feeling as the fog that surrounds the island.”  There was a certain tingle she felt against her skin.

“Do you think it’s created by stele?” Lucian asked as he rested his chin on her shoulder.  “If this was once part of ancient Gurani, I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“I’m more impressed that Uncle Timur somehow managed to not only find this place, but put an entire cavalry here,” Beks replied.

“Sometimes, I suspect that Adah was more powerful than he let on,” Lucian said as he buried his face in her shoulder.  “Beks...what if they don’t accept us?”

“They will,” she told him as she rubbed his hands.  “They have been waiting for you two.  Don’t worry.”

They sat outside for a while longer until Laz called them inside to eat.  Beks ate more than normal before curling up in a ball to go to sleep.  The next morning, her body pain continued and Efran asked her if it was possible for her to use the bihar-rich fog to recuperate.

“That is an experiment we’ll have to try at another time,” Beks said as she used a hiking stick Gerard had made her to help her climb.  She was told that the second day’s hike was only half a day, but it still felt like some time before they even reached the cloud layer.

Once within it, the temperature dropped once more.

However, once they climbed out of it, it felt as if the sun were so close that every piece of exposed skin could feel the heat in an instant.  Beks squinted and looked up, not seeing a single cloud in the sky.  She came to one conclusion: this place is madness.

If it truly was part of Gah-ruhn, had it always been like this or was all of this, from the poisonous animals, plants, and water to the rapidly changing climates, barriers of defense like the fog layer and current around Gurani Island?

And if so, where had all its people gone?

“I didn’t expect this.”  She snapped out of her thoughts as they rounded a corner of the cliffside path they were walking through. The path itself was rather wide and there was even a low stone wall to one side to prevent falling off.  Except for the guide, the rest of them had stopped, including the twins and a stunned Gerard who’d spoken.

Ahead of them, the road led between two boulders with a wooden gate built across them.  On top of the boulders were small wooden structures appearing to function as sentry towers.  The people on the tower had spears at their side and bows visible.  They were wearing the thick leather padded armor of Langshe she’d seen in drawings.

Their guide didn’t hesitate to bring them directly to the gate, and the four guards on the ground greeted them.  Beks kept her ears open as they chatted and, surprisingly, they didn’t seem too strict with security despite the closed gate and the towers.  She suspected they’d never had visitors before, which wouldn’t be unexpected considering how secluded they were.

Their guide, the elder of the eastern camp’s eldest grandson, who’d been born in the Forbidden Valley, turned around with a look of apology.  He bowed his head.

“They will need to confiscate any weapons you have, but don’t worry, when you leave the plateau to go down to the valley, they will be returned to you,” the young man told them.

“That’s fair,” Laz said with a nod.  He gave Gerard a nod and Gerard untied his sheath.  Beks looked towards the Thirnir, giving them a nod of approval before they also began to remove the weapons they had on their body.

A smaller door built into the gates opened, and a man walked out pulling a wheeled, wooden cart.  They were to put their weapons in the cart and along with them, some of their travel supplies.  They were required to show that they had nothing hidden by patting down their clothes and revealing their bare arms before their guide was given the approval to lead them in.

Beks found herself and Efran first surrounded by Thirnir and Gerard, then escorted by four soldiers in uniform.  The soldier pulling the wooden cart followed behind them.  In front of her, Laz and Lucian chatted with their guide and another soldier in Langshe, this time mentioning that the late Empress had passed recently.

The gates led through a tunnel under part of the mountain, but it was only twenty steps deep.  The light at the end of the tunnel was bright and Beks raised her arm to shield her eyes as they stepped through.

“This is the plateau?” Laz’s voice filled her ears and she squinted.

They stopped just outside the tunnel and Beks took in a sharp breath.

She could see clear across a long, wide valley that was lush with greenery and lined with worn paths to neatly organized sections.  All around them were mountain walls, but the valley sat peacefully between them with rows of what were likely barracks and stables.  Wide, fenced sections had small figures running back and forth, carrying slightly smaller riders.

“This isn’t a village, this is a city,” Efran said with awe.

“Those buildings over there...I’d say those are craftsmen work areas,” Rid Callan said, looking towards the distance.

“I’m more impressed with the tiered mountains on all sides,” Rid Haal replied.  Beks dragged her eyes from the grid-like city in front of her to the sides of the mountains.  At first glance, they were green slopes, but she began to notice the carefully carved tiers.  Crops were being grown on the mountain side.

“My lady.” Efran gave her a wide-eyed look.  “There are tiers on the island, too.  We are in the process of reclaiming them for farming!”  His voice rose as his excitement seemed to peak.  “I believe the Forbidden Valley really was part of Ancient Gurani!”

“I’m quite certain, as well,” Beks replied, more measured.  She patted his shoulder.  “Get a good glimpse, Efran.  One day, our island will be just as bustling and lively.”

 Efran beamed and smiled.

“Let’s keep going,” Laz said over his shoulder.  “They want to take us to see the Commander.”

Beks wasn’t sure if the twins had chatted their way to seeing the Commander, or if their guide and the soldier arranged it without prompt, but Beks didn’t hesitate.  She followed them down a path to the plateau floor.  From there, an ox cart took them across the plateau, past simple, but sturdy wooden buildings.

As the soldier seated beside the driver spoke to them, Beks translated for the others.  “He says that we need permission to leave once we have crossed paths.  If we agree to what their Commander says, then they will escort us down to the valley, but that is as far as they will go.  From there, we’re on our own.... He also said that we are the first who have made it this far into the valley since they came here.”

“When did they come here?” Rid Norddottir asked.

Beks paused for a moment, as Lucian asked the same question in Langsher.  The driver replied and Beks pursed her lips.  “Almost thirty years ago.”  The timing was right.

The cart began to go up a small incline, towards a large wooden building.  It wasn’t anything fancy, but it was within a walled courtyard and there were many soldiers.

Their guide had to remain outside, but he said he would wait with their things.

The soldiers escorted the small group into a room.

“It’s certainly built like a Langshe structure,” Rid Callan said as he looked around.

“Wait here.  The Commander will come soon.”  The soldiers gave them an order and marched out, closing two wooden doors behind them.  Gerard carefully gave one of the doors a light push and glanced back.

“Locked.”

“Don’t be too nervous,” Laz said as he led Beks to a wooden bench to sit.  “We’ve come this far.”

“It’s been a bit too easy, hasn’t it?” Rid Haal asked, concerned.

“Only after we made peace with those archers,” Laz replied.  “And there is a practical reason they may be so open.”

“They’re waiting for the heir of the Great Commander to return,” Lucian said.  “Laz and I look more like our father than our mother.  There is a chance someone might already suspect something.”

Gerard looked at them with hesitation.  “How confident are you that you will be recognized, Your Highness?”

Before Lucian could answer, the doors were thrown open.  All eyes turned towards the door as two soldiers flanked the door before a towering old man with gray-white hair walked in.  Behind him were two other men seemingly of similar age and all dressed in more elaborate soldier’s uniforms.

All three men were frowning, appearing displeased as they stepped over the threshold.  Laz and Lucian moved to the front of the group, with Lucian motioning for the Thirnir to guard Beks as he stood beside his brother.

As soon as they slipped from between the Thirnir, the old man at the head of the group stopped in his tracks.  His brows shot up as his dark eyes widened.  Beks heard him take in a sharp breath as he stood in place, his eyes fixed on the two identical men in front of him.

His shoulder began to shake and his knees began to give way.  The soldiers guarding him seemed to notice this at once and rushed in, yelling.  They surrounded the old man while two stood defiantly between the old man and the twins, spears pointed at them as they barked for them to move back.

Laz and Lucian held their ground, even frowning at the order.

The old man pulled his arms away from the guards before falling to his knees and bowing his head.  His hoarse cry filled the room.

“Your Highness!  You have returned!”
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                “Timur!?” One of the middle-aged men standing just a half step behind the old man cried out.  His eyes went from Laz to Lucian and back and seemed to realize that he’d made a mistake.  How could there be two of one man?

For a moment, the entire room seemed unsure of what to do.  Aside from the old man on his knees, sobbing as he bowed his head to the twins, no one said a word.  Beks furrowed her brows and looked around.  The two middle-aged men beside the old man stood stunned for another few more counts before they seemed to snap out of their stupor and rushed to help the old man up.

“What are you doing?  Bow to the prince!”  The old man grabbed their arms with his bony hands and pulled them down.  “Call him Great General or Your Highness!”

The certainty, relief, and hint of sadness in the old man’s voice broke Beks’ heart.  She blinked as her eyes reddened.  She turned her gaze to the twins.  Their formerly hardened expressions had fallen as they seemed to have come to the same conclusion Beks had.

The old man didn’t know that Uncle Timur had died.

Lucian clenched his jaw.  He shut his eyes for a moment before taking a step forward.  “Elder, do not do this.”

“I must!  I must!  You’re finally back!”  The old man both cried out and laughed bitterly.

Laz’s face twisted with sadness and Lucian turned back and gave him a helpless expression.  The old man refused to get up, but the two middle-aged men beside him wouldn’t stop trying to urge him to rise.  Laz closed the distance between them and knelt down.

“Elder, please stand,” Laz said, his voice softening, but still holding a great deal of respect.  “Elder, please look at us.”

There was almost a plea in his voice.

Beks watched the other two older men.  One had fixed his gaze on the twins and seemed to go through an array of silent emotions.  First surprise, then with the color draining from his face, fear, and finally pain in his dark eyes.

“How do you know the Great General?”  The man’s voice was slow and firm, but there was a slight tremble in it, as if he weren’t sure if he wanted to know the answer.

At this, the other middle-aged man lifted his head, turning his attention from the old man prostrated on the floor to the twins.  He drew his head back as his brows furrowed.  The same fleeting expression flashed across his face; dismay, fear, and then hurt.  It seemed he figured it out, too.

After nearly thirty years, Uncle Timur would not have looked so young as to appear in his mid-twenties, as the twins were.  Second, they were identical twins.  Uncle Timur’s only sibling was female and over a decade older than him.

The old man on the floor heard the first man’s questions and frowned.  His head shot up and he glared at one of the men.

“What are you saying?  The Great General has returned!  He’s come back to us!  We can finally be of use again!”

“Lucian.”  Laz looked towards his brother and tapped the corner of his eye.  Lucian covered his eyes with his palm and when he removed them, his blue eyes had returned.  He repeated the same to Laz.

“Keep them open,” he said in a quiet voice.  When he removed his hand from Laz’s face, blue eyes were revealed.  Laz tried again.

“Elder, please,” Laz encouraged once more, the plea in his voice stronger.  “Look at us.”

The old man wore an admonishing look on his face before turning back.  He lifted his head and fixed his gaze on the two men kneeling in front of him with identical faces.  His eyes darted from one to the other before his shoulders shook moreso and he let out a choked cry.

“Gerard, bring him a chair,” Laz said from the floor.  No one in the room stopped Gerard from grabbing the fanciest chair there and carrying it closer.   He put it down nearby.  Beks caught Laz sweeping the room with his eyes.  The soldiers had pulled back their weapons, but were still alert.  Laz looked at the two older men on either side of the old man.  “Bring him to the chair.”

It wasn’t a request; it was an order and Beks wanted to nod in approval.  Laz needed to show authority and he knew that as a Battalion Commander.

He and Lucian stepped back.  The stunned old man’s regretful eyes remained on them as he was pulled up on his unsteady feet and led to the chair Gerard had brought closer.  As he sat down, his red eyes were rimmed with tears.

It was painful to watch.

The twins looked unsure of where to begin and how to speak to the crying old man.  Beks lowered her head.  She didn’t know how much the twins knew about their father’s past, or of the people in their father’s life before he was married, but Beks had a clue.  She had several years’ worth of stories to reference.  Perhaps it was not her place to intervene, but her men were at a loss and they needed her.

Beks swallowed hard, her mind running through all the ‘characters’ Uncle Timur had mentioned before finally settling on one who fit the profile of the older man in front of him.  A man who would address Uncle Timur first as His Highness had been Uncle Timur’s mentor, and a former vassal of the Tuvanak Clan.

“Elder, are you Master Bilguun?”

At this, Laz and Lucian seemed to take a sharp breath.  They recognized the name.  The old man blinked back his tears and squinted, looking past the twins and at her.  After a moment of appearing to assess her, he gave Beks a small nod of his head.

“I am,” he said in a tight voice.  “Who are you, young lady?”

“Master Bilguun,” Laz said, drawing the old man’s attention to him.  “She is our wife.”

“Wife!”  The old man’s brows shot up.  He looked at Beks and then looked at them.  “And you two....?” He seemed to want their confirmation.

“My name is Lazarus dun Kadmus and this is my younger twin brother, Lucian dun Kadmus,” Laz said, first giving the old man a respectful bow before motioning to his brother at his side.

“Master Bilguun.” Lucian bowed his head, as well.

 Laz stood up straight.  “Our Langsher names are Gan and Jargal.”

Lucian stood beside his brother and took a deep breath.  “Our father was Timur.”

“Your father....”  Master Bilguun’s voice was breathy.  His eyes moistened once more and he looked at them. “And where is your father?”

Laz and Lucian hesitated before Laz answered.  “Adah has passed on, Master Bilguun.”

The old man’s eyes shut and he slumped back into the seat, as if he’d just been told his child died.  He had entered the room so regally, filled with confidence and authority, but now he looked deflated and frail.

His lips trembled and his trembling voice whispered.  “When?”

Laz’s eyes slowly began to redden.  “Seventeen years ago.”

Master Bilguun took a deep breath.  “And how?”

This time, Laz let out a small, bitter, and angry laugh.  “A riding accident.”

“Impossible!”  The middle-aged man to the left of the old master had almost been forgotten until he cried out.  He whirled around and pounded his fist on a table before turning around, refusal to accept their answer written all over his face.  “Timur was an excellent equestrian!  How can he possibly die while riding....” His voice trailed off as he seemed to see not only the sadness on the faces of the twins and Beks, but the lingering anger.  He narrowed his eyes.  “They killed him.”

It was a bold assumption, and Beks couldn’t meet his eyes.  Though she was in Kadmium when it happened, she hadn’t witnessed it.  In fact, she was the last of the Gilded Palace’s residents at the time to find out that her much loved uncle who had promised to continue his bedtime story for her that night had died.

Lucian grit his teeth.  His fists were pale at his side.  “We tried to find proof, but the entire scene had been trampled on.  We couldn’t trace anything, but we do have a suspect.”

He didn’t have to say the name for Beks to know he was talking about the Third Consort.  Even if he were her then fiancé’s father, she had the same reaction as that man and couldn’t believe Uncle Timur had died on a horse, and was certain it was set up.  It’s just that at the time, she was seven years old with no real power, and everyone told her it had been an accident.

Master Bilguun lifted his tired head and looked at the two identical men in front of him.  “How old are you two?”

“We are twenty-eight,” Laz replied.

This seemed to wound the old man further.  “You were just children....”  He took in a shallow, shaking breath before raising one arm and lazily waving it towards the soldiers.  “Everyone leave.  I need to speak to them.”

The soldiers hesitate for the moment, giving Laz and the others looks of warning before marching out.

Laz glanced at Gerard and Gerard nodded.

“Efran.”  He called the youngest over to follow and Efran nodded.  Beks gave a nod to the Thirnir and was about to follow, but Lucian stopped her.

“Beks, you should stay,” he said in a serious voice.  She nodded and the Thirnir stopped where they were.  If she weren’t leaving, neither would they.

Beks motioned her head to the door.  “I’ll be fine.  Remain outside with Gerard and Efran.”

“Then, we will be right outside, my lady,”  Rid Callan said before hitting his fist to his chest.  The other two Thirnir saluted her and walked outside.

The two middle aged men seemed to want to urge Beks to leave, but Master Bilguun told them to bring chairs for the two princes and their wife.  If there was a table between them, the old man would’ve been seated at the head while on his right, the two middle-aged men, and on his left sat Laz, Lucian, and Beks.

“Gan,” the old man said, looking at Laz.  “After your father.”  Laz gave him a nod to acknowledge this.  “And Jargal.  Your mother’s name was Letizia.”

“Yes, Master.”

The old man smiled a bit and nodded.  “So, he named you after your mother.”  He then turned to Beks and glanced at the twins.  “What is your wife’s name?  Introduce her properly,” Master Bilguun told them.

“I am Rebecca of Caroline.”  Before Laz could introduce her, Beks stood up and bowed the way she remembered Uncle Timur taught her for when she met Langshe dignitaries.  “I wish good health and prosperity to Master Bilguun.”

The old man nodded in approval.  “How did you recognize me, Rebecca of Caroline?”

“Uncle Timur used to tell me stories about his life when he was younger, before he was married.  You are his respected master and former vassal of his maternal clan.”

The old man’s eyes seemed to smile, finding out that his pupil had spoken well of him.  “Take a seat, Your Highness.”  Beks returned to her seat and Master Bilguun turned to the twins, his smile fading as his voice strained.  “Tell me the truth...how did your father die?”

Beks lowered her eyes.

She hadn’t been in the area when it happened, nor could she or the twins prove it wasn’t an accident, but she knew how the events of that moment happened.

As Uncle Timur had come from an equestrian background, he had been in charge of selecting and sorting the horses bred for the military.  Every year, a batch of young horses was sent from Green Meadows, the royal husbandry farm, to a paddock compound just outside of Kadmium for Uncle Timur and other officials to check.

By the time those horses had arrived, they had to have been at least a year old and started training.  Supposedly, no one knew how it happened, but a wild stock of horses was part of the batch that arrived.

Forced into a new place and surrounded by new people spooked those wild horses who wanted nothing more than to escape.  There had been plenty of handlers present, but no one was prepared for those wild horses to essentially go crazy.  The young horses that had been bred scattered, becoming agitated and on the cusp of joining in on the violence.

No one seemed to be able to control those wild horses.

Uncle Timur had rushed to help.  If the horses couldn’t be controlled, they’d be shot with arrows and then killed at once.

The details Beks had of what exactly transpired was vague.  All she, and the twins apparently, knew was that Uncle Timur had managed to mount one of the horses to lead him away from the herd and calm it down.  Everything seemed to be going well, but the other wild horses followed.

They continued to buck and kick.

Perhaps it was because the horse had been going crazy that the saddle had never been secured correctly, or at all, in retrospect.

Uncle Timur had been thrown off.

From there, some sources say another horse hit him in the head.  Others said it was worse and he was trampled.  Beks didn’t believe that, as she’d seen his body in one piece.  It was likely that the official report was correct.

Uncle Timur had been thrown off and landed terribly, breaking his neck upon impact.  They could not save him.

Beks looked down at the floor in front of her.  As Laz spoke in the background, her eyes reddened.  Sometime in the midday it happened, Beks had heard commotion coming from outside her courtyard.  She had been reading and slightly distracted, as Uncle Timur was supposed to get to the climactic battle of her storybook that night and she was looking forward to it.

No one had come to tell her that the man who promised her he’d ‘finish the story’ the night before had died.

The late Queen had rushed to the paddock as soon as she heard.  Brother Laurence had stayed behind, but gone to take care of the twins, which made sense.  No one seemed to pay attention to Beks perhaps because she wasn’t blood related to the man.

It was Luther, of all people, who came that afternoon to ask if she was all right because she was close to Uncle Timur.  Beks hadn’t understood what he meant and he told her that ‘the Second Consort’ had gotten into an accident and died.  Beks had been stunned and initially refused to believe it.

Everyone knew that Uncle Timur was a born and bred equestrian.

Beks had been shielded from official news until the late Queen came to her, haggard and shaken, to tell her what happened.  At once, Beks had rushed to comfort the twins despite herself red-faced and crying, still unable to believe Uncle Timur was gone.  The twins weren’t in their courtyard.  No one had told her that they’d already begun holding vigil over their father.

She remembered running across the royal grounds in her sleep clothes, to the royal cathedral to find her beloved uncle, who had taken care of her as if she were his own child since the day she arrived in Kadmium, lifeless in a sarcophagus.

Seven-year-old Beks’ cries filled the cathedral as she begged the dead man to wake up, reminding him that he promised her he’d finish the story.

Seventeen years and she remembered it as vividly as if it had happened the day before.  She supposed having such an excellent memory wasn’t always that great.

She shut her eyes and tried to force herself to focus on Laz, Lucian, and the three men with them as the twins explained their life experiences after their father had passed.

Anger and resentment crossed the faces of those men as Beks reached to hold Lucian’s hand and squeeze it.  When the twins were done, the men seemed unsure of how to react outside of despair and frustration.

The man closest to Master Bilguun, the Red Iron Cavalry's Left Commander Weirun Lu, was distraught, appearing as if he’d just aged from moments earlier.

“Once a year since we arrived, Timur would send us a message via a messenger eagle he’d trained.  One year, it stopped....” He shut his eyes and let out a low breath.  “We should’ve known then.”

“No,” Master Bilguun said in a hoarse voice.  “In our heads, we knew when contact was severed, but our hearts didn’t want to believe it.  We always hoped he’d return.”

“I’m sorry we didn’t come sooner,” Laz told them.  “Adah had told us that the Red Iron Cavalry had been disbanded, not hidden away.”

The man furthest from Master Bilguun, the Right Commander, Feiyun Khan, shook his head.  “In the eyes of everyone except the Empress, the Red Iron Cavalry was too strong and shouldn’t have been in the hands of Timur, who was marrying into Kadmus.  To quell concerns and possible threats, we had to be officially disbanded.”

“But the talisman was never returned,” the Left Commander replied.

“No.”  The old man corrected them at once.  “It wasn’t that it wasn’t returned. The Empress Saran refused to take it and ordered Prince Timur to hold it as insurance; in case someone tried to overthrow her or her heir.  That is why they hid us.”

Beks perked up.  She really wanted to know.  “How did you enter the Forbidden Valley and come all the way here?” Surely, they couldn’t have made their way through a cave system.  There were thousands of people and horses.

The two commanders gave her a wary look, but Master Bilguun’s eyes remained gentle when he looked at her.  “I am sorry, but we are bound to secrecy...Beks.”  She raised a brow at her nickname, wondering if he picked it up from when Lucian called her name.  His eyes brightened a bit.  “Prince Timur wrote about you.”

She drew her head back, surprised, then blushed a bit.  “He did?”  Admittedly, she was a bit flattered that not only did Uncle Timur care to mention her to his trusted master, but that his master bothered to remember her and called her by her nickname.

The old man chuckled, amused by her expression.  “My pupil spoke lovingly of his wife’s foster daughter; the daughter he wanted and never had, he had written  It seems that since you are here now, speaking in Langsher, and married to Timur’s sons, he did not love you in vain.”

A rush of emotion filled Beks despite herself.  Outwardly, she didn’t lose her composure, but her eyes reddened.  She didn’t know that today was the day she’d miss her uncle so much.

Despite Master Bilguun’s words, the two other men were unmoved and stilled eyed her with suspicion.  They looked towards the twins.

“Now that you are here, someone must’ve told you,” the Right Commander said.  “To our knowledge, only the Empress and Timur knew we were hidden in the Forbidden Valley.”

Lucian met his eyes.  “Our aunt, the Empress Saran, has passed.”

“It was our cousin, the Crown Prince Zhanzhin, who told us of the Red Iron Cavalry’s existence,” Laz told them.

The old man frowned at once.  He sat up straight, his body tense as his brows knit.  “What do you mean ‘Crown Prince’?  If the Empress passed, he should now be the Emperor.”

Beks swore that the temperature in the room not only dropped, but the space darkened a bit.  She glanced at the twins and noticed their clenched jaws.

“Tarkan tried to assassinate our Geel when he was returning to see his dying mother.”  Beks answered for them and the three older men snapped their gazes towards her, surprised.

“He would dare?” The Left Commander scowled.  “I always knew that Tarkan couldn’t be trusted.”

“We also do not know if Auntie’s illness was natural or if it was instigated,” Lucian said.  “It was a prolonged illness.  Geel said that after they first noticed it, she deteriorated quickly.  He was rushing to take over and followed her orders to lead the court to the Equinox Palace while she remained in the Summer Palace, unable to travel.  When her health was failing and it was unsure if she would live another few days, Geel rushed back.”

“His caravan was intercepted and he was forced to flee from the empire by boat with the help of his guards,” Laz told them.  “They were chased by several assassins on the way and in the end, Geel arrived by himself to Aceria-.”

“He went to the Wealth Vaults!”  The Left Commander sat up straight in his seat.

Laz narrowed his eyes at the older man.  “It seems you know why he’d go there.”

At that, the Left Commander seemed to lean back a bit, but tried to keep his regal figure.  The Right Commander looked at the twins.

“Did the Crown Prince send you to lead us?”

Laz nodded.  “Yes, though regaining the Langshe throne for Geel is only part of it.  The Red Iron Cavalry will be needed for more.”

Beks studied the expressions of the three men as Laz didn’t hide the fact that they needed the cavalry to help take the throne from Kadmus from their Fourth Brother.  Laz continued to say that it wasn’t that their Fourth Brother was so capable, but his father, the Third Consort had always been.

It seemed that the older men had heard of the Third Consort and collectively sneered.

“There is also the newest Oracle that we have to contend with,” Lucian said.  “And with her, comes the Temple.”

“You were trained as a priest, yet you’d go against the Temple?” the Right Commander asked with a raised brow.

Lucian didn’t shy away from his suspicious look.  “They tried to kill me.  They chased my brother and I until we could only hide in the Forbidden Valley and survive with what Adah taught us years ago.”  He narrowed his eyes.  “And even if they didn’t, I lived at the Great Temple.  I know how cruel they are behind their glistening white marble columns and incensed prayers.”

Though he said this, the two commanders didn’t seem to show any strong support.  They appeared neutral.  Most people would’ve shown sympathy, especially to the children of their friend; and Beks firmly believed these men were Uncle Timur’s friends from the way they referred to him without an honorific.

She was doubtful of their neutral expressions.  She was sure they were holding back.

Laz frowned a bit.  “We came to ask if the Red Iron Cavalry would leave the Forbidden Valley to aid us.”

Beks held her breath and narrowed her eyes.  Lucian leaned forward, but Laz held his composure and seemed to be almost assessing those men.

Master Bilguun lowered his head.  He let out a low, helpless sigh and shook his head once.  “We are sympathetic to the needs of His Imperial Highness, as well as to your struggles in Kadmus, Your Highnesses, but we cannot leave.”

“But you know a way out, don’t you?” Lucian asked.

“That is irrelevant,” Master Bilguun replied.  “Even if walking out of those gates from which you entered led us directly to the plains again, we cannot leave.”

“The Red Iron Cavalry is only moved by one person,” the Right Commander told him as he lifted his chin defiantly.

Lucian squinted.  “Are you saying you plan to spend the rest of your lives here in the Forbidden Valley?”

“It isn’t so bad,” the old man said with some weariness.  “I spent a lifetime fighting battles.  Rest in the countryside is peaceful.”

Beks narrowed her eyes at once.  “If it’s so peaceful, why are you still wearing your uniforms and training outside?”  Her sharp voice caused several eyes to turn to her, but she didn’t shrink back.  She held their gazes with cold, demanding eyes.  “Upon entering, we passed the entire length of this plateau to reach this building, and we saw how active your training facilities are.  Not only that, but you had active smiths, leather craftsmen, and even a husbandry farm.

“Why are all these needed just to rest?  You know and I know that the Red Iron Cavalry didn’t come here to die.  They came here to wait until they were of use again!”

She threw the old man’s words right back at him.  Instead of being insulted, she saw the glint of joy on his face, as if thinking that she understood.

The Left and Right Commanders didn’t correct her, either.  The two relaxed their posture, but gave her a knowing look.

“Princess, we agree with you,” the Left Commander told her.  “You are correct.  We didn’t come here to die.  We are here to wait, but we made a vow.”

“We must wait for the Great General’s heirs,” the Right Commander said.

Beks motioned her arm towards the twins to her right.  “They are here.”

The Left Commander shook his head.  “They are Timur’s sons, yes.  I can tell at a glance even with their blue eyes, but they are not the heirs to the Red Iron Cavalry.”

“His Highness retained proof of command.  If his two sons are indeed his heirs, they will have that proof.”

Beks lifted her arms.  One hand grabbed the hem of her collar while the other prepared to reach into her cleavage in a fit of irritation.  Laz held out his arm across Lucian and her to stop her.  He kept his eyes on the three older men across from them.

“What sort of proof do you need?” he asked.  He wanted them to say the tiger talisman.

However, the older men weren’t so foolish as to reveal it.  Master Bilguun gave them a disappointed look.  “If you do not know, then it means you are not the heir.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  She had enough of this.  They had to mobilize the cavalry and this conversation was delaying them.

Ignoring Laz’s hand, she reached into her cleavage and grasped the iron and mother-of-pearl figurine that she’d shoved into her cleavage for safekeeping.  She didn’t care if there were strange men there or that they were her elders.  They had things to do.

She pulled the hand-sized black and white figurine from her chest and held it out in front of them.  All three older men shot up from their seats, their eyes fixed on the tiger talisman in her hand.

Beks’ movement had been so fast that they couldn’t turn away despite her rather rude reveal.

“Is this enough proof for you?” she asked as she stood up and moved it closer.

The Left Commander’s jaw dropped a bit as he stared at the item with disbelief.  “She...she holds....”

“The tiger talisman....”  The Right commander seemed equally stunned.  He then threw his head back and seemed unwilling before finally allowing his head to drop.  He looked at the Left Commander and the two men began to kneel before her.

“Glory and honor to you, Young General,” they chorused at the same time.

Beks and the old man looked at them as if they were idiots.

Master Bilguun let out a heavy breath and ran his hand down his wrinkled face.  “She is just carrying it, you fools!  That doesn’t mean she’s the heir!”  He slammed his hands on the arms of the chair, startling the two dumbfounded commanders.  “You don’t even know if it’s real!”

That was understandable.  Beks walked towards the old man.  “Master, please check if it’s authentic.”

The old man raised his arms and leaned back, shaking his head in clear refusal.  “I am afraid I cannot do that, Your Highness.  It isn’t that it needs to be checked by others.  There is only one way to prove its authenticity.”  He looked towards the twins.  “It must be proven by the heirs.”

Laz glanced at the tiger still in Bek’s hands and frowned.  “How do we prove it?”

“Father left us clues on where to go to come here, as well as hid half of this in each of our vaults, but there was no other clue,” Lucian said.  “Certainly, nothing about proving its authenticity.”

Master Bilguun chuckled sadly.  “If you don’t know, how can you be heirs.”

Laz rolled his eyes.  “Not this again.”

“Then attaining the tiger talisman was for nothing?” Lucian asked.

“You are halfway there.”

Laz almost sneered.  “Does this mean we can at least use half the cavalry?”

The old man chuckled once more, but didn’t answer.

Beks moved the tiger talisman intently in her hands, her fingers touching each piece of metal and mother-of-pearl between them.  She wracked her brain to figure out how the twins could prove the items’ authenticity.  She’d been with them and seen all the clues; none of them mentioned anything about proving authenticity. The old man seemed to know, but if their determination to not even mention the tiger talisman was any indication, he wouldn’t tell them how to prove authenticity even if he died.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that since it had been split apart, it needed to be activated by both twins holding it as Uncle Timur split it between his sons.  However, she’d seen the twins touch it both individually and at the same time, and nothing had happened.

They hadn’t gotten it to split apart, it didn’t make any sounds even when the metal strips were inside of it, nor did it show any other sign like move or glow.

Her brows shot up.  Her fingers touched the mother-of-pearl enamel and her hand began to shake with anticipation.  Her voice was steady.  “By any chance, did Uncle Timur have any biha?”  She didn’t remember him using it nor talking about it, but the twins had biha.

The two identical men frowned and shook their heads, but an old, scratchy voice replied.

“Yes.”  Even the Left and Right Commander looked towards Master Bilguun with surprise, who’s smile had almost doubled when Beks asked.  “His Highness’ biha well wasn’t very large, and he didn’t use it.  Prince Timur was always targeted.  The last Empress told him not to tell anyone so as not to attract more trouble.”

While the remaining men looked surprised, Beks found that she wasn’t.  In addition, Master Bilguun had known Uncle Timur the longest and mentored him.  Even if Uncle Timur didn’t tell him, the master would’ve noticed.

However, that didn’t matter at the moment.

Beks moved in front of Laz and Lucian.  She put the tiger talisman in Laz’s good hand, having him pinch the head.  She then grasped Lucian’s hand and had him hold on to the tiger’s rear legs.  The two didn’t move and let her do what she wanted without question, like mannequins.

Beks stepped to the side, her eyes still fixed on the tiger figure.  Laz opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off with a simple order.

“Release biha.”

Realization filled their faces immediately.

Beks barely registered an old man crying with joy behind her as she watched the hand-sized tiger figurine’s black and white mother-of-pearl emitting light.
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She wasn’t the best chess player, but she had some confidence in her abilities.  However, Master Bilguun was called a ‘master’ for a reason.  The old man’s eyes were crinkled into pleased crescents as he moved the piece and beamed.  “I win.”

“I’m not surprised,” Beks replied in a dull voice.  “You’ve beaten me again, Master.”

Master Bilguun chuckled.  “Don’t be so rough on yourself, Beks.  Very few people in the world can beat me!”  He laughed proudly.  “Even your beloved Uncle Timur could not.”

Beks leaned back against her seat.  That admonition did make her feel somewhat better.

For the last week, Beks would play a round or two with the old man after lunch and before she went on her rounds around the plateau.  Aside from trying to soak up whatever information she could while visiting different sites within the plateau, being introduced to different teams, and learning the overall structure of the cavalry, Beks had been trying to figure out the exit process from the plateau.

Though the Old Master and the Left and Right Commanders were hesitant to tell her, as she was just the ‘wife’ of the twins, Laz and Lucian approved, saying they never would’ve found the Red Iron Cavalry again without Beks.

The migration process happened thirty years ago, but Uncle Timur seemed to have planned much earlier than that.

“How did Uncle Timur even think to come here?” Beks said.  Two boys served them tea as they sat beneath rustling leaves of a large tree within the courtyard.  The boys were related to the Right Commander, Beks was told.

Master Bilguun took a deep breath and leaned back against his seat.  He looked past Bek’s head and his eyes glazed over.  “It is unfortunate, but it was because of fear and paranoia.”

Beks paused and cocked her head to the side.  Those were two words she didn’t associate with her uncle, as the man had always seemed confident.  “Uncle Timur?”

“You must consider how he grew up,” Master Bilguun said with some pain in his eyes.  “Prince Timur was a young prince who lost his mother and was raised by his sister, who was struggling to keep them alive in the back palace.  Though he was one of the younger princes, and motherless, and lacking a maternal clan, there were those who didn’t want him to reach adulthood at all.

“Many people wanted his life.  Sometimes it was for assurance that another prince wouldn’t grow to one day challenge the older ones for the throne.  For others, they were afraid that he would resurrect the Tuvanak Clan.  And other times, it was because his elder sister was a strong contender to the throne and they wanted to get to her through him.  Your uncle had many attempts on his life.”

Beks felt her stomach churn and her chest tightened.  While she believed it considering Uncle Timur’s situation, if she didn’t know and could only base her observation on what she knew of Uncle Timur, then she wouldn’t believe that he’d had such a difficult life.  “Uncle was so kind and good....”

Master Bilguun gave her a fond look.  “Yes...amazingly so for someone who grew up in the environment he did.  It is a testament to the late Empress Saran that he was as kind as he was.  It is a shame that others could not understand that.  He found the entrance we used to enter the Forbidden Valley because of an assassination attempt.”

Beks drew her lips inward and her eyes lowered.  “I can only imagine how many he’d faced.”

The old man’s face turned distant and he took a long, deep breath.  “Too many, my child. Too many.  He risked so much....”  He closed his eyes, as if to deal with the pain of his lost pupil.  “Prince Timur never let his guard down when it came to the royal family.  Knowing what happened to his mother’s clan made him and his sister wary. He was determined to have a sort of escape plan should they try to overthrow his sister.”

Beks raised a brow.  “The Forbidden Valley became his escape plan?”

Master Bilguun smiled at her.  “Prince Timur knew that no matter how powerful one was, it didn’t guarantee their safety.  He was determined to find a place where they would be safe, and because of this, his obsession led us here.  The process of entering the Forbidden Valley was surprisingly simple once the problems were addressed.  We entered by walking over the Vents of the Underworld.“

The story itself was both simple and unbelievable when they first told her.  Thousands of people and animals crossed the Vents of the Underworld because Uncle Timur noticed that birds could fly over the area.

Those heavy fumes and heat were heavy, so they did not reach a certain height.  The theory was if the air was clear at a certain height, then traveling at that height would avoid the toxicity and heat.

“That boy was almost obsessed with finding a way through once he realized birds could fly over,” Master Bilguun told her.  “Everyone thought he’d lost his mind sending animals across the Vents, but he was determined to find out how high those fumes and heat went.  Who would’ve thought that his efforts would pay off?”  The old man lifted two fingers in front of her.  “The height of two men combined: as tall as a house in Equinox City!  That’s how high the toxic fumes and heat go before being unable to rise further.  He sent out his favorite hawk, having it fly lower and lower, until it finally refused to fly at a low altitude due to the fumes and heat.”

“But how did he know to go to the Forbidden Valley?  Everyone knows it’s dangerous.  The animals are terrifying, the water can’t be drunk, and even the plants could kill you.”

Master Bilguun stroked his beard and shook his head.  “I believe he was determined to enter here because he knew no one would try to enter, but he was convinced it was livable because he read about a valley used for farming hidden in the high mountains.  He kept saying that this place used to be part of some long forgotten ancient civilization.”

Beks froze in her seat and tried to keep her face neutral. “Where did he read that?”

Master Bilguun shook his head.  “I don’t know.  It certainly wasn’t from the Tuvanak Clan.  I suspected he found some obscure book about it at one of the Imperial Residences. After all, the imperial family kept historical records from their establishment, which is far longer than any other of the other countries on the continent.”

Beks nodded her head slowly.  That was true.  The first actual country, not just a tribe with land, on the continent was Langshe.  Did that mean that somewhere in Langshe’s libraries, there was a book noting the existence of Ancient Gurani?

“Based on that, he felt there was some way to survive here?”

“Whenever he could, he would run to the Forbidden Valley to try to find it’s ‘secrets’, as he used to call them.”  Master Bilguun let out a small snort.  “In the end, he found that the fastest way to get to the Forbidden Valley and lose anyone chasing them was to cut through the Vents of the Underworld.  In the southernmost point, when the landscape changes from the subtropical forests, and into some rolling hills and the desert, is where the expanse of Vents is the narrowest.

“It was also hidden by the trees of the forest and anyone sane wouldn’t simply wander in.  When it came time to hide us, that is the route we went.”

“And that’s when your biha users raised the earth?”

“Sometimes I think it took longer to raise that earthen walkway for two thousand steps than to hack our way through a deadly jungle,” the old man said with an irritated snort.  “The walkway wasn’t very wide either.  At most, enough for two ox carts to proceed side by side.”

Beks nodded.  The Langshe people weren’t known for their biha abilities, so it made sense that they only had a few.  She didn’t know how large their wells were or how skilled they were, but considering it took so long for something that wasn’t very long, it had been a struggle.

With Sir Callan, Efran, and her limitless biha well, she was fairly certain the building of the earthen walkway would be much quicker.

Beks sighed and leaned forward.  “I can’t believe that in order to go through the jungle, Uncle Timur just had you hack your way through.”

“And just a few weeks before his wedding to the late Queen of Kadmus, too.”

“A few....” Beks squinted.  She was starting to wonder if her uncle wasn’t as responsible as she initially thought.  The old man seemed to notice her dismay and choked back a guffaw.

“When we went as a large train of people, it was surprisingly peaceful.  Animals were scared off by loud noises and a large ‘herd’, if you will.  Larger, predatory animals were easily defended from considering the skill of our cavalry.  We drew all our water from underground water sources.  The largest problem was the toxic plants.  It was one thing not to eat them; we’d observe animals to see what was edible or not.

“However, some would cause rashes when merely touched.  One particular flower not only had a foul odor, but its pollen paralyzed anyone who inhaled it.  Commander Weirun had the foresight to have all of it documented, so we have a vast record of plants, where they could be found, and details on their toxicity.”

“It would still be useful if we avoided touching plants all together.”

“In the jungle?  I’m afraid that’s all but impossible.”

She sighed once more.  “If we go through the path you’ve come through, provided it is easier to pass now, how long do you think it will take for the entire Red Iron Cavalry?”  Only the minimum support teams were going with the active cavalry.  Families with small children, elderly, and non-combatants would be left behind to tend to the plateau.

It would keep them safe and self-sufficient.  Messengers would be sent by specialized eagles that flew long distances and had been trained, allowing for communication.  If Beks could get them a light pearl, she’d arrange for it, but that would take time.  After the Crown Prince retook Langshe, she’d arrange for that before they turned their attention to Kadmus.

Once both kingdoms were settled, the future of the Red Iron Cavalry was still unknown.  From what Beks had noticed, they seemed quite content living on the plateau, but restless.  Perhaps this was because they could not leave or had no idea what the future held for them that made them so.

“A month, at the fastest.  Under normal circumstances, such as on the plains, the cavalry can cross the span in a matter of days, but in such a jungle with its dangers and terrain, I’m afraid the progress will be slow.”

A month only if everything went smoothly.  If not, they would be delayed.  Beks pursed her lips.  They were on a deadline.  The Crown Prince needed to reclaim Langshe soon and Laurence only gave them four months before he sent someone after them, which could impede their plans.  She narrowed her eyes.

If there is no road and it takes too long to clear...shall we make a road ourselves?

“In the few days since you arrived, it has become obvious to me that you are also planning for your husbands.  Though not war strategy, but support and resources.  May I ask,” the old man said as he leaned forward and met her eyes.  “What do you think the Red Iron Cavalry should do after both Langshe and Kadmus are retaken?”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “I want to leave that up to the Red Iron Cavalry and my husbands.  If they wish to return to Langshe or join my husbands in Kadmus or return to the Forbidden Valley, I will support them.”  She paused for a moment.  “Master, was the Red Iron Cavalry willing to stay here and wait?”

Master Bilguun seemed to understand that she had her concerns and gave her a faint smile.  “Undoubtedly, there are those who didn’t want to be trapped in the Forbidden Valley.  They are horsemen whose lives are galloping across the plains!”  Master Bilguun told her proudly before relaxing his shoulders and having a glint of sadness over his eyes.  “However, remaining wasn’t an option.  Do you know what happens to militaries when they are disbanded in Langshe?”

She tilted her head to the side.  “Do they not simply return to the territories for the general or noble they served and continue working as civilians?  Such as returning to farming or crafting.”

He almost smiled at her naivety.  “There were very few of us who survived the Tuvanak Clan’s military’s disbanding.  Many of us went into hiding or changed our names to remain hidden.”  A ball of dread twisted in Beks’ stomach as the old man continued.  “It is an unspoken policy in Langshe that if a military force is disbanded, to prevent the former leaders from regrouping in secret and rebelling, the disbanded members are hunted down and killed.  Sometimes only the officers, sometimes as many as possible, until the Emperor or Empress or their supporters are satisfied.  Ultimately, the strength of Langshe’s military wasn’t only to keep the supporting family’s status, but to survive.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Then, it is a good thing that the Red Iron Cavalry no longer belongs to Langshe because they no longer ‘exist’ on paper,” Beks replied.  “They can follow my husbands.”

Master Bilguun raised a brow.  “And who do your husbands follow?”

Beks met his eyes and the corners of her full, pink lips curled into a slight smile.  “Me.”
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                The old man burst into laughter, his hands going over his belly as his eyes crinkled to crescents.  Beks cracked a smile as she sat across from him and sipped on her tea.  Master Bilguun lifted a hand and wiped at the corners of his eyes, still smiling wide as he looked back at her.

“Then in that case, I should ask you what your plans are,” he said with an amused smile.

She lowered the cup from her lips and thought for a moment.  “I had been raised to assist the monarch of Kadmus and, if I’m being honest, it is a position I feel most comfortable in.”

The old man nodded his head with understanding.  “Then, you shall return to Kadmium to support the king.”

“At least for part of the time,” Beks replied.  “I have people I need to take care of and a territory I was promised that those people will be resettling in.  They are refugees escaping natural disaster and need to start anew.  Everyone believes that with my background, I will be able to make the process smoother.”

Master Bilguun’s brows rose and he pursed his lips, appearing impressed, but not surprised.  He lifted up his teacup towards her.  “In that case, I wish to also see your territory one day.  In the short time you’ve been here, your abilities have been noticed.  You may just make a paradise for those who want a chance at living peacefully.”

Her lips pulled up into a slight smile and she nodded.  “That is the goal.” She lifted her teacup and gently clinked the sides with the old man’s cup.  “If Master Bilguun wishes, he can also come and live there.  It’s still a bit...rural, at best, and underdeveloped compared to Kadmus, but the air is clear and it is peaceful.  Laz is also a very good cook.”

Master Bilguun laughed once more.

“Master Bilguun, Your Highness.”  A man’s voice came from the gate at the other end of the yard.  The two seated under a tree, still chuckling, looked towards the Left Commander as he walked down the stone paved path to get to them.  He stopped beside the table and bowed.  “I am here to escort Her Highness to the entrance of the plateau.”

Master Bilguun wrinkled his nose and let out a little disappointed grumble.  “Is it that time already?”

“Time flies when you are enjoying life,” Beks replied.  She finished the rest of her tea and placed the cup back onto the table.  “I will see you later this evening, Master Bilguun.”

The old man nodded as she stood up and gave him a respectful bow of her head.  Though Master Bilguun was an elder, she still far outranked him as the ‘wife’ of the twin princes.

He lifted his hand and gave her a small wave.  “Take your time.  A slight delay in preparation is better than a mistake in execution.”

Beks nodded and turned towards the four people already on their feet in front of the patio of the master’s house.  “Thirnir.  Efran.  Let’s go.”

They followed the Left Commander outside of the gate and down a path outside the compound, where several horses had been prepared.  The plateau wasn’t too wide, but it was narrow, and it was more convenient to take horses everywhere.  It wasn’t as if there were horses in short supply.

A horse had been allotted to Laz, Lucian, Beks, and the rest of their party as if it were the natural course of events.  While Laz, Lucian, Gerard, and the Thirnir had no problem adjusting to traveling by horseback, Beks hadn’t ridden much since they found her father, and Efran was a novice at best, so along with his earth biha precision training, lessons from Rid Callan, and self-studying Jasper and Langshe, he was also learning to ride.

He was a fast learner and could easily mount and dismount by the end of his first official lesson, though he found that he began to get saddle-sore after an hour.  That was only with the horse walking.  Anything faster made him nervous.  Rid Haal appeared determined to change that.

Beks followed behind the Left Commander surrounded by her Thirnir and Efran, but around them were a half dozen horseback soldiers.  She was told that they had been born on the plateau and had essentially been raised to take on their family’s way of life.

At first, Beks was wary of this.  She didn’t want to be protected by or use an army made up of unwilling soldiers.  That was asking for failure at best, death at worst.

However, it seemed that families devoted to focusing on martial arts were common in Langshe, and not every child went into the military.  Those who didn’t deem themselves a good fit learned trades to support the military.  Many became farmers, which was considered an extremely important job to the point that if a family had multiple children, at least one was encouraged to join the cavalry’s agriculture or husbandry division.

Master Bilguun assured her that those she saw wearing old uniforms were loyal to the cavalry.

Loyal they may have been, but Beks could feel their gazes whenever she left the compound.  It wasn’t to say that it was all bad or made her wary.  Some people were simply curious as to who the ‘Princess’ was or what the ‘Princess’ looked like, as word of the twins coming to bring them back into battle had spread, and along with it, word of the twins’ wife.

In their eyes, the foreign wife.

Some of them didn’t know she was fluent in Langsher, as outside of the compound, she spoke Jasper as she was with the Thirnir and Efran.  It was usually only after she responded to someone who only knew Langsher in Langsher that it was likely that she heard them call her a giant because of her height.

The twins were slightly taller than her, but she supposed since they were men, it wasn’t questioned.  She was tall for a woman in Kadmium, too.  She was average height in Sagittate and the West Islands, though.

Regardless, after Beks had cris-crossed the plateau, meeting new people, and listening to them, she still received curious looks.  Nothing malicious, but it did make her worry that when it came time for her to give any sort of order, they would be hesitant to comply.

For instance, the Left Commander on a horse in front of her was little less wary of her than the Right Commander, but she could still see some hesitation in his eyes when she asked for something.  He was hesitant to agree to take her to the entrance of the plateau, which was on the northwest corner.  It was where the cavalry had first entered from and was the only way up or down the mountain.

Eventually, the Left Commander agreed to take her, though Beks didn’t see why he’d be so reluctant to, as the entrance didn’t lead directly out into the deadly jungle.  They’d have to walk down the mountain for almost three days to get to the fortress that sealed off the path from the deadly jungle beyond its walls.

As long as they don’t hinder me, they can stare all they want.  Beks kept her eyes ahead of her as the back of the Left Commander as they crossed the plateau, ignoring those who looked over for longer than just a glance.

They reached the northwest corner and made their way to the sentry gate and were let through after approval from the Left Commander.  It opened to a wide flat area that oversaw the expanse of the valley before them and Rid Haal let out a whistle.

“I didn’t expect to see such a view just outside the gates,” he said, impressed.

 The Left Commander nodded a bit.  “This view is of the west side of the valley.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  She turned around and looked back at the mountain and then back at the valley.  “Rid Nordottir, do you sense it?”

The other woman nodded.  She had also been looking around.  “It seems we acclimated to the biha while we were on the plateau, my lady.”

“That’s what I thought,” Beks replied.  She didn’t look back at the Left Commander, but spoke to him.  “Why is it that from lower altitudes, we can see a cloud ring around the summit, but when we’re here, we cannot?  Shouldn’t the valley be blocked by clouds at this height?”

They’d gone through the cloud layer coming up, after all, and their guide and the villagers all saw it.  The villagers said the cloud layer and the fog that rolled down was there every day.

“I don’t know, Your Highness.  Hunters say that when they return, they can see the clouds from the base of the mountain and when they reach the cloud layer down the path coming up, but when they leave the plateau, they no longer see it when they go down.”  He furrowed his brows, as if somewhat annoyed that he didn’t have an answer for her.

Beks spoke under her breath.  “There are stele here.”

“It does feel familiar....” Efran agreed with a nod.

Beks dismounted.  “But it’s good that we are not hindered by the clouds.  Commander Weirun, I was told that you can see the dry river canyon that the cavalry went through from the Vents of the Underworld from here.  Is that true?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”  The Left Commander dismounted and rummaged through his saddlebag for a well-worn spyglass wrapped in leather.  As he removed the leather from it, he looked towards the distance.  “Directly southwest, there are two ridges that appear to be right next to each other, almost overlapping, but in fact, it is where the dry river canyon opening is.  It is difficult to see the gap, as all the mountains on this side of the valley are covered with jungle.”

“Then how can you tell which one it is?” Beks asked as the Left Commander gave her the spyglass.

“The ridges resemble the side profiles of monkeys that are kissing.”  He said it so seriously, Beks almost didn’t catch the last bit.  She slowly turned her head towards him from where she was looking in the direction he pointed.  The Left Commander averted his eyes.

“The ridges resemble what?”

“Two monkeys kissing...from the side.”  The Left Commander lifted both hands like puppets in front of him and pressed his fingertips together.  “Like this.”

Beks judging gaze grew harder.  “Side profiles of monkeys?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“...Kissing monkeys.”

He almost cringed.  “That is the best way to explain, Your Highness.”

She narrowed her eyes but looked back in the direction he pointed.  She lifted the spyglass and slowly adjusted it until she could get a relatively clear view of the mountains surrounding the valley.  She started from the west and worked her way south along the range, looking for monkey profiles.

She moved in place, growing more and more doubtful of the Left Commander’s description until she saw it.  Beks settled the spyglass there and squinted before she lowered it.

“It doesexist....”

The Left Commander ran a hand down his face.  “That is how Timur used to describe them.”

“I apologize for doubting you,” Beks replied.  She handed the spyglass to Rid Callan and directed him towards the two ridges.  “They look like two monkeys kissing.”  Rid Callan jerked his head back and gave her a questioning look.  She lifted a hand to placate him and sighed.  “I know.  I know.  I thought the same, but that is what they look like.”

The middle-aged Thirnir took a deep breath and lifted the spyglass.  After a moment, his brows shot up.  “Aptly named indeed.”

“In your opinion, at that distance, how long would it take for a person at an average walking speed to reach those ridges and the canyon entrance?”

Rid Callan looked through the spyglass for a bit longer before lowering it and letting out a low breath as he scanned the expanse of thick jungle between them.  From where they were, they couldn’t see the base of the mountain where the fortress was built.

“If we were on flat ground with no obstructions, such as untouched jungle, uneven ground, rivers, and so forth, I’d say it wouldn’t take more than three days to cross, with ample rests and stops for the night,” he replied.

Beks nodded her head once.  “And what if we did have all those obstructions?”

“Time would be spent clearing the way, which would take the bulk of time.  I’d estimate seven to ten days, also providing there were no attacks from man or beast, sudden accidents or natural disasters, like surprising flooding,” he replied.

Beks frowned a bit.  “Master Bilguun said it would take a month at the fastest.”

“To move an entire military force through untouched, dense jungle with an unknown terrain?  I believe that,” Rid Callan confirmed easily.  “Animals need to rest, drink, and eat.  In addition, the climate is different.  I’ve noticed the air in the valley is humid and from what we’ve told, it rains often.  When it rains, travel becomes even more difficult.”

“Indeed, we had many problems when it rained,” the Left Commander told them with a distant look on his bearded face.  His eyes squinted, as if remembering those difficult times.  “We had to stop.  The ground was simply too soaked with water and became muddy.  Both people and animals were having difficulty moving forward, not to mention the supply carts and wagons.  The waterways in between were flooded and we had to find a narrow and shallow place to cross, as well as wait for any flooding to subside.”

“It looks like we’ll have numerous problems that will make crossing difficult,” Beks said with a frown.  “Efran!”

“Yes, my lady!” He jumped forward and she reached into her satchel to give him some paper and a pencil she’d sharpened with a knife.

“Take notes as we discuss.  We’ll refer to them later.”  She instructed and Efran nodded, taking the writing utensil and paper.

Like many whose second language was Jasper, Efran could speak it better than he could write it.  Thankfully, when they were migrating south, Sandra had taught a handful of people his age to write the basic characters of Jasper in preparation for becoming citizens of Kadmus.

Jonas had selected a few particularly scholarly Wild Dogs to continue teaching the Dranga people how to write the language once they arrived on the island.  With lack of resources to practice while they were on the journey, she’d often see Efran practicing to write on the ground with a stick, a pointy rock, or even his finger.

It was quite admirable, and she hoped that he would grow much on this journey.

“When possible, I’d like to go down to the valley floor to study the soil content,” Rid Callan said.  Efran immediately began to write down his words.  “It would be good if we can mitigate any mud-related delays.”

Beks nodded.  “It would also be useful to ask the hunters who go down the mountain to describe the climate and try to isolate any patterns.  We should also ask about the layout of the area from here to the Monkey Ridges.”

“Yes, are there any rivers....”  Rid Callan paused and squinted his eyes at her.  “Monkey Ridges, my lady?”

“Yes, they’re mountain ridges that look like monkeys,” Beks said, as if it were obvious. “Thus, Monkey Ridges.”  Several gazes looked at her uncertainty and she frowned.  “What’s wrong with the name?  It doesn’t have an official name.”

“The name is...fine, my lady,” Efran said, offering her a weak smile.

Beks balked.  “Why does everyone always give me that look when I name something.  I’m good at naming things!”

“Of course, my lady....”  They avoided her expectant look.

Beks shot all three Thirnir and Efran a glare.  “Let’s just continue.  What else do we need?”  Tsk...my family would appreciate my naming genius....

“I’d like to know what predatory animals are likely to attack humans and large livestock, as well as what plants we should avoid eating,” Rid Haal said.

“Master Bilgunn says that there were records of flora and fauna that had been made and compiled during the journey here.  I will ask to see them and memorize them before we leave,” Beks replied.

Behind her, she heard an unexpected snort.  Beks looked over her shoulder as the Thirnir and Efran also looked over.  The Left Commander covered his mouth with one fist and let out a small cough to extricate himself.  Beks raised a brow.

“Is something funny, Commander Weirun?”

The Left Commander didn’t seem all that embarrassed that she asked.  “No, Your Highness.  It is just that over the years, we have compiled several noteworthy books on flora and fauna.”  He answered in accented Jasper and Beks wasn’t sure if it was so her people would understand.

Beks nodded.  “That’s good and incredibly useful.  How many books?”

“Over a dozen, each as thick as your two fingers.”

Beks’ eyes widened with excitement.  The thought that they could be so well prepared was comforting and took a big weight off her shoulders.  With guidelines on what was safe and what wasn’t, she could take precautions and give out better instructions.  “That’s excellent news!  Having as much information as possible is vital, especially in such a place as the Forbidden Valley.  I will review them as soon as I can.”

Even her Thirnir and Efran were pleased by this news.

The Left Commander raised a dubious brow at the five people who didn’t seem to understand the problem.  “Your Highness, there are over a dozen books-”

“With all due respect, Left Commander, my lady’s memory is much better than the average person’s.”  Efran’s face heated up a bit and he appeared unable to stop himself from interjecting and defending her, the Inheritor.

Rid Callan and the others didn’t stop him and were quiet, silently agreeing with him.  Beks’ memory was well-known from the time she was a child, after all.

The Left commander sighed.  “Perhaps, but even the best scholars would not be able to memorize that much in such a short amount of time.  It would take many weeks, if not a few months.”

Beks cocked her head to the side and almost threw him a condescending smile.  “Simply because one person cannot do it doesn’t mean there isn’t anyone else who can.”

“I simply do not want Your Highness to be disappointed-”

“Left Commander, Master Bilguun said that you were born into an aristocratic military vassal family, yes?” Beks asked in Langsher as she turned her back to the man to look back at the valley view.

“Yes, Your Highness.”  He didn’t seem to think anything too strange about her question, though his voice held some surprise in it.

“Then, you must’ve formally studied the Seven Books of War, which are technically eighteen books by seven different generals lauded as the greatest Generals of Langshe, yes?”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“And how long did it take you to memorize?”

“Your Highness, it is not about memorizing the books, but being able to understand the theories and put them in practice,” the Left Commander told her in a firm voice.

Beks turned around to face him with her chin up and defiance on her face.  “Uncle Timur read them to me when I was four.  I would sit on two pillows on his lap so I could reach the table in order to follow along as he read.  Even if I were barely learning Langsher at the time, I was able to recite everything he read once he’d read it, and can recite word for word.  You are free to test me.”

The Left General shook his head.  “That is not necessary, Your Highness-”

“Book six, volume two, second chapter.  What is the subject matter?” Another man’s voice sounded behind him from the gates of the sentries.

Several men on horseback were arriving, including Laz and Lucian, but the one who’d spoken was the one leading them: the Right Commander.  His eyes were narrowed and fixed on Beks, waiting for her to answer.

Without faltering, Beks gave him a nod.  “Book Six was the Analects of General Shah Aergul, the most famous female general of Langshe, from the Eighth Dynasty.  Volume two was titled Weather and Terrain.  The second chapter was titled Low Altitude Rainy Season, and broken into grassland, low deserts, and inland lake basins.”

The Right Commander gave her a small, satisfied nod.  “Impressive.”

“But those are just the topics and titles,” the Left Commander said as he turned around.  He gave Laz and Lucian a respectful bow as they dismounted.  He stood up straight and continued.  “The actual content-”

“The following chapter will be broken into three topographic regions common on the west side of the Great Mountains.  We will start with the grasslands.  The definition of grassland is-”

“Enough, enough!” The Left Commander waved his arms in the air and scowled as Beks reluctantly stopped speaking and gave him a dull look, wordlessly asking if he had enough.  The man rubbed his forehead.  “I believe you, Princess.”

The Right Commander nodded.  “Her Highness must’ve studied the Seven Books of War thoroughly.”

“To my knowledge, Adah only read that to you once because you had memorized it and said it was boring and that you wanted something new,” Laz said as he reached her and touched her head with his good hand.  He smiled a bit.  “I’m surprised you were bored with Adah, as he liked to point out where he’d disagree and where he’d make updates.”

“He kept repeating them,” Beks replied as she took his hand in one hand and Lucian’s on the other.  “But they were excellent points.  It’s a shame he never had the chance to write down his own book.”

Lucian chuckled.  “Adah did have many thoughts, theories, and modern updates that would’ve been useful.”

“Especially about here, in the Forbidden Valley.”

Beks let out a disappointed sigh.  “He never went into great detail about it when he told me bedtime stories.”

Lucian raised a brow and smiled, amused.  “I’m starting to wonder if Adah was secretly training you to be his successor in the guise of reading you bedtime stories.”

“How could he have given me formal training?  Where would I have time?” Beks rolled her eyes.

Laz looked at her carefully.  “How do you counter mounted archers?”

The tone of his voice was a bit firmer, and almost as if quizzing her.  It sounded surprisingly familiar and Beks almost stood to attention.  For a moment, her mind went blank before the answer flooded in and she repeated it, as if explaining a text.

“It’s not so much to counter, but either to disrupt the process of attack or outlast the attack itself, and then counter when the enemy is exhausted and out of resources.  At the very least, these methods don’t cost as many lives,” Beks replied.  She blinked.  Now she remembered where she’d heard a similar tone.  It was how Uncle Timur playfully quizzed her to make sure she was paying attention to his stories.

“Beks, tell Uncle how long the Princess should hold her bow when she practices?”

“Uncle, the Princess should only lower her bow after her arrow has hit the target so as not to affect accuracy.”

“Yes! Yes! That’s my smart princess!” He’d then toss her into the air proudly.

Uncle...were you really training me?

She never considered herself to have formally studied warfare, outside of history and purchasing and transporting resources.

Laz and Lucian were smiling.  Laz continued on.  “The Red Iron Cavalry has an entire fleet of mounted archers.  How did Adah counter measures taken against them?”

She knew that story.  “He sent small teams of raiders to ransack the resources of the opponent army first.  He crippled their financial backing by disturbing the flow of commerce that would provide them with both money and resources; diminishing opportunity to recover and creating financial isolation.  He spread false information to both keep his movements secrets and to disrupt the strategies of his opponents, while paying careful attention to timing.  Uncle Timur believed that the battle didn’t start when one faced the enemy in combat.  It didn’t start when the strategy was being drawn up.  The battle started as soon as you knew who your opponent would be.”

Or rather, who stood in the way between you and your goal.  Ultimately, this was a lesson he learned from his childhood.  Once you knew who stood in your way, you could isolate those individuals and find out everything about them.  Their strengths, weaknesses, and who their connections were.

The more one knew, the better they had at preparing for anything.

The late Queen could not stress enough the importance of information to her, to the point that Beks found herself hesitant to act and underprepared when she lacked information.

“I am convinced that Adah tried to train you....” Lucian sighed as he caressed her hair back.

“Adah spent his early childhood in that viper pit of the Emperor’s harem,” Laz said, his eyes becoming sad.  “Perhaps this is how he best knew how to teach her.”   He looked back at the two commanders behind them, his expression hardening.  “I understand that you have doubts about our wife, but never forget that Beks is my and Lucian’s right hand, as well as our heart.”  Beks face heated up at his public declaration.  “You can and should trust her as much as us, as we would not be here without her.”

The Left and Right Commander lowered their heads and bowed, accepting the order.

Lucian nodded.  “Also, if you trust our father’s judgment, you will not underestimate her.  Beks was his favorite child.”

“I was not.”

“Yes, you were,” the twins chorused.

At this time, Gerard had gone to join Efran and the Thirnir.  They handed him the spyglass and showed him the Monkey Ridges.  After a while, he lowered the spyglass and sighed.

“I suddenly wish I could fly.”

“Sir, wouldn’t it be the same as above the island?  All we’d see is greenery,” Efran replied.

“Greenery, yes, but I’m starting to make out shapes beyond just the green, Efran, such as where ruins are or where roads once were,” Gerard said, as if imparting immense wisdom on the younger man.  “I think I have a gift.”

Laz looked at his Lt. Commander and squinted his eyes with disgust.

Beks sighed.  “Tomorrow, I want to go down the mountain.”

Laz and Lucian both turned to her with disapproving looks.  “You’ll only make it half a day’s walk down before having to turn back and return to the plateau,” Lucian told her.  “Hunters who go into the valley are gone for well over a month before they return, and it takes days to reach the valley floor from here.”

Her face lit up.  “You’re all right with me leaving that long?”

“No.”  The answer from the two of them was immediate and she pursed her lips.

“Then, how about just to the base of the mountain.  They told me the road is well worn and safe, as a fort is at the bottom and there are sentries along the way.  The dangerous animals don’t come up this high.”

Her two ‘husbands’ didn’t look all that convinced.  “No-”

“I’ll bring Thirnir.  And Efran.”  Although, technically, Efran wasn’t a warrior.

Lucian took a deep breath.  “We will come with you.”

“No, you have too much to do on the plateau.  We had discussed this.  You focus on the cavalry and I will take care of the rest of the planning,” Beks told them, determined.

“Then, Beks,what are you going to do on the valley floor?” Laz asked.

“What else?” Beks said.  “Road surveying.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

She had been fairly sure they were going to continue to refuse or show up the morning she was leaving with her team to go down the mountain after they hesitantly agreed.  Even though she outlined her plan, involved Master Bilguun, and reminded them that she had Thirnir with her, it still took Laz and Lucian some time to agree.

The dangers of the Forbidden Valley weren’t theoretical.

Squished between the two of them the night before she left, Laz and Lucian lectured her on her safety, making her swear that she wouldn’t just ‘wander off to confirm something’, which, admittedly, is what she tended to do.  At least one Thirnir had to be with her at all times and though she’d memorized the flora and fauna record books, she was not to eat anything if she didn’t see anyone else eating it first.

“I’m not a child.”  Beks had scowled before two sets of arms hugged and caressed her in an effort to placate her.  “I know what I’m doing!”

“We know, we just worry.” Laz had buried his face in her chest, trying to gain sympathy.

“Have pity on us, your poor husbands, who will be sick with worry while you go off into the jungle,” Lucian had said as he kissed her neck.

Beks had rolled her eyes.  “We’re not going far from the fortress at the base of the mountain.  We’ll be within sight of the sentry towers at all times, and the Left Commander’s Lt. Commander will be leading an escort team with us.  They’re not going to let your wife die.”

Laz and Lucian’s faces had darkened.  “It would be best that he didn’t.”

Instead, they’d loomed behind her when she was leaving, personally speaking to the escorts about not only protecting Beks, but to send word if she were in any trouble, as well as to make sure she didn’t go too far.

News about how close they were and how much they valued their wife had already spread through the plateau, and hearing them reiterated it made her a bit embarrassed.  Luther never fawned over her like they did, and they did it with such utterly serious faces.  She’d bid them good-bye from her horse, as more public displays of affection weren’t common in Langshe.

All their good-bye embraces and kisses happened behind closed doors and any marks they left on her were well covered by her clothes.

She would be done for a minimum of a week, as it took two and a half days to make it down to the fortress at the foot of the mountain.  Once they had lunch upon reaching the fortress, Beks and her team made no delay of surveying the land.

Initially, the idea was that the cavalry would just backtrack to the Monkey Ridges, crossing the jungle and hacking their way through like the first time.  The path they’d marched through almost thirty years prior, aside from the area near the mountain, had been reclaimed by the jungle, which meant much time and effort were needed to clear a road.

That didn’t count obstacles like rivers, weather concerns, and animal attacks.

After some discussion with her Thirnir on ideas, they decided to try a much more extreme solution: create an earthen elevated road leading directly to the Monkey Ridges.  Under normal circumstances, such a thing would take engineers, architects, and hundreds of laborers to create.

When she asked them what they thought; if they thought the idea was impractical, she’d been met with reassurance.  It was an extreme solution, but that wasn’t to say that it wouldn’t work.

All they had were several biha users, Beks, and her limitless biha.

“In all honesty, my lady,” Rid Haal had said as the other Thirnir nodded.  “That is all we need.”

“We have plenty of experience building walls, ramparts, and walkways in the Northern Pass,” Rid Norddottir had added.  “All we really need is your biha.”

The ground shook and Beks stood behind the trio with Efran at her side.  All five of them wore wide straw hats she purchased from villagers on the plateau before they left.

Rid Callan had a look of concentration on his face as loose topsoil and cakey subsoil spilled to the surface ground as a massive red-orange chunk of clay was squeezed up.  The clay block was twice as tall as she was, as wide as three wagons, but only five paces across.  Rid Callan took a step back and Beks walked forward.

“There is bedrock, but it is much further down,” Rid Callan said with a frown.  “The harder the stone, the more difficult it is to manipulate.  The layer of clay is significant, and it's likely that the composition of the earth in the valley is all like this.”

Beks nodded and put her hand on Rid Callan’s shoulder to get an idea of how much biha he used.  Her brows rose a bit.  The amount of biha he used just to unearth a chunk of clay this size was significant, as well.  “I see....”

He seemed to notice her frown and he quickly spoke up.  “I didn’t just raise it from the ground, my lady.  It was easy to raise as I didn’t have to worry about structural concerns as I did in the cave. I also tried to squeeze out as much moisture as I could.”

Beks moved to the side of the clay block and touched it.  The sides were wet.  “Clay bricks are typically left out in the sun and then fired to remove the moisture.”

“I’m afraid I can only do so much with my earth biha in that respect, my lady,” Rid Callan said with some disappointment.

Rid Haal let out a small cough.  “I think you’re forgetting who’s here with you.”  He motioned towards himself and a chuckling Rid Norddottir.

Beks raised a brow.  “Is that possible?”

“I can remove all the moisture,” Rid Norddottir told her.

“And I can heat the clay, allowing any additional moisture to evaporate.  Doing this together will quicken the process immensely,” Rid Haal said.

Beks gave them a nod and stepped back.  “Please do so.  I will check your biha expenditure afterwards.  Efran, time it.”

The young man beside her nodded and took out the small hourglass they borrowed.  As soon as he said ‘go’, the other two Thirnir began extracting and heating, increasing the humidity around them. The visible wetness on the slide of the clay block could be seen drying quickly.

The process itself didn’t take long and not much biha was used to do so.

Efran scribbled the findings down while Beks nodded.

Rid Callan created a few large steps so that Beks could climb on top.  She stood on the solid stone chunk with her hands on her hips and looked around.  At this height, had they been deeper in the jungle, they would still be beneath the canopy, but certainly avoid predator animals that mainly remained on the ground.

They’d also avoid many of the toxic plants, as very few grew up that high.  Those that did tended to be vines that coiled around trees, but they’d have to reach outside of the wide, elevated road to touch any on the surrounding trees.

“How difficult will it be to build this over all the plants, including the trees?  I doubt there is this much available space to work with.” Beks shouted over the side.  Efran had climbed up behind her and jumped up and down, impressed with what was essentially a giant brick.

“Clearing the path will be too troublesome.  When the clay comes out of the ground, we’d have to build over the forest floor, but most of the understory would be pushed to the side,” Rid Callan replied.

“We can build arches over waterways and along the way in order to allow wildlife to pass through,” Rid Norddottir told them.  “This is common in Sagittate.”

Beks nodded.  “Let’s do some tests to see what size is easiest to build in relation to how fast it dries out.  We can adjust as we go, but it’s good to have a baseline.”

She climbed back down and was followed by Efran.  “How do we guess the weight limit?”

“Considering something of this size, as brick, and considering that most of it will be solid, it will hold the weight of the cavalry easily,” Beks replied.

“My lady, you should go and rest under the trees.  It’s very hot and humid,” Rid Norddottir told her. “We will continue doing the tests.”

Beks nodded.  She wouldn’t go far, just to where a bench had been brought out to the base of the fortress.

The gates were partially open, though there were soldiers ready in case of animal attacks.  The escort that had come with her was waiting nearby, though their horses had been left inside the fortress.

When Beks turned around, she saw the stunned looks of the escort looking at them with disbelief as another clay chunk was unearthed and rose behind her.  Langshe didn’t have many biha users, and those they had didn’t have large biha wells.  The manifestations of their abilities were limited, thus seeing so much earth moved at once without seemingly much effort was shocking.

Even the Lt. Commander, who had been present when they crossed the valley the first time had a dumbfounded look in his eyes.

“Your Highness,” he said as Beks reached the bench and sat down.  “Where in Kadmus are you and your guards from again?”

Beks kept a pleasant smile on her face, but didn’t answer.  The less people who knew they were from Sagittate, the better.  “I was told that such an elevate road was how you crossed the Vents of the Underworld.  This shouldn’t be a surprise to you.”

“We did, but the road wasn’t built so quickly.  Or by a single earth biha user,” the middle-aged man said, his eyes still fixed on Rid Callan and the others.  “If they are able to keep such a pace, how long would it take to reach the edge of the dry river canyon?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Beks said, looking past him at the Thirnir.  “We hope to get a proper estimation soon, though one thing is for certain.  The amount of time it will take to leave will be far less than the amount of time it took to arrive.”

Perhaps sooner than even she inspected.  Despite having to refill Rid Callan’s biha well a few more times, It didn’t take the rest of the afternoon for him and the others to be satisfied with the data set collected by their tests.  They gathered inside the fort with Beks to go over their results.

Allowing for a height of double a little more than she was tall, and a width of three carriage widths wide, keeping each individual piece just two paces long would keep the drying time short, as well as not expend too much biha for all three users.  Arches to allow for wildlife to cross under would need to be created after several blocks were put together, and more time would be taken when they had to build a bridge.

They would continue their tests tomorrow to figure out how best to build those passthroughs and bridges.

Dinner was served in the communal hall of the small village within the fortress.  Most of the village consisted of hunters and their families, who also supported the sentry soldiers who were switched out every week.

“I have to say that though it took a long time, the biha users who laid the foundation for the fortress had good control,” Rid Callan said as they walked outside after eating.  The villagers provided them food and they were to sleep in the barracks.

With the exception of Beks.  How could the Princess sleep with unknown persons?  The private room of the fortress head of command gave it to her without a second thought.  Rid Norddottir and Rid Haal guarded from the antechamber.

Under the light of a lone lantern, Beks placed her leviathan scale on the ground.  She set up her urapearl on the floor.  Traveling with others made it difficult for her to contact Nexus.  The last time she’d made contact was when they were still at port, just before they were going to leave and the twins were out buying supplies.

Over three weeks had passed since she last contacted them, and she was sure there were changes outside the Forbidden Valley.

Mr. Kesse didn’t disappoint her.

She clenched her jaw and took a deep breath to calm herself.  “Has the coronation happened yet?”

 “No, my lady.  However, the invitations to the coronation have been sent out to allies and Prince Tarkan is already being referred to as the Emperor of Langshe.”

She had Nexus keep an eye on Langshe’s political affairs, as well its possible allies, in order to keep track of movements that could be troublesome for them later.  “Were there any protests about Tarkan taking the crown?”

“Yes, my lady.  Several families wanted to wait, insisting that the whereabouts of the Crown Prince is still unknown.  In addition, the Crown Prince has a child.”  Mr. Kesse frowned a bit more.  “They do not know where the child or the Crown Princess are.”

Beks nodded.  “Good.”  It was safer that way.  “Has there been any movement in Langshe’s military?”

“The outer armies patrolling the border remain where they are and continue their patrols as normal.  The armies that had been stationed at garrisons around the Langshe Empire are being shuffled and it is expected that Prince Tarkan will want to remove military power from clans who have ties with the Crown Prince’s faction.”

“That’s to be expected,” Beks said as she leaned back against the side of the bed and narrowed her eyes.  “Is anyone still searching for the Crown Prince?”

“Yes, my lady.  It is under the guise of finding a missing family member as opposed to hunting down an enemy, which is essentially what it is.  Who would dispatch half their personal guard to find the Crown Prince?”

 Beks drew her head back.  “You know that much about private imperial orders?”

The corner of Mr. Kesse’s lips curled up.  “It’s not difficult to track them once they’re outside the palace.  If we didn’t know they were being so cautious, and believe that they are at an advantage, I’d suspect that they were being sloppy and purposely leading us on.”

“In this case, it doesn’t hurt to assume that the enemy knows more than they let on.  However, though the Crown Prince is missing, they don’t suspect aid from outside.  I’m sure Luther has let them know that Laz and Lucian are missing.  After almost a year, they could be presumed dead.”

“Have you considered what to do when their Highnesses’ reappear?” Mr. Kesse asked with worried brows.  “If they are at the forefront of aiding the Crown Prince in retaking Langshe from their uncle, then news of their surviving will spread.  It is not something we can hide.”

Beks frowned.  “It has weighted on my mind, but at the moment, leading the cavalry is more important and we have no thought of hiding their presence.  Once Kadmium hears that the two of them are alive, they will send assassins immediately.”

“We have received the first batch of supplies at Green Meadows, my lady.  We hope to have prepared by the time reclamation of Langshe has been completed.”

“I am hoping that will be soon,” Beks replied.  “Then, I can turn my full attention to Kadmus.  Has there been any sudden changes?”

“No, by another envoy has been sent to Langshe from Kadmus to show support to the usurper,” Mr. Kesse said with distaste.

Beks sneered.  “What else?”

“The Fourth Prince’s wedding will be held next month.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “It seems she got herself a new dress....”

“Pardon, my lady?”

“Nothing,” she replied.  “Continue your work.  We are working on road building and I will be unable to contact you for some time.”

Mr. Kesse frowned, worry across his face.  “How much time, my lady?”

Beks thought for a moment.  “A month, at most.”  He seemed to be put at ease by the estimation.

“We will continue what we are doing and report back to you when you contact us next, my lady.  For now, at the very least, several prominent supporters of the Hessings have gone bankrupt, and many business dealings the Hessings had have also suffered.  Rumors have been spread that the Hessings are being cursed for turning their backs on the rightful king, who though thinner, was of their blood.  This has made prospective business partners either hesitant to work with them or refusing all together.”

Beks smiled.  “Finally, some good news.  Has this had any effect on the court?”

“The Hessings are in need of money and have begun seeking favors and loans from peers, many of whom are also in the court.  This has irritated several courtiers.  Those whose livelihoods were tied to the businesses of the affected parties and were fired or dismissed without pay have also begun to put up a fuss.

“We have orchestrated unrest in the merchant class and the local labor force.  The negative attention is also being placed on the Fourth Prince, as during this time, he had cut back on the government aided services and increased taxes on common goods.”

Beks scoffed.  “At such a time?  Is he insane?  The people will revolt sooner than we do if he keeps this up.”  She narrowed her eyes a bit.  “But there is no harm without comparison.  Begin spreading rumors that things would’ve been better with any one of the other princes and Brother Laurence, as they had always put the kingdom and its people first.  Make it so the general populace is not only open to Brother Laurence returning as some sort of miracle, but even willing to accept the Second or Third Prince as a far better ruler than Luther.”

“Understood, my lady.  This will not take long.  May I suggest that when the Second and Third Princes are discovered to be in Langshe, a story is woven about how they were caught up in the fight for the throne, which thus delayed their return?”

Beks nodded.  “Yes.  Make sure it is understood that their priority is Kadmium and they were trying to get back, but were trapped.  In fact, once they are discovered, spread rumors that though they are struggling to get back to support Kadmus, Luther doesn’t want to give up his throne and soldiers had been sent to arrest and execute the princes.  Enrage the people.”

“We will prepare such a scenario, my lady.”  She bid the old man a good evening and ended the call before calling her brother to report.  She’d been able to contact Deo on Gurani Island while with the others; it wasn’t a secret that she brought her urapearl, but she hadn’t contacted him for two nights.

When his face appeared in the pearl, Beks told him the good news.

Deo grinned.  “If you told Daddy that his Thirnir that you didn’t want to bring had essentially cut travel time over half, he’d strut around with his chest puffed out for days.”

“Don’t remind me,” Beks said.  “Our rough estimate still doesn’t include the time it will take to build over rivers, and there is at least one large one we’d have to go over.  The various streams will be less of a problem, I hope.”

“Regardless, it will take far less time.”  He sighed and shook his head.  “I can’t believe you actually found the Red Iron Cavalry.  If we can utilize them, we’ll retake Kadmus before year end.”

“I’m hoping sooner,” Beks said.  “Is there any word from Mommy about the Crown Prince’s child and wife?”

“She has found them, but they are safe for now.  As instructed, she will not act unless the Crown Princess and the child are in danger.”

Beks let out a relieved sigh.  “Tarkan is searching all over Langshe for them.”

“Well, he needs to look further.”

Beks raised a brow.  “They’re not in Langshe?”

“They’ve made it Aehamake.”

“They’re on anothercontinent?”

“Mommy suspects that they fled their hiding place in Langshe when Tarkan’s people got too close.”

Beks pursed her lips.  “All right, as long as they’re safe.”

“Same for you.  How are things on the plateau?”

Beks’ expression didn’t falter.  “Everything is going smoothly.  The arrangement for who will be coming out with us has been finalized and supplies for horses and weapons are being prepared.”

Deo took a deep breath and exhaled.  “When you said you were going to the Forbidden Valley, I was worried, but as long as you’re on the plateau, you’ll be safe.”

“Yes.”  She didn’t tell Deo how long it took to get to the base of the mountain, where they were doing their tests, nor did she tell him that she had accompanied the Thirnir to the edge of the jungle to observe said tests.  It’s fine.  I’m perfectly safe, anyway.

“Beks, I know you want to move the cavalry out as soon as possible,” her brother said with a stern look.  “But there is no need to rush.  Your safety takes priority.”

“Of course, Brother.”

“Make sure to stay with the princes.”

She nodded her head obediently.

The next day, by late afternoon, a stretch of elevated road had been created with three arched underpasses for wildlife.  Despite the amount of work, neither the Thirnir nor Beks were tired.  Rather, they were determined to continue if only the sun weren’t going to set.

“Your Highness,” the Lt. Commander said as he looked up at the sky.  “We should return to the fortress now if we are to get back before sunset.”

“All right,” Beks agreed.  “Let’s prepare the camping supplies for tomorrow.”

The Lt. Commander cocked his head to the side and gave her a confused look.  “Your Highness, we are not returning to the plateau until the day after.”

“Who said anything about returning to the plateau?” Beks asked.  “We will continue building the road until we reach the Monkey Ridges.”

The Lt. Commander almost balked, not paying attention to the others behind Beks.

“But...Your Highness, the Princes are waiting for you!  What about the princes?” he choked out.

She lifted her chin and stood up straight.  “We will prepare the road.  Tell my husbands to meet me there!” she said, pointing towards the Monkey Ridges in the distance and narrowed her eyes.  “With the Red Iron Cavalry!”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 58 - Nightmares


                Despite her bold words, Beks still personally wrote a letter to Laz and Lucian, and had it flown back to the plateau by a messenger eagle to reassure them.

Laz and Lucian had been seated for dinner with Master Bilguun and the two commanders when an attendant arrived with the message.  Instruction had been given that any message from the base of the mountain regarding the Princess was to be considered urgent and given priority.

It was to be delivered no matter what, regardless of what the receivers were doing at the time.

One of the young soldiers guarding outside brought in the scrolled letter and presented it to Laz, who handed it to Lucian to unravel and read.  It only took a glance to cause Lucian to release a sigh.

Laz brought a spoonful of soup to his lips.  After blowing it once, he spoke.  “She’s not coming back, is she?”

His words caused the other three men around the table to look up with concerned expressions.

“You know how she is when she’s focused on a task,” Lucian replied with resignation, confirming Laz’s suspicion.   Laz nodded his head.  When she was focused, she tended to forget about everything else and it only made them miss her.

“We expected this.”

“That’s why I had her pack extra clothes.”

“Your Highnesses, Her Highness has run away?” the Right Commander trembled in his seat, the very idea of such a thing occurring unheard of.

The twins looked over at him and squinted.  “She didn’t run away.”  Laz shook his head.  “She’s our wife.  She wouldn’t abandon us.”

Lucian nodded and spoke with some pride.  “Beks and her team have managed to successfully begin building an elevated road over the jungle, and have decided to remain there to continue building it all the way to something called Monkey Ridges.”

Laz cocked his head.  “What’s Monkey Ridges?”

“If I may guess, it’s the mouth of the dry riverbed canyon we had entered through.  From a distance, the ridges of the mountain in front of and behind the entrance have a vague shape of the side of a monkey’s head,” Master Bilguun said as he nodded his head thoughtfully.  “That’s a good name for it.”

The two commanders frowned a bit, but the Left Commander looked back to the twins.  “Are Your Highnesses accepting of this?” They sounded both surprised and confused.

“This was within our expectations,” Laz replied, unperturbed, as this really was what they predicted would happen.  “That is why we were so hesitant to let her go to the base of the mountain, and subsequently go off into the jungle where it’s dangerous, but we also know that if she wants to do it, she will.”

Lucian rolled up the letter, tucking it into the folds of his shirt gently.  “Beks will not delay us, if she can help it.  We knew if she went to the base of the mountain, she would figure out the most efficient way to allow the cavalry to leave the valley.”  A fond smile graced his lips.  “And she did not disappoint us.”

“From your faces, I can see that you can’t accept that she’d simply leave us rather unexpectedly,” Laz said with a slight grin as he looked at the older men around the table.  “But, let me assure you, this is something we knew would happen.  We only wanted to make sure that she is properly protected.”

As Beks said, she had all that power, but couldn’t utilize it herself.  Her skill with weapons was second weakest, being slightly better than Laurence’s. 

The two commanders seemed reluctant to accept that the Princess simply decided not to return, but nodded.  “If you approve, Your Highnesses, there is not much more we can say.”

“There isn’t anything you can say to begin with,” Master Bilguun said with a sneer.  “The Princess has been trained since she was a child by both the late Queen of Kadmus and Timur.  I wouldn’t expect anything less from her!  And you shouldn’t be complaining about what she does.  For whom do you think she is risking her safety for in the jungle?”

“Yes, Master.”

“I understand, Master.”

Laz and Lucian ate in silence, only occasionally answering when they were asked a question.  As soon as Beks sent word that the road was nearing completion, they would begin the procession down the mountain.  The process just to prepare for the journey was daunting.  With that many people, animals, and wagons, it would be a long caravan down.

Even on a flat surface without obstacles and much danger, crossing the road would take several days just for the entire cavalry to reach the Monkey Ridges.  Lucian had spent much of his time since Beks left reviewing this with the individual captains of each vice-captain of a fahn,which was the Langshe equivalent of a battalion.

Each fahn had ten subgroups with a thousand cavalrymen and a hundred-fifty supporting soldiers who did everything from prepared food for both people and horses, maintained the equipment, and functioned as medics and horse doctors.

Somehow, their father managed to get an entire cavalry made of six fahn, their immediate families, and supporting soldiers into the plateau.

“Honestly, the fact that it took him just a few months to get them from the plains into the plateau is impressive already,” Laz said as the spear shaft swung around his back during their post-dinner training.

“The current population of the plateau has risen, and much of the current cavalry were children when they arrived or were born here,” Lucian said, as his sword rose and allowed the spear to hit it and slide against it before he turned it towards his brother.

Laz stepped to the side and withdrew the spear, moving it around his body to swing the heel at Lucian.  “There was no guarantee that Auntie’s enemies wouldn’t have demanded that the Red Iron Cavalry be destroyed completely, or even sent their own people to kill them, if they stayed.  Simply rendering the land, they lived on unlivable would’ve been enough.  Even if the cavalry and their families weren’t willing, the risk was too great to remain in Langshe.  Adah did them a favor.”

“It doesn’t seem fair that such a loyal army would be forced to die because of a ruler’s insecurity,” Gerard said as he stood to the side, carefully cutting bark off the disk of a cut tree with wind biha.

“It isn’t necessarily the ruler,” Lucian replied.  “It has always been a matter of great importance in Langshe that internal peace was kept between all factions of the court, as a divided court was a divided empire.  At times, this meant giving up a pawn so the others don’t collectively turn against you or destroy all enemy pawns immediately after you ascend the throne.”

“Enemies are always silenced,” Laz told him.  “Langshe is thousands of years old, but there are over a hundred different dynasties.”

“I’d hardly count a coupe which led to an emperor who died in three years and ended his bloodline then and there to be considered a dynasty,” Lucian said as his brother tried to run him throughwith the spear once more.  “However, Langshe itself has survived.”

“Ancient Gurani would’ve been older, had the disaster not happened,” Gerard told them as he focused on his precision task.

The two princes put distance between them to take a breather and reassess their stances.  “Beks will not let Ancient Gurani down,” Lucian replied.

For a moment, Laz let his shoulders fall and lowered his eyes.  “I miss her....”  He took a deep breath.  “And I can’t help but worry.”

“The Thirnir are with her, Battalion Commander.  And my ladyship is not only cautious and plans ahead, but adjusts quickly to respond to unforeseen events,” Gerard said, sounding convinced.  “I’ve seen her in a high stress situation in the Giant’s Ridge Mountains, and am confident of her ability to adapt to a situation and react accordingly.”

Laz grumbled.  “Somehow, it is annoying to hear you speak with more faith in her than I feel.”

Gerard looked up and laughed, his deep rolling laugh filling the courtyard.  “Battalion Commander, it is because you and His Highness love her so much that you worry.  Jonas says the same thing about me and Sandra.  Of course, I trust my wife and am confident that she will carry out her duties well, but even now, knowing that she’s safe on the island, I still hold some worry because she is not with me and I care about her wellbeing.

“Is she eating well?  Is she getting enough sleep?  Sandra has a soft heart, and if someone needs her help, she will put off her needs for another,” Gerard said, his voice softening.  He suddenly let out a snort.  “Jonas is too usually preoccupied to notice when his sister is too busy to eat.”

Laz raised a brow.  “Gerard, if you’re so worried about your wife, why didn’t you apply for a transfer to the fort where she worked?”  Granted, though the sedentary assignment at a fort was less physically demanding and the hours were set, it paid significantly lower as it was a lower risk position where lodging and food were taken care of.

Gerard sighed.  “There are many reasons, Battalion Commander.  First, a battalion soldier has the greatest financial rewards and benefits.  Second, not only do I find pride in my position, but I had also made a vow to follow you in the battalion after you saved my life.  Third...Sandra says I am more useful as a soldier than doing paperwork like her.”

Lucian held back a muffled laugh, but Laz looked Gerard in the eye.

“So, you were rejected.”

Gerard’s face fell.  “Battalion Commander....”

“I understand, not all relationships are alike.” Lucian cut in to defend the big, bald man.  “And it isn’t as if you don’t love each other.”

“Any break he’d get, he’d run to his wife....” Laz grumbled under his breath.

“But, after Brother regains the throne, Laz will retire to Kadmium to support him,” Lucian said, looking over at Gerard. “If he is no longer your Battalion  Commander, then your second vow would be considered kept, wouldn’t it?  What do you plan to do afterwards?”

Laz turned to his Lt. Commander as he planted the spear beside him and leaned against it.  He looked at Gerard expectantly.  He was also curious as to what Gerard planned to do.  Unlike Jonas, who could transition quite easily into an office position, Gerard was much more at home on the field.

At the same time, Laz couldn’t see him as a royal guard.

Unexpectedly, Gerard’s face lit up.  “Sandra and I have discussed this, knowing that the Battalion Commander will follow His Majesty back to Kadmium.  Since the Battalion Commander will retire, so will I, and Sandra and I will move to Gurani Island to work under the Inheritor!”

Laz’s eyes narrowed a bit and gave the excited man a dull look.  “You’re going to settle on the island and work for my wife?”

Gerard nodded, unable to conceal his pride.  “Yes, Battalion Commander!”

Lucian squinted.  “And you’ve told Beks your plans?”

Gerard smiled even wider.  “Her ladyship was very impressed with Sandra and asked if Sandra and I wanted to settle on Gurani when she became governor to aid her.”

Lucian lazily turned his head towards his brother.  “Laz, your people were poached.”

Laz rolled his eyes.  “Beks will need all the trustworthy help she can get.  Besides, we will also be moving to Gurani Island.”

“True,” Lucian agreed.  “Where Beks is, we will go.  I don’t plan to live in a separate courtyard from my wife like Adah, let alone a separate territory.”

Gerard tilted his head.  “But, who will stay with His Majesty?”

Laz and Lucian handed their weapons to the awaiting servants.  “He has Sister Eleanor,” they chorused at once.

“Gerard, you’re dismissed for the evening,” Laz said.  “Tomorrow, we’ll go to the entrance to take a look at the valley.  We may see how far Beks and the others have come with their road.”

Gerard nodded, saluted them, and waited until they entered their inner courtyard to go to the former sundries shack nearby where he was sleeping to remain close to the Battalion Commander.

Inside the courtyard, Laz rolled his shoulders back and Lucian lifted a hand to rub the base of his neck.

“We should’ve asked Beks to rub our shoulders and facilitate a biha-rich bath for us to ease our muscles before she left since we’ve been practicing so much,” Lucian said.

“There will be plenty of chances later,” Laz replied.  “You take a bath first.  It should be ready by now.  I’ll go after you.”

“I’ll call for them to change the water afterwards.”

Lucian went into the smallest of the three buildings in the inner courtyard first and Laz entered their bedchamber, where lanterns had already been lit.  He was a bit sore from all his practice as of recently.  On the island, no matter how much he practiced or did physical labor, there were always the bihar-rich pools.  There were several in the palace and with different temperatures, so they could pick what they needed.  One dip could revitalize him.

Thinking of this, Laz had to give Gerard credit.  The man was smarter than he gave him credit for deciding to move to the island.  Well...he’s not the only one who wants to move there.

Though it was underdeveloped and without the luxuries of a city like Kadmium, there was something relaxing about being there, away from the frustrating stubbornness of courtiers or the constant march and training of the battalion.

Perhaps it was because while there, even knowing that they’d have to fight to get his brother back on the throne, they had a peaceful home life.  He had a taste of warm domesticity and didn’t want to give it up.

“I want to go back to the island.”  Lucian threw open the door, his hair wet and Laz was drawn out of his thoughts from where he had been hovering over the organizational plans to leave the plateau.

He raised his brow and grinned a bit.  “Was the bath not to your liking?”

“We’ve been spoiled.  On the island, soaking in the bath revitalizes your body.  More so when Beks was there to use her biha.  The lasting effects of a bath are nowhere near as good here,” Lucian said as he ran a towel through his hair.

“This only makes me want to get this all over with as soon as possible so we can go home.”

Lucian paused and looked at him.  “You consider the island home?” Laz raised a knowing brow and held his gaze.  Lucian nodded once and continued to dry his hair.  “Yes, you’re right.  I’ve considered it home since we began to live with her, too.”

Laz cracked a smile as he pushed himself up and walked past his brother.  “Our lives have been constantly watched and threatened since Adah died.  Perhaps even earlier and we simply didn’t know.  Anywhere we can lower our guard and rest is home.”

Lucian nodded.  They could not lower their guard at the Gilded Palace, at the legion training facilities or on patrols, and not at the Great Temple.  Just on the island.

Laz walked out of the main building to go to the bath house.  The servants were just leaving after replacing the water and Laz gave them a small nod to thank them before entering and walking behind the screen.  He removed his dirty clothes and tossed them on to a basket before bringing his robe closer to the large, half-barrel shaped tub with steam coming out of it.

He dipped his hand in the water, satisfied with the heat before climbing in and sitting, allowing the water to reach his neck before leaning back and closing his eyes.

Even now, his thoughts were on the procession of leaving the plateau and regrouping outside of the Forbidden Valley.  Once they left, a several thousand strong cavalry could not be hidden.  The march to Langshe included cutting through busy trading routes.  By the time they reached Langshe, Tarkan would know.

Laz narrowed his eyes.  But would that matter?  At that point, the Red Iron Cavalry was already at his doorstep.  Tarkan would have no choice but to fight.  They needed to find out more about Tarkan’s forces and made a mental note to give Beks time alone so she could contact whoever it was she contacted who was able to give her such detailed information that even their cousin and brother did not receive.

She never brought up where she got her news and he never showed interest.  Whatever was in her hands was probably from their mother, and if it went to Beks, his mother had a reason. Laz took a deep breath.  He hoped that when Laurence retook the throne, he would not keep Beks too long and allow her to enjoy her life, not just spend it in an office, reviewing court proposals and policy.

Although, knowing Beks, she’d do that on Gurani Island instead.  He chuckled to himself.  At the very least, on Gurani Island, Beks would be in control.

A knock came from the wooden door and Laz opened his eyes.  For a moment, he wondered if he’d been soaking for long, but one glance at his fingertips that were still smooth, and he dismissed the thought.

“No attendant is needed!  You may retire!” he shouted as he closed his eyes.  Before he could sink further into the water, the knocking continued.  His brows knit together and he frowned, opening his eyes to glare in the direction of the door. “I said you may retire!”

The opposite of his order happened and he heard the door creak open.  He frowned and sat up, his arms rising on the edges of the tub as he saw the silhouette of a figure against the screen separating the tub from the door.  His skin began to crawl as the figure approached and it was clear that it was too short and thin to be Lucian or Gerard; the only two present who’d dare disturb him.

“What is it?” Laz shouted once more.  “Is there a message?”  That was the only reason he could think that someone would walk in when he was bathing.  He prepared to stand and reach for his robe on a stool beside the tub, but the figure walked out, past the screen.

Water splashed over the edges of the tub as Laz sat back down, his face darkening as he narrowed his eyes.

“Good evening, Your Highness.” A quiet voice of a young woman spoke up as a pair of big, brown eyes stole glances from him.

Laz sat frozen in the quickly cooling tub of water, wondering what was going on.  While there were many female soldiers in the cavalry, and would be sent to run errands and send messages, it was highly inappropriate for a woman to send him one, especially during his rest time when a relationship could be misconstrued.

He clenched his jaw.  I need to speak to the Commanders about this.  They were the ones who arranged for the attendants in the courtyard they were living in.  Across from him, the young woman had her dark hair down against her pale skin.  She was petite and wearing a robe.  Not the usual robes used during practice, but one that was worn at home and likely to bed.  The realization hit him and he bristled.  “Get out.”

His voice dripped with venom as his good hand twitched, gripping the side of the tub.  Dozens of furious thoughts ran through his mind.  Who was this woman?  Who sent her?  Who would daresend her?  It was well known that he and Lucian were married.

The young woman bowed her head.  “Your Highness, I am here to serve you.

His chest constricted and he had to swallow the bile that rose up.

“Who dares give such a brazen order!  I don’t want anyone to serve me!  Leave at once!” Laz shouted, slapping the surface of the water with his arm.

The woman shrank back and seemed to pale.  She lowered her head.  “Your Highness, do you find me ugly?”

She wasn’t, at least by normal standards, but Laz answered immediately.  “Yes!  Hideous!  Disgusting!”  His words must’ve stung, as she flinched.  “What kind of woman approaches a married man when his wife is away?  Get out at once before I have you thrown out!”

Perhaps it was his choice of words, but though the woman appeared embarrassed, she didn’t turn around and leave.  She stood in place and even straightened her back.  “Your Highness, allow me to attend to you.  You have been practicing with a spear for so many days.  You must be tired.”

Alarms rang in his head as he tensed.  His body grew cold as a low, dangerous voice slipped out.  “How did you know that?  Have you been watching me?”  He grit his teeth, silently cursing himself for not bringing a weapon.  “Who sent you!?”

She didn’t answer.  Her pale, slender hands rose and began to untie her robe.  Laz’s eyes nearly bulged out.

“What are you doing?  I said get out!”

“If you wanted me to leave, you wouldn’t remain seated,” the woman said with a determined expression on her face.  “Let me serve you, Your Highness.  You won’t regret it.”

 His shoulders trembled with fury.  He gasped the side of the tub and just as he stood up, the entire room was consumed in darkness.  The woman cried out with a scream, but Laz ignored her as he all but flew out of the tub, put on his robe, and shot out of the bathing house.

Just as he stepped out into the lantern-lit courtyard, someone came flying out of the main house.  He turned his head, his eyes widening as a woman ran out, her hands clawing her face as she screamed that she was blind.

Like the woman who’d entered the bathing house, she was also wearing thin, loose robes not meant to be worn outside.

“Guards!” Lucian’s furious voice filled the courtyard as he stepped out of the main house, his entire body almost glowing with fury.  His blue eyes had a hazy light and his hair was still half wet.

The woman stumbling out into the courtyard waved her arms in front of her, a horrified look on her pale face as she began to cry.

Laz ignored her and walked to his brother.  “Did someone send you a woman, too?”

Hearing this, Lucian’s face reddened further.  “What do you mean ‘too’?”

Crashing was heard from the bathing house as a woman screamed and fell out of the door.  Her eyes were wide and she was shaking as she looked around.  Her clothes and hair were wet, and she’d likely fallen into the tub when she couldn’t see.

“I can see again!”

Lucian’s face darkened, as well.  Laz sneered as he watched the two women, one shaken from being trapped in darkness and the other unable to see at all.  Laz sneered as Lucian raise his hand.  “They set their gazes so high. Don’t they know looking into the sun will blind them?”

Laz held out his hand to calm him.  “No, let me.”

In the dim light of the courtyard, dark shadows gathered around Laz before sinking to the ground and moving along the courtyard floor like a river towards the two women.  One couldn’t see it coming while the other didn’t notice until it was too late. Laz’s shadows enveloped their bodies and wrapped around their heads, their eyes darkening.

The confused yelling gave way to shrill, terrified screaming in an instant.

The guards who’d arrived stood in place, unsure of what to do as the women began backing up, holding out their arms and trying to fight off invisible adversaries.

“Don’t!  No!  I don’t want to die!  I don’t want to die!”

“Leave me alone!  I didn’t do anything!”

Laz’s hand flexed at his side.  “Since they have such dark hearts as to seduced married men, let them see what horrors the darkness can truly hold.”

Shadow biha was the rarest of all biha, and for the most, the least studied.  Aside from darkening rooms or a certain area around the user, it was seen as a rather useless form of biha.  Shadows couldn’t become physical, after all.  They couldn’t hold onto things, shield the user from projectiles and attacks, or be used to investigate a location like wind biha.

But Laz had learned early on that it could be used to induce fear.

Humans did not like the darkness.  Or rather, they did not like what was unknown lurking within the darkness: predatory animals, unsafe roads, enemies in ambush.  Shadow biha would weaken a human’s sense of sight, which would make most people panic if their vision were suddenly taken away because they were suddenly more vulnerable.

High level shadow biha not only blocked vision, it could also alter it and manipulate one’s sense of touch as shadow biha was also cold.  It was an easy matter to make someone believe something was there when it was not.

Laz watched with disgust and hatred as the women frantically fought off phantoms that only they could see and feel against their skin.  Their earlier demure faces had twisted with terror and their clothes were covered with dirt from falling over themselves.  Tears streamed down their faces as they screamed and cried, wanting to run, but appearing trapped.

“What are they seeing?” Lucian asked.

“The undead.  Langshe has a lot of superstitious beliefs regarding the dead,” Laz replied.

“And how long will this last?”

Laz only had enough biha for a few minutes of virtual terror, and he frowned.  “Not long enough.”

“Your Highnesses, should we restrain them?” one of the guards who had arrived seemed hesitant to constrain the women, as they were flinging their arms and kicking their legs, as well as wearing clothing that threatened to fall at any moment, putting the male guards in an awkward position with them.

“It's fine,” Laz said in a cold voice.  “The visions won’t last much longer.  Though, this should also induce a few months of nightmares.”

Lucian smirked a bit.  “People can die from lack of sleep, you know.”

“I know.”

The guards shuddered and waited until the women began to lose energy.  Before they could approach them, the main gate to the courtyard was thrown open.  The guards who had been stationed outside appeared at a loss as the Right Commander rushed in, also in his house robes.

His eyes fell on one of the young women who was on her knees and crying for the ghosts to leave her alone.  His face paled and he rushed forward.  “Chinua!”  He grabbed onto her shoulders, but instead of calming her, his touch only sent her into a frenzy.

“No!”  Before, the ‘ghosts’ she saw were untouchable, but this time, something solid touched her. She let out a blood curdling scream before her eyes rolled back and she fainted in the man’s arms.

The Right Commander shook her shoulders.  “Chinua!  Chinua!”  He trembled and looked back to the main house, where the twin princes were standing impassively on the steps of the house, watching as if they were not part of it all.  The Right Commander’s face flushed as he reddened.   He put the young woman down and stood up.  “What have you done to my daughter?”

A chill swept through Laz.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Lucian’s expression grow cold.  His brother’s voice was like ice.  “Are those two women your daughters?”

“Chinua is my only daughter!”  The Right Commander yelled back.  “What is going on?  Why was she screaming?”

Laz frowned.  “Was it you who sent them to me and Jargal?”

His eyes were fixed on the older man and saw the brief look of guilt in his eye before it was taken over by disgust and anger.  It was enough for Laz to release the oppressive aura of shadow biha into the air.  The Right Commander took a step back, but quickly straightened his back and lifted his chin, appearing just as confident as his daughter had been when she approached Laz.

“What if I was?  What does that have anything to do with my daughter’s condition?  She didn’t deserve what you did to her!”

Lucian’s brows shot up, stunned that the man had no problem with it.  Laz narrowed his eyes, now disappointed as well as angry.  Before he could reply, another woman screamed and rushed into the courtyard.  The middle-aged woman was dressed well, but shaken as she fell to her knees beside the unconscious Chinua, whose chest had been half exposed when she fainted.

The middle-aged woman quickly covered her daughter with her shawl and gathered her against her, looking up and around for the guilty party.

“Who did this!?  Who did this to my daughter!?” she shrieked.

For a moment, Laz thought of the Duchess of Caroline, whose calm, but cold demeanor would’ve had another reaction had she been in that woman’s place.  Had it been the Duchess, she would’ve found the guilty party at once, with few words, and that guilty party would never be able to speak again.

Laz frowned.  “You should ask your husband,” he said in a low voice.  “We did not request anyone to ‘serve’ us, but your husband sent your daughter.”

“My daughter is a kind and beautiful young woman!  She has many admirers and was born to a good family!  How can you treat her like this?  She is more than suitable for you!” The middle-aged woman didn’t shift the blame to her husband.

“Your shameless daughter entered our courtyard and dared to seduce a married man,” Lucian replied in a dull voice for all to hear.  The guards tensed up and the middle-aged woman’s face flushed with humiliation.

She couldn’t seem to accept someone speaking so ill of her daughter and shot up, rushing to claw at Lucian’s face, forgetting who he was.  She didn’t make it three steps before she was thrown back by a gust of wind.

Gerard yawned and squinted.  “I heard screaming.  The guards stopped me from coming through the door, so I climbed over the wall,” he said.  No wonder he had taken so long.  “What happened?”

“It seems that the Right Commander and his wife sent their daughter to seduce us,” Laz replied.

Gerard nearly choked, Laz’s words immediately waking him up.  “But you’re married!  Her ladyship just left a few days ago!”

“She left her husbands unattended!  What kind of wife is that?  She failed her duty to her husbands and is not deserving of the title of princess!  My daughter is much more suitable!  She has all the grace and elegance of a noble wife!”

Gerard stared at the middle-aged woman who had crawled back to her daughter.  “Are you crazy?”

Laz looked back at the Right Commander.  “Do you support this?” he asked, his eyes boring into the older man. “Our wife has been gone for a few days and you sent your daughter to us in hopes of her taking our wife’s place?”

The Right Commander’s hands turned into fists at his sides.  “No matter what, there is no reason for you to drive my daughter into madness like this!”  He shouted and motioned towards his unconscious daughter.

“And there is no reason for you to have us betray our wife, Right Commander.  We misjudged you,” Lucian said in a distant voice.  “Take your filthy-minded daughter, her companion, and your wife away.”

“Your Highnesses!  How can do this to my daughter?” the Right Commander demanded, unwilling to move.  “She has suffered so much!  What about her reputation?”

“Her reputation-” Gerard balked.

“Then, let one of the guards here marry her,” Laz said, waving his handless arm around.  “There are plenty and they are all skilled soldiers.”

“No!” The Right Commander’s wife yelled.  “My daughter is a noble!  She can’t marry just anyone!  You must make amends!”

“Amends?”  The more they spoke, the more infuriated Lucian seemed to become.  “What have we done except punish those who have wronged us?  Did we ask for women to serve us? Did we ask for anyone to serve us?  No.  They came of their own volition and when ordered to leave, they refused.  They refused us.  Gerard, what are we?”

“You and the Battalion Commander are Princes of Kadmus, Your Highness, as well as the generals of the Red Iron Cavalry.”

“And what happens when they refuse our orders?” Lucian’s words seemed to remind the Right Commander and his wife of something else.  “Is that not called insubordination?”

“No...no, she is not a soldier!  She is my daughter!”  The Right Commander almost wheezed as he fell to his knees in front of them.  “She only wanted to serve you-”

“But you condoned her actions, did you not?” Laz asked.  He clicked his tongue and took a step forward, looming over the older man.  “Commander Feiyun, it seems that we have given you the mistaken impression that we are merciful people.  That because we have been patient to everyone, encouraging, and attentive to our wife, that we are kind and therefore, accept being wronged.”

He heard Gerard chuckle a bit behind him.  Gerard had followed him into battle.  He’d seen how ‘kind’ Laz could be.

Lucian stood beside Laz.  “Our kindness is reserved for certain people, and it is our mistake to let you believe you were one of them.”

“Let me be clear, Commander Feiyun,” Laz said as he leaned forward and forced the Right Commander to look up at him with the tip of the spear.  “As kind as we are, we can be just as cruel.”

The spear moved to the side and pointed at his shoulder.  Without a word, Laz slowly pressed the tip of the spear into the Right Commander’s shoulder until it pierced his thin clothing and a dark liquid began to stain his shoulder.  The Right Commander flinched, but didn’t move out of the way.  How could he with all of Laz’s biha pressing against him.

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” the Right Commander said in a trembling voice as Laz wrapped his shadow biha around him.  “I should not have allowed my daughter to come to you.”

“You have acted out of line, Right Commander,” Laz said.  “If you act out of line now, how can we be sure you won’t do so later.”

The color from the man’s face drained and he trembled.  Swallowing hard, he jerked forward, causing the spear steadily gripped in Laz’s good hand to go deeper into his flesh.  His brows began to sweat as he wheezed.

“Weiyun Khan!”  Master Bilguun rushed through the gates, appearing to have been pulled from his study as the Left Commander arrived behind him.  The Left Commander’s brows shot up and he sucked in a sharp breath, almost freezing in place when he saw the situation in front of him.

The Right Commander was on his knees with a spear tip in his left shoulder while the Right Commander’s wife was clinging to their unconscious daughter.  A few paces away, another woman lay passed out, and a half dozen guards circled the courtyard, unmoving.

His jaw dropped.  “What....”

“What did I tell you?” Master Bilguun shouted at the man on his knees.  “Do not get involved with the private relations of the princes!  Yet you still allowed your daughter to enter their courtyard?  Have you lost your mind?”

The Right Commander’s head seemed to lower more.  “Master, I made a mistake-”

“Do you know what the Princess would do if your mistake succeeded?” Master Bilguun looked as if he wanted to pull his gray hair out in frustration.  “I told you not to get involved!  Now look at your daughter!  Her condition is your fault!”

“But Master, it was His Highness-”

“Oh, you blame me?” Laz asked in a cold voice.  The entire courtyard save Lucian and Gerard shuddered.  “Your daughter wanted to ruin my marriage by inserting herself where she didn’t belong, and you blame me for rejecting her?”  He sneered as the spear trembled with fury.  He pulled it out, making sure to twist it as he did in order to injure the Right Commander just a bit more.  “You are lucky that all I did was give her nightmares.”

The Left Commander shut his eyes and took a deep breath.  “Someone carry out the other woman and place her in the drunkard yard.  Someone will come looking for her.  The rest of you, never speak of this again.”

“No,” Laz said in a low voice.  “Let them speak.  Let word spread of what Commander Weiyun and his family did.  What his daughter tried to do.”

“Your Highness, no, please!  I beg you!”  The Right Commander prostrated himself on the ground, almost slamming his head on the pavement. “Do not!  This was my mistake!  I stepped out of line!  Please do not punish my daughter and ruin her reputation!”

“You are the one who ruined her reputation!”  Laz almost yelled.  Lucian put a hand on his shoulder to try to restrain him from stabbing the commander’s other shoulder, but Laz continued to seethe.  “For our father’s sake and your loyalty to him, we will not spread news of this.  However, what is done is done.  You and your family have received your punishment.  When you hear your daughter’s screams of terror in the middle of the night, when she is unable to eat or sleep, remember that I did that.  When you and your wife watch her lose her mind to the night terrors, remember that I did that.  That is the price of plotting against us.  Do you understand?”

The Right Commander kept his head against the ground.  “Yes, Your Highness.  I will not step out of line again.”

“There will be no second time, Commander Weiyun,” Lucian said as his expressionless face loomed over the commander.  His voice was loud enough for the entire courtyard to hear.  “If we are betrayed again, nightmares will be the last of your worries.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Beks wiped the sweat off her forehead before adjusting her straw hat and lifting the spyglass up.  She sat on a ledge Efran created along what would be the ‘eye’ of one of the monkey ridges in order to get a better view of the valley.  Rid Callan and the others were finishing the final stretch of the road that connected the base of the mountain to the mouth of the dry riverbed path.

Beks and Efran had set out early in the morning to hike up the ridge in order to get a good viewing point.  Using the strong spyglass, she was able to see the top of the sentry towers of the fort at the bottom of the mountain.  Due to the canopy, she couldn’t see anything lower, so she arranged to have bright yellow strips of clothing raised when the procession had reached the fortress.

“Are they up, my lady?” Efran asked behind her.

Beks lowered the spyglass before handing it to him.  “Yes, the front of the cavalry caravan arrived at the fortress.  I don’t think they’ll be stopping now, but will walk as far as they can on the road before they settle for the night.”

Efran nodded.  “It is good that we built those stone walls around the area between the fortress and the ramp leading up to the road.”

“The fortress gates will be open until the last of the cavalry comes through.  While they are coming, we need to plan ahead.  Rid Callan and the others can rest for a few days before moving on to the canyon and unsealing the exit,” Beks replied.

They estimated that it would take them ten days, at the least, to build a suitable road with all the design elements they needed, from pass throughs for animals underneath to bridges over rivers and streams.  There were also gutters and holes along the base of the low walls so animal byproduct could be swept off the road.  Above them, on the interior side of the wall, were another set of gutters meant to catch rain and hold water to be used as a water source, as once they were on the road, they could not get off without reaching the other end or turning back.

Rid Norddottir had pre-filled those water gutters, and instructions had been sent back to tell the cavalry how the designs of the elevated road were to be used.

It had been twelve days, so they were running a little over the schedule, but not by much.  They would still reach the sealed entrance before the cavalry reached them.

“Shall we return, my lady?” Efran asked.

Beks nodded.  “Yes, we should have a good rest.  Tomorrow, we will go through the canyon to do any expansion work to accommodate the cavalry.  Lt. Commander said that it had been expanded before, the first time they came through, but it’s been almost thirty years.”

“Yes, my lady.” Efran returned the spyglass to her and Beks wrapped it up, putting it in her satchel as Efran put his hands on the stone ground.  He furrowed his brows and concentrated before a crack was heard and the ground shook a bit.  The jagged cliffside behind them smoothened out into a shallow trench that hugged the side of the mountain.  Efran puffed and wiped his own forehead.  “It got to the bottom of the mountain this time!”

“Good job, Efran,” Beks said.  “All those exercises have really paid off for you.”  She scooted to the top of the trench and put her legs inside.  “Have you considered when we return to the island, teaching earth biha?”

Efran jerked his head back, surprised.  “Do you think I can, my lady?”

“While you may not be a master yet, you are fast approaching.  I believe in you, Efran.”  Beks gave him a nod before pushing herself of the top and sliding down the trench.  She let out an excited laugh as she slid along the smooth and steep stone, turning with each corner of the mountain.

Her siblings would’ve been so jealous, even Deo.  The amount of time it took to reach the mouth of the dry riverbed was only a fraction of the morning it took for the two of them to climb up.  Beks slowed down as she reached the bottom and stretched out before she pushed herself up.

Rid Callan and the other Thirnir looked up from where they were resting in the shadow of the ridge.  Three of the escorts from the cavalry were preparing a fire for their meal.  All of them prepared to stand up seeing her, but she raised her hand to stop them.

“Is the road complete?” she asked as she dusted off her pants.

“My lady, the section of elevated road connecting us to the base of the mountain is complete,” Rid Callan reported, standing up regardless.  “Would you like to check?”

“I would,” Beks said.  The Thirnir surrounded Beks as they led her to the edge of the road.  It was connected to the very opening of the dry riverbed, as just at the opening there was a drop off into the valley.  To go down, a makeshift road had been carved to one side of the innermost ridge.

However, no one had come to take care of the old road since they last used it and it was clear it had fallen into disrepair.  It wasn’t meant to last; just to work when needed.  The sides of the ridge that would have led to the old road were closed off to prevent any animals from wandering in.

The transition from manmade road to riverbed was smooth.  The problem was that now the canyon was narrower than the road.  Beks made a note to send this problem to the twins in that evening’s eagle message so they could prepare.

As for everything else, Beks was more than satisfied.

“I’m fairly certain that when we reach the Vents of the Underworld, the process will be faster, as the distance is shorter,” Rid Callan told her.

“Yes, but the height must be taller to avoid the fumes,” Beks said.

“That will not be a problem, my lady.  I will follow the location of the previous road.  I am sure there are visible remnants, even if it was destroyed,” Rid Callen replied.

They returned to the shade to eat and wait for the three other escorts, including the Lt. Commander, to return from doing the first survey of the canyon.  It was almost sunset when they finally arrived and reported that, as she had suspected, there were some parts of the canyon that had shifted, creating some obstacles like fallen rock debris that would hinder the cavalry.

“It sounds like the pass at the Giant’s Ridge,” Efran said.  “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

Rid Callan laughed and patted the young man’s shoulder with a smile in his eyes.  “Look at you, so confident now!  As expected for my pupil.”

Beks sat on her seat, smiling as she ate some food off of large, broad leaves they were using as plates.  Efran flushed and Rid Haal asked if he knew any other biha-users who were promising back on the island.

Efran’s eyes lit up and excitedly talked about all the other biha users he knew who were trying to strengthen themselves on the island.

Aside from the Lt. Commander, the escorts didn’t understand what Efran was saying.  However, the Lt. Commander looked curious.

“Your Highness,” he said, looking towards Beks.  “Is the island Efran speaking of your territory?”

Beks nodded.  “It is,” she said.  “It’s not very large.  At least not right now, and it is very rural.  Our villages are just starting to develop and we lack many things, but those that have resettled it appear satisfied.  Aside from the dangerous animals and toxic plants and water here, the climate is similar to the Forbidden Valley.  Humid, hot, with lush greenery.  There is a lot of bihar here, too, but the air is...dense, so it is not as refreshing as on the island.”

She’d wondered about this when she noticed that there weren’t many biha users on the plateau after all her rounds around.  Perhaps one generation exposed to such bihar rich conditions wasn’t enough to cause a significant boom in users, or even strengthen the ones who would be born with them, but then she found that though the air was bihar-rich, she was stifled.  As if absorbing it was more difficult.

When she asked the Thirnir and the twins, they agreed.  They didn’t notice at first, as Beks filled their biha wells herself, but when they absorbed it naturally, they weren’t absorbing as much as they should’ve considering how rich the environment was.  Bihar-rich environments could not only encourage healing, but fill biha wells faster.  That wasn’t the case in the Forbidden Valley. Beks wondered if this was because of stele and done purposely.

She hoped that there was a tablet with more information back on the island.  She was convinced that the Forbidden Valley had at one point been part of Gah-ruhn.  She hadn’t told anyone else, but if it was, she was considering reclaiming it.

The Lt. Commander nodded and thought for a moment.  “Do you need workers to help develop your territory?”

Beks raised a brow and lowered her leaf plate.  “Are you interested, Lt. Commander?”

“There are many young people on the plateau who wish to leave and see the world.  After this campaign concludes, I don’t believe all of those youths wish to return to the plateau.  Some may wish to settle elsewhere, which is understandable,” the man replied.  “We are not certain if we will be welcomed back to Langshe and as a foreign military force, we are also not certain we will be accepted into Kadmus.”

Beks was certain this was something that weighed on the minds of many people, whether they were soldiers in the cavalry or their families.

“Our island is small,” Beks said.  At once, the Lt. Commander’s hopeful expression fell.  “But, we can take some people.  I am looking into my territory’s history, as I suspect that there are places that can be reclaimed.”

Her words attracted the attention of the other cavalry escorts.  “You have more territory, Your Highness?” one of the young women asked.

Beks thought for a moment.  “Not yet, but there is a swath of territory I am considering.  At the very least, there will be an outpost territory.”  Aceria was waiting to be officially claimed, after all.

However, Beks thoughts were not on Aceria, but on the portion of water between the northeast tip of the island and the southernmost tip of a jagged mountain range that fed into the mountains that surrounded the Forbidden Valley.  At the moment, there was a significant trade route hugging that stretch of coastline, but there were no actual settlements.  The nearest ones were a small village on the border of Kadmus and a town on the other side which was already in the Principality of Varkana’s outer territory.

It was the route she wanted to use with her brother and father, but failed to realize that a border stele had been placed somewhere in the area that would ward them away.  Not that it mattered any longer when they had removed their exile markings.

Beneath that stretch of water was the tunnel that went from the Forbidden Valley to the island, and Beks suspected that the land bridge that had sunk due to a natural disaster had once been there.  Her mother had even commented that it was surprisingly shallow in the area when they sailed over it.

If there was a way to reconnect the island to the mainland, and to the Forbidden Valley, then wouldn’t she be able to lay claim to the Forbidden Valley as part of Gah-ruhn?

And if she could, how would she deal with the dangers present in the valley?

The corner of her eye twitched as an answer suddenly came to mind: stele had been used to protect the island and to shield the plateau. It was likely that stele were also used influence the environment in the Forbidden Valley itself. If she could find the stele and negate them, the environment would change.

However, change likely wouldn’t be immediately.

“Still, it would be good if I could claim this valley….” She muttered. The Lt. Commander looked surprised at her words.

“You…you want to conquer the Forbidden Valley? Your Highness, surviving within it is one thing, but laying claim over it is too dangerous. There is a reason why no country has ever conquered it,” he told her with knit brows.

Beks nodded. “I don’t know about the water or the plant life, but the animals recorded don’t seem to be high level legendary beasts with consciousness. If that is the case, I may have someone who can…get them under control.”

“Someone?” The other escorts looked excited. “Who?”

Beks looked up. “His name is Snowflake.”
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TWHoC: Chapter 59 - A Little Bit of Sacrilege


                The fire fizzled out from the signals Beks ordered Rid Haal to send into the sky.  She raised the spyglass and looked out into the horizon, well past the Vents of the Underworld and the forest in the distance.  She waited for the reply.

“One...two...and three....”  The last flare was a three-count flare of fire as opposed to the first two, which were fireballs thrown into the sky.  “Mark the direction, Efran. Northwest.  Approximately a day’s travel outside of the Vents.”

“Yes, my lady,” Efran replied.  He spread out the map on the ground.  “That is just past the Karesian Caravan Route, so we will be crossing a portion of it.  The nearest open area will be north of it, but away from the main road.”

Beks lowered the spyglass and nodded.  “Then, that matches with the rendezvous coordinates Jonas gave us.”

“Who is with him, my lady?” Rid Haal asked.

“Brother Deo, some Thirnir, a hundred Wild Dogs, and a few Drangan warriors,” Beks replied.

“Your Highness,” the Lt. Commander from the cavalry who stayed to escort her took a careful step forward.  “Will the Emperor Zhan come?”

“Not yet.  He is further away,” Beks replied with a heavy sigh.  “But, he must come.”  Laz and Lucian were related to the Langshe Imperial Family, and even had Langshe titles, but they were still Kadmus princes, so Beks worried there would be some hesitation from the cavalry.

In particular, from the officers, who had lingering concerns about two Kadmus princes using the Red Iron Cavalry.

Beks wasn’t an idiot who believed they were blindly loyal.  Everyone had their own reasons.  If they were lucky, after the Crown Prince took his throne, then at least half of the Red Iron Cavalry would be willing and could be used for Laurence to retake his.  Even a fraction of the cavalry along with their amassing troops would be enough to force Luther’s side to end things quickly.

This was because the cavalry could be used as a symbolic backing from Langshe.

The Lt. Commander let out a low breath of relief and nodded.  He looked down at the thick walls of the canyon they were on.  At this height, the toxic fumes and heat from the Vents in the field below didn’t affect them.  Even the scent of sulfur could barely be smelled.

Of course, they still had to open a way out through these canyon walls, and then build a road even higher than the one that was built across the valley.  The Lt. Commander had been there the first time they crossed and it had taken a lot of time to build, as their biha users were nowhere near as skilled as Rid Callan or even Efran.

“How long will it take to open an exit and create a road across?”  the man asked as he followed the field with smoking vents below with his eyes.

“It shouldn’t take long, Lt. Commander,” Efran replied in shaky and broken Langshe.  “With Master Callan, it will be created soon.”

“It will take longer for the cavalry to cross than for it to be built,” Beks replied.  She let out a heavy breath.  It was so much work to move so many people.  They hadn’t left the Forbidden Valley yet, and she was already tired.

“Your Highness!”  A voice shouted from the bottom of the canyon behind them, and the three of them turned around.  Two of the other escorts were waiting in the shade, but another had arrived on horseback.  “Your Highness!  Their Highnesses have reached the mouth of the riverbed!”

Beks perked up.  She’d come to check if her brother had reached the rendezvous point that day, after not getting a reply to their initial signal the day before.  Now that she knew they were there, she could relax a bit.

“Efran!” Beks stood up and slung her satchel round her shoulder.

Efran rolled up the map and slipped it into his own bag before kneeling down beside the edge of the canyon wall and narrowing his eyes.  Beks could sense biha collecting in his arms and nodded in satisfaction, both at Efran’s incredible improvement and at her increased biha sensitivity.

The ground sounded with cracks before another slide was created along the cliff walls.  The day before, Rid Callan had created stairs to go up and down from their vantage point, but stairs were not as fun to go down as slides.

Beks sat down and let out a giggle as she slid down.  Lt. Commander followed after her, flushing with embarrassment for having to come down in such a childish manner, with Efran behind him.

When they reached the floor, Beks was handed the reins of her borrowed horse.  There were so many horses in the cavalry that they weren’t given names unless they belonged and were cared for by someone in particular.  Beks had been given one of the ‘spare’ horses, which she named Patches because she had patches of brown and gray over white.

She mounted Patches and immediately gave her a gentle kick to go back into the canyon.  The day before, Rid Callan and Efran had spent time clearing as much of the canyon as possible and widening any particularly narrow points to prevent as much funneling as possible.

Wider areas within the dry riverbed canyon could be used as watering areas for horses, so large chunks of fallen canyon wall were moved over and turned into watering troughs for horses.  The dry riverbed didn’t have a source of water underground.  Rather, from what Beks and Rid Norddottir deduced, it only became a river when it rained hard and there was runoff.

Rid Norddottir told her that in such a setting, a river could form very quickly and one might not be able to get out in time.  After finding this out, Beks couldn’t help but pay attention to the sky.  Once they reached the canyons that formed a barrier around the Forbidden Valley, the unique tropical climate inside was left behind and it turned arid.

Dust was kicked up in a cloud as they rode through the canyon, passing where Rid Callan was evening out the road.  He glanced up as they passed and Beks heard Efran shout that the princes had arrived to inform the Thirnir.

Beks and her escorts trotted through the cleared canyon until they rounded the corner and could see the tops of the canyon walls that stopped before opening up to the valley.

“Beks!”  Two men were standing in the shade of the canyon with a handful of others, but walked towards her as Patches slowed down.

“Laz!  Lucian!”  She couldn’t help the smile that filled her face as she saw them in good condition, not stressed by the travel so far.  She pulled back on the reins and dismounted into Lucian’s awaiting arms.

He pulled her against him and squeezed her tight before loosening his hold so Laz could do the same. She put her arms around their shoulders and pulled them close to her, placing her head between their shoulders.

“Thank you,” Laz whispered in her ear as he subtly tilted his head to kiss her hair.

Beks smiled and kissed his cheek and then Lucian’s before pulling back.  “I just gave orders and refilled biha wells.  Rid Callan, Efran, and the others did all the work.”

She stepped back, but still held a hand in each of hers.  For a moment, she didn’t want to be disconnected from them.  The two princes didn’t pull away and moved in tandem to stay close to her.

“Your Highness.”  Several voices greeted her and she looked over her shoulder.  Her smile widened as several older men bowed their heads.

“You’ve worked hard,” Beks said.  She looked at the old man being fanned in the shade and grinned.  “Master Bilguun, I thought you weren’t going to come on the campaign?”

The old man snorted.  “Do you know how boring it is in that valley?”

“Fair point,” Beks said with a smile.  “It’s almost sunset.  I suggest everyone camps where they are for the night.  In the morning, we will continue out of the canyon and over the Vents.”

Master Bilguun as well as the Left and Right Commanders were taken aback.  “The road is ready?”

“No, but it will be,” Beks said, as if the feat they’d watched take weeks to do were as simple as breathing.  She looked around to see who else had arrived.  From the plans she’d received via messenger eagle, the fahns were led by their Vice Captains while the Captains and their personal guards followed just behind the princes, who were leading the caravan.

There were soldiers, support personnel, and servants.  The Left Commander shook himself out of his stupor and turned to give the order to stop for the night.

“Where are the others?” Laz asked as he looked around, frowning a bit.  Only Rid Haal and Efran were with her.

“Rid Callan and Rid Nordottir are evening the floor canyon road.  They will camp by the end of the canyon,” Beks said.  “If you didn’t arrive today, I would’ve, as well.”

“Is it far from here?”

“No.  Less than an hour on with the horse trotting.  We’ll go first thing in the morning,” Beks told them.  She looked around as groups began to create fires around the edges of the canyon and furrowed her brows when she saw a carriage.  It was rather old, but well kept, however, it wasn’t meant for war.  It had no defenses and was pulled by a single ox.  “Why did you bring a carriage?”

The air around them tensed and Beks glanced from one man to the other.  Both were frowning, but Lucian looked more irritated than Laz, which was rare.  She frowned and pulled them aside.

“The Right Commander’s wife and daughter are here.”  Laz broke the news to her and Beks frowned at once.

“It’s dangerous to bring non-military soldiers onto the field.  Why is he bringing his family?”  She thought they’d all come to an agreement to leave untrained people who would be vulnerable in battle behind for everyone’s safety.

Laz took a deep breath, but Lucian's grip on her hand tightened.  She narrowed her eyes as her stomach twisted.  Laz grit his teeth.  “It’s their punishment to do support service while we march.”

She drew her head back.  “Punishment for what?”

Lucian’s voice was even, but his eyes were cold.  “The Right Commander sent his daughter to our chambers in hopes that we would become entangled with her.”

“Beks!”  Laz and Lucian immediately winced as her hands squeezed theirs so hard, they could barely restrain their expressions.

“And did you?”  Her voice dripped with venom, and for a moment, she almost lost control of her biha.  She’d already been betrayed once, and though she didn’t have romantic feelings for Luther, she had some trust in him and he shattered that like an idiot.

For these two in front of her, she had those feelings, not to mention more trust in them than a thousand Luthers combined.  If they betrayed her, too-

“No!” Panic filled their faces as they rushed towards her.  She took a step back, her eyes narrowed and vigilant.  “Beks, we kicked them out-”

“Them?  There was more than one?” Her voice rose and several people looked her away.  From their positions, the princes’ frantic expressions, and Beks’ glare, the topic of the Right Commander’s daughter had likely come up, and no one came to intervene.

Laz held her hand in his palm and rubbed the back of it with the nub of his arm.  “They came when we were retiring for the night.  Lucian was in the bed chambers and I was bathing-Beks!  Your hand!”

Each word angered her further, but the twins persisted under her burning glare and the flood of biha coming out of her.

“The Right Commander sent his daughter, who went to see Laz.  Her friend came to see me.  We kicked them out immediately!  I nearly blinded one permanently and Laz used shadow biha!”

“We didn’t touch them, Beks!  I swear it!”

“The Right Commander arranged this?” Her voice was cold, and nearby, Efran shuddered.  “When?”

“It happened the night we received notice that you were going to stay in the valley to build the road.”

“He couldn’t even wait a few days?  As soon as he heard, he sent his daughter?” Beks almost growled.  She threw their hands down.  “Bring him and his familyto me.”

Lucian tried to calm her as Laz shouted for someone to summon the Right Commander, his wife, and his daughter.  Lucian had Beks take a seat on a flat, protruding piece of stone as she seethed in place.

“We punished him by bringing his family into the field, Beks.  They will not sit and wait; they will work.  And his daughter is haunted by nightmares induced by Laz’s shadow biha,” Lucian told her.  Beks didn’t answer, too caught up in trying to calm herself as waves of anger consumed her.  Despite it all, she knew some of these feelings stemmed from what happened a year before.

She’d already been over this in Kadmium where courtiers supported not only her humiliation with her then fiancé having an affair, but her abandonment after everything she’d done to try to keep that kingdom running.  What bigger slap in the face could she have received than to have put in so much effort and worked so hard, and still be disrespected by those she put in effort and worked hard for.

Her eyes were glazed over and she stared out into open space, remembering her hard work and support that had been in vain.  She remembered how she was pushed out of any kind of control, and how she’d hoped that Luther would at least show her some support and acknowledge what she’d been doing, only to have him infuriate her further.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

Laz and Lucian were not Luther.  They did not betray her.  They were victims, as well.  She should not be angry at them.

And she wasn’t.

Her eyes widened just a bit at the realization.  She wasn’t angry at them. She was angry that this same dismissal of her efforts was happening again.

But for some reason, her heart still ached.

“Your Highness, forgive me!”  She didn’t notice the three people being forced to kneel in front of her, until the largest of them spoke.  Beks refocused her eyes on them with an impassive expression on her face.

Her gaze swept across the family of three.  She recognized the aging Right Commander, and his family.  She had seen his wife and daughter once formally, and a few times in passing, but aside from polite greetings the first time they met, she had no interaction with them.  The middle-aged woman’s head was down and while her clothes and hair were neat, her shoulders were slumped forward.

Their daughter appeared even worse.  Her hair was frazzled and out of place.  Many of the officers of the Red Iron Cavalry could be considered minor nobility, and even with the restricted resources of the plateau, they managed to dress quite well.  The daughter’s clothes were wrinkled.  Her gaze was empty as she looked at the ground in front of her, her face gaunt and pale with dark circles under her eyes.

Shadow biha was rare and even Beks, with all her foundational knowledge on biha, only knew a little about it.  Aside from darkening a set space around the user, the shadows could play with light and skew an opponents’ vision, even making them see things.  The young woman kneeling in front of her looked haunted.

Was that what Laz did?  “Tell me what I should forgive you for.” Beks turned her attention back to the Right Commander.

He didn’t lift his head.  “Your Highness, I sent my daughter to the beds of the two princes.”

The rock she was seated on cracked under her left hand and Beks had to raise her hand and place it on her lap to calm down.  “Why.”  It was a demand, not a question.

The Right Commander swallowed hard.  “Your Highness was not present for several days.  The Princes had no one to serve them.”

She narrowed her eyes and leaned forward.  “Serve them how.”

The Right Commander hesitated, but his wife spoke up.  She lifted her head and Beks could see that she also had dark circles under her puffy eyes.  “Serve them as a wife!  As their wife, how could you leave them without warning-”

“What gives you the right to make such a decision as to send another woman to warm the beds of my husbands while I am away, putting myself in danger, to ensure the safe travel of the Red Iron Cavalry?”  Beks’ slow, low voice cut the woman off.   “Or is that something that is expected?  That when the wife is separated, the husband has another woman to satisfy him.”  Her eyes drifted back to the Right Commander and gave him a curious, almost mocking look.  “Is that what you did?  After all, why would you act so brazenly if you didn’t find anything wrong with doing so.”

He lowered his eyes at once and his wife tensed.  Her shoulders trembled and she looked at her husband with wide eyes.

Though there was plenty of activity happening far behind them with the soldiers setting up camp for the night, it felt as if they were shrouded with an awkward silence.

“Weiyun Khan....”  The wife said her husband's name and narrowed her eyes.  “Why did you let our daughter go to the princes?”

“Me?” At this, the Right Commander’s voice rose.  He snapped his head towards her and glared.  “You were the one who complained and said that the Princess was not fit to be the wife of the two princes!  You said it wasn’t right that she married both of them, and that she didn’t show the grace and elegance of a Langshe noble daughter, like ours!  You said Chinua would be a better wife!”

“You told me the princes would want a companion while their wife was away!”

“I said it waslikely!  You’re the one who suggested Chinua go!  If one of the princes took a liking to her, then her marriage would be set!”

“Enough!” Laz yelled, his voice echoing around the canyon.  The crowds further away seemed to stop what they were doing to turn around and watch.  Beks glanced around.

“Efran, shield us.”  The young man nodded and around them, a wall was raised that was taller than Beks, blocking them from view.  The thickness was relatively even, though the top was misshapen.

Beks still praised him.  “Very good, Efran.”  She looked back at the family.  “Putting aside the shameful actions, this has shown us that not only can you not be trusted, but you do not respect me.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “What is the point of having a soldier who can’t be trusted and lacks respect?”

The Right Commander prostrated himself on the ground once more.  “Forgive me, Your Highness!  It was a lapse in judgment!  Though I did send my daughter, it was not out of disrespect for you-”

“Not out of disrespect?  You sent someone to sleep with my husbands the day I sent a message that I was going to remain in the valley,” Beks said in a steady, cold voice.  “The moment my back was turned, you sought to have someone replace me.  You expect me to believe that this is not disrespectful?”

“I am willing to accept punishment, Your Highness.”  The Right Commander lifted his head.  “I only ask that you spare my daughter.  She was only being filial and doing what she was told.”

“You’ve ruined your daughter, you know that, don’t you?” Beks asked.  “Look at her.  She can’t even look ahead straight.”

“Your Highness, our daughter has already suffered!  Please have mercy!  She hasn’t been able to sleep in many nights!” the woman cried out and reached for her daughter.  Before she could touch her, her daughter began to try to push her away, letting out strange, guttural cries before stumbling back and curling into a ball.

Beks glared at the middle-aged woman.  “What are you willing to do for your daughter?”

“Anything!” the woman nearly lunged at Beks’ feet.  “Please, have His Highness heal our daughter!”

“Shadow biha can’t be retracted,” Beks replied.  “The best I can do is allow her to get some sleep.”

The woman’s eyes were red, but she nodded and bowed to the ground.  “Please, Your Highness!  I am to blame!  I will take any punishment as long as my daughter gets better.”

“Anything?”  Beks looked at the Right Commander.  He shut his eyes and bowed his head once more.

“Anything,” he agreed in a hoarse voice.

“Laz.  Lucian.”  Beks looked at the two of them.  “I will loan you my brother.”

The two looked surprised for a moment, but they understood.  They turned back to the Right Commander.

“Commander Weiyun Khan,” Laz began.  “You are demoted to Second Lieutenant in the third fahn.”

The Right Commander trembled for a moment, but didn’t answer.  The rank was the lowest of the officers and it would make him eligible to ride out into battle.  The third fahn was placed at the forefront of the most basic formation, in the dead center.

“Yes, Young General.”

“Your Highness!”  The Left Commander, who had been standing awkwardly to the side where Master Bilguun was seated, stepped forward with a frantic expression.  “I wish to intervene and plead for his mercy!  There needs to be a Right Commander!”

“And there will be,” Laz replied, without batting an eye.  “The Right Commander position will be filled once we leave the Forbidden Valley.”

“By whom?” the Left Commander choked out.  “One of the Lieutenant Commanders?”

“No, they already have their orders,” Laz said.  “We need someone with experience leading an army.  Recently.”

“Perhaps...Gerard?” the Left Commander asked.  He looked to the side, where Gerard had gone to lead the horses to drink at a water trough and likely avoid being caught up in the fallout of Beks finding out.

“Lt. Commander Gerard is needed at my side,” Laz said.  “The Right Commander will be taken over by Commander General Amadeo of Caroline.”

“A Kadmus officer?” The Right Commander nearly sat up straight as his eyes bulged out.  “Your Highnesses-”

“Do you know who the Carolines are?” Lucian cut him off.

There was some loss on the Left and Right Commander’s faces, but someone still answered.  Master Bilguun chuckled.

“I see...that is the origin of your wife,” he said with a small nod.  “The Carolines are the ruling family of the Duchy of Caroline and the guardians of the Northern Pass.  They are well known for their skill and strength with biha, and martial abilities producing talented officers and formidable warriors.  They sided with the late queen of Kadmus during her revolt and secured support from the remaining duchies and the majority of the marquises.  The late Queen’s brothers and fathers had pitiful military support in comparison, as a result.  The Carolines have also prevented Northern Kadmus from being attacked by ice beasts since they joined the kingdom. Kadmus’ northern expansion was possible because of them.”  He looked at Beks with a smile in his eyes.  “So...you are of those Carolines.”

Beks nodded her head once.  “I am the daughter of Duke Robert of Caroline and Duchess Sybil of Blythehaus and Caroline, and foster daughter of the late Queen Letizia von Kadmus: Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline.”  She gave him a small nod of her head.  “A pleasure.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“My lady!”  The sobs of the brown-haired woman broke through the shouts as Beks saw the trio ahead of her, waiting at the edge of the forest.  Sandra seemed to want to ride forward, but her brother’s hand gripped her forearm to hold her back, so she settled on waving enthusiastically.

Laz squinted.  “Sandra sees her husband right next to us, doesn’t she?”

“If I saw Beks and Gerard at the same time, I’d also call out to Beks first,” Lucian replied.

“Your Highnesses, please....” Gerard’s eyes were squinted and his lips were in a tight line as he saw his wife waving energetically.   “What is she doing here?”

“I don’t know,” Beks said from her horse between Laz and Lucian.  “Jonas didn’t say he was bringing her.  Deo didn’t mention it either.”

Their last formal contact was through the urapearl the morning before they began building the bridge.  Deo decided that he was coming to assist along with some of the Wild Dogs. They were leaving for the mainland with the others via their mother’s ship.  Horses had been prepared at Varkana along with a guide to take them inland, but they separated from their guide once they’d neared the desert regions, but with their speed and efficiency, it didn’t take them long to reach the meeting point.

Her brother had told her who he was bringing and arranged where they would meet, as supplies were also being funneled there, but didn’t say anything about Sandra.  If it were a last-minute decision, or she’d sneaked after them somehow, which Beks wouldn’t put past her, it couldn’t easily be relayed to them as Deo had left his urapearl on Gurani Island so they could stay connected with Laurence and her father.

Only the flares as signals were used to confirm that they were in position.  Beks thought she wouldn’t see them until they reached the rendezvous point, but it seemed as if the trio came to meet them.

“We didn’t ask her to come with Jonas,” Laz told his subordinate.

“Neither did I.  I apologize for this, Gerard.  I didn’t mean for Sandra to come when we’re about to go off to war,” Beks said with a heavy sigh.  Gerard gave her a helpless shake of his head.

“This is something she would do,” Gerard replied. “I hope this will not be troublesome to you.”

“Anytime one of my people is close to danger, it is troublesome,” Beks said. “But, I am happy to see her.”

“Beks!”  The man with the dark red hair waved. She gave Patches a gentle kick to urge her to speed up so she could reach her brother.

“Brother, why did you come all this way?  You could’ve met us there,” she said as she reached him.  Deo smiled and held out his arms as he stood by his horse.  Beks slid off her saddle and hugged her brother.

“I was worried,” he said as he embraced her and then held her out at arm’s length to visually check for any injury.

Beks snorted.  “Brother, I’m fine.  I’ve just overseen biha usage for the last week or two.”

Deo hummed and nodded.  As he turned to greet the princes, Sandra hugged Beks and quickly explained herself.  “There were logistical needs that I felt I could be useful for.  Everyone is already preoccupied with so much else.  The least I can do is make sure what needs to be done on the support chain is done well.”

Beks closed her mouth with the chiding still in it.  She frowned and looked at Sandra.  “This isn’t work in a fortress, Sandra.  This is going into battle.”

“It will give me good practice for when it is our turn,” Sandra replied.  She looked over Beks’ shoulder to finally greet her husband. Gerard pulled her into his arms and while crushing his wife against him, repeated Beks’ concerns.

However, Sandra was already here.  It was too late to go back.  After the initial greetings, Laz introduced several key officers before arranging to meet once more when they reached the rendezvous point, where some of his men were waiting.

Beks followed along.  She wanted to catch up with her brother, but Laz was discussing taking over the Right Commander position with him, so she sat back.

Behind them, a long, elevated road seemed like an extended ramp from an opening at the top of a mountainside all the way down to the edge of the forest.  It rose above the steaming vents like a thick wall where a seemingly endless trail of men and women on horseback were patrolling ramparts.

To the amazement of bystanders, it only took Rid Callan a literal day to build with some help from Efran and Beks.  He’d steadily improved and insisted that since they had started their mission, his biha well had grown.  Perhaps it was the environment, though he admitted that he didn’t feel much change on the island, which had even better absorbable biha than the Forbidden Valley.

Efran, Rid Haal, and Rid Norddottir also agreed.

Beks found there was one other commonality that might have increased their biha well: her.

She was the one constantly refilling their biha wells.  Even Gerard said his had grown.  This made her wonder if her constant refilling of biha somehow increased the size of one’s well each time.  She admitted it sounded incredibly arrogant, but at the same time she was also certain there were things about her biha that were strange and weren’t recorded in anything she’d ever read.

After all, if she could transfer biha to supplement the biha well of any type of biha user, who was to say that her biha didn’t cause their wells to increase over time.

However, for now, she wanted to keep this to herself.  While the amount of biha usage could be controlled to become more focused and effective, biha wells themselves didn’t expand once biha users reached a particular level that allowed them to utilize the entirety of the biha well they were born with.

Those masters usually needed years of training, and once they hit the limits of their biha well, that was it.  Precision and efficiency were all that were left to improve upon.

The unique rarity of her biha could have unknown negative consequences; like a merchant traveling with too much money and being targeted for it.  It was safer for her to keep this a secret.  Besides, it had yet to be confirmed.  She’d run a few more tests when she could.

Several officers remained along the route to ensure the cavalry followed while Rid Callan remained behind with Rid Haal to close the canyon walls and destroy the road when the cavalry had passed.  This was a safety precaution to make sure no one got into the Forbidden Valley and follow the canyon and road back to the plateau.

When Beks and the others reached the rendezvous point, Gerard gathered some Wild Dogs and another earth biha-using Thirnir to go back to the Vents of the Underworld as support.

The rendezvous point had been set up a half hour’s walk from the main road, past a tree line.  The Wild Dogs had prepared meal tents and brought fodder and wagons with barrels of water.  Beks nodded in satisfaction that all the supplies she’d asked for had arrived as she was led into a large tent with the others.

The area had been cleared and ready to welcome the approaching cavalry.  Sandra had even organized teams of people to assist with assigning locations to people, horses, and supply wagons.  With this, soon Langshe would know that they were coming.

“Surprisingly, there was someone here when we arrived,” Deo said as he glanced over at her as he walked beside her.  “A merchant said he was there representing the Dawn Company with a delivery.”

“I see.”

“To the middle of the desert.”

“That is crazy.”

“For a Miss Snowy?”

Beks drew her lips in a line. “I may have put in an order.”

Deo almost choked.  “You call this an order?” he asked, throwing his arms in the air as the others entering the tent looked at him.

Beks put her hand on her brother’s shoulder and looked him in the eye.  “You’re welcome.”

Her brother began to shake.  “Rebecca Anastacia, you-”

“Don’t worry, they’re my people,” Beks said with a slight smile as she patted his shoulder.  “Have some faith in me, Brother.  I can’t send an army out without proper supplies.”

“Your Highness!”  The Left Commander rushed in, trembling with excitement as he looked at her with a flushed face.  “There are banners!  Banners with our insignia!”

Beks nodded.  “Uncle Timur had one in his villa.  I remember,” she replied.  “The enemy should know who he loses to.”

The Left Commander let out a barreling laugh and nodded.  “Yes!  Indeed!”  He wiped his eyes after having a good laugh and rushing back out.  “I never thought I’d see those black and red banners again.”

While they had some battle flags remaining, they were old and tattered.  Several were hung in communal areas around the plateau.  Beks had seen them and identified them immediately.  However, it would’ve been somewhat embarrassing to rush out onto the battlefield with faded and torn flags before the fight even began.

Morale was important, so Beks had them made.  Luckily, they were easy.  Red banners with a thick black border around it and the character for ‘iron’ in yellow in the center.  There were different styles, some to be displayed on pikes, some to be displayed on the campgrounds, and others just to wave around to intimidate the enemy.

Laz and Lucian must’ve realized that when they reached the camp, the banners had been raised, as if to indicate that this camp belonged to them.

After all, several thousand troops on horseback couldn’t be hidden.  Might as well weaponize their presence and make the usurper emperor nervous.

Deo sighed as he looked at her helplessly.  “You know if I ride out with them, the Fourth Prince and his people will know that we are involved.”

“After some consideration, we can only hide for so long,” Beks said.  “His side will watch this campaign carefully.”

“What if they decide to get involved?”

Beks almost wanted to snort.  “With what money?”

Deo frowned.  “Didn’t they sell land?”

“That idiot is getting married next month and he wouldn’t dare wrong his precious oracle.  Do you know how much a royal wedding costs?  That wedding is going to make the royal treasury bleed,” Beks said with a roll of her eyes.  “In addition, the budgets they are working off of don’t take into consideration the naval losses, the lost tax from business revenue, and the disorganization of the legion, which requires a lot of money to have moved.”

“How do you know that they’re working off a particular budget?”

“Because I had worked on three years’ worth of an annual operating plan, but had not made adjustments baring the death of the late Queen and Brother Laurence’s coronation,” Beks replied.  “Luther knows this and the first place he would’ve gone to for reference on a budget is my study.”

Deo raised a brow and crossed his arms over his chest.  “You know his habits quite well?”

Beks almost sneered as she took a seat at a long, wide table.  “He spent the last ten years of his life coming to me, sometimes even completely depending on me, for assistance in business and royal duties because he was lacking and too proud to ask anyone else.  Habit is a strong force to curb, as is negligence.  I would bet money that he doesn’t even realize that the budgets are no longer suitable for use.”

“Until it’s too late?”

She let out a snort laugh.  “Until ever.”

“Stop thinking about Luther.”  Laz frowned as he walked past her.  Lucian stopped behind her chair and leaned over the top of her head to give her a fleeting kiss.

“You have that look again.”  He reached for the seat next to her, but his hand was quickly batted away by Deo before Deo sat down to claim it.  Lucian squinted.  Laz had taken the seat on the other side of Beks.

“What look?”

“The look you get when you think about how Luther ruined everything and should be beaten,” Laz replied.  He put the nub of his arm on her hand.  He leaned forward and whispered.  “Beks, I’m not going to ask you how you know he’s getting married next month, but I will ask you something else.”

Beks frowned a bit, but nodded.  “What do you want?”

Laz took a deep breath.  His blue eyes scanned the large tent.  So far, it was just the four of them, as Jonas was outside, taking a tour around the grounds with the cavalry officers and Master Bilguun.

“Is it possible for you to get us information on what is happening in Langshe?”

She raised a brow.  “Such as military movements?”

“And what Tarkan is doing.  Who he is talking to, if he is asking for anything from any allied countries, and the like.”

Beks thought for a moment.  “I have little resources in Langshe.”

Laz smiled, but she could see some disappointment in his eyes.  “I understand.”

Her hand went over the smoothened nub of his arm and gently stroked it.  “I said I have little, Laz,” she said as she brought his arm up to her lips and kissed the nub.  “Not that I have none.  Don’t worry.”  She rubbed his arm and smiled.  “I will get information.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

It was important for Beks to know how the cavalry was feeling.  What their morale was, what opinions they had, and their confidence in their leadership.   Dissent could cause internal chaos and weaken the unit, so it was important to her that everyone had confidence and reassurance in what was to come.

They were nearing the border of Langshe, meaning soon, they would face their first set opponents.  And for the majority of the cavalry, it would be their first time fighting a real enemy.  In terms of numbers, the Red Iron Cavalry outnumbered the army of a Langshe marquis who had moved their troops to the nearest border.

Despite the general peace in Langshe since the late Empress’ rule, there were random skirmishes along the borders every now and then.  Mainly territorial disputes or issues with trading caravans that required intervention.  Still, this meant that the enemy army had actual battle experience.

Experience could easily overwhelm an insignificant numerical advantage. The Red Iron Cavalry camp knew that, and the tension in the air was palatable.  Beks knew she had to calm them down somehow and had been doing her rounds, greeting, and encouraging the soldiers.  However, it was difficult for them to really open up their concerns to a foreign woman, no matter how well they followed the twins.

And Beks was only one person.  She could only gather so much, especially when she had other work waiting for her.

Unfortunately, the cavalry spoke Langsher and all of her people generally did not.  Aside from the twins and Deo, who would be too busy to do any reconnaissance for her, there was Efran.

Efran was still learning, so not only did he not know many words, but if they spoke too quickly, he couldn’t pick up the words and translate them fast enough.

Her ‘spy’ ended up to be the person least expected.

“...and Vice-Captain Lu has been frequenting meal tent six despite his fahn assigned to meal tent seven because he is trying to get the attention of Sergeant Mallory, the head of the meal tent six.”

Weiyun Chinua, the young woman who’d attempted to seduce her husband in a bathing house, stood to attention in front of Beks like a thin soldier in oversized clothes.  She kept her eyes ahead and her back straight as she reported not only the general atmosphere and concerns of the soldiers, but ‘major’ pieces of gossip that was being circulated around the cavalry.

There was a surprising amount.

Beks didn’t look up from her work.

“Sergeant Mallory’s husband is also a Wild Dog who is here with us.  Vice-Captain Lu should know this,” Beks said as she looked over records on food consumption.  “Find a way to let him find out before he gets too deep.  Sergeant Mallory is a slim man, but his husband is not andis one of the best melee fighters in the Wild Dogs.”

“Are you saying Vice Captain Lu would lose against Captain Mallory?” Sandra paused from her paperwork and looked over.

“I am verymuch saying that Vice-Captain Lu would lose against Captain Mallory,” Beks replied as she finally looked up.  “In terms of ability, as the Vice Captain is young with little experience in physical combat against a real enemy, and in looks.”

Sandra thought for a while and nodded.  “Such a handsome, gentle face on Captain Mallory. You’d be hard pressed to believe that he’d wrestled a bear. And won.”

“I will find a way to let the Vice Captain know, Your Highness,” Chinua replied with a dutiful bow of her head.

“Thank you for your report, Chinua.  You are dismissed.”  Chinua saluted her and turned around, marching out to do other support tasks for someone of her ‘rank’, which mainly consisted of helping with laundry and washing dishes.

Sandra let out a sigh as she watched the girl slip out of the flap of the tent.  “I don’t know many women who would be so relaxed in front of the woman who tried to sleep with her husband.”

“She didn’t succeed, but more importantly, she was following her parents’ orders,” Beks said as she wrote something on two small slips of paper.  “She’s also learned her lesson.”

“I hope her entire family has.  She has no problem greeting you, but as soon as she sees one of the princes, even if they’re with you, she’ll turn around and hide.  I’ve never seen someone so afraid of the Battalion Commander,” Sandra replied.

“You’d be afraid, too, if he caused you to see ghosts and have nightmares every time you close your eyes,” Beks told her.

Sandra shuddered.  “I never knew shadow biha was so terrifying.”  She looked back at Beks.  “My lady, why did you save her after what she’d done?”

“In Langshe, children are taught early on to do what their parents tell them.  The higher the social class, the stricter this custom.  Even if she were attracted to my husbands, and I don’t blame her if she were, she wouldn’t have the guts to even appear in front of them of her own volition,” Beks replied.  “I’m angrier at her parents for encouraging this.  Laz was more ruthless to her than to her parents.  I’d estimate that when I saw her, she hadn't had a decent sleep for days.  Perhaps a few minutes or so at a time, but she’d wake as soon as she had nightmares. If it continued, she would’ve died.”

“How did you get rid of her nightmares?” Sandra asked.

Beks rolled up a piece of paper and placed it in a small metal tube.  “Shadow biha lingers in the body, continues to dull the senses, and makes one feel heavy.  The first step was to purge the shadow biha so she stopped seeing things when she closed her eyes.  The second step was to make sure she had enough sleep, as sleep deprivation leads to hallucination, which would exacerbate the situation.  The first few nights, she slept in water troughs and the water was biha rich.  Bihar rich waters can revitalize and relax a body.  She was healthier after the baths, but also every time she had a nightmare, she had to be woken up and distracted, so I put her in charge of Patches.  Horses are very good therapy.”

Sandra nodded.  “Efran was a bit put out that he was no longer taking care of your horse.  It made him feel responsible.”

“He is already very responsible.  Efran needs time to focus on his studies, both linguistic and biha-related,” Beks told her. She handed Sandra the two tubes she’d been preparing with notes inside.  “Send these by hawk to our contacts in Varkana and Aceria.”

Sandra nodded and accepted the metal tubes before leaving.  Beks let out a heavy sigh and leaned back against her chair.  She draped her arm over her head and was about to close her eyes when the flap to the tent opened once more.  She quickly threw her arm down and almost sat up straight when she saw Lucian walk in with furrowed brows.

“Beks, your urapearl is glowing in our tent.”

She stood up at once.  “Thanks...but Daddy usually calls later.”  They timed their calls so she’d be present when they called her.  She rushed to the tent she shared with the twins and entered, but Lucian remained outside, saying he’d guard the door.

Beks thanked him and walked to the pile of thick, folded blankets and cushions.  On a wooden crate next to the pile of blankets that was their bed, her urapearl was glowing.  She reached for the leviathan scale in her pocket and placed it on the ground before answering the urapearl.

It wasn’t her father who as calling her, but Mr. Kesse.

“My lady,” the old man’s face was frowning and he seemed in a rush.  “I apologize for the unplanned call, but we have received urgent news from the great basin.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  The great basin was where the Great Temple was located.  While the Great Temple took up most of the basin, there were several small villages and towns that weren’t directly related to or controlled by the Temple.

“What’s going on?”

“The Temple paladin guard has dispatched three thousand of their elite units to Langshe.”

“They’ve what?” Beks nearly shot up.  “Why?  Langshe and the Temple aren’t close politically and Langshe in general is very lax religiously.”

“The new oracle has made another prophecy.”

The corner of Beks’ eye twitched.  “Has she now?  What was it?”

“The new emperor of Langshe’s nephews will take his throne, as he is outnumbered, and once they retake Langshe, then they will turn their attention to the Temple.”

Beks ground her teeth together.  “And when exactly did she make this prophecy?”

“Likely several days ago, as it was just announced at the Great Temple, prompting the dispatch of the paladins to assist the new Langshe emperor to ensure that his nephews are not successful in retaking the throne.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  The cavalry had already crossed the plains and were at Langshe’s door.  The twins, for the sake of morale, headed the march forward.  “She specifically said ‘nephews’?”

“Yes, my lady, our informant repeated it word for word.” She saw the old man pause and slowly narrow his eyes.  “Kadmus has verified that Their Highnesses the Second and Third Prince are aiding their cousin.”

Beks nodded her head once.  “They’re not coming to help Langshe, they’re coming to go after Laz and Lucian.”

“The order was made one or two hours ago, my lady.  The paladins have not yet departed,” Mr. Kesse told her.

Beks took a deep breath.  “Thank you for telling me, Mr. Kesse.  I will let the princes know and plan accordingly.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Mr. Kesse nodded his head and bowed before the call ended.  Beks sat for a moment to gather her thoughts.  Three thousand paladins didn’t sound like much, especially when the cavalry had dozens of thousands, but those bastards wouldn’t likely join on the battle front.

She picked up her leviathan scale and put it back in her pocket.  “Lucian!”  She shouted over her shoulder and the double flaps of their tent entry opened.  Lucian didn’t enter alone.  Laz was with him, still glistening with sweat from his evening practice.

“Beks, what’s wrong?  Is Brother all right?” Laz asked as he knelt down beside her.

Beks took a deep breath and lifted her head to look at them.  “My contact has informed me that the Temple is sending three thousand paladins to Langshe.”

The two men stiffened in place.  Lucian’s eyes darkened.  “What kind?”

“Elite paladins.”

She watched Lucian’s hands shake at his sides.  “The dogs that do the Temple’s dirty work....”  He shook.  “Elite paladins answer directly to the High Priests and Priestesses.  There are five thousand of them.  To send more than half...what are they afraid of?”

“Us,” Laz said as his lips tightened.  Beks didn’t hide the news of the oracle’s latest prophecy.  The twins had the same reaction of irritation she did.  “The timing is oddly convenient.”

Beks brows rose.  “From the Great Basin, if they leave immediately, they will reach us in a few days.  I’m worried that they’ll go directly after you two.”

At this, both men gave her a confused look before their eyes widened.  “They know we’re here.”  Beks nodded.

“Langshe is going to pay attention to who is leading and Geel isn’t arriving for another two days,” she said.  “They may also attempt to kill Geel and use his death to gain influence in Langshe.”

Laz sneered.  “If they think doing so will influence Tarkan, they don’t know him very well.  He’ll just take it as an offering.”

“But what do we do about the elite paladins?” Lucian asked.  “Laz, I’ve seen what they can do.  They are the best soldiers the Temple has.  We may outnumber them, but they’re not going to battle us honorably on the field.  They’re going to try to assassinate us.”

“They can’t get this far,” Beks said as she stared ahead of her and narrowed her eyes, growing determined.  “They simply can’t get involved.”

Lucian looked helpless.  “Once the order is given, they won’t return until they have completed their orders or are called back-”

“Then they can be called back,” she said as she lifted her eyes at him.  “They’ll need to go back to the Great Temple and deal with their own problems first.”

The twins squinted at her with suspicion.  “What problems?”

“Unexpected ones,” Beks replied.  She smiled at them with disappointment.  “I’m afraid I won’t be there to see you win this first battle.”

Lucian took in a sharp breath and Laz grasped her shoulder.  “Beks, what are you talking about?  What do you mean?”

“Tell me you’re not going there.” Lucian almost choked out as he fell to his knees beside her and looked at her with pleading eyes.  “Beks-”

Beks smiled and cupped his cheek.  “I won’t be long,” she told them.  “I just need to commit a little bit of sacrilege.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 60 - Second Male Lead


                Support for her admittedly dangerous, if not reckless plan to distract the Temple and have them recall their paladins came from an unexpected source, making Laz, Lucian, and Deo even more helpless to stop her.

The image of her father on the urapearl looking proud and authoritative silenced the three men who protested. If the Duke of Caroline had been present, Beks would’ve been hugging him. Beks was so excited, she almost hugged the urapearl.

“I understand that you want to keep her safe. She is my daughter, and knowing she is somewhere safe would also put my mind at ease; however, we cannot coddle her. And Beks is the best person to run this mission.”

“Daddy, you can’t be serious. Beks has no combat experience!” Deo hadn’t been able to sit down when their father interrupted them and told his daughter to bring all the Thirnir she needed.

“Disguised, no one will be able to recognize Beks. She and the Thirnir can slip into the Great Temple as pilgrims.”

“Your Grace, Beks has never been to the Great Temple.” Lucian had tried to argue. “She doesn’t know the layout. If anyone should go, it should be me.”

“You are needed on the battle front.” The Duke had rolled his eyes inside the urapearl. “All of you vastly underestimate my daughter’s resources. She’s already memorized the entire layout of the Great Basin, including the Great Temple compound and its auxiliary sites on the basin. All she needs is final confirmation of the layout, and she can only do that efficiently if she goes in person. What she requires are biha-users.”

The tent had gone quiet and even Beks’ brows had shot up, surprised. “Daddy, how did you know?”

His expression had softened as he looked at her. “That chest that your Great Aunt collected for you had a lot of information.”

The corner of her lips had raised a bit. “You noticed.”

“Of course. My eldest daughter was falling asleep memorizing those documents. You were burning several maps into your head.”

“Beks, you know the layout of the Great Temple?” Lucian had looked at her with wide, impressed eyes.

Beks had given him a wide smile. “I told you I didn’t need you to come with me.”

She’d then proven her memory by sketching out the map in her head. While Deo and Lucian were impressed, Laz had been fixed on where she had circled particular points on the map. After a few moments, he had started to laugh.

“I don’t think what you’re planning can be considered a little sacrilege.” He then pulled her towards him and kissed her cheek. “I almost want to say don’t get carried away, but at the same time, I wish I was with you to see this.”

Meanwhile, Deo had called her chaotic while wearing an awestruck expression. Beks had been a bit concerned about Lucian’s reaction to her plans. After all, even if he had disagreements with the Temple and they had turned against him, the Great Temple complex itself was where he’d lived for half his life. Even if he didn’t like the people or the institution, there were historical buildings and religious structures.

The younger twin had taken her pencil and drew a few lines. “There is an underground aqueduct diverting from the western side of the river that leads to an aquifer beneath this training area. It is separate from the water sources spreading across the rest of the basin, which is sourced from the river on the eastern side. If you collapse the aquifer, the entire paladin training ground will become a sinkhole, but won’t affect the orphanage in the east, but it’s close enough to the Great Temple’s river island to make them nervous.”

Several eyes had settled on him. Without a word, Beks had rounded the table to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him firmly on the lips, regardless of her brother standing in the same room.

“I will avenge you well,” she had told him once she pulled away.

His flushed face had gasped for air and he nodded, flustered before shyly burying his face in the crook of her neck. “Just come back to us alive.”

After informing their close subordinates and convincing Efran to remain and assist Sandra in her stead, Beks left before dawn the next morning. There was no time to delay. She brought with her the three Thirnir her father had assigned, as the smaller the group, the better they could avoid attention and infiltrate the Great Temple as pilgrims.

At their speed, they’d reach the edge of the Great Basin in a week, and then another day or two to situate themselves as pilgrims and make their way into the Great Temple complex. The Great Basin had a large river running through it, but at one point it split and at another, reconnected, creating a long, narrow island where the Great Temple and its central complex was located. It was considered the heart of the Great Basin and only religious figures, their guards, and a few servants resided in the complex.

The majority of servants, and even low-level attendants and studying clergy, lived outside the complex. Lucian lived in the religious school not far from the orphanage as a child. When he became a priest, he was sent to aid one of the High Priests. It was a position that led him to the ‘bandit’ attack that massacred everyone in the pilgrimage caravan but him.

However, the complex was where the majority of pilgrims would go, as it was filled with shrines, a grand cathedral, various temples, and housed various relics. Over time, the places reserved for paladins, the orphanage, and the servants quarters were moved off the island and into the surrounding areas. It was seen as an honor to reside on the island.

The servants quarters, the school, and orphanages were pushed even further away the more the Temple needed to spread out. As for pilgrims, they could not stay on the island overnight. Small villages appeared around the edges of the basin to house pilgrims. Some of their inns were elaborate guest houses meant for wealthy or powerful guests on a pilgrimage, such as wealthy merchants or nobility. Indoor lodging could be booked months in advance. If those various inns and homes were full, pilgrims simply camped outdoors.

Paladins were used to keep order, at least that is what Lucian told her, but pilgrims were still relegated to areas further away. In a way, this was good. They would allow them to be freer in their movements. They could camp away from any groups. The less people who saw them the better.

Three days into their journey, they passed a unit of men on horseback, all wearing seemingly identical gray cloaks with swords at their sides. There was nothing on them, such as an insignia or crest, which identified them as paladins, but Rid Callan was certain.

“If they were traveling incognito, they should've all dressed the same, down to their saddles,” Rid Callan said as they ate at a pilgrimage rest stop. He kept his eyes down as he ate, but Beks knew he had studied the men.

“Why are there so few of them?” Rid Haal asked. “I thought there were thousands.”

“Lucian said that while the majority of paladins are located at the Great Basin, at least a quarter of them are elsewhere doing work for the Temple or guarding high ranking clergy,” Beks replied.

“Then, it’s possible that units have to be called in first and then sent out?” Rid Haal nodded.

“The order was just given, so adjustments need to be made. There must’ve been reassignments, which take time,” Beks said. “I didn’t expect them to all move at once.”

“That's too eye-catching,” Rid Callan replied with a frown. “It would be clear that the Temple is moving a small army and people will get curious. They’ve always remained politically neutral.”

“Supposedly.” Rid Norddottir muttered under her breath. The Caroline Duchy never had close ties with the Temple. From Beks’ understanding, it wasn’t until the duchy joined Kadmus that they began to have formal contact with the Temple; however, the people in the island of Sagittate weren’t very religious, at least in the same way as the Temple.

Most of their rituals revolved around bihar and weren’t as rigorous as the rituals on the mainland. The opinion of the Temple had soured back when Beks was born, as the Great Oracle’s prophecy was blamed for Beks having been taken from her family. Then the new oracle appeared and had an affair with Beks’ ex-fiancé.

It was not good for the Temple’s reputation no matter how important the oracle was. However, it seemed like a small price to pay for an oracle.

“The new oracle’s prophecy wouldn’t have been announced to the general public, as the Temple is supposed to be an immovable entity on the continent. If there were hints that it could be attacked, they’d keep that quiet and try to deal with it on their own so as now to show weakness. Not to mention, helping Langshe can be a political move and that can be interpreted a number of different ways,” Beks replied. “At best, they contacted Tarkan.”

It had also taken some time for Nexus to hear of it, meaning the prophecy had secretly been passed to the Temple, whereas previously, the prophecy had spread from the new oracle herself. If it weren’t for Nexus’ contacts within the Great Temple, it is likely that they wouldn’t know until the Red Iron Cavalry crossed paths of the paladins blocking their way.

Beks and the Thirnir passed several pilgrim rest areas and villages since they crossed the plains to get back on to a pilgrimage route, and there was no word for the movement of paladins or Langshe despite noticing the groups of paladins all riding in the same direction, not escorting anyone as they should’ve been.

As Beks expected, they kept quiet about maintaining their status of neutrality.

Once the Temple got involved, countries would be vying for favor. While on the outside, that would appear to put the Temple in a good position, there was a chance that the already influential Temple could be branded as an enemy by other countries. Anyone in power would be wary of the amount of influence the Temple had, after all.

No one had really spoken out against them because they remained staunchly apolitical.

Beks had no plans to oust them for any involvement in Langshe. Yet.

They finished their meal and continued on their way in clothes with tattered edges and some tears. Showing humility was important when on a pilgrimage, although this practice was not done by the rich. Peasants who could afford to go on pilgrimage were supposed to show the trials they’d gone through before reaching the Great Temple.

It made identifying who was on their pilgrimage easy. The closer they got, the more pilgrims they saw, along with the expensive carriages and escorts of the wealthy.

The villages bordering the Great Temple’s territory had entire buildings dedicated to information on the Great Temple, including prayer schedules, when was the best time to go, if there were any large groups leaving, and what was appropriate to offer and to whom. Energetic young people happily handed out pamphlets and maps, as well as offered suggestions.

“Are they clergy?” Rid Haal asked in a low voice as they accepted a map and pamphlet and left the ornate two-story hall in the center of the village. Beks looked down at the papers, admitting that they seemed surprisingly plentiful, meaning the village either had a lot of money from pilgrims or the Temple supported them directly.

“I don’t think so,” Rid Callan replied. “But I’ve heard orphans who had been supported by the Temple move into villages like this. I’ve heard the more popular shrines have such centers or buildings to welcome pilgrims, but this....” He lifted up the map along with a schedule of prayers being held at different buildings at the Great Temple complex. “It seems less like a religious pilgrimage and more like a tourist destination.”

“Don’t let them hear you,” Rid Norddottir whispered, though they were all speaking in Sagittater. “Mainlanders on this side of the continent are very devout. They might take your words as heresy.”

Beks let out a small snort as she kept walking, her eyes looking ahead of her. “They have an army masquerading as a holy order to kill people they don’t like. I’ve read plenty of religious text and I’m fairly certain assassination is against the Temple’s dogma.”

“So is profiting off of prayer, but here we are,” Rid Haal said as they reached the edge of the town. The four of them stopped in the shadow of the village’s wall and looked down at the sprawling valley just below the low foothills.

Beks crinkled her eyes. From their vantage point, they could see the long stretch of river, where it split into two and reconnected, and the island in the center. It was hard to miss with it protruding from the surrounding greenery with its glistening white buildings topped with gilded domes or azure tiles. In the center, there were numerous towers covered with porticos high up with what appeared to be gilded window frames.

She understood the need to have such a visually stunning site to show the majesty and strength of the gods, but the white marble veneered and gilded complex reeked of excess. The Six Shrines were like modest altars built by paupers in comparison.

Five wide ornate bridges with statues along the walls stuck out from around the sides of the island, stretching out across the split river like thin, bony white legs of an insect. A thin sliver of a bridge, the most modest of the lot, went north. With some of the trees cut, Beks could make out the path east. In fact, several areas around the Great Temple had been cleared of trees and were where clusters of buildings had been built.

On the western bank, a sprawling compound with rows of narrow buildings and empty open areas: the paladin’s compound.

On the eastern bank, a small compound of small buildings clustered together without the order of the paladin compound. Numerous dirt roads led away, with the largest going to the nearest bridge into the Great Temple complex: servants’ quarters.

South of them were much more modest complexes where lower ranked clergy lived.

Nestled on a hill in the north was a building with two adjacent wings and four satellite buildings that made up the school. Further up, a smaller building: the orphanage.

Beks swallowed hard. Although he had arrived at the Great Temple for different reasons, Lucian still knew a lot about the orphanage and the Temple orphanage system as he studied with many of them. When the orphaned children were young, their temperaments, intelligence, and physical abilities were assessed. Those who were deemed rather average or difficult were raised without much expectation and were expected to leave when they came of age.

Many who knew nothing else would end up taking on work for the Temple as a servant. They received pay, food, and housing, but it was a laborious job, even for servant standards. However, they used a contract system and when it was over, they could choose to renew. Alternatively, the Temple could also refuse to renew the contract if they didn’t think the servant could do the necessary work. They were then forced to leave the servant quarters in such a scenario, but could take all their belongings that they’d bought.

If they were well prepared, they would have money left over from their time working. Sometimes, they’d move into the surrounding villages.

However, it was a different story for those who weredeemed above average. Lucian said that any orphans who showed promise that were left at Temple-run orphanages around the continent were sent there after their initial assessment. They would receive religious instruction and be urged to join the Temple to function as attendants, priests, or priestesses. If they were particularly healthy boys and showed any athleticism, they would be groomed to become paladins.

This wasn’t just a matter of convenience; it was a matter of loyalty. Any service to the Temple that raised them was seen as an honor. With no family or external support, they had no loyalties elsewhere. The Temple was their family. Their lives.

What was more: paladins also drank the Water of the Covenant. They couldn’t have children of their own, once more ensuring their focus on the Temple. They could put all their energy and development on protecting the Temple.

“What do you think, my lady?” Rid Norddottir asked.

Beks swept her eyes across the landscape. “I think we should find a place to camp for the night. Tomorrow, we’ll enter the Great Temple complex and survey all the entrances, the bridges, and try to find the entrance to the water sources beneath the city. I don’t know how old the maps I was given are and things could’ve been built over. We should do a preliminary survey before we finalize the plans. There are so many pilgrims; I want as little collateral damage as possible.”

Though she said this, the next morning, when she found herself staring at the crowds of people already on the bridges leading into the Great Temple complex before the sun rose, Beks wondered if avoiding collateral damage was even possible considering the sheer amount of people.

The statues along the sides of the bridges acted as lamps with lanterns lighting the way. About an hour earlier, paladins had come to light the lanterns with torches. It seemed to be the signal, as the once empty bridges were swarmed with pilgrims waiting to enter.

The crowd of moving people, even with the limited light, was noticeable to the four hiding in trees at the far north of the island.

Rid Callan squinted. “Where did all those people come from suddenly? Surely, they couldn’t have all been waiting in the dark.”

“The nearest village is a few minutes’ walk away and paladins won’t let anyone close to the bridges once the doors were shut,” Beks said with pursed lips. They’d seen paladins on patrol and if they noticed people getting too close, essentially crossing the paved road on the riversides on either side of the complex, they would make those people leave.

It gave the illusion that the well-lit, almost glowing complex was an unreachable beacon in the dark.

Behind her, the Thirnir also had looks of uncertainty on their face. “We...have to join them?” Rid Haal asked in a hesitant voice.

“There are so many people; they’re spilling past the bridges,” Rid Norddottir said with a frown. The five bridges led to the five major gates into the complex. The entire island was surrounded by a massive white wall similar to any other fortification wall. The gate houses had huge double wooden doors with black iron fixtures.

At sunset, after the pilgrims were forced out, the doors were shut and would only open again in the morning.

Crowds of people gathered, as attending the morning prayers was one of the biggest events of the day.

Beks took a deep breath. “Try to stay together. Keep your arms up to your chests and align your feet. In this sort of crowd, it is easy to be trampled if you fall.”

“My lady, you must stay close to us,” Rid Callan told her. He looked at the other two. “Make sure to stay around her at all times.”

With some trepidation, they made their way down to the paved road on the eastern side of the river. It was the busiest side, and walking down the road required one to maneuver around others. Still, it was nothing until they reached a bridge. Human bodies were pushed forward, as close to the closed gate as possible.

People were yelling, either calling out to others or trying to simply be heard above the crowd. Around her, the three Thirnir tried to give her some space, but the force of the crowd and individuals trying to squeeze their way to the front, caused them to bump into her.

Beks dismissed it. There was no way they could stop so many people. All they could do was try to stay balanced and on their feet. Beks raised her arms up to her chest and moved to a defensive stance that was difficult to topple over.

It was dark and it had been cold in the morning, but with so many people, Beks didn’t feel the morning chill at all. If anything, she felt almost suffocated. Every so often, they were pushed forward and the group swayed. More and more people continued to arrive.

“How much longer?” Rid Haal asked behind gritted teeth as his sharp eyes glared at those around them.

“Once the sun breaks the east horizon,” Beks replied. “Then they’ll open the gates.”

“Remember to try to stay together. If we get separated, once you get through the gate, make an immediate left and try to find a place to rest away from the crowd,” Rid Norddottir said. The group agreed just as they heard a trumpet blare from the top of the walls.

Beks looked up on instinct, but couldn’t see the trumpeter. Instead, she looked over her shoulder. Along the hills on the east, a thin sliver of orange appeared on the horizon. Almost at once, the crowds began to cheer. Beks snapped her head forward. The double doors were opening.

The crowd didn’t wait for the doors to open completely. As soon as a slight crack appeared between the doors, they surged ahead. Beks didn’t expect them to be so aggressive. She was lurched forward, her eyes widening as the pressure of bodies around her pinned her and her feet left the ground.

Her brows shot up. She was a tall woman and somewhat larger than average, and the crowd had just picked her up. Her heart shot to her throat. She’d completely lost her footing.

She felt someone grab her arm and pull her back. Three bodies were glued to her in an instant.

“Are you all right, my lady?” Rid Callan asked, his voice half concerned and half angry.

“I’m fine. Let’s just make our way left and get out of the crowd!”

With her instruction, Rid Haal took the lead. Instead of moving with the crowd forward, he tried to make their way to the left as they walked. There were so many people pushing and shoving to enter. Beks wasn’t sure if the swaying she felt was from the crowd or from the bridge itself.

The stone bridge was wide and looked durable, but old and with that many people, and this happening every day, she had her concerns.

Rid Haal told Beks to hold on to his shoulder while Rid Callan and Rid Norddottir flanked her back and right side, each holding on to one of Beks’ shoulders to make sure they didn’t get separated.

Simply getting through the gates was a sweat-inducing, heart racing experience. The crush of people, the threat of being trampled with one wrong step, the worry of the bridge’s integrity, and the urgency in the atmosphere as people yelled with rising tensions and impatience was overwhelming.

Rid Haal managed to pull them behind a large pillar of the nearest random building on the left as soon as they pushed through the gates. As soon as they crowd spilled through, they fanned out. Beks peered behind the pillar and narrowed her eyes.

The sight must’ve been similar at all gate entrances and Beks felt her skin crawl at the madness. People had been pushed. She knew at least a few people who had fallen and didn’t know if they’d gotten back up.

“Everyone is so eager to get in. Is it because they must leave at sunset?” Rid Norddottir asked.

“I don’t know, but if it were me, I’d have a difficult time praying in such an environment,” Rid Callan said.

“The crowds don’t look to be thinning out,” Beks told them. “Let’s wait a bit longer and then circle the perimeter. Take a look at the gate houses and the surrounding area.”

The Thirnir nodded, but the crowd did not thin out by much. Beks narrowed her eyes and Rid Haal shook his head. “Where is everyone going?”

“According to the map, the complex has many places to worship. Even if the great cathedral is full, there are plenty of shrines and temples to visit,” Rid Norddottir replied.

Beks pursed her lips. “Then let’s just get started if this is as good as the crowd will get.” Steeling herself, she stepped out into the street followed by her escort.

The crowd wasn’t so bad once they passed the gates. The closer they were to one, the more people, but there were some areas that seemed completely void of anyone. It made sense that the larger places of worship weren’t in narrow alleys.

As they wandered, Beks compared the layout of the Great Temple complex in her mind. All the maps she’d memorized highlighted the important buildings; the ones pilgrims would visit such as places of worship, purification pools, locations of various relics on display, altars to offer sacrificial flowers, food, or incense, and even the great library.

The internal map she collected from Nexus also noted where the clergy lived, the various water sources they relied on, offices, and storehouses.

Beks narrowed her eyes as she walked into another narrow alleyway deeper in the heart of the complex. Just around the corner was a plaza to a major god bustling with people, but there was no one in that alley.

She placed her hand against the white marble side of the building and looked around. There were no doors. No windows. She looked up. The wall at the dead end went up and turned into a small tower with a dome. Narrow windows were at the top, just before the bottom edge of the dome.

“All these central alleys lead to a dead end,” she said as she turned around and looked at the Thirnir. “Have you noticed?”

“The inner streets are in a circle, my lady,” Rid Norddottir said. “The buildings are built around this cluster of towers.”

“The towers don’t have windows except at the top.”

Rid Callan squinted. “From afar, they look like individual buildings, but from here, you’ll notice that the towers connect with the walls.”

“And the wall goes all the way around, like singular structure,” Beks said, her hand still on the wall. “The maps only mark the sites on the plazas around this cluster of buildings, but the building itself isn’t marked. It isn’t in the maps I memorized, either.”

The two younger Thirnir looked at one of the maps they’d brought with them and nodded. Rid Callan looked back towards the street. “Did you notice that we’ve gone uphill?”

The other three followed his gaze. From where they stood, they could see above some buildings and even a bit over the complex’s massive walls.

“We are uphill....” Beks said. “With all the buildings and flat plazas, I didn’t notice.”

Rid Callan stood beside her and put his hands on the wall. He shut his eyes and waited a moment. “There is earth,” he said as opened his eyes. “There is stone, but there is dirt past it.”

“What does that mean?” Rid Haal asked.

Beks stared up at the tower above them. “It means that the center is a hill and these buildings were built to cover it up.”

“Why would they cover up a hill?” Rid Norddottir frowned. “Those are the best places to build scenic locations.”

Beks jerked her head back. “Because they hollowed it out. There must be using the inside of the hill to store things.”

Rid Callan nodded. “The climate inside can be a good place to store things. They’re safe from the elements and less likely to have accidents like fire.”

“Like the Acerian Wealth Vaults,” Beks replied. “And the Temple has a lot of valuable goods. Centuries worth of religious texts, relics, and artwork.”

“According to the map, the great library is just on the other side. If all these buildings go back to the mountain and are closed off, like this dead end, the library may be a way in,” Rid Norddottir suggested.

Beks nodded. “It’s likely just an extension of the library’s vaults, in that case.”

“Then, shall we ignore it?” Rid Haal asked.

Beks opened her mouth to agree, but paused. She narrowed her eyes and looked back at the dead end. “No...there may be records of something I want to look into here. I don’t know when I’ll get the chance to come again.”

There were two things she wanted to look into. The first was for any additional documents regarding the last Great Oracle, including any possible journals or essays she’d left behind. The second was something she didn’t want to share with Nexus and ask them to dig for her, as the subject seemed almost unbelievable.

The Temple kept good records; perhaps it had a record of the last Inheritor and their relationship with Gah-ruhn.

“The great library allows pilgrims to come and study religious texts. It will not be a problem to enter. It is just that no texts can be removed,” Rid Norddottir said.

“I can glance through and memorize the pages to be read later. Since we don’t have to leave until sunset, I’ll try to get some research in.” Beks made her decision.

The entrance of the great library was facing one of the adjacent plazas. The entrance was impressive with multiple sets of double doors leading to a foyer with a reference desk. Engraved on the marble walls were the basic rules of the library, and before someone could enter through one of the two doors on either side of the reference desk, they had to pass a pair of paladins on guard.

Following a few priests who entered, Beks kept her head up and her eyes ahead, as if walking into the library was the most natural thing in the world.

“Please wait.” A paladin stepped in front of them and Beks stopped in her tracks. The paladin motioned to his head. “Please lower your hoods when you enter. Your face must be visible at all times.”

With her hair colored by Lucian’s light biha, Beks didn’t hesitate. She grasped the edges of her hood and pulled it back, revealing her neatly braided hair, save that stubborn set that should’ve been a different color. The paladin nodded and stepped to the side, allowing her in. In the center of a long hall were rows and rows of tables and chairs dotted with pilgrims hunched over old books.

From the ground floor, one could see the second and third floors of the library. Around the side railing, looking down at the main floor, there were desks with chairs. Priests and priestesses were seated very so often, also reading. Towards the back of the hall, there was a curved set of stairs, also guarded buy a pair of paladins.

The long narrow hall had pale stone pillars and dark wood shelves, and she could smell the scent of old paper, faint leather, and wood oil. There were few windows to let in the light, but the hall was brightly lit. Beks restrained herself from narrowing her eyes as she saw light pearls hanging from pendant cages attached to the wooden beams.

“I didn’t know there were light pearls here,” Rid Haal said.

“If it’s as old as the island, then there are bound to be some,” Beks replied, though her eyes were fixed on the familiar metal sconces on the pillars. They were the exact same style as she’d seen in the laundry room of the Forbidden Valley, except that the edges of the metal fixtures were not embedded in the stone. The metal fixtures holding the light pearls were not flush against the round pillars, either.

It wouldn’t have been noticeably out of place if Beks had never seen how they were supposed to look like. Even the sconces in Aceria followed a familiar style of installation; there were no screws or nails holding them up. Earth biha had been used to attach the metal fixture with the pearl inside of a column, which required precision and control so as not to damage the column or the sconce and pearl.

She swallowed hard and tore her eyes away from the stolen light fixtures. The Thirnir followed her as she walked along the edges of the shelves, reading the labels in Classic Esuser to find a section on oracles. She gathered a few books and had them carried over to one of the many seats.

As she flipped through the first book, she frowned. The Thirnir glanced over at her.

“Is something wrong, my lady?”

“I already read these,” Beks replied as she moved from one book to the next. “There isn’t anything new.”

“Shall we try another section?” Rid Norddottir suggested.

Beks kept the last book open and thought for a moment. “There is an entrance into the mountain here. It should be restricted. Wait here for me.”

“My lady-”

“If I get caught, I can claim I got lost and can’t read Classic Esuser. If there are too many of us, it may be suspicious. Just wait here for me. If I can’t find anything, I’ll come back and we can leave to prepare for tonight,” she told them in low Sagittater.

“What if you are delayed?” Rid Callan asked with a frown.

“Yes, one of us should still go with you.”

“Typically, I’d agree, but the less people the better. If I don’t return before the sunsets, leave without me, and return in the morning.” Beks put her hand on each of them to refill their biha before standing up. “I’ll be back soon.”

She took one of the books to return and slipped into the aisles between the rows of shelving. She took her time, pretending to pursue the books and be engrossed in the pages every time someone passed, but made her way to a back corner. Along the walls, tapestries were draped with artwork depicting the Great Basin and various saints and gods.

Beks pretended to study them intently, following the walls that were lined with religious artwork meant to be admired until she reached the back. There was an enclave behind a short railing, and an old priest appeared to be collecting some books and shuffling them around. Every so often, someone would come and leave some books with him before walking off.

Perhaps this was where people returned books when they didn’t remember where they got them. That meant that eventually, the old man would turn his back or leave. Beks bent over to look at the bust of former priest who, according to the plaque, had donated his personal collection of books he’d collected in his travels to the Temple.

Halfway through reading about the former priest, she saw a movement from the corner of her eye. The old priest pushed a wooden cart topped with books around the railing and made his way to the shelves across from her.

Beks calmed her excitement as she slipped into the enclave and walked behind the wooden divider that shielded the entrance to another room behind it. It led to a hall without a door and she walked in. Like in the main room of the great library, there were light pearls hanging from metal cages above her. They were sparse and after a few steps, she’d reach a dark spot before the light of another pearl lit the way.

Occasionally, she glanced over her shoulder in case anyone had seen her walking in. She didn’t relax until she rounded a corner. Along the hall were doors, each clearly marked with their subject matter. She was right about this being a book depository. If it was like the one back in the gilded palace, then the rarest, oldest books were hidden deepest.

She turned another corner and walked down some steps. By her estimation, she should’ve been well within the hollowed-out hill. It wasn’t very big; nothing like the Acerian Wealth Vaults, nor was it lit as well.

The further she got from the entrance, the scarcer the light pearls became. She placed her hand against the wall and walked along, squinting. The doors stopped being labeled, but each was unlocked. After jiggling a few handles, she glanced back down the hall to make sure no one was following.

The halls were silent, which made even her quietest movements echo. She drew in her lips and bit them as she reached what appeared to be a dead end. There was no door at the end of the hall, but there was one to her right. Her eyes narrowed as she looked towards the handle and found that on the doorframe beside it, there was a small fist sized pearl.

Beks jiggled the handle and narrowed her eyes. It was the first door that was locked. Her gaze drifted back to the pearl.

They couldn’t have stolen this, too, could they? She looked back down the hall and held her breath as she listened. She couldn’t hear any footsteps, but the shadows from the pearls flickered. Beks waited, readying herself to play the role of lost pilgrim if she was caught, but no one came. Maybe the old priest dropped off a book....

She turned back to the pearl on the doorframe and put her hand on it. She chewed her lower lip and readied herself.

A small crack sounded as a slight release of her biha entered the pearl and immediately broke it. She withdrew her hand and twisted the handle. She almost let out a hiss of excitement. She wasn’t sure breaking the pearl would actually work, but the door was now unlocked.

She pushed her way through the door, wincing as it let out a low creak. Once more, she looked out into the hall and then rushed inside. She nearly tripped on a stone step in the dark. She closed the door part way behind her and let her eyes adjust.

The only source of light seemed to come from a sliver of an opening from an arched doorway far above her, and the only way up was a spiral staircase. She began to climb at once, though every step was done with caution in the dim lighting. Beks wasn’t sure if she should’ve been surprised or not when she reached the open doorway without any problems. There were no missing or broken steps; it was just dark.

However, once she pushed the door open the rest of the way and walked through the arched doorway her eyes went wide. A large rectangular room with vaulted ceilings that were likely beneath one of the domes stretched out before her.

I was right....  The cluster of buildings was just a facade for a hollowed-out storage space. In this case, there were rows of books from floor to ceiling. Freestanding shelves were filled with books, scrolls, and leather-bound folios. The source of light that came through the open doorway came from narrow windows near the top of the walls. There was a half dozen of them, and thick curtains were draped over three.

Even with only three windows open, the light was sufficient. It was dim, but she could still read some gold embossed text on the spine of a book. She glanced up at the windows as she reached the halfway point. It wouldn’t hurt for it to be brighter.

She walked around the shelves and to the nearest window where the curtains were drawn. Thick, braided ropes were used to pull the curtains up or release them, so Beks reached for the ropes that hung down. As her hands wrapped around the worn rope, she heard the faint creaking of wood behind her.

Her body seemed to freeze and the room went quiet and her senses seemed to tell her that there was someone behind her. Her hands tightened around the rope and as she pulled it, she darted to the side.

Something flew past her head and her eyes widened as she saw the quick flash of light reflected of a blade as it embedded in the thick rope, pinning it to the wall. Beks turned to the side where it had flown from and saw a hooded figure down the aisle with their arm still raised from throwing the knife.

“Esteemed priest! Forgive me! I got lost and-” She sucked in a sharp breath. The script she had been prepared to say died at her lips as her eyes crinkled up. The cloaked figure was not a priest.

She’d see many priests and priestesses wandering around that day, and none of them had a sword at their side. She took a step back, adjusting her footing as she kept her eyes on the figure and reached for the knife. She grasped the handle and pulled it out, leaving the rope to sway back to its original position.

Beks brought the knife up, the flat of the blade against her forearm as she stared at the figure.

“It really is you.” A hoarse voice came from the figure and Beks frowned. The accent was from the Great Basin. It was possible that this man was a paladin, but he wasn’t dressed like any of the patrolling paladins they’d seen.

“Who are you?” Beks asked.

The man’s hand shot to his hip. He grabbed the hilt of his sword and unsheathed it. Beks’ eyes went wide as the man rushed towards her. All she had was a knife, and while she knew how to hold it, she didn’t have much ability with fighting with one, especially against a sword.

Her mind raced. If she turned and ran, he’d run after her. The reach of the sword could close the distance between them. So, she waited. He raised his arm and prepared to cut down at her. When the blade came down, she stepped aside, narrowly evading the weapon as it was brought down where she had been standing.

She kept the knife in her hand between them and as the sword passed her in a downward strike, she extended her arm and slashed forward. It was lucky that she even managed to hook the tip of the knife against the side of the cloak and pull it back, ripping part of the cloak off.

She saw pale hair, scars against broken skin, and disfigurement from trauma to the side of one’s face. The man’s head turned towards her as she rushed back to put distance between them and his face hit the light. Although injured on one side, she identified him at once.

The fear was replaced with anger as her eyes narrowed and spat out a word.

“Paladin!”

Deo never found the body of the captain of the new oracle’s paladin guard in the gorge, but now it looked like she did instead. And the paladin was still alive.

“Die, you Caroline bitch!” He swung his sword up, but Beks darted behind a bookshelf. The sword hit and shattered the corner of a wooden shelf, but wedged itself in it. Beks ran towards the door across the room.

On her right, the tall, freestanding bookshelf began to shake. She heard grunting coming from behind her and glanced over her shoulder. The paladin shoved his body against the shelf once more and it pushed the freestanding shelf forward. Beks watched with disbelief as the shelves teetered over and fell.

“No...no...!” A tidal wave of books fell from the shelves as the wooden structure toppled over, pushing the partially open door closed and then burning part of it in books and broken shelving. Beks grit her teeth and whirled around, sending a murderous look to the man who was looking at her with equal sentiment. “It’s a shame that flash flood didn’t kill you!”

“You lured us out there!” The man growled as he stepped over the fallen books, his shoulders heaving as he seemed to shake with fury. “You killed my companions!”

Beks scowled. “You tried to kill us first!” She was drawn to the curtains around them and she narrowed her eyes. If he couldn’t see her, she could stall to squeeze herself out of that room.

She adjusted the knife in her hand and instead of remaining where she was, she ran to the nearest open window. She grabbed the rope and tugged as hard as she could. The old rope snapped and tumbled down, nearly hitting her on the head, but the curtains fell over the window, darkening the room.

Beks ran to the next curtain and repeated the process. Pulling on the old rope hard and fast enough would break it, but the curtain would still fall. When there was one more window left, Beks turned and found that the paladin was standing between her and the last window.

She narrowed her eyes once more.

“You can try to hide all you want, but you’re not leaving here alive.” His voice was filled with such vitriol, but it only irritated her. The corner of Beks’ eye twitched.

How dare he be angry when they were the ones who started it? Did he just conveniently forget how this all began? Did he expect her to pretend nothing happened?

She wanted to enrage him further. “Whether or not I leave here alive doesn’t really matter. Once my family finds out I’m going, who do you think they’ll go after first? That pathetic mistress masquerading as an oracle.”

His face twisted with anger and he rushed forward. “She’s not a mistress!”

Beks snorted and darted to the side, hiding behind another set of shelves. “Are you stupid? She had an affair with a man who already had a partner! That is the very definition of a mistress! And no matter how many prophecies she gives, nothing will ever change that!”

A furious growl came from behind her and Beks wove through the aisles. Books came crashing down as the paladin seemed to lose his mind and knocked the books off the shelf. Dust filled the air and Beks squinted.

“Iris couldn’t help who she fell in love with!”

“Are you saying that what she did was right? That fall off the cliff certainly didn’t kill you, but it affected your head!”

Beks grabbed the last of the curtain ropes and pulled hard. This time, the curtain didn’t give way. She looked up and swore.

“Stop trying to get away! You’re not leaving this room!”

“I’ve come too far to die at the hands of a second-rate paladin who fell in love with a woman who’ll never love him back!” Beks yelled and pulled on the rope once more. As the curtains fell and sealed off the last bit of light from the room, she saw the stunned expression on the paladin’s face before everything was cast in darkness.

She kept her hand against the wall and ran, trying her best to climb over any fallen books in order to get back to the door.

“She does love me!” His voice screeched behind her and Beks grimaced.

She’d yelled that only because his blind defense of the new oracle reminded her of those secondary male leads from the romance novels Lady Eleanor let her borrow. Every single one was just as handsome and talented as the male lead, perhaps even more loyal, but the heroine just didn’t fall in love with them.

Sometimes, Beks would pity them, but most of the time, she was annoyed. True, no one could control who they fell in love with, but they could control their actions regarding that person. There was no point to throwing away a perfectly good life because someone who wouldn’t give you a second thought decided to do something ridiculous.

“You wouldn’t understand! Iris has been with me from the beginning! She saw me through my darkest hours! Because of her, I became a captain in the paladin guard! I swore to protect her, and the most dangerous thing to her is you!”

Gods, he’s even spewing the nonsense of a second male lead. Despite the dire situation, Beks couldn’t help but sneer in disgust. I can’t wait to tell Lady Eleanor that I found a real one.

The piles of books grew larger and Beks carefully raised her feet higher so she could climb over them. She was sure she was close to the door, but she still had to figure out how to open it and push aside the books so she could get through.

More creaking and wood splintering was heard from her right. Beks rushed forward as the sound grew louder and felt a rush of air behind her as the free-standing shelf toppled onto the side and slammed against the wall. She could hear the books falling off the shelves as further back, more creaking was heard.

Was he trying to bury her in books?

Beks pressed her hands against the wall, trying to find her way to the door over the sound of the paladin’s heavy breathing, cursing, and the cracking and breaking of old wooden shelves. The air was filled with dust and Beks covered her mouth with one hand to keep from inhaling. If she coughed, she’d give away her location.

She squinted in the dark and pressed forward.

“Where are you, Caroline? I told you, there is no way for you to escape!”

From the sound of his voice, he wasn’t far away. Urgency filled her as she nearly tripped over more fallen books. If he started slashing away at random, even in the dark, there was a chance that he’d get her.

Where is that wretched door? Her mind screamed and she began to regret having covered all the windows.

She heard splintering beside her and held her breath. The shelf was falling.

She lunged forward to get out of the way.

Before she could, a cool hand grabbed her forearm. She was pulled forward with what seemed like all of someone’s strength, and slammed into a soft, small body. The force sent them both to the floor and she barely heard the sound of stone grinding and the crashing of books and wood before the darkness was filled with silence.

The paladin’s ceaseless cursing was gone.

The falling books were quiet.

Beks felt the body beneath hers move and her first instinct was to put distance between them. She pushed herself up and found herself pressed against a cold stone wall. Before she could get to her feet, the darkness was broken by a pale glow near the floor.

Beks narrowed her eyes as she noticed the glow was not only getting brighter, but coming from a small, scarred, and deformed hand. She’d seen badly healed injuries in the slums when she was in Kadmium and could tell at once that those hands had been broken and not given attention.

A narrow stone corridor was illuminated and Beks followed the hand to a scarred forearm barely covered by a thin, worn out, and patched sleeve. The colors were faded and there was some staining, but it vaguely resembled the clothing she’d see on young priestesses in training who were acting as attendants in some of the shrines they passed that day.

Beks’ gaze reached the woman’s face. She didn’t let out a sound, but her eyes couldn’t help but dilate. The woman’s face, save her mouth and a strip across her eyes, had been burned, resulting in discoloration.

Yet, the woman’s dark eyes were bright and looked at Beks with what almost appeared as excitement.

Beks swallowed hard. “Who-”

The woman’s other hand, which didn’t have the same burn marks as her right hand, but was still deformed from injury, rose and covered her mouth. She made a gesture to silence Beks and pointed to a wall to the side. Beks turned her head in the direction she’d fallen from.

She narrowed her eyes. There was no gap, just a stone wall.

The woman in front of her stood up. She was petite and thin, likely from malnourishment. Her dark hair was rough and thin, held back by a worn piece of cloth. She waved for Beks to follow her.

The woman, for whatever reason, saved her, so Beks followed. As they walked, she frowned. The woman had a limp, and once more, it was from a badly healed injury to the leg. Her eyes crinkled up.

What had happened to that woman?

She didn’t say a word and continued to follow her deeper down the narrow hall before they came to another dead end. Beks watched as the woman pressed on a stone and the wall opened like a door, revealing a gap just large enough for her to squeeze through.

Once inside, the woman rushed somewhere and a moment later, the familiar glow of a light pearl filled the room.

Beks’ brows shot up as she looked around the circular room with the rounded ceiling. There were no windows, just holes near the ceiling. However, all around the room were piles of books or books on broken shelves. She could tell at a glance that the shelves didn’t match and were likely brought from different places.

In the center of the room, there were some folded pieces of cloth, a small box, and some trinkets, like a bowl and a comb. Beks turned back to the woman who placed her small light pearl gently back on to the pile of cloth, which was likely her bedding.

“Is this your room?” Beks asked, whispering despite them being the only ones present. “You have so many books; how lucky.” The woman nodded proudly and smiled, her smile brightening up the room further. Beks’ lips pulled into a smile as well. “Thank you for your help. May I ask for your name?” she asked.

The woman’s smile faltered. She lowered her eyes for a moment, appearing to think before she looked up. She pointed at her mouth and opened it. Beks craned her neck and this time, she let out an audible gasp. Her heart sank.

“They cut out your tongue....” She paled and her eyes reddened.

The woman seemed to notice her distress and grasped her hand, patting it gently with her deformed one, as if to comfort her.

Beks nodded. The woman pulled her to sit on an overturned box and then rushed to one of her little broken shelves. She picked up a book and rummaged through the pages with deft hands before stopping and showing the opened page to her.

Beks tilted her head to the side and looked down at the Esuser written in the book. The woman’s finger pointed to a small line of text: daughter with dawn in her hair.

Beks’ head shot up and the woman looked at her excitedly. She tapped at text and then pointed to Beks before tapping the text once more.

“How do you know....” Beks trailed off as thoughts collected in her head. Her brows shot up once more and her eyes met the elated ones of the woman. A stiff hand rose to the length of hair that habitually fell to the side of her face. Beks could see the hand glow and the strands of black returned to their red before turning back to black. That was all the confirmation she needed. Bek squinted at the woman and leaned forward. “Are you senior Sister Levina?”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 61 - Revenge


                When Lucian was still a religious student, he had a senior sister who also used light biha.  She was the one who taught him how to manipulate light to change the way color was seen, enabling Lucian to change eye color, hair color, and even make his markings disappear.

That senior sister came from the orphanage.  She was devoted to the Temple that gave her a home, food, and an education.  She didn’t see anything wrong with going to their instructors to show them what she’d self-taught herself after was likely years of her youth, testing.

Lucian had told Beks that she was very excited to show him because there were simply so few light biha users.  She had even told Lucian that he would be her first apprentice.

In Sagittate a talent like Senior Sister Levina’s would’ve been encouraged, perhaps even given a master light biha user as a mentor early on in order to not only gain mastery, but to further development of an extremely promising biha variant.

However, the Temple was not Sagittate.

One day, Senior Sister Levina had been escorted out of their lecture.

Lucian and the other students never saw or heard from her again.  By the time Lucian had realized something was wrong, no one would answer his questions.  Her things were gone.  It was as if she had disappeared.  The worst was assumed and the boy could do nothing.

This had been Lucian’s awakening to the fact that the Temple was not the pure, righteous entity it portrayed.

Beks’ eyes continued to redden as she searched her savior’s mutilated face.

Sister Levina nodded, pleased that Beks had heard of her, and gave her a bright smile.  It only made Beks’ heart ache further.  Her eyes swept down to the exposed flesh of her arm with the matching burn marks, and her twisted fingers that seemed locked in unnatural positions, then finally to the right leg that had healed badly.

They had tortured her.

She couldn’t have been more than a teenager.

Beks felt her eyes mist over.  A rough hand with knotted fingers rose and gently cupped her cheek.  She gently led Beks’ gaze back to hers and gave her a sad smile.

“Why did they do this to you?” Beks said in a low, breathless voice.

Sister Levina stepped back and looked around.  She picked up a broken piece of slate she must’ve picked up somewhere and then rummaged through her box to get a piece of broken chalk the size of her pinky.

The way she gripped the chalk had been adjusted so she could properly hold and control it in her broken fingers, but her speed did not suffer.  She quickly scratched her answer and then turned it to Beks.

“Asked where I learned.  Self-taught.  Don’t believe.  Punished.” Beks read out loud.  She frowned.  “But why would they punish you?  This is an amazing discovery!  This is a variant!  You never hear about light biha variants!”

The biha was rare in itself and Beks wanted to kick whoever punished her figuring it out.

Sister Levina’s shoulders slumped and she used her hand to try to wipe off as much of the chalk as possible.  She then wiped her hand on the side of her skirt.  From the off-colored fabric, it was something she did often.

She wrote again then raised the broken slate.  Beks squinted.  Perverse use of biha.

Beks almost wanted to choke in frustration.  Was the Temple blind?  “How is what you’re doing perverse?  Anyone can create a disguise with the right dyes and clothes!”  She clenched her teeth, trying to calm herself and keep her voice down.  Though they were in a stone cell by themselves, she didn’t know how far her voice could carry.

Sister Levina shrugged her shoulders once in helpless defeat and shook her head.  She didn’t know why, either, it seemed.  She wiped the slate once more and continued to write.  She then turned the slate towards Beks, holding out her arms proudly.

Beat me.  Threw acid on me.  Tossed me in the river.  I can swim.  Sister Levina smiled with pride, puffing out her chest as if to say that they couldn’t do anything to her, yet Beks wanted to cry.

It was clear that when Sister Levina was thrown into the river, she had been beaten and burned first.  Her hands were broken, as well as her leg.

Throwing her into the river was akin to leaving her life and death in the hands of the gods, but they didn’t think a badly injured teenager would survive.

Beks tilted her head and looked at the older woman with disbelief.  “Why did you come back?”

At this, the brightness in Sister Levina’s eyes dimmed.  She lowered her head for a moment, as if silently asking herself the same question.  She wiped the slate clean again to reply.

No protection outside.  If caught, killed.  Many places to hide here.  Beks couldn’t blame her in a way.  In fact, it was smart.  They’d never think that she’d hide in the inner tunnels and between the walls of the Great Temple complex.  There was food, as offerings were left on altars.

In all honesty, if Beks had gone through what Sister Levina had gone through, she would have no problem stealing offerings to survive.  Besides, if the gods were the slightest bit merciful, they would understand.

Sister Levina cleaned the slate and scribbled something.  She held it up, giving Beks a hopeful smile.

Reading the question, Beks’ lips finally cracked a smile.  How is Junior Brother Cian?

“He’s doing well.  He’s with his twin,” Beks said.  She paused for a moment and debated whether or not to tell Sister Levina what was happening outside.  “Things have...happened, so they’re working hard.”

Sister Levina’s brows knit together.  She swiped her hand over the slate and tried to blow off some dust before writing again.  Beks almost jerked her head back in surprise, but quickly quelled it.  Sister Levina was weaving through the inner walls of the Great Temple.  She must’ve heard some information already.

Older brother king gone? Beks nodded in reply.  Sister Levina frowned more so and wrote another question beneath the first.  Who is in power?

There didn’t seem to be any reason to hide it.  Sister Levina must’ve heard something already, just not all the details to make the entire debacle make sense in a way.  She took a deep breath and looked at the woman, who looked both concerned and curious.

By this time, the entire continent should’ve known that the twins were leading the Red Iron Cavalry into Langshe on behalf of their cousin.

Beks motioned for Sister Levina to take a seat on the pile of rolled up blankets and began to explain, starting from the death of the late Queen.  She didn’t know how far she’d get in her story and planned to stop before she got to the part where they’d sneaked in to commit crimes in hopes of distracting the paladin units that had been sent to interfere with Langshe’s war of succession.

However, Beks didn’t get that far.  She didn’t even get to how she found Lucian.

“At his coronation reception, the Fourth Prince announced his Wife of Choice despite not yet having married me.”  Sister Levina must’ve known about the custom of Kadmus monarchs and immediately frowned.  She pointed to Beks, almost determined and Beks shook her head.  “No, I was supposed to be his Wife of Convenience.  The Wife of Choice is the new oracle.”  She noticed Levina’s stern face drain of color.  The older woman’s eyes widened before she shook her head.  She grabbed Beks’ arm and shook her head frantically.  Beks raised her other hand and put it over hers to try to calm her.  “What’s wrong?”

Sister Levina snatched her had back and grabbed the slate beside her.  She wiped the entire piece against her dress and then wrote in large, bold Esuser characters:she is not an oracle!

Beks’ heart jumped.  Strange.  Part of her always had a suspicion that the new oracle had just gotten lucky with her prophecies or that the Temple, or the Third Consort, had something to do with making her random visions a reality, despite what she’d prophesied coming true.

However, seeing someone react so adamantly that the new oracle was not an oracle at all was a blow.  If not an oracle, who was her enemy?

“What do you mean she’s not an oracle?” Beks looked at Sister Levina with confusion.

Fake!  Liar!  These words were even larger on the slate.

Beks now found herself doubting the assessment.  “But how can you be sure?  After all, her prophesies did come true.  The deaths of the late Queen and the Empress, and some other things here and there.”

Sister Levina stood up.  She reached for Beks and pinched her sleeve, pulling her to the neatest of the dilapidated shelves in the room.  Sister Levina turned and held out her arm, making the light pearl glow brighter.  It was working so well, Beks almost didn’t notice the crack down one side.  It wasn’t enough to split the pearl, but she didn’t know light pearls worked when cracked.

She’d seen piles of broken ones on the island and when Lucian tried to activate them, none of them reacted.

Beks turned her attention back to Sister Levina, who had plucked out a book and flipped through the pages.  She turned around, holding one book open and pointing at a line on the page with urgency.  Beks took the book from her and looked down.

“You want me to read this book?”

Sister Levina nodded and picked up her slate.  She wiped it against her again and wrote once more.  Iris doesn’t match pattern.  Oracles have two names.  Die different places.

The words were unclear with the limited space of the slate, so Beks tried to make sense of it.  “First, what do you mean ‘two names’?”

The sound of Sister Levina’s chalk against the slate was all that could be heard in the tense room.  Great Oracles pick new names when they wake.  Iris no.

“All right,” Beks said and squinted.  “What about ‘wake’?  As in, waking up in the morning?”  Didn’t Oracles simply wake one day and start giving prophecies?  The verification process had been explained in the books she’d read, but nothing much before that other than one day, a young priestess in training would suddenly just spout oddly specific nonsense.

Sister Levina leaned forward and tapped the book again, in the spot where she had pointed out previously.

Beks scanned the passage.  The book was on the third Oracle, Jeserah, whom Beks had read about before.  She narrowed her eyes.

But her previous books didn’t mention that one day, a thirteen-year-old girl had an accident one winter.  She slipped on some ice and fell in the river.  She was rescued, and even the names of the Temple guard who saved her were recorded.  The girl had been in the water too long and developed a high fever.

When she woke up after two days, she said her name was Jeserah and to be called that.

That was strange.  The Temple kept records of all the children, students, servants, and paladins in their care.  Whoever had been watching over Oracle Jeserah would’ve known who she was.  So why would Oracle Jeserah tell them to call her as such if they hadn’t called her something else earlier?

As Beks’ face twisted with thought, another book was opened wide and placed on top of the book she was already reading.

Beks immediately scanned the pages.  The seventh Great Oracle Ulrika got heatstroke one particularly hot summer, while doing volunteer work in a village outside the Great Basin.  When she woke up, she said her name was Ulrika and began to make prophecies.

Sister Levina gave Beks three more books and the theme was obvious.  Each young Great Oracle had some sort of fever, passed out and went into a coma, and then miraculously woke up.  Part of Beks couldn’t help but wonder if it was just a coma they slipped into.

The book was plucked from her hands once more and replaced with another.  This time it was Heikka, the second Great Oracle, but it noted where she died.  On the western banks of the river.

The next book was the sixth Great Oracle, who died in a village outside the Great Basin.

Beks’ hands tightened around the books as she sat on her knees and spread them out in front of her, matching up the deaths of previous oracles to the accident location that seemed to trigger the change to prophecy.

Every new Great oracle seemed to awaken in the spot where the previous Great Oracle died, though at one point, all the Great Oracles were dying and awakening inside the Great Temple complex, as if a deliberate way to contain new oracles.

The last Great Oracle had to return to the Great Temple when it was clear that she was dying.  She had lived in Kadmium, in the guest manor for some time up until that point.

Still, even if there was a pattern, so what?

Beks’ hands clawed into the stone beneath her palms as stared at all the open books, willing herself to make sense of it all.  “What does this mean?  Is it to verify authenticity?”

Sister Levina pushed forward the book on the last Great Oracle, the one who had prophesied the daughter with dawn in her hair.  She did, indeed, die in the Great Temple complex.

“Sister Levina,” Beks said as she looked at the eager eyes of the thin woman.  “Where did Elpidah wake?”

Levina had her answer ready on the slate and turned it around.  North, at the school.  No new name.

While the school was close by, it wasn’t so close that it could be considered part of the island complex.  It was just an auxiliary building further away.

“No new name....” Beks trailed off.  Every single Great Oracle had insisted on being called their name.  “She has always been Iris Elpidah?”

Levina nodded and wrote down some things Beks already knew.  Iris Elpidah was an orphan, adopted, and was a low-level priestess.  If Beks noticed the death and awakening location pattern, then surely someone else might’ve and pointed that to be cautious.  However, what did the pattern matter if the new oracle’s prophecies came true?

Results mattered.  “No wonder she made so many prophecies so quickly.  They questioned her legitimacy after the first prophecy she must’ve given them, so she had to establish her identity quickly.”

Levina lowered her slate and shook her head, still displeased.  She scribbled not matching on the slate.

This only supported the feeling that Beks had that something was off about Oracle Elpidah.    She looked back at the thin books.  The other documents she’d read on oracles were about their deeds and prophecies during their lives, but these books were more like formal records that only recorded fact.

They also included the background of the oracles.  They were all children who were taken into the Temple’s orphanage system.  They were either orphaned or picked up from poor families who couldn’t afford to feed them with the hopes that they’d have a better life.  This wasn’t surprising.  After all, the Temple would house, feed, and teach them.  If they were promising enough, they could even join the Temple.

Beks began to flip through the pages of the book in her hand.  “Can I read these?”

Sister Levina’s face lit up and she nodded, enthusiastic.  She began to pull other books from her little collection, and Beks almost didn’t notice as she flipped through each page to memorize its contents to be read later.

Sister Levina blinked, surprised at the speed.

Beks smiled.  “I have a good memory.  I can read these later, after I memorize them.  I don’t have time to read them all now.  My friends are waiting and I must go.”

Sister Levina’s hands shot out once more and grabbed Beks’ arm.  She wrote on her slate if they were strong.

Beks nodded.  “Yes, we’re traveling through.  They are very strong.”  Sister Levina’s eyes went wide.  She tugged on Beks’ arm and pointed at herself with a determined look.  She then wrote on her slate.  Please.  I can help.  Can read.  Write.  Not slow.  Eat little.  Please.

Beks’ heart quickened just a bit.  If Sister Levina didn’t want to come now, Beks planned on returning for her when this was all over.  It seemed that she wrote ‘please’ twice and wanted to go.

Beks put the book down and grasped Sister Levina’s hand.  “Sister, if you want to come with us, we will take you away and keep you safe.  They won’t ever touch you again.  I’ll make sure of that.”

Hearing her words, Sister Levina’s eyes misted with tears.  She lowered her head and Beks could hear broken, choked noises of her cries.  Sister Levina nodded.  Her hand was shaking as she cleared her slate.  Thank you.

Beks almost wanted to laugh.  “You saved me from that lunatic.  I should thank you.”  This time, she cupped the woman’s scarred face.  She felt Sister Levina tense and look away with shame as her face heated up.  She lifted her hand and tried to move Beks’ hand from the burns across her face.  Beks inwardly winced.  She didn’t apologize out loud, afraid of drawing more attention to it.  Instead, she tried to lighten the mood.  “Lucian will be so happy to see you.”

Sister Levina sniffled.  She seemed to try to match Beks’ warm smile with her own.  You marry him now, yes?  He is a good boy.  Recommend.

Beks choked back a laugh.  She couldn’t wait to tell Lucian he came highly recommended.  “Yes, I’ll marry him.”  Sister Levina looked satisfied.  Beks told her to get some rest, as they had a long night of escaping.  Since she told the Thirnir she’d meet them again if she didn’t return, she guessed that they’d go back to where they camped the night before, which wasn’t far from the northernmost point of the island.  Beks couldn’t take the books with her, so she had to memorize them now.  “We’ll leave the basin later.  We have something we need to do first.”

Sister Levina gave her a serious nod and wrote ‘me, too’ on the slate.

Beks cocked her head. “What do you need to do?”

The malnourished woman hesitated for a bit.  She glanced at Beks with some uncertainty, but seemed to decide to tell her.  She erased her earlier words and wrote one more.

Revenge.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Further down, below the temple dedicated to Imaheg, god of the judgment in the underworld, there was a prison, complete with cells and objects for torture, like whips, wooden paddles, rods, and acid.  It wasn’t a prison for enemies of the Temple.

After all, how can the righteous Temple imprison and torture their enemies?  It was worse.  It was for dealing with unruly inhabitants of the basin, including one then teenaged light-biha user who trusted the wrong people with her talents.

Sister Levina hadn’t been the only child dragged off to be punished there.  She wasn’t even the last.

Perhaps it was best that at the moment, Beks couldn’t use her biha, else the moment she’d see children trapped in cramped, narrow cells, in their own filth, she would’ve destroyed the entire complex in her rage.

Sister Levina was more merciful.  She only wanted to destroy the prison where she’d been tortured by collapsing it with river water, as it was close to the aqueducts, but first she had to save the children being held there.

Beks trembled as Sister Levina used her light biha to cause a distraction for the guard.  She had previously stolen the keys to the prison and let themselves in.

The stench of blood, waste, and spoiled food made Beks’ stomach heave.  It was good that she hadn’t had dinner.

“Sister!”  At the sound of a boy’s voice, movement happened within the dark cells and they scurried forward, close to the metal bars to peer out.  A few voices dared to whisper ‘sister’, calling out to Sister Levina who rushed towards them.  She pulled Beks, who was still shaking with anger, forward.

Upon the sight of the tall woman in the hooded cloak, the children recoiled at once.  The older boy, who was likely just a bit older than Thad, gasped.  His eyes widened and looked at Sister Levina with betrayal.

“Who is this!?”

Sister Levina quickly held her hand up to try to quiet his voice.  She looked at Beks with some panic.

“I am Beks.  I am a friend of Sister Levina, and tonight, we’re taking you away,” Beks said.  “Because we’re going to destroy this prison.”

Disbelief was written all over the boy’s dirty face and he didn’t seem to dare believe her.  He looked towards Sister Levina, who looked excited.  She patted her satchel, where she’d brought her most valuable possessions including the light pearl, to show that she was also leaving.

“Some...some of them can’t walk,” the boy said in a tight voice.

Beks resisted the urge to clench her fist.  She couldn’t show anger or any aggression in front of the children for fear of scaring them.   She kept her voice gentle and reassuring. “That’s all right.   We will carry who we can.  If there are any older children who can help, we will need it.”

The boy drew his head back, looking uncertain.  “Are you alone?”

“My companions are waiting on the shore.  You don’t have to trust me.  You just have to want to leave here.  Once we’re out of the complex, I won’t force you to stay.”  She looked towards Sister Levina without waiting for the child to answer.  “Unlock the doors.  All the children who can carry smaller ones, do so.  I will try to carry who I can.”

Sister Levina immediately went to work unlocking the cells.  There were eight total, but there were eleven children, most of whom were older children.  Beks didn’t ask what they were doing there.  It didn’t matter; they were children.  They shouldn’t have been anywhere near that prison.

As they were coming out, Beks used the sharp edge of a blood-stained stone table to cut her cloak.  Without any disdain for how they were dressed or how dirty they were, she picked the largest of the injured children who were having difficulty walking and strapped him to her back.

Her heart sank when she saw a toddler.  “Why is there a baby here?”

“It’s my fault,” a little girl said as she lowered her head.  “I yelled at a nun and tried to run away with my brother, so they put us here.”

“What are they doing to you?” Beks whispered.  She stroked the girl’s head before taking the child and strapping him to her chest.  “Sister Levina, lead the way.  Children, stay close and quiet.”

The toddler was uncomfortably quiet and Beks couldn’t help but be worried.  Even if the children didn’t stay with them, she would send them off with some money.  Though, if they wanted to follow, Beks would find a way to arrange for them somehow.

Sister Levina also held one of the children who seemed feverish on her back.  She was stronger than she looked and wore a determined expression on her face as she squeezed them through door after door, narrow corridor after narrow corridor, with only her glowing hand leading the way.

Every so often, Beks would ask the children who were walking to count off to make sure they were all with them.  She’d then whisper “nine, ten, eleven” to count for the three she and Sister Levina were carrying.

The entire time, Beks’ forehead was sweating and her heart was racing.  Her chest constricted with the fear of getting caught.  She didn’t feel this way when she was trapped in the tower library with that would be second-male-lead-paladin, and he had a weapon and was trying to kill her.

The cool, but stagnant air of the underground tunnels began to lighten and in the distance, Beks could hear water.   The air grew fresher and Beks saw a hole made of collapsed foundation stone on the ground.  Sister Levina pointed down and Beks nodded.

Beneath the tunnels were the aqueducts, which had embankments that ran along the side for when repairs needed to be made.  The space wasn’t wide.  It was just enough for one person to walk against the wall at a time.  Beks made the child hold hands as they followed Sister Levina forward with Beks following at the tail end.  Her free hand was on the wall to guide her, as Sister Levina’s light was faint.

They reached the end and slid down about a story to get closer to the river edge.  The air and water were coming in from a narrow slot.  Beks frowned.  She’d have to send the children she was carrying through one by one.

Sister Levina went through first, showing the first child where to step to avoid being swept by the water and then where to stand when she emerged.  One by one, they repeated this process until Beks handed the children unable to walk across the water to Sister Levina before she herself followed.

As the cool night air hit her, Beks leaned back against the foundation stones of the complex and let out a heavy breath.  They were right beneath the wooden bridge at the northern tip of the island.  Beks recognized it from their earlier rounds.  The bridge was held up by a series of wooden poles buried in the water and connected with planks to keep them steady.  As a result, one could cross by clinging to the planks and shimmying their way under the bridge.

The problem was that it was a long bridge and there were some areas where the children were too small to reach a plank to use as a handrail to keep them steady.

Sister Levina then looked at Beks.  She made a motion to carry one child across at a time.

Beks pursed her lips.  That would take too long.  She didn’t know how long they’d spend in the complex and she wanted to leave before the paladins came to light the torches and signal the waiting pilgrims and servants to rush the gates.

She narrowed her eyes.  “Stay here and wait for me.  I’m going to find my Thirnir.”

“Your what?” the boy who was the oldest of the group and had been defensive back in the prison looked at her with disbelief.  “You're abandoning us?”

“No, I need to find my Thirnir.  They will be able to help carry everyone out faster.”

“What are Thirnir?” the boy asked, seemingly asking the question for everyone else.

Beks took a deep breath and looked at him as she covered the thinnest dressed children with the remains of her cloak.  “The personal guards of my family.”

Before he could say anything, Beks jumped off the ledge and grabbed on to the nearest plank.  She situated her feet on the blank below and began to make the long trip across.  She made it past one support pillar when she remembered she had gloves and used one hand at a time and her mouth to put them on.

Gloves made the process much less painful and faster.

When she reached the shore, she climbed up the embankment, staying close to the shrubs to try to slip back into the forest.  Where they camped wasn’t far, but Rid Callan was closer.  He was waiting close to the road and almost fell back when he saw her.

“My lady-” He opened his mouth to scold her, which wasn’t out of the ordinary for Thirnir when their charge put themselves in danger, but Beks cut him off.

“There was a prison and I rescued children.  Injured children.” Beks stressed as she gave him a pleading look.  “They can’t get across by themselves.”

The severity of the situation took priority at once.  Rid Norddottir all but dove into the river.  Beks went with her in case the children and Sister Levina doubted her.   When they were crossing beneath the bridge, all Beks could do was hold on to Rid Norddottir’s waist as the water moved an oval sheet of ice under her feet over the water, as if they were sliding, but as they approached, more ice began to form beneath their feet.

If it weren’t such a dire situation, Beks would be impressed once more at her control and use of her variant ice biha.  When they reached the ledge where the children and Sister Levina were waiting, Rid Norddottir had created a boat of ice.

She and Beks helped the children and Sister Levina in.

“Tell them to sit down and hold on; I’m going to move us across quickly so the ice doesn’t chill them for too long,” Rid Norddottir told her. Beks translated and everyone obediently sat down.  Beks clutched the smallest children against her in an effort to keep them warm.

As soon as she was settled, the boat was turned and they were flying across the water, hardly leaving a ripple behind.  The children covered their mouths to keep from crying out.  Whether in fear or excitement, Beks wasn’t sure, but they didn’t let out a sound until they were not only out of the river, but warming up in front of a fire.

Rid Callan prepared food for them to share and Rid Haal purposely heated the area around them to keep them warm.  The children didn’t need to huddle together as they devoured the grilled fish.  Rid Callan looked at the children with pity and shook his head.

“They’re only children...what is the Temple doing?”

“If we cause trouble often, we are sent to prison,” the oldest boy said.  Even if he did cause trouble, there was gratitude in his eyes to them.  “Sometimes, we break things, we fight, or argue with one of the instructors. They will put you in the prison to think about what you did. If you did something really bad, or came more than the first time, they will paddle you.” He lowered his eyes. “To make an example of you.”

“I ran away and they caught me,” the little girl said, looking down as she tried to feed her brother, who kept reaching for Beks.  Beks sat down beside them and put him on her lap, helping the little girl feed the toddler who she’d carried against her.

“Why did you run away?” Rid Norddottir asked in a gentle voice.  Her Esuser was also heavily accented.

“I don’t want to live here,” the little girl said.  “They hit us when we make mistakes.”  Beks lowered her head and gently rocked the toddler against her.  It wasn’t her first time with someone that small; she’d played with many children when she was volunteering in the slums.

“My lady....” Rid Callan looked at her and then motioned to the sky.  It was a subtle reminder that they had something to do.

“How much time do we have?”

“I estimate two hours before the paladins come,” Rid Callan replied.

Beks nodded.  “Is that enough time?”

 Rid Callan chuckled a bit.  “It isn’t as if we  have to be gentle.”

“All right.  Then, let’s go.”

“Where are you going?”  The boy who’d been so defensive sprung to his feet.  “Take us with you!”

Beks smiled softly.  “Your name is Ihsan?” The boy nodded.  “We came here to do something before we leave.  Afterwards, if you want to come with us, you can.  I can arrange for a safe place for you to recover.  After you recover, you can leave if you wish.  But first, we need to finish our job.  Sister Levina has to settle debts with the Temple, so she is coming with us.  Can you wait here for one of us to get you?”

The boy’s lower lip trembled.  “Can’t I help?”

“Yes, you can,” Beks said before Rid Haal could reject the boy.  He looked at Beks with surprise.  “You are the oldest.  I need you to stay here and protect the younger ones until one of us returns.  Can you do that?”

She didn’t know why, perhaps it was because the boy had been so thoughtful of the other children, but she knew he’d accept.  He appeared hesitant, but nodded his head.  They were all in a desperate situation and she had to go with her instinct to entrust the children to their most senior member, as much as she’d rather someone stay with them.

Ihsan swallowed hard.  “How long will it take?”

“We’ll come get you by morning,” Rid Callan told him in heavily accented Esuser.  “Remember our faces.  As long as one of us comes to get you, we’ll bring you out.”

“In case something happens to us,” Beks said as she reached into her tunic.  She took out a small bag of coins.  “Take this and find a safe place.”  The boy’s eyes went wide.  His jaw dropped as he stared at the rough bag and then back at Beks.  “We are trusting you, Ihsan.”

He nodded and looked at them again.  “Do you...do you all have biha?” Beks nodded. “There are a lot of guards.”  He shrank back.  “Be careful.”

Sister Levina touched his head.  She touched all their heads one by one and slung her bag across his body.  The boys’ eyes reddened and called her name in a quiet cry not to leave them.  She smiled and stepped back.

They headed towards the river and when they were far enough, Beks’ expression hardened.  “Rid Norddottir,  we’ll need a boat.  Sister Levina, we will return you to where we picked you up.”  Beks switched languages as she spoke.  Sister Levina nodded with firm affirmation.

“Wait until the bridges are out.  When you’re done, Sister, jump in the water,” Rid Norddottir said in her broken Esuser.  “If you are in the water near here, I can find you.”

Sister Levina nodded.  She pointed to the northernmost wall of the complex.  Rid Norddottir and her exchanged affirmative looks.

“Once we send off Sister Levina, we proceed as planned.”

They got into another ice boat similar to the one that carried the children over.  Their first stop was the ledge where they’d picked up the children.  Sister Levina climbed off the boat with a determined expression on her face and anger in her eyes.  Beks reached out to stop her, causing the other woman to turn back to look.

“Remember to wait until all the bridges have completely collapsed and the water has returned to normal before you jump into the river,” Beks said, holding on to Sister Levina’s arm firmly.  “If it is too dangerous, just return here and we’ll get you.  I don’t want to have to tell Lucian you vanished again.”

Sister Levina’s eyes softened.  She touched Beks’ head and tried to speak, but it only came out as low, breathy grunts.  Sister Levina frowned with frustration, but Beks released her arm and smiled.

“Be careful, too,” she replied.  “We will see you soon.”  Sister Levina took a deep breath and nodded before pulling herself up and hobbling back into the tunnels.  Beks narrowed her eyes and turned to the Thirnir.  “Let’s go.  We’ll do rounds around the riverbanks, under each bridge.  Rid Callan, proceed with your tremors.  When the foundations are ready, go with Rid Haal to the paladin compound.  Continue to prepare the ground to be soaked with more water than it can manage.”

He hit his first to his chest.  “Yes, my lady.”

“Rid Haal, go to the paladin compound.  When Rid Callan finishes, one long flare.  Rid Norddottir will release the water to knock out the bridges and liquify the earth beneath the compound.  When the compound collapses, start a fire, and keep the compound sealed off.  I want those paladins trapped until we’re out of the basin.”

“Understood, my lady.”

Beks sat at the back of the boat, ignoring the coldness of the ice beneath her, just separated by a few layers of clothing.  They remained close to the shore, stopping to let Rid Callan off to shift the ground beneath the bridge foundations.  The boat bobbed up and down with the slight tremors affecting the river.

Despite the measured biha usage, cracks appeared in the stone and a few pieces of debris broke off and fell into the water.  Beks refilled Rid Callan’s biha well after each bridge, as while the usage was very precise, a lot was used to go through the length of an entire stone bridge.

When they finished all the bridges, including loosen the foundations beneath the servant’s bridge, Rid Callan and Rid Haal were brought to the eastern bank of the river.  They jumped off the ice boat as soon as their wells were filled and ran off into the dark forest beyond the embankment.

“My lady, hold on,” Rid Norddottir motioned for Beks to stand.  Beks stood behind the woman and hugged her waist as the shape of the ice around them melted and changed back into an oval disc.  A moment later, they were gliding upriver with wind cutting their faces.

They passed the tip of the Great Temple complex island, towards the point where the river split, and continued further up, to where the river was widest before it split. From this location, they were still south of the school.

The oval disc reached the center of the river, unmoved by the rapid current as Rid Norddottir positioned them over the river and turned them towards the island illuminated by lights like a glowing beacon in the dark.

Water spread around them until their feet landed on the soft riverbed.

Beks’ eyes turned towards the direction of the paladin camp.  It wasn’t far from the shore, so the other two Thirnir should have reached it by now.  Remaining close to Rid Norddottir, the water rushed but an arm’s length around them, avoiding them as if they were in a protective bubble the water couldn’t penetrate.

Beks knelt down and could feel the slight shaking of the earth.

“Dam the water,” she said in a low voice as she stood up and put her hand on Rid Norddottir’s shoulder to provide a steady stream of biha.

Rid Norddottir’s eyes narrowed as her arms flew out to the side.  A stream of biha seemed to shoot out on either side of her, cutting the water across the width of the river.  Beks looked around, a bit breathless as an invisible wall seemed to have been created where they stood, reaching across one bank to the other.

River water rushed up, rising higher and higher, going far over her head as the water collected behind them. Beks glanced at the water biha master who stood rooted in place, like an immovable part of the wall.  To hold back an entire river for that duration was no small feat.  Not only did Rid Norddottir hold back the water, but she contained it to keep it from spilling over the banks.

Beks could feel the amount of biha being used with each passing moment.  Had she not been feeding Rid Norddottir’s biha well consistently, the river would’ve swept them away almost immediately.

“How are you holding?” Beks asked.

“As long as I have biha, my lady, I will not falter,” the older woman replied with her eyes fixed straight ahead.  Sweat had collected on her brow, but she remained in place.

Beks frowned and fixed her eyes on the horizon, waiting for the flare signal from Rid Haal.  She silently urged it to appear and almost held her breath.

Then, in the darkness to the right of the glowing Great Temple, a tall pillar of orange fire few into the air and held for three counts.

Beks yelled as loud as she could.

“Release!”

The roar of water filled her ears as her hair and the edges of her clothes flew forward.  Beks shut her eyes, bracing herself as she felt the moisture from the rushing wall of river water around hit her cheeks.  As long as she remained within the space Rid Norddottir recreated, they would remain untouched.  The earth shook and for a moment, she remembered the flash flood that killed two paladins.

Her father’s head had snapped up and a flash of urgency had filled his face.  Beks realized now that he must’ve heard the water coming, which was why he shouted for them to leave.

Beks didn’t think she’d forget the deafening sound in her entire life.

Rid Norddottir grabbed her shoulders and suddenly, they were thrown up.  “Hold on to me!” Beks didn’t need to tell her; Beks had grabbed on to Rid Norddottir for her life as the ice disc appeared beneath their feet and they were thrown forward with the current.  “I need more biha!  I have to increase the speed of the river!”

“Done!”

Beks shut her eyes as they wove over the surface, falling and tossing as if caught in waves in the open ocean.  Crashing could be heard around her and Beks dared to open her eyes.  They were nearing the glowing complex, and in the dim light, Beks could see the reflection against the water as the waves reached the top of the towering walls and breached the ramparts.

Her eyes went wide as her breath caught in her throat.   The bridges were completely submerged and some of the water had risen over the banks of the river.

They didn’t pass the surrounding road, and this was likely the effort of Rid Norddottir to keep damage centralized to their targets, and avoid impacting the pilgrims.

A bright flash of light caught her eye and she looked up, past where the water was slamming against the veneered walls.  She didn’t notice it from further away, but pillars of black smoke were coming from somewhere in the Great Temple complex.  Her brows furrowed.  Rid Haal was too far and most of the complex was made of stone.  Aside from doors, furniture, and texts, Beks hadn’t seen many wooden structures inside.

She took a low breath.

But Sister Levina would know where there was something to burn.  Still, Beks squinted.  “How did she start a fire?”

“Light biha can heat things,” Rid Norddottir said, also staring up with surprise.  “Under the right conditions, fire can be started.  However, the amount of biha needed for such a thing is immense.  For her to even create a fire using light biha...Sister Levina is powerful.”

Beks nodded in agreement.  “If only she’d been born in Sagittate.  She wouldn’t have had to suffer....”

“My lady, look!”  Rid Norddottir suddenly snapped her head to the right and Beks followed her gaze.

Throughout their journey thus far, Rid Haal had been somewhat limited in his biha usage.  Light, campfires, and flares for the most part.  She knew he was one of the best fire biha using Thirnir, which was why her father had assigned him to Beks, but she still couldn’t help but be impressed when she saw the towering wall of fire that rose stories above the tree line.

The wall of fire spread.  Perhaps it wouldn’t be as noticeable on the ground, but from where they were floating atop a crest of water from a distance, they could see the wall of fire appearing to circle a large space.  It was moving steadily, as if controlled.

Seeing the fire and the dark smoke filling the night sky meant that the water rushing under the aquifer beneath the paladin compound had soaked the ground and created a sinkhole.  The paladins would be consumed with dealing with the aftermath for the time being.

Beks’ eyes drifted back to the Great Temple.  Though the fires were nowhere near as intense, at least from what they could see, as the one in the forest, the pillars of smoke were coming from different areas, suggesting that there were multiple fires.

“When the water recedes, take is to the meeting location,” Beks shouted above the water.  Rid Norddottir nodded.  “We’ll wait for-”

Trumpets began blaring overhead and Beks looked back towards the island.  She couldn’t really make out the figures, but the loud trumpeting sound was low and long, coming from the ramparts.

Rid Norddottir narrowed her eyes.  “What are they doing?”

“Lucian said that those are alarms.  They’re calling for aid from the paladins!”

Rid Norddottir almost sneered.  “Then can paladins fly?”  They looked down as the river water began to settle.  The high wooden gates to the complex had been bashed in and hanging off their hinges.  The bridges in front of them had completely collapsed, heaving portions of the very edges of the structures and some protruding stone in the river.  “My lady, stay close.  The river is filled with stone and debris that had been washed down.  I will need to be more careful and ready to avoid anything.”

Beks nodded.  The ice disc they were on moved slower along the water, once more unaffected by the current as they carefully moved around branches, dislodged tree trunks, and massive pieces of the stones that once made up the bridges.

They waited beside the building, just out of sight from the chaos happening beyond the walls as shouting could be heard coming from within.  Torches were seen on one side of the river as pilgrims had come out to see what was going on.

Beks kept looking into the aqueduct entrance where they’d emerged from earlier, hoping to see Sister Levina reappear.  Her chest began to tighten as the time passed.  For the paladins on the shores who managed to make it to the river, everything was happening to fast, but for Beks, waiting for Sister Levina was painfully slow.

She didn’t want to tell Lucian that she’d found Sister Levina and then lost her.  She’d seen the desolate look in his eyes when he first told her about his senior sister who taught him the variant.  Losing her would crush him all over again.

Just the thought of it was making her heart ache.  Sister Levina had saved her.  The look of excitement in the woman’s eyes when she showed that she knew who Beks was and how she wanted to leave and save the children who had been put in the same place she had been hadn’t shown any sign of willingness to die.

What if Sister Levina wasn’t willing?  What if they caught her?

“It’ll be all right, my lady,” Rid Norddottir told her.   “If she dies here, then the Temple has won.  She will not allow the Temple to destroy her.”

Beks nodded, but was unsure if she was convinced.

She kept her eyes fixed on the aqueduct.  She didn’t notice the soft glow of light in the darkness above her until she heard Rid Norddottir cry out.

Beks whirled around, looking for what the Thirnir was talking about.  Her eyes caught the glow of light from the ramparts above them.  It was faint and fading, but the light of the flames behind her outlined the shadow of a woman looking back over her shoulder as she peered over the waist high rampart walls.

She heard Rid Norddottir’s earlier words repeat in her head: the amount of biha needed was immense.

The glowing began to fade into the darkness.  The tiny figure could be seen teetering over the wall.  Shouting was heard and Sister Levina looked towards the interior.

Beks took a deep breath and screamed.  “Sister, jump!”

Sister Levina launched herself from the rampart walls.

“Hold your breath!” Rid Norddottir raised her arms and water rose from the river like a serpent.  The human figure was swallowed into it, cushioning her fall before being pushed to the top.  Rid Norddottir pulled the pillar of water towards them.  “My lady!”

“I’ve got her!”  Beks leaned over the side the side of the ice boat they were waiting on and gathered the wet, shaking woman in her arms.  She cradled Sister Levina against her before sitting down.  She grasped Rid Norddottir’s calf and filled her well once more.  “Go!”

The boat rocked.  They didn’t move as fast as before, as they were cautious of the debris in and protruding from the water, but it was still quite fast.

Beks wiped Sister Levina’s wet brows and frowned.  She was breathing, but she was cold and unconscious.  Beks searched for her biha well and sucked in a sharp breath.  It was empty.  Beks had never felt a completely empty well.  Without question she filled it at once and then refocused her biha as energy to warm the body.

She hardly paid attention to the chaos on the banks of the river as people shouted and screamed, confused, and frightened, as well as frustrated that for the time being, the Great Temple complex was isolated.

“There they are.”  They were further south of the island when Rid Norddottir moved the boat to the west shore.  Rid Callan had his hands in the water, and he and Rid Haal were waiting by the water’s edge.

“It’s done,” Rid Callan said as they climbed into the ice boat.  “There are two sink holes.”

“Good,” Beks said as she held Sister Levina against her.  “How long will the fire last?”

“Considering the amount of fuel to burn and their lack of equipment to put out the fire with river water,” Rid Haal said as he looked back while they crossed the river.  “It’ll last at least through the day, but by then, the area will be scorched.”

She nodded and looked towards the eastern bank.  “When we get to the shore, you stay with me.  Rid Norddottir, Rid Callan, go and bring the children to the edge of the village we entered from.  We will meet you there.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Three of them were dropped off on the shore.  Rid Callan carried the weak, sleeping Sister Levina on his back as they trudged through the forest, avoiding the roads to get to the village.

Occasionally, they would see torches through the trees.  The roads that led to the river had people running down.  Beks could hear cries of fire and concerns, but in their urgency of the pilgrims and villagers, no one noticed three people sneaking through the forest.

They neared the village at the pass and Beks motioned for them to stop and rest.

Rid Haal gently laid Sister Levina against some protruding boulders and covered her with his cloak.  Beks stayed on her feet and looked out towards the basin.

The earliest rays of light had yet to peek over the hills and all she could see below were the pillars of black smoke and the raging fires illuminating patches of the forest and creating a haunting glow against the white marble walls of the Great Temple.  Glowing dots of torches were seen hovering around the banks of a dark river.

She narrowed her eyes as the scent of burning wood pierced her nose.  She glanced at the orphanage, school, and the servants quarters on the untouched western side of the river and let out a low, relieved sigh.

“Do you think this is enough, my lady?” Rid Haal asked with a hint of concern, as if they didn’t complete their mission.

Beks raised a brow and looked at him.  The glow of the fire light revealed his uncertainty and she almost wanted to laugh.  “Not enough?” she asked as her hair flew around her face. She motioned her hand towards the flames below.  “Rid Haal, this is a little more sacrilege than I intended.”

            


TWHoC: Chapter 62 - There Was Smoke Everywhere


                “Twelve.  How many is that?” A little looked over at a boy a little older than her, who furrowed his brows with thought.  He opened his mouth as he sat on the back edge of an old wooden wagon with his feet hanging off.  He muttered to himself, awkwardly counting in Esuser before perking up and answering in Jasper.  

“That is fifteen groups of twelve, plus those two big groups of forty and forty-five, so two hundred and sixty-five paladins!”  His face lit up and from the side, the adults clapped.  Beks smiled as she walked around, holding the toddler that had grown fond of her as Rid Norddottir, Rid Callan, and Sister Levina prepared an area a few minutes outside of the next village to camp along the road.

It was common for travelers, from pilgrims to merchants to tourists in transit to simply pull off the main roads and routes to camp for the night.  It wasn’t recommended, as safety was not guaranteed, but having Thirnir all but ensured their safety.  

“Excellent job, Gio!” Rid Callan praised.  “And Yaya, how did you identify that they were paladins?”

The little girl, who was the older sister of the toddler in Beks’ arms, puffed out her chest as she recited the descriptions Rid Callan had told them.  The children, save for the toddler who didn’t talk, spoke Esuser because that is what they were forced to learn to and speak in while in the Great Basin, but they found that most of their native tongues was Jasper.  

It made communication smoother and allowed the children to become more comfortable with their temporary guardians.

“Uniform saddles and similar breeds of horse.  The paladins will also be wearing cloaks, with no identifiable embellishments, but they will have similar swords and boots, and their clothes will be of good quality and the same black and gray colors,” Yaya replied. 

Rid Callan praised her once more.  

Beks smiled as she watched them.  “Rid Callan, you are very popular with children,” she said.  

The old Thirnir chuckled and smiled.  “I am the oldest child.  My mother was also a Thirnir and was away often, so I had to take care of my two younger siblings or a bit.”

Beks furrowed her brows, a bit curious.  Now that she thought about it, Rid Callan never mentioned anything about his family.  “Do you have children of your own?”

He smiled, but shook his head.  “I’m afraid not.  I like children, but I never married or had any chance to have them.”

“It’s common amongst Thirnir, as we tend to marry late or not at all,” Rid Norddottir told her she took out some plates from the wagon.  “Our sole focus is guarding the ducal family.  Thirnir are required to retire from active duty at the age of fifty, so before then, all their energy is put into the position.”

“There are those that get married,” Rid Callan said.  “Though not many.  Those who are are assigned someone with more lax positions.  For example, they wouldn’t be sent abroad when a family member goes abroad.  Instead, they would be left to guard the ducal home in the Sacred Valley.  Active unmarried were supposed to be sent with you, my lady, when you left.  In fact, I volunteered back then.”

“I still don’t know why the Duke refused and didn’t send Thirnir with our lady,” Rid Norddottir said with a furrowed brow.

Beks cracked a small smile.  She knew the answer.  “Because I asked him not to.”  Several sets of eyes turned towards her, including that of a few children who were listening.  “Sending Thirnir would be akin to telling the late Queen that she couldn’t be trusted with me, which would’ve increased tensions.  Considering my circumstances, I wouldn’t be treated badly for the most part, so I took the risk and Daddy reluctantly agreed.” 

Actually, her father had tried to sneak Thirnir after her, but she sent them back.  

The children looked at Beks with curiosity and confusion, as if what they heard didn’t seem to match with the person they perceived her to be.  They knew she was a noble lady and had married two princes, so she was a princess.  A princess who came to save Sister Levina, which is the cover story they came to.  

“My lady,” one of the boys called out to her the way the Thirnir addressed her.  “Why were you taken from your home as a child?  You have a daddy, so you are not an orphan.”

Beks took a deep breath and tried to measure her words to the child.  “For political reasons, I was raised with a foster mother and her sons.  I missed my family that I left behind, of course, but I wasn’t treated badly in my new home.  I had the best of everything and everyone...mostly everyone, was very kind to me.”  Bek gave the children a reassuring smile.  “I married two of my foster mother’ sons.”

The youngest of the three little girls in the group of children gasped.  “You can marry two people?” 

All right, perhaps some things are best not pointed out.  “I was given special permission.” 

Above the sound of the cracking camp fire, where the two older boys and older girl were roasting sausages, came the sound of a horse approaching.  

Rid Haal led his horse off the road and dismounted with a sack over his shoulder.  The children waiting on the back of the wagon cheered as they jumped off and rushed to him.  One of the children had fallen in love with the horse and insisted on taking Rid Haal’s horse to the side to eat with the others.  

“I brought some bread, jam, another wheel of cheese, and a preserved ham leg,” Rid Haal told them with a triumphant smile.  He spoke in Jasper so the children could understand. 

“Thank you, Rid Haal.”  Beks gave him a nod as he handed the sack to Sister Levina so she could prepare food for the children.  

“My lady, there was news on what you had me inquire about.”  Rid Haal switched to Sagittater and Beks nodded.  She asked Sister Levina to prepare the food while she spoke to her Thirnir.  Though no one else could understand Sagittater, the four of them stood off to the side after Beks handed the toddler to the little girl named Yaya.  

Her face hardened a bit as she looked at Rid Haal and gave him a nod.  “Report.”

“We’re almost to the Langshe border and travellers passing through the village have reported that many of the usual routes through the empire have been closed due to Langshe’s war of succession.”

It was no longer a secret.  

Though they’d only been away from the Red Iron Cavalry for three weeks, as their return journey was much slower with a dozen new people they had to cart with them, the matters of succession in Langshe had spread.  After all, the Langshe Empire was a dominant country on the continent and every other country traded with them.  

Previously, they’d found out that the Red Iron Cavalry, known as Crown Prince Zhanzhen’s army, had dominated their first battle against the army of a marquis who supported Tarkan.  

It was the first time in decades that the continent had seen the Red Iron Cavalry, and despite being composed mostly of soldiers who were either children, or weren’t even born yet, when the cavalry disappeared, they had been an unstoppable force that marched into Langshe territory as if taking a stroll.

Of course, the battles were still chaotic and there were soldiers crossing the territory.  It was tense enough that merchants wouldn’t risk being caught in the middle.

It made sense that the usual routes would be closed off due to the dangers of war.

“How many routes?  Do we need to find another way in?” Beks asked.

“All the land trade  in and out of the empire have ceased, my lady; however, there is no barrier stopping people from taking a land route into the empire.  The pause in trade and most travel was instigated by the safety concerns of the merchants.”

“That’s fair,” Beks replied.  “Did you find out how far the cavalry has gone into Langshe territory?” 

For a moment, Rid Haal had a look of awe on his face.  “Merchants are saying that the Crown Prince’s army is nearing the Summer Palace.  They have fought four battles total, but have been triumphant.  All the armies sent to stop them have either been decimated by the cavalry or turned to join them.” 

Beks raised a brow.  “There are still loyal ones?”

“Crown Prince Zhanzhen has joined the cavalry and is said to be leading it,” Rid Haal replied.  He lowered his voice a bit.  “However, I suspect that he is mainly the figurehead.”

Beks brushed any disapproval off.  “A figurehead is an important figure.  It will give his soldiers a boost in morale; a reason to fight when they see their future emperor standing with them and not just hiding somewhere, waiting for his throne to be handed back to him.” 

It was of extreme importance that the Crown Prince be present during their campaign.  He was the rightful leader and he not only had to have the blood of it, but to prove that he deserved to sit on the throne.  

Though Beks knew he’d be well protected by Laz and Lucian, and that the Crown Prince really was just a figurehead, he was also a man who didn’t have much martial ability.  The Crown Prince knew that going to the battle front with so little martial ability made him a liability, but at the same time, it was where he needed to be.  

To Beks, there was some bravery in acknowledging your weaknesses and still go where one was needed.

“The deeper they are in the empire, the longer it will take for us to reach them, my lady,” Rid Norddottir said.  “However, once we enter Langshe territory, the envoy you requested from Aceria may have difficulty reaching us.”

At that, the four of them glanced towards the children around the camp fire, happily munching on bread and cured meats and cheeses.  The battle field was no place for children.

Upon leaving the Great Basin, they had made a detour to a wealthy city in order to target merchants who could potentially have contact with the Acerian Wealth Vaults.  Beks had left her urapearl her brother and they didn’t have a messenger bird at their disposal, but they still had to arrange for the eleven orphans.  

Children typically ended up in the Temple orphanages either when their family members could no longer take care of or didn’t want them.  Children who were found without guardians, begging in the streets were rounded up by concerned villagers or townsfolk to be sent to local orphanages, many of which were run by the Temple.

The children Beks had helped save had ended up where they were for those reasons, so leaving them alone in a random town or village would only send them to the same place.  They needed guardians.

Guardians who were not going into a battlefield.  

The initial plan was to contact Aceria to request an envoy to meet them partway to Langshe to take the children somewhere they’d be safe and allowed to live peacefully.  Beks had been able to get ahold of the Acerian Wealth Vaults and relayed a message to the Grand Duke, as well as arranged for an envoy to be sent along a particular popular trade route.

However, if Aceria had initially started by traveling through land, then they could get cut off with the warnings of a war near the trade routes.  They would be delayed indefinitely.  

Beks let out a low breath and walked towards the circle of children.  She took a seat on the ground near them. 

“There is a war in Langshe right now and as a result, many caravans are avoiding the trade routes in, out, and around the empire,” Beks told them in a clear voice.  If it involved their safety and lives, Beks wanted to make the situation clear.  “I’m afraid the envoy I asked to come pick you up will be delayed.”

“Can’t we follow you, my lady?” one of the children asked her with big, adorable eyes. 

Beks lowered her head and slowly shook her head.  “It is too dangerous to follow us.  We have to go into Langshe.” 

“Because you need Sister Levina’s help, right?” The oldest boy, Ihsan gave her a knowing look.  

While she didn’t want to lie to them about matters regarding them, matters regarding the war of succession and Temple sacrilege were hidden, as those were sensitive matters.  

Beks had told them that the four of them had come to look for her husband’s biha master, Sister Levina, as he was a soldier and needed help using his light biha.  They were worried it would be difficult to find her, so Beks had brought three powerful biha users with her.  Sister Levina would come with them to the military camp, but they would first make sure the children were put in good hands.  

As for the Temple’s bridges collapsing, its fires, and the near entirety of the western bank going up in flames in the middle of the night, that was a sheer coincidence, as they had only gone to destroy the prison where the children had been detained.  Only the prison.  

“I’m afraid so.  We will be able to guard her well, but the battlefield is no where for children,” Beks told them.  “We’re worried that bringing you there, even for a short while, will be too dangerous.” 

She felt a small tug on her sleeve and looked at Yaya.  “If you are with us, you will keep us safe.  I believe in you.”

Beks’ heart squeezed.  “Thank you, Yaya, but I just want to be cautious.”  

“You’re not going to leave us here, are you?” One of the younger boys paled and almost dropped the bread roll in his hand.  At his words, the rest of the children tensed up and Beks could hear one or two begin to sniffle and hold back tears.

“We are not!” Beks asserted at once and sat up straight.  “I asked you before if you wanted to go to my territory to live, and if you want to go, I will arrange for you to be taken there.  However, though it’s not as strict as the Temple, I am worried that you will find it just as confining...as if you are trapped.”

“If we are bed, will be punished?” a little girl asked.

Beks nodded.  “Of course.”  Every face around the fire dropped, but Beks continued on.  “You could be made to do more chores, study more, practice longer, or even be confined to your room and made to write a contemplative essay reflecting on your mistakes.”  She paused and thought for moment.  “For example, when my husbands were young and their father punished them, they were made to practice their martial arts for longer periods of time, exhausting them.” 

Though it was supposed to be a punishment, the children looked excited.  “I want to do martial arts!”  One by one, the children voiced their excitement.  

Beks sighed.  “That isn’t the only punishment.  Sometimes, they had to read more books and then recite them.  My younger brother was punished to stay in his room and wasn’t allowed to play outside.  The punishment my younger sister hates the most is to be made to do mathematics.”  She pursed her lips.  “You will receive punishment if you do something that hurts yourself or others, but I won’t allow you to be beaten or tortured, as we were at the Great Temple.”  

“But who is going to make sure if you are not there, my lady?” a little boy asked. 

“My territory has direct reports who will ensure your safety,” Beks said.  “And if you do not like my territory, I will not force you to stay.  When you're fifteen, you are no longer forced to have a guardian, so you may leave if you wish.” 

The children looked at each other, but didn’t say anything indicating that they wanted to.  

Rid Haal rubbed the back of his neck.  “My lady, I can go back to town to ask if anyone had seen any envoys from Aceria.”

Beks shook her her head. “It’s already late.  Just rest for the night.”  

“But how are we going to send off the children?” Rid Norddottir asked.  “If we leave them unattended, even in an inn, we don’t know what will happen to them.”  

Beks sighed and picked up the toddler that stumbled towards her.  He blinked at her with big blue eyes that reminded her of the twins.  Beks put him on her lap and thought for a moment while rocking him gently. 

“We may have to take them with us.”

“What?” Rid Callan’s eyes nearly bulged out of his head and stood up straight and uncrossed his arms.  “My lady, it’s too dangerous!  Why don’t we split up?  One of us will take the children along the routes south to wait for the envoy.  The rest of us will go with you.”

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “But we may need you in the cavalry.”  She was also worried that one person wasn’t enough to take care of eleven children, especially on a long journey.  She was quiet for some time longer, weighing the pros and cons in her head even up until the children were put to bed in the wagon.  

Beks remained seated on the edge of the wagon.  While the battlefield was dangerous, the cavlary camp, so long as it wasn’t directly attacked, was quite safe.  Even if it was directly attacked, she had a small militia of Thirnir to protect her and the children.  

Her eyes lit up.  Better yet, why didn’t she just send some Thirnir and Wild Dogs with the children to wait for the Acerian envoy.  

“The children had already been through so much.  If they met and became familiar with the soldiers who would guard them, then they would feel more comfortable with them when they escorted them from the battle field,” Beks said suddenly, drawing the attention of the remaining adults.  “In this way, the soldiers would also become familiar and more attentive.”

Sister Levina cocked her head to the side and knit her brows. She thought for a moment before taking out her slate and writing on it.  

Beks and the three Thirnir looked at it.  It had been written in Jasper so they call could understand it.  Do you know if they would be willing to adopt?  

There was some hope in Sister Levina’s eyes and Beks understood. What could be better for the children than to be adopted into stable, loving homes, and to parents who wanted and took care of them?  

Despite the children having been imprisoned for bad behavior, Beks didn’t see any for the entire time they’d been together.  The other children were far too mature for their age and took care of the younger ones without question.  The children all did what they were told and they never simply took anything; they always asked.  

It was as if they were only deemed as problematic because the environment of the Temple made them so.  The Temple expected quite a lot from their orphans, especially those whom they had expectations for.  If those children did not meet those expectations, they were punished. 

Rid Norddottir read the slate and sighed.  “I also like children, but I don’t have time as an active Thirnir.  I also don’t know if I’ll return to Sagittate after this.”

Sister Levina’s hope dropped a bit, but she still clutched her slate in front of her and directed it to Rid Callan.  

Rid Callan raised his arm and rubbed the back of his neck.  “I just took on an apprentice, and I haven’t applied to be transferred to the service of Lady Beks, yet.” 

At this, Rid Norddottir looked at him with surprise.  “What do you mean you can transfer?”

“Transfer is a bit of a misnomer.  It’s more a reassignment,” Rid Callan replied.  “I want to be resassigned to another ducal family member.  When they leave, I will become a personal guard.”  

Beks heard of this and nodded.  Thirnir were directly under the control of the Duke of Caroline, but when they followed another family member, they got to keep their ‘Rid’ honorific title, but were now considered personal guards and couldn’t be sent on missions by the Duke.  

“I didn’t know of this,” Rid Norddottir drew her head back.

“Well, I’m getting old,” Rid Callan replied.  “And I enjoyed staying on the island.  I planned on applying to become Lady Beks’ personal guard and then retire to the island.”

Rid Norddottir rubbed her forehead.  “No, I mean, I didn’t know that we could request sigh reassignment.  She paused and then pounded her palm with her fist.  A look of determination went over her face.  “In that case, I will also request reassignment to Lady Beks.”

“I’m fine with that, but you will require my father’s approval first,” Beks said.  “If you come to the island, would you consider adoption?  Your schedules would not be too strenuous.” 

The two older Thirnir glanced at the sleeping children they’d grown close to.  Their faces softened, but they didn’t answer.  Still, Sister Levina’s eyes sparkled with anticipation.  
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Beks lowered the spyglass from where she had climbed to some upper branches of a tree near a watering hole on the steppes of Langshe.  Another week and a half, and they finally managed to catch up with the Red Iron Calvary.  Everyone they passed would try to convince them to return, as a war of succession was culminating into what would likely be a violent stand off between the forces of the Crown Prince and Tarkan.  

No one wanted to risk being caught and even people living in the region were fleeing until the throne had been settled.  Despite the discouragement, Beks and the others followed in the steps of the cavalry, soaking in all the information they could get.  

It seemed that Tarkan had figured out the numbers and collected all his border armies and supporting military families to defend the Summer Palace and the rest of Langshe by situating them in the flat area just before the mountain range where the Summer Palace sat. 

Rumor had it that the army was twice the size of the Crown Prince’s faction, which not only included the Red Iron Cavalry, but two armies of noble military families that sided with the Crown Prince.  

Those two armies followed behind the Red Iron Cavalry and remained as separate camps from the others.  Upon the sight of the military encampment in front of them, the flags and banners of the respective armies were flying above two clearly individual camps.  The black and red flags of the Red Iron Cavalry were far in the distance, at the forefront of the battle field.  

“Well, this is going to be a problem,” Beks said with a frown.  “We can’t just march through military encampments, especially two who are unfamiliar with us.  We’ll be detained at once.” 

“Lord Deo is with the Red Iron Cavalry, my lady,” Rid Haal reminded her.  “I can send assistance flares.  If he sees them, he or one of the other fire biha Thirnir will reply and will come to us.”

Rid Haal was back to running small errands, such as picking up food, and starting camp fires, so Beks forgot that he had created a forest fire inferno that was still raging in the middle of the day, when they took the children out of the Great Basin.  

“In that case, do it.”

“Wait,” Rid Callan called out.  “My lady, I would like to build a defensive wall around us first.  Rid Haal’s fire will attract attention, including that of the two camps.  They will likely send an scout envoy to investigate the source of the flares.”

“I agree,” Rid Norddottir replied.  “The two camps are closer to us than the cavalry.  They will reach us first and we should be prepared for any conflict.”

“The guard is high in a war zone and they have every right to be cautious,” Beks agreed.  “All right, please prepare the wall first.”

Sister Levina made the children stay in the wagon so as not to run out and get hurt when Rid Callan was using his biha.  The ground beneath them trembled, but the children didn’t appear afraid.  They looked around, excited. 

The ground rose all around them, forming a solid, but through looking wall twice as tall as Beks around the wagon, their horses, and the tree Beks had climbed down from.  Rid Callan also created a staircase against the wall and a simple rampart facing the armies.  

There were no exits or entrances.  Beks climbed up the steps and peered over the edge of the ramparts to look outside.  If they had been somewhere like the High Desert, the compacted earthen wall would’ve appeared like a regular stony outcropping.  However, the ground was flat and there were no mountains or hills around them, making the structure stick out against the landscape.

She cringed a bit.  If the armies didn’t notice the fleeting flares, then they’d surely notice this sudden, unnatural part of the landscape.  She didn’t look back into their miniature fortress, but raised her arm.  “Send the flare!”

Rid Haal rushed to get on the ramparts with her and began sending a pattern of flames into the sky.  After a set, he would wait and they would look out towards the cavalry to see if there was a reply.  Beks was told there was a set waiting period between each attempt, roughly fifty counts, then it was repeated until they either ran out of biha or received a response.

“There are multiple fire biha users along with Lord Deo, my lady,” Rid Callan told her with reassurance after the third signal pattern didn’t receive an answer.  “Someone will see it.” 

She peered through her spyglass and let out a heavy sigh.  “Well, someone did see it, but they’re not from the Red Iron Cavalry.”  She lowered her arms and looked down at the wagon.  “The other armies are coming to check us.  Keep the children in the wagon.”

At once, Sister Levina ushered the children in while Rid Norddottir explained what was happening so the children understood and could cooperate.  

“There is no need to be frightened.  Our lady will not let anyone take you and we will defend everyone if it comes to it.  We only need to wait for our friends to arrive, but they are furthest away....”

Beks remained on top of the ramparts with the other two Thirnir beside her.  From the armies situated closest to them, there was movement and a small envoy of about a dozen people each began to melt from the encampment.  

“Ah!  There was a reply!” Rid Haal’s eyes widened with excitement and Beks lifted her spyglass once more.  She couldn’t tell who was replying, but as the response was repeated in a pattern, it was a clear reply.  “They are coming, my lady.”

Beks nodded.  “Good.  Let’s hope they get here quickly and that these other two don’t make trouble for us.” 

Somehow, her expectations were both bet and not met at the same time.  The envoys from the supporting armies arrived and positioned themselves a respectful distance away, just far enough so they could shout to communicate.  On one hand, no weapons were drawn.  On the other, they didn’t sound too pleased.  

“State your name and why are you here!” The azure-flagged envoy shouted.  

“This is a battle zone!  Civilians have been advised to keep distance!” A large, middle aged man under an evergreen banner added  

“I am Rebecca, Princess consort to Prince Gan and Prince Jargal!” Beks replied without faltering.  “I am returning to the Red Iron Cavalry!” 

There was a moment of silence and it was clear that they had their uncertainty.  She couldn’t blame them.  Aside from there being a war, the fact that the twin princes were married, and to a foreign woman named Rebecca, would likely not be important information.  She was not present with these two armies joined.  They likely had no idea who she was, let alone what she looked like. 

“If you are who you say you are, please come with us to our camp and we will notify the Red Iron Cavalry of your arrival!”  The azure-flagged envoy leader called out.

Beks held back a snort.  “We have already sent notifications to the Red Iron Cavalry and they will arrive soon.  If you are unsure, you can remain and guard us while we are waiting.  We have a few children with us and we will not be risking their safety until we see our own people.”

“You cannot remain here!  You must come with one of us to camp!”  The evergreen banner leader shouted up at her.  “If you do not come with us, will we be forced to arrest you and your party!”

Beks translated this to the Thirnir and Rid Callan sneered.  “I wish to see them try.”

Beks held her arm out to calm him.  “We just need to wait here.  There is no need to attack.  If they try, it will take them some time.  Rid Haal, send a flare reporting that we are being attacked.”

Rid Haal nodded and sent out another series of flames into the sky.  Beks kept her eyes on the men below, watching their movements and preparing to give any necessary orders to Rid Callan who was already in a fighting position beside her.  The envoys had few archers and when they saw the fire, they shouted amongst themselves to defend themselves, but as the fire wasn’t directed at them, they hadn’t shot.

However, the arrows were still pointed at them.  

“Rid Norddottir, there are arrows!”  Beks shouted.  

Crackling could be heard behind her and Beks didn’t need to look back to know that Rid Nordditor had begun creating a layer of ice above the wagon as a precaution.  

“Come out at once or we will be forced to flush you out!” one of the envoys yelled.

Beks lifted her chin with defiance.  “Do you know what you’re doing pointing your weapons at me?” she asked in a loud, but low voice.  “I am not someone they want to provoke if you are uncertain of my identity.” She raised a brow. “Are you sure you are not making a grave mistake?” 

The suspicion and uncertainty in the air was palatable.  The two envoy leaders looked at each other and began talking in lower voices, though Beks still heard them.  They needed to confirm her identity just in case, as one did hear rumors that the Crown Prince’s twin cousins were married to a foreign woman. 

Finally, shouts were given and one man from each envoy turned and rushed back to their respective camps.  For now, it seemed that they would wait until she was properly identified.  “We will verify your identity!  Do not move!” 

“Where do they think we’re going to go?  I’m the one who said we wouldn’t be going with them....” Beks crinkled her eyes and shook her head. 

“At the very least, they are going to try to verify who you are first before acting,” Rid Callan replied.

“They should’ve done that from the start without threatening to flush us out.  I forgive the suspicion, but not the disrespect.”  

Rid Haal squinted and leaned forward.  “My lady, I see a Red Iron Cavalry banner approaching.”

Beks perked up and lifted her spyglass once more.  A fast moving group of people was approaching, cutting through the gap that separated the two supporting armies.  One of the horses had the red and black banner attached to their saddle while a half dozen other riders rushed forward.  

Taking the lead as Laz with Lucian and Deo just behind him.  Gerard was with them along with two Thirnir.  No one stopped the small envoy as they seemed to shoot from the edge of the encampment, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them as they rushed towards them.  

Beks let her heart settle.  She handed the spyglass to Rid Callan and walked down the steps back to the wagon.  “My brother and husbands are coming.  They will be here soon and will escort us to camp.”  

Hearing this, the children all seemed to relax.  Silly smiles appeared on their faces as Sister Levina let out a sigh of relief.   Beks returned to the ramparts just as shouting was heard and the two supporting army envoys made way for the smaller one from the Red Iron Cavalry.  Deo shouted his sister’s name and before he could stop his horse, he jumped on his saddle and jumped.  

The wall wasn’t too high, about as tall as a single story village house, but the faces of the envoys were stunned when they watched Deo use fire biha to propel himself up, directly on the ramparts to embrace his sister.  

Rid Callan and Rid Haal bent down to one knee to greet him.  “My lord.”  Deo didn’t pay attention.

“Brother, I’m back!”

Beks laughed a bit as Deo squeezed her and then held her out at arm’s length, looking over her for any sign of injury.  

“What took you so long to get back?  I was worried you were hurt!”

“Brother, I’m fine.  It’s just that we had saved some children....”  Beks motioned to the wagon below as Rid Callan walked down the stairs and prepared to open a gap in the stone wall.  

Deo furrowed his brows before shooting them up when he saw the wagon full of children.  They looked back at him with curiosity as Beks led him down.  The twins came through the opening the stone wall.  When the ramparts were clear, Rid Callan returned the walls to the earth.  

This caused the envoys to become even more dumbfounded, but Beks was too flustered pinned between her husbands’ firm embrace to notice.  

“We need to make arrangements,” Beks said, her voice muffled by Laz’s chest.  “We need to bring the children to Varkana!” 

“We’ll make the arrangements, don’t worry,” Laz told her.  Lucian stroked her hair over and over, as if he couldn’t do so enough.  

“Are you well?  No injuries?  You should rest,” Lucian said, his voice laced with worry.  

Beks chuckled.  “I’m fine.  We all are, actually, everything went smoothly.”  She kissed Laz’s lips and then turned to Lucian.  She reached out and grasped his arms.  “Come, I want you to see someone.”  

Excited, she pulled her younger husband forward, towards the wagon.  Lucian cocked his head, giving her a confused look before he looked up.  He stopped in his tracks as his eyes went wide.  

The woman with the scarred face gave him a fond look as her eyes misted over.  Lucian’s eyes watered as he swallowed hard.  “Sen...senior Sister?” Sister Levina nodded in affirmation and smiled.  Lucian choked back a cry.  “You’re alive....you’re alive...!”

He lowered his head and wiped at his eyes.  Sister Levina stepped forward and lifted her hand, patting his head as she did the small children to try to comfort him.  He looked up, appearing a bit ridiculous as such a tall man being treated as a child by such a small woman.  

Sister Levina lifted up her small, broken slate to him and beamed.  “Hello, Junior Brother.” 
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“We didn’t run into any paladins at all,” Deo told her as he rode beside her.  Laz was on her other side as Lucian rode behind them asking Sister Levina questions while she answered on her slate.  She sat in front of Rid Haal on a horse, freeing up her hands.  

“We saw small groups of them heading back in the direction of the Great Basin when we were leaving,” Beks replied.  

“Then, your mission was a success,” Laz said with relief in his voice.  “What did you do that caused them to be recalled?”

“Nothing much.”  They didn’t need to know the extent of the destruction they caused.  “We just created a small distraction that would make the high ranking clergy at the Great Temple complex call back their elites.”  

“The entire western side of the river was on fire!”  She heard a childish voice retell a story from the wagon to the side.  Gerard had taken control of the wagon and was sitting on the driver’s seat with the reins in his hand as the children surrounded him, giving him a far more vivid retelling of the Great Basin than Beks’ meager ‘nothing much’.  

“All the bridges around the Great Temple complex were gone!  No one could get in or out-”

‘No, people were getting out!  They were just jumping from the broken gates into the river!”

“And there were some boats!  Don’t forget some boats,” Yaya pointed out.  She looked at Gerard with a serious look.  “But they were stuck because the parts of the bridge had fallen into the water and made it hard to cross the river.”

Beks closed her eyes and silently wondered why Rid Callan and Rid Nordottir had taken the children past the destruction zone when they were bringing them back to the village.  

“The inside of the complex was on fire, too!  There was smoke everywhere!” 

Beks kept her eyes focused firmly ahead of her as her brother and Laz’s gazes settled on hers.  

“It wasn’t everywhere....” she muttered.  She let out a little cough.  “The point is that now the Temple has their own problems to deal with and don’t have time to get involved with us.  How is Geel doing throughout all of this?” 

No one seemed to question her change of topic, and Laz replied.  “We were teasing him for hiding his strategic foresight.”

“I think he planned to get you all involved since the beginning considering how that man has not only predicted the movements of Langshe’s various armies, but managed to convince two of them to join him,” Deo told her.

“As long as he’s able to retake his throne, like he was supposed to, that’s what matters,” Beks replied.  “I heard you’re close to the Summer Palace?”

“It’s up in those mountains,” Laz said, pointing far in the distance.  “However, Tarkan’s arm has positioned themselves at the base of the range.  On the other side is the fertile valleys where most of Langshe’s food is grown.  It’l be difficult to storm the palace, let alone lay siege when there are plenty of resources being protected.”

“It’s not that difficult,” Deo said.  Beks nodded.  Laz looked at him with confusion.

“We just have to cut the Summer Palace off from the other side of the mountain range,” Beks replied.  It was a naive, simple, but matter-of-fact answer.  

“That’s easier said than done....” Laz said.  

“Admittedly, the army standing between us and the palace out numbers us almost two to one.”

“What?” Beks perked up.  “That many?”

“It is the combination of remaining Langshe armies,” Laz replied.  “Tarkan is betting on them to stop us before we can reach the Summer Palace.  At the moment, we’re at a standstill.  We’re still working on our strategy and we doubt Tarkan’s side will attack unless necessary.  They don’t want to lose more people.”  

They reached the interior of the Red Iron Cavalry camp and the central area revolved around a large tent for meetings and the surrounding tents for officers, including the twins, Deo, Gerard, and Jonas.  

Jonas and Sandra were standing by, waiting for them to arrive.  

Sandra rushed to greet Beks, and Beks immediately told her about the children.  Sandra gasped when she saw the eleven children peering out of the wagon before being helped down by her brother.  Her eyes seemed to sadden upon the state of the children and she responded at once.

“I will arrange for them immediately, my lady.”

“I want to keep them close,” Beks said.  “Not too far from us.”  Sandra nodded with understanding.  

She craned her neck and saw another woman looking around and standing beside Lucian.  “Who is she?”

“Lucian’s senior sister from the Temple.  She saved me,” Beks said.  “Try to keep the children close to her.  They are close and may become anxious if Sister Levina is not near.”

“In that case, we’ll shift some things around.  Shall I take you to your tent, my lady?” Sandra asked.

“Sandra, we keep telling you that Beks will stay with us,” Laz said as he rubbed his head.  “You and Gerard move into the tent prepared for Beks.  Your tent will be given to the children and Sister Levina.  It’ll be a bit cramped, but we’ll be nearby.”

Sandra nodded at once. “Yes, Battalion Commander.” 

“Jonas!” Laz called out for the man with the long brown hair.  His Lt. Commander had been taking count of the children before being called over.  Laz repeated his instructions to Jonas, who nodded.  

“Yes, Battalion Commander.  We’ll arrange for that immediately.”  He and his sister began to herd the children to one of the nearby tents while Gerard called for food for the children.  “Sister Levina, is it?” Jonas walked to the woman who was hovering over the children protectively.  

Sister Levina looked up and at once, her face turned red.  She quickly lowered her head and covered the lower burned portion of her face with her hand.  

“Hey, don’t scare her,” Rid Haal walked over and frowned, moving to stand between the two.  “Sister Levina is unable to speak.”

“Oh!”  Jonas paled, as if he’d said something horrible.  He looked back at Sister Levina and gave her an apologetic bow.  “My apologies, Sister Levina.  I only wanted to introduce myself.  I am Hector Jonas.  My sister is Sandra and my brother-in-law is Gerard.  We will take care of you and the children.”

Sister Levina nodded her head, keeping her face covered.  Rid Haal frowned at Jonas.  

“Sister Levina, I will come with you and the children to help you settle down,” Rid Haal said.  He hovered a hand over Sister Levina’s shoulder and ushered her forward.  

Jonas scratched his head in confusion, but followed after them.  

Beks watched the entire show before dismissing her other Thirnir to rest and following Lucian to their tent.  Laz went to report to his cousin with Deo.   

Beks walked into the large tent and heard Lucian behind her, calling for someone to prepare the washing tub for Beks in the adjoining section of the tent.  It was made of fabric and wood, but was as large as a house with multiple rooms, including a separate room for bathing.  

She squinted and looked around.  There was furniture, plenty of bedding, and even a changing screen.  “I don’t remember this tent having been like this when I left.”

“We also made some orders with the Dawn Company,” Lucian said.  The flap closed behind them and the room illuminated with a light pearl.  Before Beks could speak, arms wrapped around her shoulders from behind and she felt a hot breath against the base of her neck.  “Beks....”

“Lucian, I need to get out of these dirty clothes and bathe before I go to the debriefing with Geel.” 

Lucian didn’t let her go.  Instead, he pressed his head further against her shoulder.  “Whatever life I had before this must’ve pleased the gods so much that they sent you to me in this one.”  His voice was hoarse as he clung to her.  His lips pressed against her neck, slow and hot.  “Thank you for everything.  For coming with us.  For going to the Temple.  For finding my senior sister.”

Beks smiled and lifted her hands, placing them on his arms around her shoulder.  “Sister Levina saved me.  It is her you should thank.” 

“I will.”  His embrace loosened and he slowly turned her around to face him.  His blue eyes met hers.  He lifted his hand and swept them over her eyes before smiling.  “Gray again.”  He cupped her face and lowered his, sealing his lips over hers.  

Normally, she’d welcome him happily, but she was covered with a thin layer of dirt.  She nipped his lower lip.  “Lucian, I need to bathe.”  

“All right,” he said.  “You can change here and I’ll help wash you.”

She gave him a dull look.  “Lucian-”

“I’ve already seen you naked.”  He threw her a cheeky smile and she sighed.  She opened her mouth to say that she had been in the middle of a biha explosion then, but he spoke up first.  “Multiple times.”  

She suppressed the heat on her face. “Fine.  I need someone to get my back.”  Grumbling, she went behind a changing screen to get out of her dusty clothes.  Someone came to tell them that the tub was read and the water was heated.  Without caring who saw her, Beks happily headed towards the tub, ready to scrub her flesh clean of weeks of grim.

Lucian held the diving flaps between tent rooms open for her and then helped her climb into a large wooden tub with a unique design.  A trough was along one side, meant to be used to rinse hair.  

She sank into the water and Lucian held her hair up, tying it up carefully so she could recline.  Having an attentive husband isn’t too bad, she thought to herself as she closed her eyes and took a moment to let herself sink into the hot water.  I can get used to this.

A movement in the water made her open her eyes.  She gasped and nearly curled up as she watched pale, lean, naked body step into the large tub in front of her.  As Lucian’s waist disappeared beneath the steaming water, he reached out to her.  “All right, turn around.  I’ll wash your hair first.”

“You couldn’t do this from outside the tub?” She almost choked out.  Lucian continued to smile, as if finding immense amusement in joining her.  

“It’s easier this way.  Trust me.”

“Trust you....” Beks narrowed her eyes and muttered under her breath, but still turned around.  Lucian began to wash her hair, first pouring water over it before putting a powder in his hands to rub into her hair.  Despite herself, Beks grew more and more relaxed, her eyes closing and her body almost floating  up as Lucian’s fingers massaged her scalp.  He brought her towards the edge and rinsed her hair into the trough. 

When her hair was rinsed, he gently wrung it out and twisted it into a bun at the top of her head.  “I’ll wash your body now.”

“I can wash my own body.”

His lips pressed against her flushed, wet shoulders as two hands snaked around her body.  Fingers moved beneath her chest and over her soft belly.  She drew in her lower lip and bit it as his hot breath swept against her ear.  

“That isn’t a no.” His hands slipped elsewhere and Beks jerked up. 

“Lucian!” 

“Lucian.” A dull voice spoke up behind them.  Beks tilted her head back and gasped as she saw Laz standing there with his arms crossed and one brown raised.  “I was wondering what was taking so long.”  

Lucian didn’t find anything amiss and continued to touch her under the water and plant kisses against her neck.  “I’m not done helping her bathe yet.”  

“Yes, you’re working quite hard,” Laz replied with a roll of his eyes.  Beks shrank against Lucian and shut her eyes.  On one hand, they had work to do.  On the other...Lucian felt very, very good.  “I trust you won’t go too far.  We had agreed to wait until the formal wedding night.”

Lucian grumbled and frowned.  “You’re the one who said it can’t come soon enough.”

The tent was quiet for a moment.  Laz stared at them while Lucian looked up at him.  Beks glanced up, unsure what to do.  “You’re right.”  

Laz began to pull off his clothes.  Beks’ eyes went wide.  “Laz!”

“Make room.”  How he managed to strip so quickly with only one hand confused Beks, but before she knew it, the water in the tub had risen as the older of her ‘husbands’ had joined them in the tub.

“There isn’t enough room,” Beks scowled.  Part of her lamented the loss of her relaxing bath.  She still hadn’t scrubbed.

A hand grasped her ankle and pulled her leg out of the water.  Beks slid forward, her chest falling back beneath the water as Laz placed her ankle on her shoulder and moved closer.  “We’ll make room.”  

“What about the debriefing?” Beks demanded as one twin spread her arms stroked her belly while the other ran his hand along her leg.  

Laz turned his head to kiss the flushed skin of her calf.  “They can wait.”

“Didn’t you say you needed help getting your back?” Lucian said as he began to rub her arms.  “We’ll take care of all of you.”

The embarrassment finally hit her.  She flushed and wanted to sink into the water, but couldn’t when her limbs were essentially draped over their bodies.   Soap power was dusted over her exposed flesh before large hands began rubbing her arms and legs.

"Beks, you need to put oils on when you're out in the desert. Your skin will dry out," Laz told her with some disapproval.

"And protect your skin from the sun. What happened to your cloak? Now that I think about it, it's missing," Lucian's hand slowed around a reddened part of her arm, and let out a small click of his tongue. "Look at this...this is a sunburn."

"I was preoccupied and didn't pay attention." She closed her eyes and ignored their affectionate nagging. "I will be more careful."

She relaxed in the water, allowing them to take care of her. An attentive husband was good, but two attentive husbands.... I can get used to this.

“Beks, did Laz and Lucian come by?” 

Her brother’s urgent voice from outside the tent pierced her dazed head.  She pulled her legs bag and dunked her shoulders in the water, trying to get as far away from the twins on either end of the tub, as if she’d be caught at any moment.  

“Brother?  What do you need them for?”  Her voice was steady, but her entire body was burning.  What was she doing?  They were on a battlefield.  Now was not the time to be indulged!  

Lucian frowned a bit and leaned back against the tub, his arms hanging on the edges beside him as he seemed to pout.  “Why does our future brother-in-law keep doing this....” 

“We haven’t been gone for a half hour....” Laz rolled his eyes.  

Beks stood up and reached for a towel on a wooden bench beside the tub.  Laz pushed himself up and climbed out.  He grabbed the large towel and instead of putting it around him, he held it out and wrapped it around Beks when she climbed out.  

As the warm, soft fabric wrapped around her, Beks heard her brother reply from just outside the bathing tent.

“It’s an urgent matter.  We just received a message from Tarkan’s army,” Deo replied.  “They are requesting an audience.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 63 - Your Husbands Are Surprisingly Lazy


                “Amrei? What are you doing here? You just returned! You should be resting!” Crown Prince Zhanzhin nearly slipped off his saddle when he saw her arriving, helmet on and chest armor appearing to almost double her size.

Beks had hastily dressed and grabbed Lucian’s spare armor before marching out the tent. Deo had nearly balked and tried to send her back to rest, but she refused.

“No, I want to come. I need to know what they want to discuss.” She needed information and while they could simply relay her the gist of the discussion, nothing would beat actually being present.

Beks called for a horse as Laz and Lucian came out, still tying their leather and metal armor in place. Deo had shot them a glare. She thought he was going to ask why they let her come and even let her borrow armor, but instead, her brother had looked them up and down and sneered.

“Why is your hair wet, too?”

Beks had rolled her eyes. “I splashed them when I was assessing the water. Now, where are we meeting Geel?”

Her future cousin-in-law was already waiting for them near the front of the encampment, also wearing armor and a helmet. He did a double take when he saw her and his mouth had dropped.

“You can’t stop her, Geel,” Laz said as he arrived behind Beks.

“It may be useful for her to go and find out what they’re planning,” Lucian added.

The Crown Prince looked past Beks and frowned at the two of them. “Are both of you coming?”

Lucian moved his hands over his eyes and then ran it through his hair. Blue eyes changed to green and thick, black hair that had been braided was turned blond. “It’s fine. They won’t recognize me.”

“Technically, they’ve never seen us,” Laz said with a raised brow. “So, unless we introduce yourselves, I doubt they’ll know.”

“Do you want me to change your appearance, too?”

“Yes.”

The Crown Prince gave them both a dull look as Laz remained blue-eyed, but with light brown hair. Deo looked around. “Are we waiting for anyone else?”

The Left Commander remained in camp, along with Jonas and Gerard. The two men who had come to escort the Crown Prince were Wild Dogs that Laz had assigned. To Beks, it was risky that the twins were coming along with the Crown Prince, as in the chance that they were attacked, they could lose the last three remaining members of the late Empress’ family.

It was a good move to change the appearance of the twins, but then it looked like the Crown Prince was leading a bunch of foreigners, which may not sit right with anyone they were trying to win over.

She was about to suggest Lucian stay and the Left Commander come with them when someone called out to the Crown Prince.

“Your Highness! Your Highness!” Beks didn’t recognize the middle-aged man with the gray temples galloping towards them along with a man who appeared slightly older. However, she did recognize the seals and colors on their horses’ saddle blankets.

They must’ve been highly ranked for their horses’ saddle blankets to be dyed to azure and evergreen.

“Marquis General Sirath, General Chay.” The Crown Prince gave the two older men an acknowledging nod of his head.

“Your Highness, we heard that Emperor Tarkan’s army has requested a meeting with you!” The man with the azure saddle was the Marquis General Sirath. He had a stern look beneath his graying beard and frowned. “You must not go, Your Highness! It is too dangerous!”

“We will accompany His Highness Prince Gan or Prince Jargal instead,” General Chay in the evergreen saddle told him.

Beks narrowed her eyes a bit, but stayed silent. She looked back at the Crown Prince who shook his head. “I will go, but you may join us.”

“Your Highness-”

“The invitation said they will meet us in the field between the two camps. We are only allowed to bring ten people at most. Anymore and they will consider it a breach of the agreement and meet us with their swords,” the Crown Prince said. “With you two, it will only be nine.”

“Then...then, we should bring one more person!” General Chay said. “I will all one of my men-”

“That is not necessary.” The Crown Prince cut him off with a wave of his hand. “I have confidence in those who are with me now.” He paused and his eyes narrowed a bit as he looked at the two older men. “Or do you think I should have reason to worry about my company?”

The two generals immediately shook their heads. “Of course not, Your Highness!”

“I only wanted to suggest bringing as many people as we can in case the meeting soured and they went back on their word!” General Chay said with urgency.

The Crown Prince gave him a nod. “Then, perhaps you are right.”

General Chay lit up and sat up straight on his saddle. “Then, allow me to call-”

“Lt. Commander Maanh.” This time Beks cut him off. The two older men looked towards her, as if finally noticing the lone woman in the group. They narrowed their eyes and looked at her with suspicion.

“And who is this?” General Sirath asked in a low voice.

“Lucian, go and summon Lt. Commander Maanh,” the Crown Prince ordered. Lucian nodded and rode off quickly. The Crown Prince looked at the two men. “This is Princess Rebecca, the wife of Prince Gan and Prince Jargal.”

“Your Highness, I heard the princess has just arrived. Not only is she tired, but it is too dangerous to bring her to meet with the enemy,” General Chay said, not bothering to hide his displeasure.

Beks didn’t show any expression on her face. She stared at them with cold, dull eyes. Laz raised a brow and rode his horse in front of Beks, blocking her from their scrutinizing eyes. “If you are concerned about the safety of our princess, you need not be. You should already be familiar with our Right Commander.” He motioned towards Deo, who seemed to take it as his cue to create a ball of fire in his hands and give the two generals a menacing smile. “He is the esteemed brother of our princess and a master fire biha user.”

The two generals still appeared hesitant, but they didn’t have time to protest further. Lucian returned with Lt. Commander Maanh, and the Crown Prince ordered them to set off at once, as they had to return before dark.

Beks rode near the back with her brother. Lt. Commander Maanh was the Red Iron Cavalry Lt. Commander who had accompanied her, Efran, and the Thirnir across the valley when they built the elevated road. She had spoken his name for two reasons: first, because to a certain extent, she was familiar with and trusted him. Second, they needed more people from Langshe so as to downplay the appearance of involvement of foreign powers.

Even if she, her brother, the twins, and the two Wild Dogs did not represent another country at the moment, their foreign appearances would set such a tone.

The ride into the arid steppes didn’t last as long as she thought. She was told the message asked them for a meeting to happen under a tent in the area between where the two armies were situated. The opposing army was so far in the distance, Beks could barely see the tents in the horizon from the ground.

However, if the tent they had arrived at was the halfway point between the two, they were closer than she felt comfortable with.

Waiting for them were ten members of the opposing army. A handful of guards and several mature men in full armor and helmets stood with a table set up between them. There was tea and some snacks that shouldn’t have been present on the battlefield. Beks didn’t know why they’d set up such a farce.

It wasn’t as if anyone was going to eat or drink, for fear of poisoning.

The most elaborately dressed of the men was standing ahead of the others. Though he didn’t wear any telling badges, Beks was certain he was the man leading the arm.

“High General Leung, the Duke of Murong. I expected you to be the one we’d meet today.” The Crown Prince kept a pleasant look on his face as he greeted the man who appeared to be in charge.

Their horses were left just outside the tent and the two Wild Dogs stood to watch them at Laz’s silent order. The rest of them walked into the shade of the large, open walled tent wafting in the cool breeze.

To show their respect, High General Leung bowed his head, prompting those behind him to do the same.

“Thank you for coming, Your Highness,” he replied as he stood up. “It is good to see that you are well.”

The Crown Prince let out a cold chuckle as he stood in place. Laz and Lucian stood on either side of him while Beks and Deo stood to one side. The Lt. Commander stood almost behind the Crown Prince while the other two generals stood opposite Beks and Deo, as if statues just there to listen.

“I am doing well,” Crown Prince Zhanzhin replied. “My dear uncle must be so pleased.” His pleasant expression hardened into a cold look. “But enough of these insincere pleasantries, High General Leung. Out of respect for you, I accepted your meeting.”

The older man lifted his chin, his chest almost puffed out as he looked at the Crown Prince like a stern elder addressing a stubborn junior. Beks already knew she wasn’t going to like what he’d say next.

“Your Highness, none of us want any more of our brave warriors to die,” the High General began. “For the sake of not only your people on your side, but also for your people on mine, I advise you to surrender peacefully.”

For a moment, Beks almost lost her stoic expression to look at the old man with dismay and little bit of disgust.  He doesn’t really think that Geel will agree does he?  Her eyes began to flicker around.  Is this a trap?

“I don’t expect you to decide at once, Your Highness,” the High General continued on, appearing full of misplaced confidence. “We will give you five days to surrender.”

Despite his audacious words, the Crown Prince didn’t falter in the slightest. “Did you really come this far to give such ridiculous ‘advice’?”

The High General took a deep breath and tried to soften his voice. “You must consider your actions carefully, Your Highness. The stability of the imperial family is important in maintaining the stability and strength of the empire.”

The Crown Prince raised a brow. “Where was such consideration from our dear uncle when he usurped my throne and sent assassins after me?”

High General Leung sucked in a sharp breath. “Your Highness, he did no such thing! I was with him when he was waiting for you to arrive at the Summer Palace when the late Empress was passing. We heard of the assassination attempt at the same time! They were foreigners!” After spitting out the word, his eyes moved along the foreign faces around the Crown Prince and a look of undisguised disgust appeared on his face. “How can you side with foreigners after what they did to you?”

The scoff coming from the Crown Prince was almost expected. “High General Leung, you know, I used to admire you greatly for supporting the empire and keeping our military strong and our borders protected,” the Crown Prince replied. The corner of his lip curled up. “But it seems, in your old age, that you’ve become too nostalgic and blinded yourself-

“Your Highness!”

“Speaking of family unification as if my own uncle didn’t try to have me killed.” The Crown Prince didn’t stop talking when the High General exclaimed. Beks and Deo kept their eyes on the soldiers behind and around the old general as the Crown Prince continued to speak. “I don’t know what the High General knows, or rather, what he has decided to turn a blind eye to, but I will not let someone steal my throne and turn my people against me.”

“Your Highness, you must think this through.” The High General’s words sounded high handed. “If you keep fighting the Emperor’s rule, we will have a civil war on our hands!”

For a moment, everyone on their side looked at the old general as if he’d really lost his mind with age. The Crown Prince held out his arms on either side of him.

“High General Leung,” he said in a low voice, as if speaking to a fool. “Do you think this is a parade?” They were already in a civil war, whether Tarkan and his side acknowledged it or not. The Crown Prince narrowed his eyes. “If Tarkan really wants peace, if he wants the stability and strength of the empire, then tell him to withdraw immediately, relinquish the crown, and step down.”

“Have you gone mad?” One of the officers behind the High General took a looming step forward and at once, Laz drew his sword and held out it, pointing it at that man’s neck. The action was swift and if the man hadn’t reacted in time, he could’ve easily leaned into the sword.

The tension in the tent grew thicker with that one action, and the soldiers on the other side had reached down to grasp the swords at their sides. Beside her, Beks could feel the heat coming from her brother as he readied to defend if they moved any closer.

The Crown Prince hadn’t flinched when the officer came forward. He stood in place, as if expecting that someone would defend him without being ordered.

He kept his cold eyes on the High General. “I don’t expect you to decide at once, High General Leung,” Prince Zhanzhin repeated the words that were said almost mockingly to him moments earlier. “We will give you five days to surrender.”

The High General’s face reddened. His dark eyes narrowed as a hardened glare bore into the Crown Prince’s face. His chest rose and fell with deep breaths, as if trying to calm himself.

He grit his teeth. “...And if we do not?”

The Crown Prince’s eyes narrowed and an icy smile lingered on his thin lips. “Then you don’t have to worry, as I will end this ‘civil war’ myself...in the way my mother and uncle knew how.”
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Their pace back to camp was faster. Beks wasn’t sure if it were because they all had a sudden sense of urgency after what could at best be called failed negotiations, or if the others were trying to keep up with her and Deo, whose speed back made no secret of their rush to return.

“How long will it take to reach the summer palace from this side?” Beks asked as she and Deo led the eight others.

“From what I heard, from the base camp, a day and a half.”

She raised a brow. “That short?”

“From the desert, the elevation has risen steadily. We’re higher than you think. However, the way up is steeper and there are gate houses and sentry points along the route.”

“I see....” Beks narrowed her eyes as she saw their encampment up ahead. “What about from the other side?”

“The Summer Palace is on the side of the highest mountain of the range, but from the other side, you would need to go over shorter mountains, or rather hills, along a path with a lower grade incline, so it will be longer.” Deo glanced at his sister from the horse beside hers. “You still want to enter from that side?”

“I just want to know what our options are. No matter what, we’ll need to go over the mountains somehow to isolate the Summer Palace.”

“Then, decide how you want to get there soon. I doubt they’re going to wait those five days,” Deo replied. She glanced at her brother. The meeting had been spoken in Langsher and she and her brother were speaking in Sagittater. Then again, Laz had lifted his good hand and said ‘five days’ in Langsher and Jasper to emphasize the point before they turned and left the meeting tent.

Beks looked ahead of her. “Brother, what do you think of those blue and green flag armies?”

“I don’t trust them.” His answer was immediate.

“Oh?”

“If they’re loyal, I will be happily surprised. If they betray us, I won’t feel hurt or have any issue defending against them.”

She grinned. “Do you have anyone watching them?”

Deo let out a small snort and almost rolled his eyes. “They claim that as a matter of precaution, no outsiders, including anyone from the Red Iron Cavalry and us foreigners, are allowed to enter. They have guards all over their camps.”

“Well, you don’t need to wander around the camps to see inside. All we need is a good vantage point.”

“I was thinking the same. And our good friend, the High General Leung, gave us an excellent reason to make them.” The two siblings began to chuckle. Their rapid chattering had already attracted the attention of the others in the group.

The Crown Prince looked at his cousins riding beside him. “Why are they laughing?”

“I don’t know,” Laz said.

“We don’t understand Sagittater, Geel,” Lucian replied with some embarrassment.

Their cousin’s face reddened and he scowled. “She is your wife! How can you not learn your wife’s mother tongue? How will you instruct your children? Look at her!” He began to scold them, his voice rising with each word. “She learned Langsher for you! The least you can do is learn her mother tongue!”

Lucian seemed to try to keep from sinking into his saddle. “Technically, Geel, she learned Langsher for Adah’s sake.”

“What does it matter?” The Crown Prince ranted. “The point is that you must show support to your wife. In marriages like ours, where we hold a lot of power and influence, a trustworthy partner is priceless. If you lead, they will need to support your rear. If they lead, then you must support theirs. If you find such a person, I promise you, your lives will be smoother.”

Laz let out a heavy sigh. “We already know that. Did she not find the Red Iron Cavalry for us? And lead them out to come here?”

“And did she not risk her life to clear possible obstacles on our campaign?” Lucian added.

“Is that not more reason to please your wife?” The Crown Prince sneered at his two younger cousins. “You didn’t even prepare proper clothes for her when she arrived. As soon as she returned, she rushed off to that farce of a negotiation! Where does she have time to rest?”

Lucian’s face flushed with irritation. “Well, we would’ve been basking in the afterglow by now if-”

“My brother may not be able to understand Langsher, but I do.” Beks cut off Lucian with a firm voice. “And we’re riding right in front of you!”

The twins were quiet for a moment and Beks heard the Crown Prince chastise them under his breath.

Deo let out a small cough. “I understand Langsher.” The group of ten was silent at the statement spoken in accented Langsher. Beks looked at her brother with surprise that matched the faces of the two generals and the twins. Deo took a deep breath. “I had a brief introduction before I left, but I’ve been practicing since we reached the army. Being immersed in it makes it easier to learn.”

“Right Commander,” General Sirath said, still surprised. “Who taught you?”

“My father,” Deo replied. “He speaks every major language on the continent, Tahier, and two major languages in both Aehamake and Ferysha.”

Robert of Caroline traveled a lot in his youth, more than their mother who spent years on a pirate ship. Both of their parents were polyglots because of this.

“You started learning before you left?” Laz asked.

“My interest was piqued when Beks told me about you two.” From the way his voice made it out to be, this was in reference to Beks wanting to marry them. “And when our father learned of the...situation between the three of you, he insisted I learn.”

Beks squinted at him. “The situation? Can you just call it an engagement?”

“The point is, I’m relatively fluent in informal, everyday speech, and I’ve studied technical military terminology to supplement my knowledge,” Deo replied. “So, I did understand everything that was said back there.”

The Crown Prince looked impressed for a moment before a serious expression shadowed his face. “Then, you also have concerns about High General Leung’s plans?”

Deo smirked a bit. “I’m sure all of us do.”

They reached the encampment and rode their horses all the way to the meeting tent. Jonas was waiting for them and instructed the horses to be taken to get food and water. Beks told him to bring her all the information about the topography of the region, including maps with the placements of all the fortifications along the route to the Summer Palace.

As she sat at one end of the table, burning the maps into her mind, she half-listened to her brother speaking to the other men around the table.

“We should create sentry points around the encampment. Ours and the supporting armies to watch for any movement from all directions.”

General Chay seemed confused. “Why from all directions?”

Laz’s good hand tapped on a large map spread across the table. “They greatly outnumber us, and we’re not exactly sure by how much. All we can guess is ‘more than double’, from what the High General said. It is possible that part of their army will split and attack from a different side when we expect to attack from the front.”

“There is a chance they may even attack from behind,” Deo said.

Lucian nodded. “Five days is more than enough to get into a suitable position.”

The Crown Prince nodded. “I’ll have sentry towers built at once.”

“But, Your Highness, where are we going to get the resources to build them?” General Chay appeared at a loss. “We are on the steppes. There are no forests nearby to source the wood to make the towers!”

“Then take apart the tents!”

“Geel, have you heard of the saying ‘poverty limits the imagination’?” Beks spoke up as the room grew tenser.

Everyone turned to her and the Crown Prince furrowed his brows. “Amrei, I am a prince. I was raised in excess wealth.”

Beks looked up from the last of the maps. “I never said you had a shortage of wealth. What you have is a shortage of biha.”

Deo chuckled across from her, where he had crossed his arms. “Our people will create the sentries along our perimeters immediately.”

General Chay looked at him with dismay. “With what materials?”

Laz spoke up. “Jonas.” His Lt. Commander looked up from where he had been standing beside Beks, as if awaiting her next instruction on what document to get. He raised his hand and beside him, a narrow pillar rose from the earth.

At that, the Crown Prince began to laugh. “Amrei has seen more of the world than I! I understand now!” He elbowed the twins on either side of him and grinned. Beks didn’t need to hear him to know that his knowing look told the twins that they had married well.

Beks looked back at the map. “How else do you want to proceed, Geel?”

“How else?” he said as he released a heavy breath, disappointed that it really had come to this. “Prepare for battle. Whether we like it or not, they will come for us sooner rather than later.”

Beks nodded and stood up to excuse herself so she could prepare the sentries. They could deal with the strategy; she had other things to deal with.

Gerard was waiting outside and escorted to a tent not far away. Two Wild Dogs were guarding the tent, but they walked in with ease.

Inside, the children were sitting around a now cramped tent. It was just large enough to house two people spaciously, but now with so many children and adults, they were a bit cramped. Any tables and chairs were moved to the side and bed rolls were lined against the walls, leaving a path down the center.

Sister Levina was with them, feeding the children along with Sandra, and, to Beks’ surprise, the three Thirnir who’d come with her to the Temple.

“What are you three doing here? I gave you the approval to rest and recover,” she said in Sagitatter.

Rid Callan and Rid Norddottir had the same reasoning as why she had come to check on the children. It was a new environment for them and they had come to reassure them. Rid Haal had stammered that he also wanted to reassure the children, though his eyes kept darting back to Sister Levina.

“My lady, why are you dressed like that?” Yaya asked as she sat next to Sister Levina, holding her little brother in her lap.

Beks smiled a bit. “I had to run an errand. Are you all comfortable?” Several voices sounded in confirmation and Beks’ face saddened a bit. “I’m relieved, but I’m afraid you will only stay here tonight. In the morning, I will send you to the Principality of Varkana with guards.”

It was the original plan, and the children knew it, but disappointment was still on their faces. “Are you...are you coming with us, my lady?” Ihsan asked in a hesitant voice.

“I’m afraid not. I am needed here. However, in Varkana, you will have contact with my mother, who will take you to Aceria. There, you will be guests of the Grand Duke, who will make sure you have shelter, food, and access to books and games while you wait for us to come for you,” Beks told them.

The children were impressed and excited, but only briefly. Yaya’s solemn voice spoke up once more. “How long will it take?”

“It’s a long journey, but you will be safe-”

“No, my lady. How long will it take until you come for us?” Yaya asked, almost twisting the fabric of her brother’s worn clothes in distress. Beks’ heart began to ache.

“A few months.” She didn’t hide it and the room instantly became gloomy.

Sandra began to chatter to try to distract them, telling them what she heard of Aceria and reassuring them that they would be safe. She had already begun allocating supplies and Gerard had selected the Wild Dogs to escort them. Everything would be ready by morning.

Beks looked at her Thirnir. “I want biha-users to go with them. At least two, if possible. Do you have any recommendations on any with us who excel in defense?”

“While it is your decision to assign us, my lady, as His Grace has given you authority to move at your will, I would like to volunteer to go,” Rid Norddottir said.

Beks nodded. Not only could Rid Norddottir defend, but she could use her biha to gather water for the children to drink. Rid Callan rubbed the back of his neck.

“Though I also wish to go, I believe that for the time being, I am most suited to stay and assist in the campaign.”

“Same, my lady,” Rid Haal said.

“Then, I will find another one to assign. For the time being, Rid Callan, I require your assistance.” She didn’t tell him the reason, but he stood up and bowed his head.

“Yes, my lady.”

As they left the tent to find Efran, Beks told Rid Callan what had happened in the meeting. The old Thirnir narrowed his eyes. “Do you believe they will wait five days to reply?” he asked, with a small, bitter laugh. He seemed to already know the answer.

“I believe they will reply soon, and their replies will demand blood.”

They found Efran reviewing Langsher in the small block of tents where the Thirnir were located. As the apprentice of Rid Callan, Efran was left in the hands of the other Thirnir so he could practice his earth biha. When he wasn’t, he helped run messages for Sandra or studied languages earnestly.

Having seen the advantage language could bring in his time traveling with her, he understood its importance. Beks was right in that he was earnest to learn and would benefit well.

When he saw her, he rushed to greet her, then immediately went to get their horses.

The three of them, along with two fire biha-using Thirnir and Lt. Commander Maanh set off to the front of their camp, and started creating three story tall, round sentry towers from the earth. A set of stairs coiled around each massive, solid pillar to get to the roof surrounded by ramparts. Each sentry tower could comfortably hold three people at the top.

As Beks oversaw the tower, the Lt. Commander informed the soldiers nearby about the purpose of the towers and arranged a guard with the vice-captain of the nearest fahn. The soldiers were enthusiastic, some even greeting Beks and praising her for her foresight. The fact that she’d been away for a few weeks was information only privy to specific officers and the Thirnir.

It seemed that most of the cavalry just thought she was busy.

The small team circled the perimeter of their encampment, creating a dozen sentry towers around the Red Iron Cavalry. Beks instructed that each tower receive a drum from the pre-existing warning system. Each fahn had a set of drums used for signaling if they were being attacked.

When they reached the supporting armies, Beks expected resistance, but to her surprise, they allowed sentry towers to be built. However, they were followed the entire time by soldiers and two officers, watching.

She was fine with them watching.

Raising the sentry towers around their camps wasn’t just a security measure. It was a show of power. Rid Callan and Efran using their strength and precision of their biha was a reminder to the supporting armies that people like them existed within the Red Iron Cavalry. Biha-users were rarer in Langshe than they were in the rest of the mainland.

The last of the sentry towers was taller than the others; a good five stories and taking up nearly all of the wide-open area in front of the meeting tent. The top of the tower could hold several people at once and Beks brought up the twins and the Crown Prince to take a look before they assigned a guard.

She brought up her spyglass and took a look towards the mountain range in the distance. The air around her went cold.

Beside her, the Crown Prince took a low, deep breath. “Is their army as large as I fear?”

Without answering, Beks handed him her spyglass. The Crown Prince lifted it to his eye and let out a hiss.

“You’ve already committed, Geel,” Laz reminded him from the side. “We cannot retreat now.”

“Nor will I,” the Crown Prince replied as he turned, following the line of sight across the opposing army that stretched far further back than they imagined. “I will not hand my throne to a traitor. Mother spared him and as soon as she was weak, he betrayed us.”

Beks pursed her lips. “Laz, can you go and bring up my brother. I want him to take a look at this. Lucian, the same for Master Bilguun. It’s a long set of stairs, so let him take his time.”

The twins nodded and headed down the side of the sentry tower. Beks lowered her voice.

“It’s more than just the double amount that the High General told us.” The Crown Prince hadn’t lowered the spyglass, but there was foreboding in his tone. “It may even be triple.”

“Your Majesty.”

“I am not the Emperor yet, Amrei. Why do you address me as such? I am your Geel.”

“I have a serious question.”

“You may ask,” he said, though still using the spyglass.

“Your uncle betrayed you and your mother. Why are you so confident that Laz and Lucian will not?” One betrayed, it was hard not to be suspicious.

The Crown Prince lowered the spyglass and let out a low, steady breath. “My mother was always weary of others. She never let her guard down around Tarkan even as she aged. The only person she never doubted was Uncle Timur.” He turned to look at Beks. “Amrei, like Uncle Timur, if Gan and Jargal wanted the throne, they would have already taken it.”

Beks cocked her head a bit. “That’s quite an assessment.”

The Crown Prince let out a small laugh. “They have the ability to take it without an elaborate ruse. I would already be dead, and you would be Queen of Kadmus with one husband and Empress of Langshe with the other. When I came to Aceria to wait for them, I knew what risk I took.

“Don’t think I don’t know the capabilities of my cousins. They can, and will, lead armies, but it is not their preference. They will overtake by themselves; swift and efficient. Gan prefers sending small teams and Jargal works best by himself or with his brother. All of this is for my sake; so, that I will have evidence of fighting for my throne and rightfully claiming it. If they wanted the throne, they would only need to kill me and any blood relations left, then they would force Langshe into submission one way or another. But not only am I alive, but they are my front and my rear.”

Beks looked back across the landscape, towards the mountains. “They are risking themselves, and their people, myself included, for you. If you betray them when you return to the throne....”

The Crown Prince let out a small, bittersweet laugh. “Amrei, if they do not kill me first, I have no doubt that you will.”

“It’s good you understand.”

The Crown Prince let out a slightly louder laugh and beamed. He looked back through the spy glass. “You’re an intimidating woman, you know that? I can see why His Majesty King Laurence entrusted his brothers to you.” Beks glanced at him and he glanced back. He gave her a small nod. “I know he’s alive, Amrei.”

“This doesn’t upset you?”

The Crown Prince shook his head. “It’s comforting, actually. The twins had chances to become rulers, but instead, they are risking their lives to put others on the throne. Some would say that this is their loyalty. Others would simply call them foolish, but I see them for what they are: smart.

“Why be confined to a castle, dealing with secretly insubordinate courtiers, always on your guard against even your own family, when you can have access to significant power, influence, and wealth without the responsibility and dangers attached to it? Do you know they talk of retiring to an island with you? Frankly, I’m a bit jealous.”

Beks shrugged. “It’s a nice island.”

The Crown Prince let out a small click of his tongue. “They’re more like Uncle Timur than I thought.”

“How so?”

“No patience for court life. Desire to relax unbothered, away from responsibility their positions usually entail.” The Crown Prince shook his head, but smiled with fondness. “In short, Amrei, your husbands are surprisingly lazy.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Three days. Logic told her that the opposing army would take at least three days to discuss and confirm a course of action with Tarkan if the High General were not in complete authority of the army. It would also take some time to move their soldiers into position if they had not already done so. Chances are, they’d have to move at night to avoid being seen.

However, in the back of her mind, a voice told her that three days was far too generous. It was why as soon as they were told the limit of five days, she wanted to prepare at once and send the children away, despite only just arriving.

Every bone in Beks’ body screamed ‘prepare for an attack at once’.

No wonder Inheritors were said to have divine guidance and were put in power because of it. ‘At once’ came sooner than she thought.

The vibration from the alarm drums coursed through her bones. She swore the bed mats they slept on moved as her eyes flashed open. For a moment, she thought she was dreaming the whole thing. It hadn’t been more than several hours since they parted in that meeting tent.

The sun hadn’t risen yet and except for the faint glow of a light pearl, everything in the tent was cast in darkness.

“Those are the sentry drums!” Laz was on his feet, reaching for his pants that were hanging on a folding bench across from the bed. The chill night air pierced Beks’ bare skin as soon as the blankets and fur were lifted off to one side.

A moment later, her other side was left open to the cold as Lucian raced to dress. Beks pushed her tired body up. She’d been traveling for weeks and was exhausted from her mission, exhausted from preparing for the impending attack, and exhausted because of the two naked men dressing on either side of her.

Lucian waved his hand and the room lit up. Beks blinked and shook herself out of her stupor. She knew considering the situation with the other army, she wouldn’t get much rest.

But this soon? Beks kicked the remaining blankets off and got up, walking across the room to her robe and securing it and the outer cloak Sandra got her around her body before shoving her feet into her boots.

“Beks!” Lucian called behind her as she headed for the entrance of their tent. “Where are you going?”

“I have to check on the children!” She brought them here; she was in charge of their safety. It wasn’t the sudden attack that terrified her. It was a very real and very high chance that the children were in danger. She flew out of her tent, ignoring the guards on either side, one of which chased after her as she ran to the tent where Sister Levina and the children were.

Two Wild Dogs were guarding the tent and remained in place, ready to defend.

Beks pushed aside the flap and rushed in. Sister Levina and the children were huddled together, their faces pale and shaken.

“My lady!” Half the children cried out for her as she arrived and Beks knelt down to sooth them.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” she told them in a steady voice as she stroked their heads.

“Those are war drums, aren’t they? The guards said to stay inside,” Ihsan told her with worry on his face. “Are we being attacked?”

Beks’ chest tightened. She bit her lips for a moment, but nodded. “Yes.” She heard a few of the smaller children begin to cry and her arms wrapped around them tightened to me. “Listen to me, this afternoon, Rid Callan and his apprentice created sentries all along our perimeters, so we have been able to identify an attack early. Our cavalry is already mobilizing; the enemy won’t get far. For the time being, I want you to stay here. I will have Rid Callan-”

“Children!” The flap to the tent burst open once more and this time, Rid Callan had rushed in, still in his nightclothes, pale and terrified. He looked around the room at the terrified children. Upon the sight of him, the children began crying, as if they couldn’t hold it in any longer.

“Rid Callan, prepare an underground safe room for the children and Sister Levina-” Beks began to stand up, but Sister Levina grabbed her forearm. She pulled Beks back and then handed the toddler in her other arm to Yaya before Sister Levina pointed at her chest, then pointed outside. Beks shook her head. “No. I know you are a biha master in your own right, but you are the final line of defense for these children. I need you here not only to soothe them, but to defend them.”

Sister Levina’s eyes reddened. She took a deep breath and nodded her head. She lifted her hand and patted her chest, to show her reassurance.

“Children, listen to me,” Rid Callan said, softening his voice as he knelt in front of the children. “Stay in the center, where you are. I’m going to lower the entire tent into the ground and then put a layer of earth of it to keep you safe. There will be air holes, so you may hear things outside. Don’t worry. We will come to you when it’s safe.”

The children nodded and Beks looked at Sister Levina and leaned forward. She whispered in the older woman’s ears. “If we do not return, wait until there is silence. At least one day of silence. Then break through the earthen shell with high focused light.”

Sister Levina lowered her eyes and nodded.

Beks walked out of the tent with Rid Callan. They had the Wild Dogs move to the side as the ground shook and the tent slowly lowered into the ground.

“Beks!” A voice called behind her and turned around to see her brother rushing forward, dressed as if he’d never taken off his armor and with a sword at his side. “We were right about the support camps!”

Beks sneered. “How is our emergency procedure?”

Her brother grinned back. “Even if they have a decent earth biha user, it will take a long time for them to get out-”

“Beks! Lord Deo!” Lucian shouted as he rushed towards them. “I just received word about the two additional armies! Gerard just said that their entire camps have fallen into a of pit! It wasn’t there before. They can’t get out!”

“Yes.” Deo gave him a nod.

“We know,” Beks replied. Lucian looked surprised. “We did that.”

“You...why?” Lucian gasped. His eyes widened before narrowing with anger. “They were traitors!”

“I think they were waiting to see who was more likely to win,” Beks said. “When they came with us to the meeting, they seemed to understand how much larger the opposing army was.”

“It seemed they made their decisions,” Deo replied. “They began to move before the alarm sounded and riders were sent out, likely to inform the opposing army of their decision, so the Thirnir we had watching them made sure to prevent them from acting.”

“If we made a mistake, it was just a precaution we took. If not, then we’ve protected ourselves,” Beks said.

Deo put his hand on Lucian’s shoulder as Lucian looked frustrated and angry. “We allowed them to follow us. Even provided supplies because they claimed Tarkan was withholding his support....”

“Well, now we will hold ours,” Deo told him. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we Carolines are just a tad bit adverse to traitors.”

“Enough of that,” Beks said as she looked up at the sky. “If they’re rushing towards us, we have to be prepared to meet them.”

“Laz is heading to the front. Geel said he’s going up the main sentry tower to watch,” Lucian told them.

“I’ll go with Laz,” Deo said. He stepped back and put his hand on Beks’ head. “You missed the first few battles. You’ve never seen anything like this. I trust you’re prepared.”

“I’m not desensitized yet, but I won’t let that affect me,” Beks replied. “Lucian, come with me to the sentry tower.”

They split from her brother and Beks rushed up to the main sentry tower. The Crown Prince was standing with the spyglass Beks had left with the guards there, and he was looking east. “It’s dark, but all I see are a wave of torches coming towards us.”

“They’re more foolish than I thought if they’re treating this as a nighttime raid,” Beks said with a snort.

“The first three fahns are mobilized and ready,” Lucian said as he looked towards their camp. “The rear is secured. The eighth and ninth fahns are securing the left and right respectively.”

“What about Sirath and Chay’s armies?” The Crown Prince said.

“Your Highness! A rider from the Sirath army was caught delivering a message to High General Leung!” Lt. Commander Maanh was out of breath as he reached the top of the tower.

“Traitors,” Lucian replied. The Crown Prince took a sharp breath.

“I knew I shouldn’t have expected much from them! Send a fahn six and seven to keep them at bay!”

“We’ve already taken care of it, Geel,” Beks told him. “My people have sunk their entire camp into a pit. They can’t get out immediately.”

“Beks, your brother is riding out,” Lucian said.

“How can you tell at night?”

“Light biha.”

“How many variants does it have....” Beks muttered as she looked out. There were torches on their side as well, but she knew it was her brother from the massive wall of fire that was sent rushing ahead of them.

In the distance, she could hear the rumbling of horses as there was yelling.

“Arrows,” Lucian said, narrowing his eyes. “Gerard seems to have perfected a way to deflect them.”

“He has to be careful,” Beks said with a frown. “There are too many people down there; ours included. If he deflects recklessly, the arrows could hit another.”

Lucian leaned forward. He squinted and seemed at a loss. “His control has improved...the last time we faced a rain of arrows, at best he could use wind biha to push against them, causing them to slow and drop.”

“What is he doing now?” The Crown Prince asked.

Lucian blinked and appeared uncertain. “The arrows are turning back towards their archers.”

The Crown Prince looked at Beks. “Perhaps it is your additional Thirnir?”

Beks shook her head. “No, Brother assigned them to watch the interior of our encampment, including myself, and to make sure the other two armies can’t get out and attack us-”

She stiffened at once. She craned her head, trying to filter out the sounds of battle as a high-pitched shriek seemed to come from above. Beside her, Lucian was also tense.

“Did you hear that?” he asked, his voice shaking.

Beks shook her head. “I thought they can’t fly long distances,” she said, turning to look at him with wide eyes.

“They might have rested periodically-”

A light seemed to come from the pitch darkness of the sky, drawing their attention. At first, it was just a swirling ball of fire, but it grew larger, churning within itself as it grew downward, like a whirlwind of glowing fire reaching from the heavens.

“What is that?” The Crown Prince’s jaw dropped. “Is that Lord Deo?”

“No,” Beks said as she strained her eyes. “Deo can’t start fires from a distance. He can control pre-existing flames, but he can’t do distanced ignition. That’s not his fire.”

The fire spiral touched down on the ground, somewhere in the distance where the opposing armies advancing and almost at once, the sounds of screaming and terror filled the air. The mass of torches that marked the Red Iron Cavalry seemed to slow down as the whirlwind of fire mowed through Tarkan’s army, sending soldiers scattering as dirt flew and wind seemed to throw people and animals to the side.

Beks heard the shriek again. She looked towards the fire and could see the faint shape of a massive bird flying above. Dawn was breaking in the east, and Beks squinted.

“Is that a dragon?” The Crown Prince choked out.

“No,” Lucian replied. He looked at Beks, stunned. “Your siblings....”

“Neither Deo nor I were informed....”

“Not that I’m upset with this turn of events,” the Crown Prince said as he watched the torch light in the distance scatter, causing the entire opposing formation to be lost to chaos as they desperately tried to avoid the pillar of fire. “But what is going on?”

Lucian let out a heavy breath. “It seems like we’re getting a visit from my in-laws.”

Beks ran a hand down her face as the two massive birds turned and began flying towards them. Each had a basket secured to their legs. In one basket, a boy. In the other, a girl and what appeared to be a cat-sized lizard on her shoulder.

“Who are they?” the Crown Prince asked. He gasped. “Are those rokhs? I thought they were extinct!”

“Sister!” As they approached, Beks could hear their cheerful, excited cries filling the air. “Sister, did you see?”

Beks closed her eyes and tried to take a deep breath to calm herself. They circled above her and Beks frowned.

“Thaddeus Renauld of Caroline! Dorothy Philomena of Caroline!  Sunny of Caroline!” she yelled into the air with all the fury of a frustrated oldest daughter. “Come down here now!”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 64 - Wrong Answer


                Beks didn’t think it was hypocritic of her to run off to the Great Temple to distract the paladins while simultaneously not supporting her two younger siblings for commandeering the two young rokhs, flying halfway across a continent unescorted, and then going directly into battle. For one thing, the situations were different.

Most importantly, even if they did come to gain experience or provide support, as they seemed to insist, they had done so without Thirnir to escort them and keep them safe.

Beks took a deep breath as she loomed over the thirteen and seven-year-olds. When they landed, the hugs and praise they expected from their sister did not shower upon them. Instead, Beks had immediately started scolding them and asked the Wild Dogs to try to clear some space so the rokhs could land and rest.

“Yes, please do! Otherwise, they’re going to try to land on the sentry tower and I don’t think it’s big enough,” Wrath had said with a bright smile. Still exhilarated by her first military campaign, she hadn’t seemed to realize how upset her sister was.

The Crown Prince tore himself away from watching the battle in the distance to inspect the two massive birds. He was so earnest to get closer to them, he tried to have his tent moved back. In the end, one of the supply tents was moved to allow the birds to land.

Beks told the Thirnir to watch the birds and not to let anyone get too close before she dragged her younger siblings into the tent.

“You will sit here and wait for Brother Deo to arrive! I can’t believe you two came all this way without supervision!” Beks’ face was red as she paced behind them. The two children sank their heads down.

“But, Sister, we were able to do it by ourselves-”

“And what exactly did you want to prove by doing so?” Beks asked, whirling around, and stopping to glare at them as they shrank back behind the chairs. “How reckless you are? What if something happened? What was your back up plan in case there was an emergency? A storm or one of the rokhs was injured? This wasn’t a case of you having no choice in action! This was recklessness!”

Her younger brother and sister looked down. The Crown Prince, who’d followed them into the tent to ask more about the rokhs was quiet. Part of him appeared to want to speak up for the children, but held back. He looked at the two with a bit of pity.

Beks continued to seethe. She was trying to send the children that were at the camp somewhere safe, and instead, her two foolish younger siblings had come there from somewhere safe. She wanted to pull her hair out.

She felt something rub against her leg and looked down. The lizard was about the size of her forearm now, and she was a bit impressed on how he had grown. Its orange and brown head rubbed against her leg, and big, dark eyes looked up at her.

Beks released a heavy breath. She reached down and gently scratched the top of Sunny’s rounded triangle head. It wasn’t as soft as when he was little, but he was still hot. Above his eyes, a few scales had begun to protrude.

“He says don’t be mad,” Wrath said. Beks shot her a sharp look and Wrath ducked back behind the chair.

“Sunny, I know you were likely talked into this by Wrath,” Beks told the lizard. “So, I’m not blaming you, but I am still upset.”

Wrath elbowed her brother next to her and scowled. “I knew we should’ve brought Snowflake....”

Beks darted beside her and leaned over, slamming her hand on the table, and boring her eyes into her younger sister. “Snowflake should not have come, and neither should’ve you three!”

Thad seemed to wince. Beks had never shown her anger at them before like this. Wrath pouted and wrinkled her nose.

“Why aren’t you excited to see us?” she said as her eyes began to water. She looked at the tabletop as her little fists clenched on her lap. “We came to help! We flew all night to get here!”

Beks turned her sharp gaze to Thad, who darted his eyes away at once. “All night?” she asked, her voice dripping with displeasure.

Thad chewed on his lip a moment before answering. “It’s the best time to travel unseen.”

Beks tried to calm herself. “Do Mommy and Daddy know you’re here?”

Wrath sat up straight, ready to answer. “They’re very smart people. I’m sure they know.” She paused as she shrank from her sister’s demanding gaze. “By now....”

Beks threw her arms into the air and spun around. The Crown Prince lifted his hand to his lips to hold back a laugh. He turned his head to the side, his face red, as Beks barely restrained her glare at him.

He let out a cough and straightened up. “My apologies...this is a sibling matter. I will give you a moment. I should return to the tower.” He was quick to regain a sense of imperial demeanor before he walked past Beks, chin up and shoulders back, to leave the large meeting tent.

When he was gone, Beks turned back to the two children.

“When did you leave?” she asked in stern Sagittater.

Thad took a deep breath and sat up straight, if only to try to give a proper answer. “We left a week ago. We only fly at night and hide in the daytime. The rokhs eat before we leave, so they spend the first part of the night hunting and eating, then we fly as far as we can before stopping. We have to find a place to hide before dawn so the rokhs can rest.”

Wrath’s little head bobbed up and down. “The health of our animals is a priority,” she said with seriousness.

The corner of Beks’ eye twitched. “You brought the two rokhs, and Sunny, into a battle zone.”

Wrath’s face remained serious. “Arrows can’t reach that high.”

“That is not the point!” Beks frowned once more. “Cloud and Wisp are still young. They’ve barely lost their down and you’re already flying them this far!”

“But they wanted to!” Wrath insisted as she kicked her legs. “Unlike Brother Thad, they have a sense of adventure!”

Beks stared at her younger sibling for a moment of silence as she narrowed her eyes. “I knew it was you who started this.”

Wrath gasped and clutched her chest, pulling back as she looked at Beks with dismay. “How did you know?”

“Mommy is probably still at sea while Daddy is busy planning with Brother Laurence. Thad has been studying his wind biha diligently. I bet he only came because you got restless and wanted to come.”

Wrath’s hands rose and cupped her head. She looked at Beks with betrayal. “Are you reading my mind?”

“I don’t have to read your mind, I’m the Inheritor! Dorothy Philomena, you know we are in the midst of a war of succession. What were you thinking?” Beks knew her two younger siblings knew that they were going to assist the Crown Prince of Langshe regain his throne, as they sometimes appeared in her urapearl to greet her when she contacted the island before she went to commit sacrilege.

She didn’t think they knew all the details; only that they were on the battle front, but now she wondered if they had come after her and Deo because they were worried.

Wrath looked down. She pulled at the fabric of her tunic, her lips trembling. “I just wanted to help....” she said in a quiet voice.

Beks took another deep breath and released it. She knelt down beside her sister. “It is dangerous here, Wrath. Try as we might, we can’t control everything that happens. The two armies who said they were going to join us tried to betray us before dawn.”

“Then that means you need more people!” Wrath said, tugging on Bek’s sleeve.

“We need more trained soldiers, not children.” She rubbed her forehead. It was barely dawn and she felt even more exhausted than when she was shocked awake that morning. “We already have enough children here.”

“You have children here?” Thad’s eyes widened. “But...why? Didn’t you just say it was dangerous?”

“It is dangerous.” In Sagittate, while children had biha and martial lessons, they didn’t actually leave for training until they were older than Thad. Even then, their training was carefully guided, and the amount they could do was limited, both for their physical and mental well-being. Deo had left at fifteen to the Northern Pass to study and train under their aunt. Thad was barely thirteen and Wrath was only seven. “They were children we rescued. We haven’t had time to evacuate them yet. You and Wrath aren’t in the same situation. You two-”

“We’re on a field trip!” Wrath cut her off with earnestness. “To learn!”

Beks squinted her eyes at her sister. “In that case, I, too, went on a ‘field trip’. I went to the Great Temple to find Lucian’s light biha master who was thought to have disappeared. She was hurt for something she shouldn’t have been hurt for and managed to survive by hiding in the old tunnels of the Great Temple Complex. Before we left, she wanted to save children who were imprisoned.”

Wrath’s eyes went wide. A shadow of confusion and concern filled her little face. Her voice lowered. “Why...why were they imprisoned? They’re still little.”

Beks shook her head. “I don’t know, either, Wrath.”

“Are the children all right?” Thad asked.

Beks nodded. “Yes, they’re in an underground bunker Rid Callan made when the war drums sounded.” She paused at once and looked from one sibling to the other. “You two should go there, too.”

“No!” Wrath cried out at once and grabbed onto the table, as if to fix herself to the room.

“Sister, we can really help,” Thad said, trying to reason with her. He glanced at Wrath. “At least, I can.”

Wrath whipped her head towards him and glared. “Traitor!”

Thad let out a heavy breath and rolled his eyes. “Wrath, I have wind biha. What do you have?”

“Sunny!” Wrath pointed to the lizard that had crawled up Beks’ back and was now resting on Beks’ shoulder with a lazy look.

Thad sighed once more. “Sunny only has so much fire. It’s going to take time for him to regain his biha after using so much this morning.”

Beks glanced at the lizard head next to hers. She raised her arm and reached across her chest to touch Sunny’s head. The lizard appeared to think that she was going to give him scratchies again and happily arched his head forward. As soon as he touched Beks’ hand, she released a little biha into him.

It was a quick release, as she didn’t want to give him too much, but the effect she felt on her end was similar as when she refilled any other biha well. Sunny’s eyes grew large. He crawled up, sitting on her shoulder as he stuck out his head and puffed out some smoke from his nostrils.

Wrath gave him a funny look. “What do you mean you’re full?” She paused and then cocked her head to the side. “You have all your biha? But you said you were tired; that you used up so much to make that fire pillar.” Wrath suddenly let out a gasp and looked at Beks. “Sister, you can put biha into animals, too?”

Without waiting for an answer, she hopped off her chair and grabbed Beks’ arm. “What are you doing?” Beks asked with a raised brow. She didn’t move, allowing her sister to pull her with all her weight.

Wrath’s face wrinkled as she tried to pull Beks. “Hurry and refill Cloud and Wisp! They don’t have much shadow biha left after using it every night to fly here!”

Beks allowed herself to be pulled out of the tent, if only for the sake of the rokhs. Four Thirnir had surrounded the two large birds as they sat down, against the side of the tent. A few steps away, several people had stopped to get a better look, including a few Wild Dogs who weren’t sure if the two were the babies or the parents from the island.

The inner camp was still quite busy and filled with people, as the cavalry riders were stationed on the outermost edges of the camps. Their horses were kept close by, and the interior of the camp was where the officers and support portion of the cavalry were located, including the kitchens, dining tents, and medic tent.

Beks greeted the two rokhs, first stroking their heads, praising them for working so hard for her ‘unreasonable’ sister. Wrath glared at Beks when she heard this. Beks released biha into the two birds one by one, earning her happy nudges.

“My lady, Lord Deo has given the signal!” Rid Callan, who’d gone to secure the easternmost sentry tower, returned on a borrowed horse. “The pillar of fire this morning not only caused casualties, but also severely disrupted the opposition’s march forward. They’ve retreated. Prince Lazarus is leading two fahn to stand guard and make sure there is no second wave, but Lord Deo is returning.” He paused and bowed his head, almost doing a double take at the two newcomers. “Lord Thad, Lady Wrath?”

“They seem to have escaped.” Beks turned to look at her two siblings.

Wrath puffed out her cheeks. “I told you we helped.”

Beks held back another argument. There was no use in scolding them a second time. She was sure when Deo returned, he’d chastise them for running away to a battlefield, as well.

However, reality was much more disappointing.

Deo reached them and almost jumped off his horse to run towards his two youngest siblings. The scolding never came. Instead, he grabbed hold of both of them in a tight embrace before praising them on their ingenuity and focus. He even tossed Wrath into the air.

“I knew all of your and Sunny’s hard work would pay off!” He beamed as Beks stood to the side, staring at them dumbfounded.

She closed her eyes and tried to calm herself. She felt someone take her arm and pat her hand reassuringly. She looked to her side and saw Thad trying to comfort her. It was silly, really. Why was he trying to comfort her for him and Wrath not being scolded?

Deo turned around when he saw them, and the excited look on his face faded as he saw her dark expression. “Beks, what’s wrong?”

Her face darkened even more as she glared at him. “You don’t see anything wrong with them being here?”

Deo took a deep breath. “Of course, I’m not pleased they came, but they did make it here on their own, which is no small feat, and were of great help this time. That pillar of fire was like an act of the dogs against Tarkan’s army. They won’t be advancing for a few days, at least.”

“See, Sister?” Wrath said, still being carried in her elder brother’s arms. “We were of great help!” Beks sent her another sharp look and she quickly turned and buried her head in Deo’s shoulder.

“Lord Deo, is there any more news from the field?” The Crown Prince reappeared with Lucian behind him.

Lucian noticed Beks was upset and wrapped his arms around her. “It’s all right. At least they got here safely. We can watch over them now. We won’t let anything happen to them.”

She turned and pressed her head against Lucian. “At the very least, you understand....”

Lucian smiled and kissed her head and he held her. Deo looked past the Crown Prince and made a disgusted face. The Crown Prince seemed to notice his change and let out a small cough.

“Lord Deo, I’d like to see the two armies,” he said in Langsher. Beks wasn’t sure if it were to distract her brother from Lucian or because he really wanted to see them and question their motive. “I’ve heard the reports about their messengers and read the messages that were to be sent to the High General. I want to ask for myself if this was a ploy from the start.”

There was some bitterness in his voice as he said it. No doubt, he’d had hope for those soldiers and their generals, but now that they’d opted to switch sides when things looked difficult was disappointing.

“I also want to see those traitors!” Wrath said, clenching her little fists. “Brother, Sister, you should punish them!”

Lucian tilted his head to the side and looked a bit impressed. He continued to speak in Langsher. “Wrath, did you learn Langsher, too?”

Wrath looked at him strangely. “I only know Sagittater and Jasper.” She answered in Jasper, but Beks furrowed her brows.

“But did you know what Crown Prince Zhanzhin and Lucian were saying?”

“Yes,” Wrath said with a nod. “I understand what everyone’s saying now. You, Prince Lucian, Prince Lucian’s cousin, Elder Arash, Sunny, the rokhs-”

“Wait, Wrath, can your spirit core ability apply to people, too?” Beks asked. “Not only animals?”

Wrath seemed puzzled for a moment. “I don’t know. Maybe? I didn’t understand the villagers on the island at first, but the more I heard it, the more I understood. I thought I was just picking it up because I hear the villagers talk a lot.” Her eyes lit up at the possibility. She puffed out her chest and beamed. “But this means I’m more useful, right? I can not only talk to animals, but I can be a spy-”

“You are not going to be a spy.” Both Beks and Lucian told her in stern voices and disapproving frowns. Wrath clicked her tongue and looked to the side.

“I never get to do anything fun....”

“Never say never, Lady Wrath,” the Crown Prince said with amusement all over his face. “Let us see the traitors. They must be suffering in that pit.”

Wrath perked up and nodded. Beks sighed and followed them across their camp to get to the two formerly allied army camps. As they approached, the area was different from what Beks had seen the day before. Instead of the rows and rows of tents, there was a large, gaping hole in the ground that stretched from one sentry tower to the sentry tower at the furthest end.

There were people atop the sentry towers and most of them appeared to be looking down into the pits. Beks didn’t actually know how deep they were, but at best, she could only see the tops of banners. As they approached, the Crown Prince’s eyes went wide.

“How did you manage to do this so quickly? And over a large area?” he said with a stunned gasp.

“We had to do some preliminary work the day before,” Deo told him. “Since we only had our suspicions, we wouldn’t act unless they actually showed signs of betrayal. After Beks had the sentry towers built, I did a second round with my Thirnir to destabilize the ground from each tower. It would only take a few earth biha users to cause this.”

The Crown Prince nodded, satisfied. “It was good that they were slow and sent the messengers out before they actually attacked.” He sneered. “They likely wanted to confirm that the High General would accept them first.”

“What did the messages say?” Beks asked.

A cold expression froze the Crown Prince’s face. “Sirath’s army offered to hold us back to keep from retreating, as well as raid our resources to be given to Tarkan’s army. Chay’s army went a step further and said they would raid from behind.”

“After we accepted them, they swore loyalty to Geel, and they dare do this,” Lucian said in a low voice.

The Crown Prince put a comforting hand on Lucian’s shoulder. “I will be merciful,” he said. “But that only means I won’t kill all of them.”

They reached the edge of one of the pits, but Lucian held his cousin back. Deo seemed to understand and glanced at Thad. “Can you create a wind wall to deflect arrows?”

“Only for a few minutes,” Thad replied. “And in one direction.”

“That’ll be enough.” Thad stood to the side and took a deep breath before moving his arms. From where they stood, they could only feel a slight breeze. Wrath plucked out some grass from the ground and happily tossed it into the wind stream. The tiny blades were tossed to the side, as if pulled away.

Satisfied, the Crown Prince stepped forward and peered over the edge of the pit. Beks craned her neck. The damage wasn’t as bad as she thought. Though the entire army was now three stories into the ground, the devastation looked more like an earthquake had gone through them. She supposed the earth biha movement counted as such. There were toppled tents, fallen banners, and at least dozens of people who were injured.

Deo’s orders had been not to answer any questions, which in itself was a kind of torture.

“Bring me General Sirath!” The Crown Prince’s voice changed from the amiable, familiar one he used with them. Instead, it was booming and full of frost. It was even colder than when they met with the High General.

“Your Highness!” Someone shouted below and everyone who heard looked up. Someone ran off to inform the army’s officers, but a few soldiers who were daring asked what happened. Why were they in a pit?

The Crown Prince didn’t answer, keeping a cold, emotionless expression on his face the entire time. “Bring me General Sirath!” He ordered again and this time, a few more people began to move.

Within a few moments, the older man seemed to hobble towards him. Beks raised a brow. Did he get hurt when the army sank? 

It seemed Wrath noticed, too, and muttered in an annoyed voice. “Deserve it.”

“Your Highness!” General Sirath got close to the side of the pit and looked up with some anger and frustration. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I should ask you the same question,” the Crown Prince replied. He reached into his inner pocket and took out a small scroll. Beks watched as the General’s eyes widened and his face paled.

“Well...that confirmed it,” Deo said with a slight frown.

General Sirath composed himself at once and didn’t sputter, but after his initial reaction, his response was even more irritating. “I don’t understand, Your Highness. What do you mean?”

The Crown Prince unraveled the scroll and began to read it. Beks studied the soldiers within the pit. The lower ranking ones had stunned expressions as they looked at their general with disbelief.

“Awaiting your orders. General Sirath Heijuu.” The Crown Prince slowly rolled up the scroll, keeping his dark eyes on the General as he did so. “Your seal is affixed to it and I personally recognized your messenger. Not to mention the horse saddle had the seal of your army branded into it.” He sneered. “It’s almost as if you wanted to be obvious in your betrayal.”

“Your Highness, you misunderstand-”

“How so? Did you not swear loyalty to me? Can you explain this?” He raised the scroll once more and the General, appearing at a loss, knelt down and bowed his head.

“Forgive me for not informing you, Your Highness! We wanted to lower the High General’s guard. Only when they lower their guard can we have an opening! I know I should’ve informed you of our plan first, but I was worried you’d take it as you are; that we are betraying you when we are not! We are loyal!”

The officers behind him knelt down and repeated their loyalty to the Crown Prince. Beks glanced at her cousin-in-law. His face was expressionless once more, but she was sure he didn’t believe them.

“They still don’t want to admit it....” He muttered under his breath, so only they could hear him. He took a deep breath and then shouted. “You still continued to hide information from me. Important information. How am I to know you are truly loyal?”

“What do you ask of us, Your Highness! We will follow your orders!”

The Crown Prince smirked a bit and raised a brow. “Good,” he said. “Stay in the pit.”

He turned on his heel and left the stunned general and his men remaining below. Beks drew her lips inward and didn’t say a word. Deo patted Thad’s shoulder to have him ease the biha as they withdrew.

The same scenario repeated itself in the pit with General Chay’s army, only General Chay was adamant that instead of a plan to lower the High Generals’ guard, they had been framed. The messenger wasn’t one of them and the scroll was fake. His punishment remained the same: to stay in the pit.

When Beks and the others returned, she said she would check on the children before returning to the briefing. She went to change first before summoning Rid Callan to raise the bunker.

As they watched the tent reemerge from the ground, Beks looked at Wrath. “You’re still too young and inexperienced. I want you stay here with the other children and Sunny.”

“No!” Wrath protested at once. “I want to help! Brother Thad gets to help!”

“Thad is older than you. Besides, I need more biha users to protect orphaned children. At the very least, you have Sunny,” Beks told her. Wrath seemed to understand what this meant, but it didn’t mean she was satisfied with the arrangement.

“You want me to protect the children?”

“Yes,” Beks told her. She met Wrath’s eyes. “We need to protect them and we have to consider all possible ways to do this; not just directly, but indirectly. What precautions can we take? We must be prepared for the sake of those around us whom we care about.”

Wrath lowered her eyes. “Athar’an stry, stry’an vena, vena’an ul.”

“A Caroline doesn’t just go off recklessly into battle,” Beks said as she cupped Wrath’s face. “You’ve already brought us enough. Let us take care of the rest.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

Crown Prince Zhanzhin looked at Beks as if she’d lost her mind. He wasn’t the only one in the tent doing so. He was silent for a moment and swallowed hard, as if to pull himself from his initial reaction.

“To reiterate,” he began as he sat at the center of the table. “You want to bypass Tarkan’s army on the steppes and avoid the land route to the Summer Palace, by simply flying over them on those massive birds your siblings brought?”

“Yes, but we’d have to do it at night.” Beks answered as if it were obvious.

“Amrei, there are only just two of those birds!” the Crown Prince almost choked out as he looked at her with disbelief. “How many people can they bring? The Summer Palace is a fortress and has the imperial guard to protect it. You may be able to get close, but entering without attracting the attention of an imperial guard would be a miracle in itself! You’ll be outnumbered; surrounded in an instant....” He trailed off, as if unsure how else to explain the problem with her plan, as there were so many dangers.

Thad raised a brow while beside him. “Daddy is right. Poverty really does limit the imagination....”

The Crown Prince balked at the youth. He opened his mouth to tell him that he wasn’t poor, but Beks spoke up.

“The fastest way to end this is to deal directly with Tarkan. He’s counting on us to be overwhelmed and beaten back, if not outright defeated, by High General Leung and his army. They are a wall blocking our way forward, so we should bypass them and go directly to Tarkan,” Beks said.

In theory, it made the most sense. It would also avoid many deaths and injuries on both sides.

“The baskets those birds had can carry three people each, at most,” the Crown Prince told her with a frown. “Six people total? That’s too little and the risk is too great. Even if you managed to sneak into the palace grounds, there are imperial guards everywhere. The Summer Palace is massive; you could get lost and be killed on sight if you are caught.” He frowned and gave a firm shake of his head. “No. Forget this idea, Amrei. It’s too dangerous.”

“High risk, high reward,” Deo replied. He leaned back against his chair, beside Thad. His eyes were narrowed and he seemed to be mulling over his sister’s proposition. “Getting rid of Tarkan will leave the rest of them like a snake with its head cut off. It would be the most efficient way to take back your throne.”

The Crown Prince let out a heavy sigh and looked at the Carolines all seated in a row across from him with a beseeching expression. “I understand that, but you’re underestimating those imperial guards. They only follow the emperor or empress. They won’t move unless they receive an order from them.”

“Are you saying you can get them under control when you return?” Beks asked.

“Well, yes-”

“Then they’ll be incapacitated for a bit while we deal with Tarkan.” Beks looked around the table. “I need fighters, so Laz, Lucian, and Gerard.”

“For such a mission, we’re fitting,” Laz replied as Lucian nodded. “We agree. Gerard?”

“I accept your order, my lady.” Gerard, who stood behind Laz, bowed his head, and put his fist over his chest. I also need someone to create a distraction.”

“I’ll go with Thad,” Deo said. Beks frowned and he raised his hand to calm her. “As long as Thad is with me, he’ll be fine. Besides, we’ll stay above the palace to create a distraction.”

Thad looked at his brother with dull eyes. “You want to try the fire pillar, don’t you?”

“I simply think I can do better than a lizard,” Deo replied with a hint of arrogance.

“You can stay up in the air for that and don’t need to enter the palace. When Tarkan is found, you can be signaled in order to create a diversion for an opening to get Tarkan,” Beks told him.

Deo gave her a nod of his head. “Then, it’s settled.”

“How many can the rokhs really take?” the Crown Prince asked.

“Three in each basket,” Gerard replied. “Those two are the younger of the rokhs. They’re not full grown yet, so their weight limit is lower.”

The Crown Prince tapped his fingers and frowned. “Then, bring an extra soldier-”

“I’ll go.” Beks spoke up. “That makes six.”

“That does not make six,” Laz sat up straight.

“Beks, you are not a soldier nor can you use your biha to make a distraction,” Lucian told her in a softer, almost pleading, voice. “Your head can be of use here.”

“No, my head is of use there,” Beks said. She looked at the twins. “Do you know the layout of the Summer Palace?” They looked at a loss, which she thought they would. Laz and Lucian had only gone to Langshe’s Summer Palace once, and they were young. At that age, though named Princes of Langshe, they would’ve been restricted to only part of the palace.

The Crown Prince seemed to understand this as well and looked at his cousins. “I will go. I know the layout.”

“Geel, you said yourself that’s too dangerous. You are recognizable and your martial ability won’t be able to defend against seasoned guards,” Lucian told him. “It’s best to draw a map.”

“I already have a map.” Beks lifted her hand and tapped the side of her head. “In here. I’ve seen the map before. Your father drew it out for me for a game.”

“Then you can draw it out for us,” Lucian insisted, refusing to let her come.

“It’s easier if I go with you,” Beks said. “I will be faster and refill much needed biha. We can’t stay too long.”

“Lord Deo,” Lucian said as he turned towards the red-haired man, hoping that he would interject and try to talk Beks out of it.

Deo was lost in thought, as if silently weighing everything in his head. Everyone seemed to look at him, though, even if he disagreed, she would go.

“Where do you think the best place to land in the Summer Palace would be?” Deo asked suddenly. A few people gave him questioning looks, but Beks answered at once.

“The former courtyard of Uncle Tumur’s mother on the northwestern side of the inner courtyard. It is two courtyards in, but against the wall separating the inner and outer courtyards,” Beks replied.

“Why?”

“Since the late Empress came into power, no one else has lived there, though it was kept well maintained, almost as a shrine to their mother. This means it will be unpopulated. It’s physical location also in an area that is often ignored because of its negative placement and in the shadow of the mountains. Uncle Timur said it was always colder there than the other villas because of that,” Beks replied. She looked at the Crown Prince. “Am I right?”

The Crown Prince blinked and nodded. “Yes...they used to struggle to stay warm because that courtyard always got the least amount of sunlight, so it stayed cool. And gardeners only come once a week to do landscaping. The imperial household cleans it and checks the structures for any damage once a month, but in their checks are in the daytime.” He looked impressed. “The chances of you meeting anyone there in the middle of the night is almost none.”

“And the shadows can hide the rokh,” Beks said. She tapped her hand on the table. “Where do you think Tarkan will be?”

The Crown Prince appeared confident with his answer. “Tarkan was only allowed one wife, but he has numerous mistresses. I would imagine that now that he is masquerading as emperor, he has moved his mistresses into the inner court. There is a great chance that he is spending the night at one of their courtyards, but not his own.”

“Then we’d have to find him,” Beks said, narrowing her eyes. “You mentioned imperial guards. I assume they would congregate near him?”

“Of course. They must protect the emperor or empress,” the Crown Prince replied.

“Gerard, how sensitive is your wind biha?” Beks asked. Gerard had been standing behind Laz and perked up.

“What do you need me to do, my lady?”

“Control the wind around us to keep sound from being heard, as well as be aware of any other sound nearby,” Beks told him.

Gerard furrowed his brows, uncertain. “Oh, the breath tracking.” Thad spoke up. “One of the village elders taught me. Wind biha can be sensitive to the air around us and everyone breathes, so if we concentrate, we can single out individual breaths against our wind biha.”

Gerard’s face lit up. “Such as if our wind collides against something, we will know that the biha has dispersed or was redirected.”

“Yes!” Thad brightened.

“I think I can do that with the concept,” Gerard replied.

“It’ll use a lot of biha, but Sister will be with you,” Thad told him.

“You and Thad practice,” Beks said. She looked around the table. “Then we leave tonight. I will confirm the map with Geel. Lucian, you should meet with Sister Levina for any last-minute instruction on light biha. We never know what we may need. We may need distractions when we’re inside, as well as your ability to see in darkness,” Beks told him.

“Amrei,” the Crown Prince stopped her with a concerned look. “Are you sure about this? You also cannot control your biha and your martial ability is limited.”

“Geel,” Beks said, meeting his eyes firmly. “Of the two of us who know the layout of the palace, I am the most fit to go. You are recognizable. I am also able to refill their biha so they cannot run out. In addition....” Beks looked him up and down with some pity. “My martial ability is limited...but not as much as yours.”
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The Crown Prince almost didn’t want to review the palace’s inner courtyard layout with her after her joke, but he begrudgingly did his part. Beks drew out the majority of the inner courtyard, as she remembered in the map she’d memorized.

“It would be best for you to change into clothing suitable for Langshe,” he told her as he circled a building on their map. “In the case where you are exposed, at the very least, it will allow for some doubt and you won’t be revealed immediately. This is the imperial clothing house. It provides all the clothes for not only the imperial family, but all the guards and staff of the palace. They will always have extra clothing stored.”

Beks nodded. “Are any of them covered?”

“The guards cover part of their faces. Have my cousins and Gerard wear guard clothing. I suggest you wear the cinnabar uniform. It signifies the highest female staff. Should you be caught, it will give you the most leeway.”

“Understood. Thank you, Geel.”

“I should thank you.” He paused and looked up to meet her focused gaze. “Amrei, there is no shame in retreating. Better to live to fight than to die in vain.”

“Yes, Geel.”

“When I am Emperor, I will reconfirm the status of Gan and Jargal as members of the royal family,” he told her. “And I will ensure you receive a royal title.” She opened her mouth to tell him it wasn’t necessary, as they planned to use the Red Iron Cavalry for their own interests, but he silenced her with one sentence. “Therefore, all three of you must return alive.” He gave her a sad smile. “I will not award you posthumously.”

She returned to him a solemn nod of her head.

As the sun began to set, the rokhs had been prepared. Wrath knew her siblings were going on a ‘reconnaissance’ mission, so she was doing her part by making sure the rokhs were well fed and rested.

As Beks approached, Wrath stroked each bird gently. “You have to listen to them carefully, for everyone’s safety, okay? Don’t do anything risky.”

Beks squinted as her sister nagged at the birds. Is that how I sound?

“Wrath, remember to stay with the children. You and Sunny will defend them if the enemy breaches our defense,” Deo told her.

Wrath saluted him and the lizard draped around her shoulder stuck his tongue out.

“Since Lucian can adjust light biha to allow him to see better in the dark, we will go first on Wisp. I will direct him to the secluded courtyard,” Beks told Deo. “Cloud will follow us and drop off Gerard with us. Cloud won’t land in the palace. Circle the palace until you see a flash of light.”

“Light biha fired that high with enough brightness to be a flare can only be a flash, and not sustained,” Lucian said. He frowned. “At least, I can’t with my current ability.”

“We’ll keep an eye out. Don’t make another flash unless we’ve been delayed too long,” Deo told him. “The first flash will already bring unwanted attention.”

Thad adjusted the light armor he was borrowing. Though thirteen, he was already tall for his age compared to those on the mainland. The entire Caroline family was tall to begin with. Gerard climbed into the basket with ease as the birds hovered above them. Laz touched the basket as Thad climbed in.

With Deo climbing in with Gerard and Thad, and Beks with the twins, they set off as soon as darkness fell. Though they’d change into different clothes later, they all still opted to wear dark clothes that would make them disappear into the shadows.

Beks and Lucian discussed the layout of the summer palace and what landmarks to look for in order to know where to land, but as they flew over the massive army blocking their land route below, there was nothing but the sound of wind in her ears. Beks narrowed her eyes; the army was much larger than she imagined.

Torches and lanterns dotted the dark space below, and they spread far. There were darker spots, and for all they knew, that was where the horses, storage, and perhaps even weapons were stored.

Seeing the formidable army explained the supposedly desperate actions of the two support armies, but at the same time, only fueled her determination to finish this that night. The Red Iron Cavalry was formidable, but they weren’t as experienced in battle as they were in the past. Even if they did win in a confrontational battle, they were guaranteed heavy losses.

Her hands squeezed the woven top of the basket as she grit her teeth and looked down. A moment later, she felt warm hands covering her cold ones. The men in the basket with her leaned into her and stroked her hand and arms to soothe her, as if knowing her concerns from the way she was glaring at the darkness below.

The air grew colder as they reached the mountains. Beks spoke to Wisp, giving the rokh instructions on where to land as Lucian stared ahead of them and gave as precise directions as he could.

Followingly direction behind them, Wisp flew over the steep stone walls of the Summer Palace and far above the turrets and ramparts. The Summer Palace was illuminated below from the outside, as if to show how impressive it was, but inner courtyards only had a few stone lanterns, and those followed along the porticos and walkways between buildings.

Moving lights were patrolling guards or various palace staff holding lanterns. They circled the palace once, getting a better idea of the layout, before Beks had Wisp head towards a shadowed corner of the inner palace.

As they approached, she felt a chill against her and she shuddered. This must be the area that’s always under the shadow. “Wisp, take us down.” Normally, the rokh would let out a cry, but in order not to alert enemies, Wrath had firmly told them they were not allowed to make a sound.

Legendary animals were legendary for a reason, and followed their instructions with ease. They descended into one of the many darkened courtyards in the area. It seemed that it wasn’t a favored place, as it was the courtyards directly opposite that had lights around them.

Still, this was in their favor. As they climbed out, the second basket Cloud was carrying landed and Gerard jumped out with ease. Beks gave her siblings a nod before they ascended once more. Wisp followed, leaving the four on the ground to sneak out of the courtyard.

“It’s overgrown,” Lucian whispered with some displeasure.

“You can’t expect Tarkan to take care of our late grandmother’s courtyard when he's in power,” Laz replied in a low voice. “We’ll tell Geel when we return.”

Lucian nodded, his eyes sweeping around the dark, abandoned courtyard once before following them. As the gates were locked, they had to scale the wall. Laz and Lucian were able to do so on their own, but Beks had to be carried over by Gerard and wind biha.

The imperial cloth house was in the southwest quadrant of the inner court. It was also where there was a pharmacy and laundry facilities for the imperial family. They remained close to the walls of the passing courtyards. They avoided the main paths, moving through the narrow alleys in between courtyards. When they reached the alley opening, they’d have to cross a well-lit walkway to get to the imperial cloth house.

“Gerard, can you sense breath?” Beks whispered as she pasted her back against a wall.

Gerard closed his eyes and took a deep breath. She felt a steady stream of biha leaving his body. The accompanying wind was faint, not even as strong as a gentle breeze.

“Patrols are doing their rounds, but imperial guards are watching from the ramparts,” he said after a while.

“Is there anything he can blow over with wind biha for a distraction?” Laz asked.

Lucian narrowed his eyes and looked across the path. “There are piles of baskets over there for washing laundry.”

Gerard nodded and a strong gust shot out of the alley into the direction Lucian pointed. Beks couldn’t see much of the damage, but she heard the sound of baskets, wooden tubs, and other tools for washing tumbling. Beks put her hand on Gerard’s shoulder to keep his biha full.

A commotion was heard as several patrols walked over. The wind also blew out some of the stone lanterns along the walkway, giving them an opportunity to sneak across while attention was on the laundry area the next building over.

Lucian made such quick work of the door lock along the side of the imperial cloth house that Beks wondered what led him to having learned it when he was studying. Seeing her standing there, brows furrowed as they stepped inside, Lucian gave her a helpless smile.

“Sometimes, my classmates were punished without meals,” he said. “I did what I could.”

Beks blinked. “Stealing bread?”

“It’s not a sin if the other option is starving,” Lucian replied. She smiled a bit as she was pulled in. They closed the door behind them, but had to keep light to a minimum. They stayed close to Lucian, who had his hand glow just enough to be able to find their way around the cloth house.

Beks was alert regarding noises outside, but it seemed that everyone who worked there had already left. The black clothes for guards were easily found. It was likely that they were damaged often enough that there was plenty of stock.

Finding the cinnabar robes for a high ranked female staff was more difficult. They managed to find one, and of course, it was too short. The hems hovered at her calves, making her look somewhat ridiculous.

“How is it?” Laz asked.

“It’s too short; I absolutely look as if I’ve stolen a uniform,” she said with a frown.

Laz looked at the other two. “Find something else! Something that looks high ranking,” he said in a low voice.

Gerard somehow rushed forward. “My lady, these have embroidery. Embroidery is usually meant for high-ranking individuals, right?”

“Good job, Gerard,” Beks said. She grabbed the clothes and went to a dark corner to change. It didn’t take her long, as she just put the main outer layers of the multi-layered robes over her base layer. Wearing too much would hinder her movement. Her hair had already been braided and then wrapped into a common, practical Langshe style. She came out, still wearing her boots beneath the robes. “How is it? Is this enough?”

Lucian brightened the area a bit more and she heard him take a sharp breath. For a moment, she wanted to frown. It had been so long since she’d worn Langshe clothing, but she’d been confident she knew how to put it on. Did she forget something?

Gerard also looked confused. “How did you know how to put it on so quickly?” He’d actually struggled with his guard uniform.

“I had a few Langshe dresses as a child.”

“I don’t recall seeing you in them,” Laz said.

Beks smiled a bit. “You were busy training when Uncle Timur and I practiced etiquette and dressed up to have tea.”

Lucian wore a daze smile on his flushed face as he looked at her. “You look beautiful.”

She stood up straighter. “Thank you, Lucian.”

“After this is over, you should bring it back.” She stared at him for a bit and blinked.

“Lucian, don’t be ridiculous.” Laz smacked his brother with his handless arm. “You’re thinking so limited! We’ll ask Geel to gift us several sets to wear, and made to size. He won’t slight his amrei.”

Lucian nodded; his eyes still fixed on her. It was a bit flattering, but she let out a small cough.

“All right, let’s go. According to Geel, the Emperor is only really alone when he sleeps in his bedchamber alone, though guards are stationed all around his courtyard.”

“He’ll be more cautious right now considering the situation outside,” Laz said.

“And it’s likely that he’s not at his bedchamber.” Lucian rubbed his chin. “When we were in the air, the southeast quadrant had the most lights.”

“Then he’s probably there,” Laz replied. “Let’s go.”

They squeezed around the back of the building and then darted to the nearest alley with Beks pointing the way. As they got closer, there were more lanterns, both lining the walkways and along the doors of the various courtyards, indicating that there were residents.

“Which one....” Beks frowned. “Gerard.”

“The walls block my wind biha too much. There just isn’t a large enough open area. I need to get higher,” he said.

Lucian pointed to a large tree that had a few branches hanging over the wall. Gerard surrounded himself with wind biha and managed to help him jump and grab on to a branch before climbing up. He got as high as he could before the branches grew too thin to hold his weight.

Beks could feel a faint breeze coming from the tree.

When Gerard returned, he was frowning. “There is a large amount of men, I’m assuming imperial guards, surrounding two courtyards over. Not only are there patrols, but there are guards all over the courtyard, outside of the buildings.”

“When we approach, use wind biha to distract the guards,” Laz said. “Then, stay with Beks. Lucian and I will take care of those guards. As soon as the yard is clear of them, we’ll send up the flare.”

They cut through the alleys and easily scaled the wall to the courtyard.

Their timing was bad. As soon as they jumped over, Laz and Lucian faced a pair of patrolling guards. When Beks reached the other side after two counts, hanging over Gerard’s shoulder like a sack of rice, she saw the last of a guard fall as the scent of blood filled the air.

“Stay here,” Laz told her. He looked at Gerard. “Make the wind howl.”

Beks stood back against the wall as Laz and Lucian darted forward together. Gerard furrowed his brows and a heavy gust of wind flew forward. Leaves flew off trees, the water in the pond rippled, and she could hear the deep whistling of the wind as her robes flew around her, even though she was standing away from which it blew.

Though there were stone lanterns in the courtyard, Beks could only make out slight movements and shadows as the twins seemed to mow through whoever came after them. She couldn’t hear them, either, as the noise of the wind seemed to drown everything out.

Suddenly, a bright flash of light shot into the sky from the corner of the courtyard.

It was the signal.

The twins returned and she could smell the blood around them as they crouched down and pulled her back into the corner, against the wall.

“There are maids here, as well, but shouldn’t have noticed us,” Laz whispered.

Gerard pulled back and crouched beside them. Lucian kept his eyes to the sky, waiting to see if his signal had been seen.

Beks tried to keep her nervous breathing even as shouting came from outside the walls regarding the flash of light.

Come on, Brother...don’t keep us waiting....  Beks let out a low breath and clenched her fists. Her chest grew tighter and tighter as the moments passed.

Then she caught the spark. Stars didn’t flicker. Nor did they grow larger...or multiply. Balls of fire appeared in the sky, appearing to hover in place as while more and more appeared, spreading further out. They did not go unnoticed.

The urgent voices on the other side of the walls grew louder and louder. Just as the fire balls spanned an area larger than the courtyard, they began flying down. The air filled with screams as fire seemed to rain down into the open areas within the courtyard and on to the walkways and neighboring courtyards outside.

Just when the last of the fireballs fell, another was created. Someone in the distance yelled that there was another rain of fire coming and to take shelter, but the single fireball only grew larger. It mirrored the appearance at the start of the fire pillar, growing wider and longer as it spiraled into a pillar.

It shot down like a javelin being hurled into the walkway outside the walls. Dirt and tiles flew up and there was a crash as the pillar twisted and turned, as if wildly out of control. Another pillar of fire flew down and landed in the neighboring courtyard. More screaming was heard, and above them, her brother seemed to be preparing a third.

The doors to the courtyard suddenly burst open. Beks could see the light of the fire against the people running away or yelling for water outside the thick double gates. Above them, there was nothing but darkness, as if the fire were coming directly from the heavens. The heavy panic filled the air as a dozen guards in black and a royal steward in red and black rushed in.

“Your Majesty!” the steward shouted over the roar of the fire. “Your Majesty-”

Beks didn’t notice the three men with her rush out. Blood filled the air once more as the guards that had accompanied the steward began to fight Laz, Lucian, and Gerard. The old steward let out a horrified scream before rushing to the side to try to avoid the fighting.

Blood filled the air and he stumbled back. He looked towards the main building and prepared to run towards it.

Beks wouldn’t let him go far. She darted forward, pulling the thin shawl from around her shoulders and throwing it over the steward’s head. It covered his mouth and nose before he could speak. She pulled him back, wrapping the shawl around his neck and pulling the ends.

“Say that again,” she said in a low, cold voice. “Who is your Emperor?”

The steward trembled. Against the muffled cloth, his answer couldn’t be heard.

“What’s going on-” The doors to the main building opened and, at last, a middle-aged man with some graying hair and a potbelly stepped outside scowling and barefoot. His long hair was down and he wore loose clothes and an open robe. As soon as he stepped through the threshold, a pillar of fire landed in the garden near the front of the courtyard. His eyes went wide as he stared with horrified awe at the swirling mass of flames twisting and moving across the yard.

He didn’t seem to notice that all his guards, including the ones who’d rushed in with the steward, had fallen.

He didn’t notice the maids behind him, running into the main house and crying to their mistress about a fire.

“Your Majesty!” The steward grabbed the cloth around his mouth and pulled it down before Beks could pull it tight again. He choked and cried out. “Emperor Tarkan!”

“What is that!?” Tarkan’s voice was choked as his wide eyes looked over the tops of the tiled walls, stunned to see a massive pillar of fire swirling down from the darkness. His hair flew around him as his loose pants threatened to fly off. He lifted his arms to try to block his eyes from the sudden brightness. “Someone! Put out the fire before it burns the courtyard to the ground!”

He should’ve been less concerned about the fire catching on the wooden buildings and more concerned about what he didn’t see.

Laz and Lucian darted from the shadows; their eyes fixed on Tarkan as the cold gleam of blades caught her eye. Against her, the steward was tense, his eyes red as Beks lowered her head and whispered.

“Wrong answer.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 65 - They Will Come Here Next


                She could see the whites of Tarkan’s eyes when they widened and the light from the towering pillar of fire caught his face.  He didn’t seem to know where to look when two identical men flew towards him, weapons in hand.  If Beks didn’t know any better, she would’ve described him as awestruck. 

Laz was coming in from the right while Lucian was attacking from the left.  

Beks heard Tarkan take a sharp breath, and speak a name in his stupor.  

“Timur.” 

He broke through his daze just as the twins reached him.

Tarkan gripped a dagger in his right arm, but with the two younger men approaching at the same time from opposite sides, he could only defend one side.  

He chose to turn his body, lowering his dagger to defend against Lucian’s attack aimed at his chest, but sacrificed his shoulder and upper arm to Laz’s blade aiming for his neck.  The scent of blood filled the air and Beks watched the splatter of dark red hit their pale faces.  

Tarkan’s arm and shoulder were severely slashed.  The steward she was holding on to struggled against her and Beks pulled back, reining him in and planting her feet on the ground to keep steady.  

“If you get involved now, they will kill you,” she told him in a low voice.  The steward shrank back.  She kept her eyes on the three men fighting before the front steps of the main building.

Beks didn’t know if Tarkan had any martial experience, and if he did, if he kept up his training and how good he currently was.  However, she did know that the twins, in particular Laz, had plenty of recent experience.  An active, battle worn commander was leagues better than a pot-bellied middle-aged man who spent most of his life idle.  

“What’s the matter, Uncle?” Laz’s mocking voice reached her ears as Tarkan let out a hiss.  “Can’t recognize your foreign-born nephews after all these years?”

“You look speechless,” Lucian said, his eyes narrowed and fixed on Tarkan’s grimacing face.  

The man glared at them as he stepped back.  “What are you doing here?” 

“I think it’s fairly obvious what we’re doing here,” Laz said with a slight smirk. He readjusted the dagger in his hand.

Lucian’s eyes never left Tarkan.  “Should we behead him now or wait for Geel?”

“Let’s behead him in front of Geel to show our support.”

Tarkan growled in response to their casual words.  “Who you think you are-”

The twins had put distance between themselves and their uncle.  They didn’t wait for him to complete his sentence before rushing forward with another attack.  The first had caused Tarkan to step back and lose his concentration.  He seemed to be reeling at the fact that his estranged nephews had returned and turned against him.

His awkward steps opened him to attack.  His arms flailed at his side in an attempt to steady himself. 

Laz’s dagger cut his shoulder and lower neck.  It wasn’t high enough to get a main artery, but it was enough to make Tarkan scream and instinctively reach up to cover and put pressure on the wound.  

Lucian kicked him in the stomach, causing Tarkan to stumble back.  He managed to grab the post of the railing going up the steps of the house, but a ball of fire shot down and hit the stone brick walkway beside him.  He let out a cry as he pulled his arm back and stumbled, landing hard against the steps, spraying them with blood that he was trying to contain.  

Tarkan seemed to choke on his own blood.  “Guards!”

A little too late, in Beks’ opinion.  “Gerard!  Pull the fire into a wall!  Seal us off!”

Gerard rushed on to the path to get closer to the pillar of fire on the other side of the courtyard wall.  He seemed to gather all his biha before throwing his hands together.  Beks could feel the gust of wind against her as the air moved.  

All of Gerard’s concentration was on pulling flames forward and surrounding them, blocking them from the entrance of the courtyard to prevent any additional guards from entering.  

Beks tightened her hold on the steward and half dragged him to the main building.  Being taller than him helped.  As she passed Gerard, she put her hand on his shoulder to refill his biha before walking towards the steps just in time to see Lucian step down and dislocate Tarkan’s knee.  She could hear Tarkan’s dry, scratchy screaming over the roar of the fire and wind.  

Laz kicked Tarkan’s dagger to the side before picking it up. 

“Bring him inside,” Laz said, making a motion with his arm and pointing towards the entrance.  Lucian slid his dagger into his belt and reached down, grabbing Tarkan, and pulling him to his feet before twisting his arm behind him and pushing him up the steps.

Beks dragged the gagged steward up without question.  

Inside, three maids and a woman screamed and scrambled from the antechamber into the main room like frantic birds.  The three maids, dressed in a similar uniform as Beks’ disguise, huddled around a loosely dressed woman with tousled dark hair to try to protect her.  

“Bring us scarves,” Beks told them in Langsher.  The women trembled, but didn’t move from where they were crouched in a space between the elevated wooden bedframe and a wardrobe.  Beks took a deep breath to calm down.  With her free hand she pointed at the nearest maid.  “You.  Bring us all of your lady’s scarves.  It doesn’t matter how they look, as long as they are sturdy.  If you cooperate, I will ensure you will not be killed.”  

As if to emphasize the danger of not listening to her, Lucian unceremoniously dumped the bleeding Tarkan on to the flood at the side of the bed.  A few women screamed and the woman with the tousled hair pushed her maid out to help.  

Trembling, the young maid avoided looking at the twins and Beks as she rushed to the wardrobe and pulled out an armful of colorful scarves.  They almost dragged on the floor as the maid presented them at Bek’s feet.  

Lucian walked forward, sending the maid running back to the other three women.  Lucian ignored her and pulled out three long scarves.  Laz stood two steps from Tarkan, keeping an eye on him. The moment Tarkan tried to roll to the side, Laz stepped forward and slammed his foot on Tarkan’s back.

“Ahh!”  The choked cry filled the air, but Laz kept his foot firmly down.  

“Does he really think he can get away at this point?” Lucian shook his head with scarves in hand.  He returned to his uncle and began tying his arms behind his back, his knees, and then his ankles.  

“Cover the wounds,” Laz said.  “We can’t let him bleed out before Geel returns.”

“I almost forgot about that,” Lucian replied in a calm voice, as if the bleeding man before him was so insignificant that he was forgettable.  

Tarkan was left on the floor, reminding Beks of whole pigs that were about to be roasted on a spit.  Laz brought over a heavy wooden chair and Lucian heaved Tarkan onto it, further tying him to the chair.  Once he was secured, Lucian was surprisingly careful in wrapping up the wounds to contain the bleeding.

“Now then,” Lucian said, turning his attention to the steward.  

The steward shrank back, almost trying to hide behind Beks.  “Let him speak,” Laz told her.

Beks loosened he scarf around the steward’s mouth.  At once, he lowered his head.  “Your Highnesses!” 

“Steward Jangru!  Whatever they say, don’t listen to them!” Tarkan said.  

Laz let out a sigh and rolled his eyes.  “You are in no position to talk, dear uncle.”  In the dim light of the room, Beks could see the dark mass seeping from Laz and moving towards Tarkan.  “Here is what will happen.  If you and everyone else in this room want to live for now, your steward will send the call for court tomorrow.  Summons will be sent to General Leung to withdraw his troops.”  

Tarkan sneered.  “I see...you know you can’t win against my army, so you’ve resorted to this!” 

Beks scoffed.  “Don’t make it sound as if this is a desperate attempt.  It isn’t.  This is the most logical method to end the war of succession in Geel’s favor.  It will avoid needless bloodshed of soldiers dedicated to the empire, as well as get rid of the root of the problem.” 

Tarkan narrowed his eyes and looked at her.  “And who are you to speak to me like that?”

Laz and Lucian’s faces both darkened at once.  Tarkan began to shudder as the shadows from Laz coiled around his body, chilling his skin.  

“She is our wife,” Laz replied in a low, threatening voice.  “What she says is what we mean.”

Despite the situation, Beks couldn’t help but feel flattered.  She contained her smile at Laz’s words behind a frigid exterior to keep her threatening appearance.  

Tarkan lifted his eyes to Laz.  “What is Zhanzhin giving you?  I will double it.  Just name your price.”

“Our price is to put our cousin on the throne, where he belongs,” Lucian said. 

Tarkan sneered at them.  “Do you believe he will leave you alone after this is over?  If he turned on me, he will turn on you!  Blood is nothing in the imperial family!”

“He didn’t turn on you,” Beks said. “You turned on him.”

“Empress Saran allowed you to live an idle life, but you did not appreciate her consideration and sent assassins after her son,” Lucian said.  “Tuvanaks keep their word.”  

While she trusted her husbands, Beks didn’t put her trust in the statement that Tuvanaks kept their word.  Rather, she assessed the situation in Langshe and with Crown Prince Zhanzhin.  Langshe had a large empire and they didn’t have time or resources to spare in a war of conquest.  For centuries, it was unlikely that they’d try to expand westward past their borders, not because they didn’t want to, but because it was too much trouble. 

In the end, simply being the largest empire on the continent was enough to gain significant advantages in trade.  A settled, stable country was able to flourish much easier than one that was constantly turbulent with conflict.  

The Crown Prince himself was unlikely to turn against Laz and Lucian.  First, because they were his cousins and he sincerely cared about them.  Second, the twins were backed by a force he did not expect, and would make any opponent reconsider.  That force being her, her family, and their element manipulating special forces.  It would only be beneficial to stay on good terms.

Her intuition said not to worry, but she didn’t want Laz or Lucian to have any second guesses.

“Gag him until Geel returns,” Beks told them.  

“Yes, that’s the most important part.” Laz chuckled.  Lucian sorted through the scarves to find ones suitable for gagging.   

He then took the steward and Beks turned her attention to the four women.  

“Stay where you are until I tell you.  If you try to run out, we have a soldier outside guarding the courtyard, and above us, our people will burn you to a crisp.  Sit here until I give you the order,” Beks told them.

They’d seen the pillar of fire from the inside of the building and shuddered.  Laz sat the steward down to talk while Lucian walked back to the open doors.  The wall of fire continued and Gerard had his arms down, meaning the fire was likely fed by Deo.  Gerard was dragging bodies to the side to keep them hidden while the distraction was in place.

“Gerard, prepare for phase two.”  

Gerard nodded and let out a whistle.  

Beks turned her attention to tying up the women.  Phase two was to retrieve the Crown Prince now that Tarkan had been captured.  Gerard would fly to pick him up while her brothers remained above to provide a cover and distraction.  When Gerard returned, he’d go fetch more of their soldiers.

Beks dragged heavy wooden chairs to the sides of the bed, where the hard wood bedframe was carved with elaborate flowers.  Beks tied the backs of three chairs to the bedframe, and then secured the fourth chair against a pillar.  

She then had the women sit and tied their arms to the backs of the chairs and ankles to the legs.  They looked terrified, but Beks was calm.  

“We’re not going to kill you,” she told them in a softer voice.  “So long as you don’t cause any problems.”  She pulled a changing screen forward and positioned it so that the women would be hidden from view from the entrance of the room.

“Beks, tea?” Lucian had turned her attention to preparing some tea that had been placed on the table.  

From the chair where he was tied, Tarkan shot his nephew a hateful glare.  

“Do you understand Steward Jangru?” Laz said.  Lucian prepared some tea for them and Beks took a seat on a stool.  

The steward swallowed hard and bowed his head.  “Yes, Your Highness.”  

“If you betray us, this entire palace will go up in flames,” Laz reminded him in a relaxed voice.  Lucian handed him some tea and Laz took a small sip.  He rolled his eyes.  “You couldn’t have heated it up more?”

The calmness of the twins must’ve unnerved the steward, who nodded his head up and down frantically.  “I understand, Your Highnesses.  I will calm the guard and summon the courtiers for a morning meeting.”

“Bring the imperial robes here,” Laz said.

The steward froze.  His face paled more so.  “You...you want the imperial robes?”

“I don’t want them, but my cousin will arrive soon,” Laz said.  He leaned back against his chair and met the steward’s eyes with cold ones of his own.  “It is a bit inappropriate for him to appear in court in blood-stained clothes, is it not?”  

The steward swallowed once more and nodded.  “Yes, Your Highness.”  

Beks finished her tea.  The doors were closed once Gerard left, but the light from the fire was no longer coming through the windows.  

“The guards will come soon,” she said as she put her cup down.  Laz and Lucian looked at the steward, who shrank his head back.  

With the steward in front of them, Laz and Lucian headed towards the door.  They pulled their hair back and lifted the hoods and face coverings that was reminiscent of the inner imperial guards.  

As predicted, a half dozen inner imperial guards in black uniforms marched in.  Beyond the courtyard gates, there was still a flurry of voices as flames shot up from various structures that had caught fire in the surrounding area.

Upon the sight of the Steward Jangru, the guards stopped and seemed to be at ease.

“Steward Jangru, how is the Emperor?” 

The steward played his part well.  He raised a hand to calm them.

“The Emperor has returned to Lady Bing’s chambers.  He has ordered an investigation into the fires and will summon the court in the morning to address the attack.”  His voice was steady, as if he hadn’t been forced to stay those words by the men looming behind him.

“Our people are looking into the fires, Steward Jangru,” the guard at the forefront of the half dozen reported.  “We will stand guard.”

“Two in the front and four patrolling around the perimeter of the outer courtyard.  He has ordered another half dozen to prepare themselves by the well in case the fire spreads here,” Steward Jangru told them, hinting at some selfishness from the Emperor.  It was not out of place.

“Yes, Steward!”  

Steward Jangru turned to the twins behind him.  “You two, guard the antechamber.  You are not allowed to leave until His Majesty leaves!”

The two didn’t speak.  They seemed to mirror the posture of the guards who had arrived and rooted themselves by the door.  

The steward then marched out followed by the half dozen guards.  When they exited the gate, the steward ordered them to close it and stand guard.  Once the gates were closed, the twins slipped back into the building and closed the door. 

“Do you think he’s trustworthy?” Beks asked, her eyes lingering at the door before looking towards the twins.

“No, but he is afraid,” Laz replied.

“Come and sit,” Lucian said.  He reached out to hold her, but seemed to notice the blood on his clothes.  Blood wasn’t too noticeable on black, but the areas with staining were still wet and caught in the light.  He frowned and pulled back, turning to glare at his uncle, as if blaming him for the blood.

“It won’t take too long for Gerard to fetch Geel,” Laz said.  “We should be ready to receive them.”

“Should we be worried about the courtiers?” Beks asked.

The two brothers looked at her for a moment and shook their heads.  “No matter how outnumbered we are here, once Geel takes his throne, there will be little to no opposition.  Don’t worry, Beks.”
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“Don’t worry, Amrei.”  The Crown Prince gave her a reassuring smile as he wiped the blood off his hand after back handing Tarkan’s face.  A tooth had flown out of his mouth and landed on the floor, at Laz’s feet.  “The courtiers and the guards will follow the orders of the rightful Emperor.  They know full well who was supposed to take the throne after my mother died.”

“With your mother be pleased with you siding with outsiders?” Tarkan glowered.  His face was pale and he was out of breath.  It was a task for him to speak.  His bruised head looked up at the Crown Prince with spiteful eyes.  

“Outsiders?” The Crown Prince raised a brow, as if what Tarkan said was absurd.  “They are my cousins.  By the way, Uncle, have you congratulated your two nephews on their marriage?”

Tarkan only continued to glower, though his breathing was growing uneven.  Beks wasn’t sure if it were because he’d lost so much blood or if he were simply furious.  

“You still haven’t answered us,” Laz said in a low voice as his face remained cold and unmoving.  “Did you have a hand in the late Empress’ death?”

“She was already dying.” Tarkan spat out.  “I only sped up the process.”  

The Crown Prince seemed to forget that he’d just wiped his hand and backhanded Tarkan once more.  His face flushed with anger, and Lucian stepped forward to restrain him.  The Crown Prince closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  

“This isn’t something that surprises us, Geel,” Lucian said. “We’ve always suspected he had a hand in Aunt’s death and your assassination attempt.”

“Regardless, suspecting it and actual confirmation are two different things,” their cousin replied in a strained voice.  His breathing trembled as he tried to calm himself.  

“All parties involved will be punished, Geel.” Laz placed a hand on the Crown Prince’s shoulder to calm him.  

Beks sat on a chair by the window, watching their interrogation.  In Tarkan’s state, not much could be done to force him to answer their questions, as he could barely hold his head up.  It was when Tarkan admitted that the Crown Prince’s younger sister, Princess Enjek’s husband was bought over by Tarkan that the twins and the Crown Prince showed actual concern.  

“Your wife and child aren’t safe.  I’m not as foolish as your mother, trusting relatives who say they have no interest.” Tarkan sneered.  

The Crown Prince began to tremble and Beks stood up.  

“Stop trying to scare them.  Do you think your hands can reach as far as ours?” she asked.  “We’ve already found and secured the safety of Princess Enjek, the Crown Princess, and Geel’s son.”

At this, the four men snapped their heads towards her.  

“Beks?” Laz asked.

“My mother’s network is extensive.  I asked her to search for Geel’s wife and son to make sure they were protected in case they were chased, as Geel was.  As a precaution, she took it upon herself to find Princess Enjek and secure her safety,” Beks said.  “Wrath told me that our mother hasn’t been back to the island because of this, so I called my father and he confirmed that she was doing some due diligence on the matter.  Also, the Ambassador has applied as a political refugee for him and the Princess in Aehamake.  You didn’t buy over anyone.  He is the one who delayed.”  She paused and looked at the Crown Prince.  “Your family is safe, Geel.” 

A knock came from the door and  Beks looked over her shoulder.  Gerard stood up straight from where he was standing on guard in the antechamber.  Beks gave Tarkan one more silencing look before walking to the entrance and adjusting her clothing. 

“His Majesty does not wish to be bothered,” Beks said as she passed Gerard and stood just behind the door, past the limits of the leviathan’s scale that kept the yelling and struggles of the inner chamber from leaking out.

“I have brought the robes His Majesty has requested!”  It was Steward Jangru.  She looked to Gerard, who lifted the fabric that covered his nose and mouth up, and nodded.  Gerard opened the door.

The short old man stood beside three boxes piled on top of each other from widest to narrowest.  The matching wooden boxes were gilded around the edges with elegant landscape scenes created by mosaics of semi-precious stones.  

“I had the guards carry it here.  I can only lift the head piece by myself, Your Highness,” he said with an apologetic bow.  He was smart enough to send the guards out before knocking.  

Beks gave Gerard another nod and the hulking bald man walked over the threshold, making the steward jump.

“Come inside.  You will help His Majesty dress,” Beks told him.  Gerard lifted all three boxes at once with ease.  The steward shuddered and followed behind.  Once he entered, Beks closed the doors.  

“Steward Jangru.”  The steward froze in his spot as the Crown Prince called his name.  Inside the main chamber, the Crown Prince turned around to face the newly arrived steward with a distant expression.  “I’d hate to think that you had a hand in all of this.”

A thud was heard as the steward threw himself on the ground, prostrating at the Crown Prince’s feet as he began to beg for forgiveness and try to explain that they were told that he had died, so they had no choice but to follow Tarkan. 

The Crown Prince lifted his hand.  The small motion silenced at the steward’s choked pleas as once.  

“Have the courtiers and ministers been summoned to morning court?” The Crown Prince didn’t seem to want any more excuses and got straight to the point.

The steward remained on his knees, his face against the floor.  “Yes, Your Majesty!  The orders to General Leung, General Geng, and General Sun to withdraw the army have been sent, as well.”

The Crown Prince nodded once.  “Help me dress.”  He looked at Laz.  “Gag him.”  He didn’t have to say who ‘him’ was.  Laz picked up the scrunched, moist fabric from the floor and walked to Tarkan.  He grabbed the man’s hair and pulled his head back before stuffing the fabric into his mouth.  Tarkan didn’t put up much of a fight.  

His eyes were clouded over.  If the Crown Prince didn’t kill him in a few hours, he would die before the day was over.

Beks bowed and excused herself to wait in the antechamber with Gerard while the Crown Prince changed from his dust covered clothes from the field to the gold and silver robes meant for the emperor to wear to court.  

The maids and Tarkan’s mistress had their heads covered and their mouths gagged.  They were kept behind a screen as the Crown Prince changed.  

Beks leaned beside the window.  Window panels that let in light in Langshe were made of thinly sliced alabaster.  They were not clear, but she could tell that dawn was going to break soon.  

“My lady, are you hungry?  Efren passed this along for you,” Gerard said.  He had a black bag that melted in with his clothing around his body.  Beks looked over as he shuffled it to the front and opened the folds.  

A clean piece of cloth wrapped some halves of a round bread with some fried balls and sauce inside.  Beks’ hand lowered to her stomach.  

“I knew bringing him on the trip would be beneficial for everyone.  Thanks, Gerard.”  She gladly accepted her snack and offered to share it with him.  Gerard smiled weakly. 

“I already ate my share.”  

“When did you eat it?”  She hadn’t seen him eating since he arrived with the Crown Prince.

“...on the flight.  The Crown Prince had a share, too.”

“And us?” Gerard tensed as Laz spoke behind him.  Gerard slowly turned around to face the two identical men.  

“Ah...I was not given...a lot....” Gerard winced and Beks chuckled.

She lifted the remaining bread in her hands and split it in two.  “Here.”  She lifted up a piece to each man.

Laz took it and shot Gerard a glare.  

“While it’s still dark, we should go the great hall to wait for the courtiers,” Lucian said as he accepted the food.  “The morning court will start about an hour after sunrise.”  

“Are you sure we don’t need more people?” Beks asked.  “My brother went to retrieve a few more soldiers.”

“Vice-Commander and the two guards he brought back with Geel are enough,” Laz told her.  “I’m telling you, Beks.  The courtiers will bow to whoever is on the throne.”

“They will especially bow when Tarkan is brought before them.”  They turned towards the main chamber and saw the figure of a man in long gold robes wearing a heavy headpiece inlaid with pearls and tassels obscuring his face.  

Beks straightened up, swallowing the last bite of her food.  

“Geel-I mean, Your Majesty.”  Laz smiled as he and Lucian gave the Crown Prince, or rather, now Emperor, small bows of their head.  

The new Emperor cracked a slight smile, though there was some pain in his reddish eyes.  “How does it look?  Imperial?”

“Very imperial, Geel,” Lucian said.  “This is how it should’ve been.”

The Emperor nodded his head once, making the tassels move.  He took a deep breath, keeping his shoulders back and his back straight.  “Laz, Lucian, wrap Tarkan in one of the blankets.  Make sure his head is covered and bring him with us.”

“Gerard.”  Laz nodded towards the largest man in the room.  Gerard nodded and followed the two into the chamber, knowing he was going to be the one to carry in the barely conscious usurper. 

The scarf keeping Tarkan upright on the chair was untied, sending the man sliding off the chair in his weakened state.  The blanket Gerard held awaited him and he was wrapped up.  The blanket was secured around his knees and neck, and Lucian made sure that Tarkan’s head was fully covered  and hidden from view. 

Tarkan was heaved onto Gerard’s shoulder with ease, and the Emperor looked towards the door.  “Steward Jangru.”

“Your Majesty.”  The steward rushed to the side and bowed at the waist.  

The Emperor looked towards the door.  “Take us to the great hall.”  

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗  

 

In Kadmus, an additional show of force would’ve been necessary to get it into the courtiers’ heads that the leadership of the country had changed.  The late Queen had stormed the royal grounds with her first consort Alexios, Uncle Timur, and her supporters, dug out her second brother from where he was hiding, intercepted her father who had been trying to flee, and dragged them to be beheaded at the edge of the old moat. 

It happened in front of whatever captured and restrained court members they had managed to catch, and given the ultimatum of swearing allegiance to the new Queen or joining their old king’s head in the moat.  

In the Summer Palace’s throne room, something similar happened, though with much less fanfare and far less people.  

The Langshe Empire supported whichever imperial family member proved they were strongest.  After decades in power, the late Empress had whittled down the imperial family members.  Those who had survived the turbulent fight of the crown were either powerless to begin with or too young to participate.  

Regardless, other princesses were married off.  Other princes had any factions that could’ve supported them broken up, rendering them idle lay abouts relocated far from the seat of power.  Tarkan slipped through the cracks by pretending he had no interest and refusing to meet with influential nobles.  

He’d stayed at a villa in the fertile valley below the Summer Palace and never got involved in politics.  It didn’t seem that anyone expected him to usurp the throne until the Empress’ health began to fail.  Courtiers were drawn to him because he was older and promised to overturn some of the late Empress’ changes.  

The late Empress’ heir apparent would uphold the changes she made and this likely didn’t sit well with older courtiers and ministers.  They may have also turned to Tarkan because Emperor Zhan had always been seen as a studious, sheltered Crown Prince who was raised in peacetime, and therefore not forged in competition to hone his abilities.

Tarkan showed sudden aggression and a willingness to fight.  They perceived Emperor Zhan as too passive, simply waiting for the crown to fall into his hands.

However, a different side of him was witnessed when he slit his own uncle’s throat in front of the horrified courtiers.  Beks tried her best not to flinch, as it was the first time she’d actually seen such an act up close.  It was especially stunning as it wasn’t in the heat of battle, but in a beautiful stone tiled hall with red and gold beams and pillars, elegant tapestries, and gilded decorations.  

Tarkan’s body remained in the tied blanket he’d been carried out in, his eyes open and mouth slightly ajar as blood pooled around his head and shoulders, clashing against the pale tiles. 

“This is the punishment for traitors of the Langshe Empire,” the Emperor said in a cold, almost emotionless voice, as if he were reading from a script.  His eyes had narrowed.  “He was not the only one.”

The court had erupted in a mixture of reassurances of support for him, reports on who supported Tarkan, and pleas for mercy.  

At least a dozen of those old men and women had been escorted to the palace prison.

The imperial guards, upon realizing that Tarkan was overthrown, shifted their loyalty to Emperor Zhan.  It was fascinating for Beks to watch.

It was as if a button had been pressed and the entire guard reset their loyalties.  They had bowed to Emperor Zhan, swore their loyalty to him so long as he was on the throne, and followed his orders without question.

Admittedly, Beks wasn’t sure she trusted them after they switched sides so quickly. 

“Langshe follows power.”  She remembered Uncle Timur told her.  It was different from Kadmus.  

Moving around the Summer Palace now was exactly the opposite of how she had moved around less than a day earlier.  She wasn’t sneaking around, hiding in the shadows, and trying to avoid the sight of the guards.  She walked down the halls and corridors unrestricted.  

Gerard was still sent to escort her, though Emperor Zhan assigned two guards to guide her.  

“This is the tower that will give you the best view of the steppes, Your Highness.”  It was still strange that the guards who would’ve killed her on command hours ago were speaking to her like generous tour guides.  “There are many steps.  Shall we call for female guards to carry you?”

“No.”  Beks answered in a firm voice.  “I can climb up myself.”  

They led her up a square tower at a corner of the outer courtyard.  The top was not open, but covered with two thick columns on each quarter holding up a tiled roof.  The gap facing west looked directly past the side of the mountain and on to the sprawling steppes below.  

The guards who were stationed at the tower bowed and stepped to the side to allow her to get closer to the west side.  Beks glanced at them and pursed her lips.  It seemed the entire palace knew that there was a new Emperor and who was with him.

“Your Highness.  Please.”  A guard lowered his head and offered her a spyglass with both hands.  He waited for her to take it and even then, he didn’t meet her gaze.  He stepped back without a word.

She glanced at Gerard, who also looked a bit taken aback at the amount of respect they were giving.  It wasn’t that guards didn’t respect royal family members in Kadmus, but they would not go out of their way to minimize their existence.  It was another reminder that Langshe valued power, even to the point where she, as the Emperor’s cousin-in-law, was treated as if she were a blood relation.

Beks took a deep breath and gave the guard a nod before lifting the spyglass to her eyes.  She adjusted it and squinted.  

The Red Iron Cavalry had advanced, as expected.  They weren’t just a grouping in the horizon.  She could make out the banners and the outlines of the tents in the distance clearly.  The opposing army was nestled at the foot of the mountain, but she could still see the front line jutting out into the steppes.  

“Has General Leung’s army advanced since this morning?” she asked without lowering the spyglass.

“No, Your Highness.”  

Beks nodded once.  

“They saw the pillar of fire over the area where the palace is located.”  A familiar voice spoke up behind her.  “A vanguard had rushed up the mountain, but by now they must’ve been intercepted at a gate and informed that Geel has returned.”

Shuffling was heard behind her and Beks glanced over her shoulder.  Laz and Lucian reached the top of the watch tower, still wearing their guard disguises, though their heads and faces were uncovered.  Their hair had been pulled back and tied up with silver hair crowns.  The Emperor must’ve given it to them earlier.  

Lucian glanced towards the guards and gave them a small nod.  They lowered their heads and filed down the stairs to the lower level without a word.  Gerard glanced from the twins to her and then casually walked to the stairs, as well.  

When his head disappeared into the lower level below them, Beks raised a brow.  “If you’re here, who is protecting Geel?”

“Your brother returned with some more of the Vice-Commander’s Left Guards from his unit,” Laz told her.  “Lord Deo has returned to camp and will bring more guards with the rokhs each time.”

“The issue with the army below has yet to be completely settled, so we don’t want to force the Red Iron Cavalry up until General Leung’s official surrender and handover,” Lucian added.  “When it’s clear, the Red Iron Cavalry will provide handpicked units to be Geel’s personal guard for the time being.  There were already about two dozen assigned to the task before you returned.”

“This includes several of the Vice-Commander’s Left Guards, so rest assured.  Geel will be well protected during the transition period.”  Laz put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed them.  

Beks took a deep breath.  “How soon can the Red Iron Cavalry move forward?”

Lucian stood beside her and chuckled.  “You want to go home so soon?  I thought we had a few more months to prepare.”

“Transition periods can be difficult.  I don’t want to leave too soon or stay too long.”

“That’s a valid concern.”

Laz slipped his hands from her shoulders and down one arm to hold her hand.  “Official word has been sent to the military camp below by falcon.  General Leung should’ve already received it and will arrive by tomorrow if he doesn’t lag.  Once the surrender is official, the army will be split into their original companies and be sent back to their posts.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  “They won’t be punished?”

“Usually, only officers are punished.  Everyone else is just following orders.  Most of them are villagers recruited to serve their liege,” Laz replied as he looked out towards the steppes.  The sun was starting to set in the distant horizon.  “Punishing every individual would decimate Langshe’s armies.  However, if they stood out, they could be forced out of the army.  If they were found to have inflicted a lot of damage to our side, then they won’t leave the steppes alive.” 

It was a cruel fate, but the Emperor had to mitigate threats and show his strength somehow.  The Tuvanak Clan and their army had met a similar fate.  Uncle Timur had to rebuild it from scratch.  

“Is Geel going to keep all the imperial guards?” Beks asked.  “I’m going to be honest; I don’t think he can trust all of them.”  She knew that even if Tarkan’s ascent to the throne was questionable, it wasn’t as if guards had gone out to search for the lost crown prince.  

“Geel is merciful.  The outer guard will continue with their duties, but the inner guard closest to Tarkan will be removed from their positions.  He will not kill them, but will strip them of their positions, their pay, and assign them to hard labor to support the empire’s infrastructure.  The inner guard will need to be rebuilt,” Lucian answered.  

She was more comfortable knowing that those who were close to Tarkan, even though he was dead, wouldn’t linger around the Emperor.  

Laz chuckled.  “You missed the dramatic scene when the courtiers were dismissed and the inner guard gathered.  Almost half of them prostrated before Geel and requested their beheading to show their loyalty.  The other half was ready to cut their tendons.”  

Beks drew her head back and frowned.  “That’s far too extreme.”

“Those particular guards are considered the best in the empire.  They were hand selected and trained to protect whoever sat on the throne, as well as protect the heir during the transition, which they failed,” Lucian told her.  “Geel’s inner guard who escorted him are likely all dead trying to protect him, as they had been with him when the assassination attempt happened.  The rest of the inner guard were present in the Summer Palace and should’ve waited for Geel.  Instead, they followed Tarkan.” 

“That isn’t to say they were all bad,” Laz said.  “A good handful deflected.  Geel knew every single inner guard and he noticed many were missing, including his late mother’s personal inner guard.  Unfortunately, we don’t know where they went.”

“Perhaps they are waiting for Geel to return,” Beks replied.  

“Or they went to try to find him,” Lucian said.  He frowned a bit.  “There is also a chance that they were targeted for deflecting, which I hope isn’t the case.” 

“Geel also has some personal inner guard scattered outside of the Equinox Palace.  He didn’t travel with all of them and was given instructions to go into hiding should Tarkan take over.  Geel has sent notice to summon them back.  He should have enough once they return, but is offering to accept some of the Red Iron Cavalry members who acted as his guard to join him,” Laz told her.

Beks nodded.  “That’s a bit of a promotion.” 

“Yes, but it would mean uprooting their families, as well as remove them from the Red Iron Cavalry all together.”

Beks pursed her lips and stared out towards the armies.  “The Red Iron Cavalry will follow us to Kadmus, but then what?  Have they decided on where to go afterwards?  Are they not still citizens of Langshe?”

“Yes, but they are a mercenary force at this point,” Laz said. “A mercenary force that answers to us.”  

“But they waited so long for us,” Lucian told her.  “We will discuss with the officers of the Red Iron Cavalry, what they wish for after we retake Kadmus.  Laz and I have decided to respect their decision.”  

Laz let out a heavy breath.  “Though it was voluntary, they were still trapped in the Forbidden Valley for years.  Their children have never left.  Elders may wish to return to their places of birth.  This is the least we can do for their loyalty to our family.” 

Beks nodded her head.  “I agree.  If any wish to follow you to my territory, I will welcome them.”  

Lucian’s face softened.  He moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, burying his face against her hair and placing soft, long kisses on her cheeks.  “You’ve been up since yesterday, Beks.  Now that Geel has retaken the throne and we have some time to breathe, you should rest.”

“I’m not tired.”

“You are tired,” Laz said with a small chuckle.  

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath before exhaling slowly.  “I am very tired.” She was sure it was more than the events of the night before that drained her so.  It was a culmination of everything thus far and she had been on guard for so long.  It was exhausting.

His warm, calloused hands cupped her face and tilted her head to look up at his.  Laz lowered his head and kissed her lips, lingering there for just a moment before he drew his head back.  His intent gaze remained on her.  “Rest now, while you can.  It won’t take long for Geel to settle what needs to be settled.  He said we should be ready to leave for Kadmus in a month.” 

“By now, news that Laz and I were leading an army for our cousin must’ve reached Luther and his father.  There is no use in hiding,” Lucian told her.  “They should realize what we’re planning on doing next.”  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Good.”

“Good?” Laz raised a brow.  “Isn’t this too soon?  Are we prepared for conquest?”  

They knew that Beks had been putting in orders, arranging for meeting points, supplies, and moving people, but her initial estimate to begin the campaign was months away.  If they acted too soon, yes, it would limit the time Luther and his side had to prepare, but at the same time, it would also lessen the time they had to prepare. 

Beks had kept as much track of their resources and their movements as she could.  Deo had informed her on the bulk of their preparation.  With the contacts of her father and the network of her mother, everything was moving faster and more efficiently than she thought.  

“We only have to be more prepared than they are, and at the moment, even with what we’ve gathered so far, I believe we are in a better position to attack than they are to defend,” Beks told them.  “His financial resources are cut.  Funding was reduced everywhere.  Whatever military force he has won’t be able to stand against the combination of our forces and the Red Iron Cavalry, even if only a portion of them ride out with us. 

“He can’t depend on the Temple right now, even with the Oracle, as they are still reeling from the paladin compound collapse, the fires in the Temple Complex, and the destruction caused by the flood.  Any help Luther would get from them would be minimal.  In addition, people are unsatisfied with his rule, and there are bound to be parties that will split from him when Brother Laurence reappears.  Who is the rightful ruler, people will know.”  

Her assessment was that by the time they reached the border of Kadmus, as long as the war for the throne was not dragged out, they could retake it. 

The twins looked at each other and then nodded.  

“In that case,” Laz said.  “We will go forward ahead of schedule.  I’m sure Luther will be surprised.”

 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗  

 

Luther froze in his seat.  The entire dining hall went silent as the unexpected news was announced at the Fourth Consort’s prodding to the dinner table filled with allied nobles and merchants.  Chamberlain Wilton stood to the right of Luther, where he sat at the head of the table.  

The Chamberlain had brought urgent news to Luther.  Custom would typically dictate that Luther excuse himself from the table to take the news in the privacy of his study before returning to dinner.  From the somewhat irritated glint in Chamberlain Wilton’s eyes, this is what he expected, as one never knew what the urgent news would be.

Iris on Luther’s left and the Third Consort on Luther’s right heard Chamberlain Wilton’s quiet voice whisper to Luther that it was urgent news about the Langshe Empire.  

Iris had sat up straight in her cushioned seat and tried to keep her smile from being too confident.  In her previous life, the Crown Prince of Langshe struggled to regain his throne with the help of his cousins, but this time, his cousins weren’t there.  She heard that he got hold of an old army, but she doubted they’d stand a chance against Langshe’s existing military forces.

In the past, they succeeded because the Second and Third Princes led armies on the Crown Prince’s behalf.  After all, the Second Prince was a Battalion Commander.  Without them, the Crown Prince was bound to fail.  She’d also told the Temple to send paladins to hinder him, just in case.  

Tarkan, their ally, would remain on the throne.

She was confident of this, and so was the Third Consort.  Upon hearing that the news had to do with the Langshe empire, the Third Consort had encouraged Chamberlain Wilton to announce it to the table.

After all, many of those present were hoping that the late Empress’ half-brother would stay on the throne as a political and economic ally.   Iris also encouraged the news, only to have it slap her in the face.

“Crown Prince Zhanzhin has broken through the Langshe army and taken control of the Summer Palace to retake his throne.”  Chamberlain Wilton announced to the entire table, throwing them into silence.  

“What...what about Emperor Tarkan?” someone a few seats away asked.

Chamberlain Wilton remained standing upright just to the side and behind Luther.  “Tarkan has been killed and his supporters in court are reported to have been imprisoned.” 

Murmurs and gasps filled the table, replacing the boisterous, gleeful chattering from moments earlier.  Iris looked towards Luther, whose face had drained of color.  

“How can this be?” The Third Consort frowned and eyed Chamberlain Wilton as if it were his fault that Tarkan was dead.  “The last we heard, the combined force of Langshe’s military had put a stop to the advancement of Zhanzhin’s army.  They outnumbered them a rumored three to one!  How could Tarkan have fallen and the Crown Prince return?” 

Several voices echoed in agreement.  The battle for succession in Langshe was a hot topic amongst Kadmus’ nobles.  

Chamberlain Wilton’s dull eyes looked at the Third Consort, as if asking if he really wanted to know.  “Crown Prince - no, Emperor Zhan’s army wasn’t just a mercenary army, as reported before.  Their banners were identified, Your Highness.  The Red Iron Cavalry is backing Emperor Zhan.”

Iris didn’t recall such a name from her previous life.  She never studied much about Langshe while at the Temple, as the Temple had little influence there.  However, from the shrinking eyes and pale expression of the Third Consort, he knew what the Red Iron Cavalry was.

“That’s impossible,” he said with a slight tremble in his voice.  “They were disbanded over twenty years ago!  They must be fake!”

“Father, what is the Red Iron Cavalry?” Luther asked.  His father didn’t answer him.  The Third Consort’s eyes were red as he shook with fury in his seat.  Luther looked to Chamberlain Wilton.

The old man took a deep breath.  “The Red Iron Cavalry was the name of the army led by the Second Consort before he married the late Queen.”  

Iris felt a shock cut through her body. 

In her past life, the twin princes were leading an army.  It wasn’t the Wild Dogs, or at least not only them.  They didn’t have the numbers.  The twins had gone to aid their cousin by offering their leadership and strategic abilities, but the army they led was rumored to be very loyal.  She’d assumed it was because the Crown Prince had hired a mercenary group, therefore, they were bound to follow the orders of the Crown Prince’s relatives.  

“The Red Iron Cavalry was disbanded over decades ago!” The Third Consort pounded his fist on the wooden tabletop.  “They would follow no one else but Timur!  It was he who had them disbanded!  This must be a group taking the name for themselves.” 

He seemed convinced.

Chamberlain Wilton took another deep breath, as if preparing himself.  “Your Highness, we do not know if this Red Iron Cavalry is the original or not, but they have successfully reached the heart of Langshe and secured the throne for Emperor Zhan.” 

Iris, as well as everyone else at the table, frowned at this.  

“Well, even if Emperor Zhan has retaken his throne, there is nothing we in Kadmus can do,” Iris said.  “We will reach out to Emperor Zhan to show our support.”  If the Emperor found out they had sided with Tarkan, they could be retaliated against economically.  

The entire table seemed to nod in agreement. 

“We will send him a gift to show our sincerity,” Luther said.  “He will be busy during the transition period.  He will not bother with us immediately, so we should congratulate him.  He fostered strong ties to Kadmus as the Crown Prince; let us remind him to continue doing so.”

Iris nodded, satisfied at his words.  Luther was becoming more fitting of his role with each passing day.  She reached over and grasped his hand, giving him a warm, pleased look.  Luther met her gaze and returned it with a squeeze of her hand and a brilliant smile of his own. 

“There is one more thing, Your Majesty,” Chamberlain Wilton said.  “Regarding the Red Iron Cavalry.”

“Speak.”

“We have just received reports that Emperor Zhan is supported by his two cousins, who led the Red Iron Cavalry forward.”  

Iris felt her chest begin to tighten.  A ball of dread twisted in her stomach as Luther and the Third Consort looked towards the Chamberlain, also having heard the keyword: two.  

“Two cousins?” The Third Consort narrowed his eyes with burning hatred.  

“Yes, Your Highness,” Chamberlain Wilton replied in a steady voice.  “The Red Iron Cavalry is led by Prince Lazarus and Prince Lucian.”  

Luther took in a sharp breath and Iris’ eyes widened.  There was an unspoken sentence in what Chamberlain Wilton said, and she was certain she wasn’t the only one who heard it.

The Red Iron Cavalry is led by Prince Lazarus and Prince Lucian.

...And they will come here next.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 66 - It Was Luther


                Outside of the return of Crown Prince Laurence and Lady Rebecca, the news that the Second and Third Prince were alive was the worst announcement they could receive on the eve of her wedding.  

Their noble and wealthy guests who were allies of the family had gathered for dinner and would be joining in the day-long festivities the next day, including her wedding ceremony with Luther the next afternoon.  The atmosphere had been lively and full of excitement and joy.  

Now, there was an underlying tension.  

She wanted to join Luther and the Third Consort with their allies in a meeting, but Luther was afraid it would worry her and make her unable to concentrate on the wedding the next day, so he told her to return to their villa to rest and wait for him.  Iris had gritted her teeth and insisted on supporting him, but he shook his head.

“I can manage it.  Some of the best minds in Kadmus are here.  Don’t worry,” Luther had told her as he held her small, slender hands in his.  “Even if my brothers return, the crown will not fall on their heads.  Everything will be fine.”

Will it?  

Iris paced the length of the study Luther had given her in his villa.  How could rest when two men who had higher claim to the throne by birth order were likely to return with an army and the support of an empire behind them?  

She ran her hand down her face and grit her teeth.  

Why did she get so caught up in the moment that she urged Chamberlain Wilton to announce the news without checking it first?  

She paused in place and frowned.

Why hadn’t the Temple told her?  She turned and rushed towards the door, throwing it open and almost making the two attendants waiting outside jump.

“When was the last time I received a letter from the Great Temple?” The two attendants blinked with wide eyes, taken by surprise by the sudden request.  

“Several weeks ago, Your Eminence.” 

How caught up with her own wedding was she that she didn’t notice that there was no correspondence for weeks?

“Did I receive anything from the paladins?” she asked.  Even if the Temple didn’t contact her, Captain St. Moore would usually send a message at least letting her know of his whereabouts.  The last message from him informed her that he was trying to find Lady Rebecca, who was alive, but missing.  

“There have been no messages, Your Eminence,” one of her attendants told her.  

Iris felt her stomach sink.  This wasn’t right.  She’d sent a letter to the Temple telling them to send paladins to aid Langshe, as the Crown Prince would attack it.  She had phrased it in a way that sounded as if the Crown Prince’s returning to control Langshe would negatively affect the Temple.

Perhaps not directly, but if the Crown Prince took control, then Tarkan would be punished.  She, Luther, and Kadmus supported Tarkan, so the Crown Prince could take issue with them and retaliate economically.  That would further hinder Kadmus’ financial situation, which would be a problem for her.

If the citizens found out that she participated in angering the largest country on the continent, that anger could rub off on the Temple.  Numerous rumors had already spread about how the Temple was trying to take over Kadmus, and that by her, the Oracle, marrying their king, it was a sure sign.  

It was one thing to practice a religion.  

It was another thing to be directly ruled by the organization that oversaw it.  

People were suddenly afraid that they’d have to adhere to the strict rules that were applied to the Great Temple and the basin, such as curfews, income going to the Temple, giving up their land to the Temple, various dietary restrictions based on time of the year, as well as give up the ‘vices’ they normally wouldn’t do in a religious setting.  

This included gambling, anything in excess, and especially drinking. 

The High Priest of Kadmium had already mentioned to her that people were voicing their concerns.  Some were already pulling away from the Temple in protest.  He’d sent people out to find out where the rumors were coming from, but the source couldn’t be pinpointed.  

Iris narrowed her eyes and lowered them.  Now that she thought about it, she had invited the High Priest to tonight’s dinner.  He had declined, citing that there was a labor shortage, so he could not make it, but would be there the next day to oversee her wedding.

How could the city’s main religious site be short of labor?  It had an entire monastery connected to it.

Something was wrong, and Iris couldn’t put her finger on.  She lifted her head.

“Call for a carriage,” she said as she stepped out of the study and closed the door behind her.  “I want to go to the Kadmium Cathedral.”

The two attendants split up.  One went to arrange for a carriage while the other accompanied Iris to her room to change into more subdued clothing and gather her cloak.  Within moments, she was rushing out the side steps of the Gilded Palace in a soft, velvet cloak.  A royal carriage was waiting for her and the driver yawned a bit from where he sat on the driver’s seat.

Iris climbed in, followed by her two attendants, before the carriage set off, escorted by four of her paladins.

Despite the night, the main streets of Kadmium were kept somewhat lit by oil lamps along the sides.  Even without them, the carriage had lanterns to help light their way.  The ride to the Kadmium Cathedral wasn’t far.  One could see the steeples from Gilded Palace.  

It almost took longer to get past the royal grounds than to reach the cathedral from the main gate.  

The carriage rolled to a stop in front of the cathedral.  The iron gate closing off the surrounding area was locked for the night, but Iris’ attendant spoke to the night watchmen to let them in.  He bowed humbly as Iris and her attendants passed, along with two of her paladins while the other two remained with the carriage.

Instead of going up the steps to the main door, she led them around the side, towards the less glamorous entrance to the priests’ quarters.  

One of her paladins went ahead to knock.  After waiting a moment and knocking again, an elderly man in monk’s garb opened the door holding a lantern.  His eyes went wide as he saw Iris and bowed his head.

“Good evening, Your Eminence!”

“Good evening,” Iris replied.  “I wish to speak to the High Priest.”

“Yes, Your Eminence. Come in!  I will fetch him at once.”  Still bowing his head, he stepped to the side and urged Iris and her party to enter.  After the door was closed, they were led to a modest room with a hearth.  

The monk asked them to wait a moment while he went to get the High Priest.  One of the attendants brought a chair close to the hearth so Iris could sit while the other helped her out of her cloak.  

“Your Eminence.”  The door swung open once more and this time, a bald man wearing robes appeared.  The High Priest was not in all his ceremonial finery, but his daily robes were still of better quality than that of the monk who let them in.

Iris stood up and gave the man a small bow of her head.  “High Priest Yorvak.”  She turned to her attendants and paladins and gave him a small nod of her head to silently dismiss them.

The two attendants bowed and stepped out, following by the paladins.  As the door closed behind them, the High Priest bowed his head once more.  

“I apologize for not greeting you properly, Your Eminence.  I’m afraid I am taking on more tasks than usual with the labor shortage.”  He paused and gave her a comforting look.  “However, do not let this alarm you.  Tomorrow’s wedding ceremony will go smoothly.”  

Iris’ lips were in a tight line.  She gave him a single shake of her head as her eyes bore into him.  “I am not concerned about the ceremony.  Some news came to me today and I am wondering if it has anything to do with the labor shortage.”

She watched his face carefully.  The old man’s eyes were widened and she could’ve sworn he paled a bit.  It confirmed her thoughts.  

“Your Eminence....”  The High Priest reached forward and grasped the back of a chair, as if to steady himself.  His eyes crinkled up and he carried a worn expression.  “How could it not?  With the Great Temple needing all the spare hands they can get, of course we would send some of our own able-bodied clergy and staff to the basin.”

Iris’ eyes narrowed further.  “Why would the Great temple need so much labor all of a sudden?”

The High Priest lifted his head and looked at her with some surprise.  “Have you not heard?” 

“Heard what?”

“There was an earthquake that triggered a flash flood in the Great Basin,” the High Priest said with pity.  “A flood swept down, flooding the lower levels of the Great Temple Complex, as is in the middle of the city.  Fires erupted all over that night.”

Iris almost stumbled back.  “There was a fire?  And flood?”

“Haven’t they contacted you to tell you?”

“No!”

The High Priest seemed at a loss.  He lowered his eyes and looked at the floor, as if trying to make sense of the situation.  “I see...it must be because there was so much lost...and many of the high ranked clergy were trapped on the island.” 

“What do you mean trapped on the island?” Iris asked as her voice lowered.

“The flood and quake were so strong, that all the bridges to the island toppled over and were swept away,” the High Priest replied.  “As you know, there are only a handful of paladins in the Great Temple Complex at night.  Fires broke out and everyone, even the Council members present, were desperately trying to put out the fires.”

Iris’ mouth couldn’t help but open as she learned of the disaster.  Since only those considered worthy and their attendants remained at the Great Temple Complex once the sunset, depending on how widespread the fire was, they would not have enough hands to contain it.  

“What about the paladins?”  The paladins’ training grounds were the closest of the related Temple complexes.  Even if the bridges were washed away, they’d find some way to get on the river island to help contain and put out the fires.

The High Priest’s eyes saddened and Iris felt her stomach twist, already filled with dread.  “A sinkhole appeared beneath the paladin barracks....”

“No....”  Iris’ breath trembled.  She drew her head back and lifted her hand to her chest.  The paladins protected the Temple and all its people.  “Was there a lot of damage?”

“According to the summoning message I received...many paladins were lost and many more injured.  It happened at night, when all those not on night duty had retired to the barracks,” the High Priests said.  “The entire area caved in.  What was worse, a forest fire spread.  Paladins couldn’t get out of the area with ease and those who were on patrol rushing to help could not get close until well past the next afternoon.”

“How could this happen?  It was just a flood, wasn’t it?”

“And an earthquake.  There are various fire sources, especially around altars and shrines.  If they fell and set fire to something....”  The High Priest shook his head.  He shut his eyes, as if the very thought of the fire wounded him.  “It took days for the summoning message to reach us.  We sent as many able-bodied people as we could to aid with the rebuilding and restoration.”

“Was there a lot of damage?” Iris asked.

“While the buildings in the Great Temple Complex are primarily made of stone, there are many flammable things inside.  Wooden altars, decorative work, furniture, drapery, relics...and the texts....”  

For a moment, all the urgency and worry that Iris had arrived with disappeared.  She’d spent two lives with the Temple and was well aware of what priceless artifacts were located in the Great Temple Complex.  Many things were one of a kind.  If they were lost in the fire, they were lost forever.

In addition, lives had been lost.  Who knew how many paladins remained?  Perhaps that is why she hadn’t received word from Captain St. Moore; he may have been caught up with the recovery and rescue work. 

“No wonder I haven’t seen a single soul other than you and the senior monk,” Iris said.

The High Priest nodded.  “I don’t understand how this could’ve happened.”

Iris nodded her head in commiseration when she froze.  A chill swept through her body and she stood in place.  Her eyes slowly dilated as she looked down at the gray stone floor.

“An earthquake...and then a flood?” 

“Yes.”

Her chest tightened.  For something this big, there was no way she wouldn’t have heard of it in her previous life.  In fact, at this point in her previous life, she was still at the Great Basin as a young priestess.  She would’ve been at the epicenter of the disaster.

But there was no disaster in her previous life.  

Her heart slammed against her chest as her mind raced to try to confirm if she was remembering wrong, but she was sure she wasn’t.  She would’ve remembered the Great Temple Complex losing all its bridges or the paladin training grounds disappearing into a sinkhole, resulting in tragedies of loss of artifacts and lives. 

But there was no disaster in her previous life. 

The thought screamed in her head and she took a deep, shaking breath.  “It...it was natural?”  It sounded so strange to ask.  No mortal could control the earth or cause a sudden flood.  In addition, the Great Temple Complex was fortified and well-guarded.  Non-residents and non-Temple figures were sent away at sunset. 

There wouldn’t have been any suspicious people at night.  

“Of course.  Earthquakes and floods are not something we mortals can control.”  The High Priest repeated what she thought.  

But at the same time, there was no disaster in her previous life.  

Something had changed, but she wasn’t sure what.  Since she awoke, she’d done her best to change nearly everything she could.  And what she couldn’t change, she would find some way to affect in her favor, such as the Crown Prince of Langshe’s fight to regain his throne.

Her stomach dropped.  

Is that why?  In order to increase the chances of the Crown Prince’s failure, and to keep an ally on Langshe’s throne, she had the Temple involved.  

What if the Crown Prince found out and retaliated?  

The alarming thought that she was the cause of the Great Temple’s disaster began to cloud her mind.  

She shook her head to try to shake the creeping guilt away.  With what army could the Crown Prince spare in the midst of a war of succession?  And what force would he use to cause an earthquake and a flood?  It couldn’t have been him.

However, she could think of no other who held such animosity to the Temple that they would attack and debilitate the very heart of the Temple.  

Iris swallowed hard, unnerved at the thought of an unknown enemy.  

She had come back to the past; she should’ve known all the main events of the continent as she had lived through them.  This event happening now was a mystery.

“Your Eminence.” The High Priest seemed to notice her white pallor and dazed expression.  “You are getting married tomorrow.  You should return and rest.”  

Her head nodded, but her mind was elsewhere.  

Somehow, Iris was almost seeing herself from outside her body.  She numbly excused herself and walked listlessly back to the carriage in a daze.  Her attendants had to stop her so she could put on her cloak.  

She didn’t understand how she could forget about a natural disaster she would’ve been present at.  

She stumbled back into Luther’s villa and found her way to the study.  She almost collapsed on the settee, her bones turning to water as she half sat, half laid on the soft mustard yellow cushions.  

Could it have been the Second or Third Prince?

Iris drew her lips inward and bit them.  Could it be Lady Rebecca?

But even if she were alive, what could Lady Rebecca do?  She had no military experience.  She was raised in a cage to do office work. 

“Leave us.”  A cold, rushed voice came from the entrance to the study.  Iris lifted her eyes up and frowned at the sight of the Third Consort entering the room with bold, quick steps.  

“What are you doing here?” Iris asked as she sat up straight, immediately on guard.  “What about the meeting?”

“Tell your attendants to leave.  I need to talk to you.”  The Third Consort’s eyes narrowed.  “Alone.”

Iris glared at him.  She wanted to reject him, but considering the situation, she looked towards her attendants and gave them a nod.  The two women stepped out of the door, closing it behind them. 

Iris looked back at the middle-aged man.  “What is it?”

“We must prepare for the return of the Second or Third Prince.  You must know that as they are older, they have a higher claim to the throne.  We’re not worried about the Third Prince.  He has taken the Water of the Covenant.”  

Iris pursed her lips once more.  She’d almost forgotten that the Third Prince had been sent to study at the Great Temple.  However, one prince as competition was one prince too many.  “What about the Second Prince?”

“He has the greatest claim.”

“But Luther is already the King.”

“He can challenge it in court, but the Second Prince was raised in the army.  He’s not one for words.”  The Third Consort said as he paced the room, his face twisted in thought.  “He is a soldier.  It is almost guaranteed that he will return with an army and threaten Luther’s position.”

“How big can the Second Prince’s army be?” Iris said.  “The legions are hundreds of thousands of soldiers!  Even with the backing of Langshe, Langshe isn’t going to loan him its armies.” 

The Third Consort turned to look at her as if she were a fool.  “Do you think that we control all of the legions?  Or the noble armies?  If they acknowledge the Second Prince as the rightful king, he wouldn’t need to battle them at all!” 

Iris shot up to her feet.  “Then what can we do?  At best, we will need to defend against him!” 

The Third Consort’s face grew intense.  “We need to convince the courtiers, the ministers, all the nobility and those in power that Luther is more suitable to be the king that the Second Prince.”

“Isn’t he doing that already?  You said so yourself that the Second Prince was raised in the army!  He doesn’t know how to run a kingdom!”  Luther didn’t either, but at least he was learning.  In addition, he had many people to guide him.  People with relevant experience.  Who did the Second Prince have who could compete with them?

“He is still next in line for inheriting!”

“The throne is already Luther’s-”

“Will you listen to me!” The Third Consort stomped forward and grabbed her face with one hand, forcing her to look at him.  “I don’t mean inheriting from Laurence or Leti.  I mean inheriting from Luther.” 

Her body felt cold at once.  Perhaps the Second Prince didn’t need to fight a war at all.  All he had to do was killed Luther and, naturally, the throne would fall into his hands.  Yes, many people would be upset with this, but what could then do?  

“He...he wouldn’t kill his own brother....”  Iris’ tight voice was strained.  In her past life, the Second and Third Princes disdained Luther, but they never so much as threatened him, or her, with bodily harm.  They were just ignored.

The Third Consort sneered.  He pushed her away and released his grip on her chin.  She lifted her hand to rub the sore spot he’d squeezed.  “Are you forgetting what we did to his eldest brother?”  

The older three princes were closer with each other than Luther.  Iris couldn’t breathe for a moment.  If the Second Prince believed they had something to do with Prince Laurence’s death, he could come for revenge.  The Third Prince could also come for revenge.  

Iris clenched her jaw.  She took a deep breath to calm down.  Luther still had to return from the meeting, though his father had come.  She released her breath slowly and looked towards the Third Consort.  If he was there, then he must’ve had a plan to share with her.

She stood up straight, trying to appear composed and unperturbed by his earlier grab.  “Then, what do you propose?” 

“Luther needs an heir.”  

She took a sharp breath.  Her hands went down to her flat stomach as a wave of emptiness spread through her.  

“An heir?”  She tried to sound steady.  Her eyes narrowed.  “What good would an heir do?  Isn’t that just risking a life?”

“An heir will make Luther appear as a steady ruler.  His lineage is secured, but the Second Prince, who has no partner, nor experience ruling, is at a disadvantage.”

Iris sneered.  “How are you so sure that this would deter the Second Prince?”

“The kingdom will resist him if there is a secure ruler on the throne.”  His eyes lowered to Iris’ belly, and once more, she put her hands over it, as if to shield it from his predatory gaze.  “You have been sleeping with my son for some time now and you are without movement.”

“We are careful.  We don’t want to have a child out of wedlock.”  She knew the importance of legitimacy.  Her son didn’t have it in her previous life, but she swore he would have it in this one.  

“Well, you will be married tomorrow, so there are no more excuses,” the Third Consort said.  “Luther is troubled over news of the Second and Third Princes.  You must initiate copulation in order to get pregnant at once.  We don’t know how much time we have before the Second Prince attacks!  We must make Luther’s position secure!”

Iris nodded, though didn’t speak a word.  The Third Consort appeared satisfied that she agreed.  With one last look of warning, the middle-aged man turned around and left.  

Her attendants stepped inside and asked if there was anything she needed. 

Iris fell back on the settee, almost numb.  “No...I don’t need anything.  Let me be alone.”

The attendants didn’t question her.  They bowed their heads and stepped back once more, closing the door and leaving Iris to her thoughts.

Her eyes crinkled up before she shut them tightly.  

Pregnant?  With Luther’s child? 

She leaned forward and covered her face with her hands.  In her previous life, while he was still married to Lady Rebecca, Luther and Iris had tried to conceive for an heir.  They had countless trysts, there were weeks when Luther was away from his wife, believing that as they had not had any children after years of marriage, Lady Rebecca was barren.

Iris knew what it would mean for her to birth the future King of Kadmus.  She knew how it would change her life.  How it would pull her from a humble background and into a noble one.  

Yet she and Luther could not conceive.  

Luther grew increasingly desperate to somehow prove himself to his eldest brother.  Stress was believed to be what was hindering him.  Iris wanted to give him a baby; one that resembled Luther.  If she didn’t, no matter how much he loved her, he would have to push her aside for a woman who would provide him an heir.

Perhaps it was her own desperation that finally got to her, so she began to take folk medicine to try to increase her fertility.  Who would’ve known that it would lead her to the Third Consort’s bed?

Iris remained hunched over and choked back a cry at the memory that haunted her even when she opened her eyes in the past.  It was the worst thing she’d ever done; she never meant to betray Luther.  That night had been a blur and she couldn’t control herself.  If anything, she blamed the Third Consort.  How could a man sleep with his own son’s lover?  

However, despite the mistake, one good thing came from it.

Iris had gotten pregnant.  She clung to the possibility that the baby was Luther’s.  After all, they spent nearly every night together.  By the time their baby was born, she was convinced he was Luther’s.

The accident with the Third Consort never happened, and she forgot all about it.

But Luther’s brother didn’t accept his child with her.  

Luther’s brother forced him to divorce Lady Rebecca and then stripped him of his title in a fit of anger.

Then Luther’s other brother married Lady Rebecca to keep her tied to the royal family.  

And not a few weeks later, Lady Rebecca’s pregnancy was announced.  

Iris’ world had crumbled in an instant.  Perhaps others did not know, but she did.  

It was not Lady Rebecca who could not have children.  

It was Luther.
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 “That’s what I assumed.”  Beks nodded and scribbled something into some paper as the urapearl in front of her glowed and showed an image of Mr. Kesse’s head.  “Sealing off the main escape routes will at least delay them.  They will be forced to sneak through the border, which will be torture to such pampered people.”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “The northeastern pass, the main caravan route through the eastern mountains, and the ports are on alert for any sign that the Fourth Prince and the Third Consort are accumulating goods in preparation to escape.”

Beks leaned back against the chair in her room and furrowed her brows.  “The question is where would they flee to?”

“Even if other countries do not ally themselves with them officially, it is likely that they have some contacts that would offer them shelter.” 

Beks tapped her fingers on the table.  That was likely.  If Luther and his father fled, the chances of them returning to try to reclaim the throne were slim.  They simply would not have the resources to do so, even if Luther had a right.  At the moment, Luther’s paternal family, the Hessings, were bleeding money from various ‘failed’ ventures and ‘stalled’ projects, which Beks and Nexus may or may not have had a hand in.

Without their money, they’d lose their fair-weather supporters.  

With her opponent in a panic trying to fund their regime and keep up appearances, they were well distracted from the amassing of resources under their noses.  

“Will Duke Seneca be all right in Kadmium during this time?”  The Duchy of Seneca was the oldest duchy and considered the most highly ranked of nobles in Kadmus.  They never backed a losing side, and that wasn’t a lucky coincidence.  

Since Luther took power, in order to establish himself and create a useful council, Duke Seneca was brought in to guide him.  From what Beks heard, the Duke was often frustrated, but was doing his best to prevent drastic changes that would have far reaching negative consequences to the people.  

However, this tied him up in Kadmium and it was too risky to have him directly involved with the reclamation.  So, her father reached out to the Duke’s heir, Lady Helen, who had returned to the Duchy.  

“The Duke understands that his duty is to keep the country as stable as possible until the Fourth Prince’s reign is over.  Lady Helen has not shared detailed plans with him.  She has informed him to be ‘aware’, but Duke Seneca does not know how the duchy’s store houses are siphoning off the resources from the nearby stationed battalions.  He also is unaware that they are allowing our people to gather at the base of Alpine Route Mountain under the guise of surveying and preparing for construction.”

Beks nodded.  The base of the mountain was where their army coming from the north would come from.  It included the Caroline and Seneca armies, as well as the army of two small marches in the region.  

From the south, the Wild Dogs were gathering outside of the range south of the Forbidden Valley.  This would be where her father would land along with Laurence.  Their resources were brought from Aceria under the guise of trade through the southern coasts.  Additional resources as they moved north to Kadmium would be waiting in Green Meadows.  

The Red Iron Cavalry would march from the east, led by the twins, along with her and her siblings.  Their awaiting resources would also be at Green Meadows.  

“With what we’ve collected so far, how long can our estimated numbers last?”

“There is enough to support food and feed the entire way to Kadmium including calculations for conflict with battalions blocking the routes.  We’ve estimated we can last up to a month and a half of conflict.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “How long can the battalions last?”

“I will check on that, my lady.”

“With the Red Iron Cavalry, we have increased the size of our force, but there are still too many battalions.  If they are concentrated in those few choke points, standoffs could delay us.  We need some to deflect,” Beks said.  “Spread news that the Second Prince is returning with proof that the Fourth Prince was involved in the attempted assassination of the Crown Prince.”  She paused.  “Attempted assassination.  Make sure to use those words.”  

Mr. Kesse’s eyes widened.  “Are we ready to reveal that His Majesty is still alive?”

“We’re not revealing it yet.  I want to hint at it; prepare the masses for the possibility.  Stress that the Second and Third Princes have investigated the matter.  Say that they are accusing the Fourth Prince.  Increase the pressure on the Fourth Prince and the Third Consort.”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “I understand.  This will make His Majesty’s return easier to accept.”

“It may make some battalion leaders hesitant and force them to consider what would happen if Brother Laurence re-appeared.  Once he returns and makes his debut, we can reach out to the battalion leaders I’ve told you about.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“They are already being shifted around.  Play close attention to who is where, as we’ll need to contact them later.”  

“We will keep track of all the battalion commanders and high-level officers, my lady.”     

Beks took a deep breath and looked down at her papers, where she’d draw a crude map of Kadmus that had various circles, lines, and arrows.  She had marked the last known locations of various military groups she felt had the largest chance of deflecting to them.  The more support they had, the better.  

“Even with the Wild Dogs, our support coming from the side is limited compared to the other two points of entry.  The von Glasser March is enroute; what is their current status?”  She hadn’t heard much about Lady Eleanor’s family, though she asked Nexus to report any drastic changes.

“Not much has changed, my lady.  Marquis von Glasser is still being imprisoned at the Redstone Fortress.  He is being used as a hostage to ensure that the von Glassers will not retaliate.  The rest of the family is still under house arrest at their estate, their army has been disbanded, and military supplies seized.” 

“With our current resources, we don’t need to worry about supplies.”  They had enough money and contacts to get weapons, horses, and food.  “What we need are people willing to fight against the Fourth Prince.”

She had no doubt that the von Glassers would support Laurence, especially if they knew that Lady Eleanor was with him.  However, it would be difficult for them to make any movements if the family head were imprisoned.  Beks didn’t want to put Marquis von Glasser in any danger, either.  He had been blamed, and although they was no solid proof that he had colluded to steal Laurence’s body, he had still accepted imprisonment in order to avoid endangering his family further.  

“The entire von Glasser estate is heavily guarded.  There are four servants allowed in or out for supplies,” Mr. Kesse said with a frown.  “We have been trying to contact Lord Douglas, but it has proven difficult.  Even their urapearls have been confiscated.”

Lord Douglas was Lady Eleanor’s eldest brother and the heir to the march.  

“I will contact Lady Eleanor to ask her thoughts.  While it is not an absolute necessity, having the von Glasser army on our side would be a good addition.”  She also wanted to make sure that Lady Eleanor’s family wasn’t used against them when they advanced.

She ended the call with Mr. Keese and then stood up to stretch a bit before her next call.  The last two, almost three, weeks living in luxury at the Summer Palace wasn’t something she was used to after her time sleeping outdoors, but the cushioned bed was a welcomed change from the cold ground.

Though her leviathan scale kept her chamber’s noises in, in the silence of the room she could hear her sister’s voice outside.  The villa she’d been given was in the inner quarters, next to the late Empress’ mother’s former courtyard.  As the twins expected, Emperor Zhan had the courtyard garden and structures cleaned and checked for repairs as soon as he was back in power.

Laz and Lucian were allowed a courtyard each, but they remained in Beks’.  The inner yard had several buildings, including an auxiliary building where Deo, Thad, and Wrath stayed.  The outer yard had housing for staff, so Gerard, Sandra, Efran, and some of the Thirnir lived there.  

Several high-ranking officers of the Red Iron Cavalry were given guest villas while the rest of the cavalry camped at the base of the mountain with plenty of supplies.  The rokhs would often fly there to transport people back and forth, as needed.  

The children from the Great Temple complex were escorted by Rid Callan, Rid Norddottir, Sister Levina, several Wild Dogs, and members of the Red Iron Cavalry to the nearest port city-state, where a ship from Aceria was waiting to bring them back.  

Beks estimated that they should’ve already made contact by that time.  Rid Callan and the others would return, but Sister Levina wanted to go with the children, as the new environment and strangers would make them nervous.  She wanted to come to Kadmus after the children were settled in Aceria to help, but after some discussion, Beks felt it better for her to stay with the children in Aceria and wait until the conquest was over.

Lucian supported this, as well.  He knew he had much to learn, but safety came first.  Sister Levina reluctantly agreed.  However, no one was more disappointed than Sir Haal, who wanted to escort the children, but was assigned by Deo to remain at the camp.  

According to their ‘communication representative’, Chinua, Beks and Sandra were told that Sir Haal was unusually attentive to Sister Levina, but Sister Levina was unusually attentive to Jonas.  This was further highlighted when Beks noticed Sister Levina casting many glances at Jonas when they were leaving.  

Jonas didn’t seem to notice until he handed over a messenger hawk to Sister Levina as a form of communication.  Sister Levina appeared excited and nodded her head. 

“I’ve also prepared you some pens and paper,” Jonas had told her as Beks and Sandra stood at the side, engrossed in Jonas’ simple action as if watching a dramatic play.  Sister Levina had looked at the small, neatly prepared packet, but shook her head.  She gently pushed it back to him and patted her chest, as if saying that she didn’t need anything so fancy.  “Please, this isn’t much. Really.”  Jonas had stressed.  He took her hand and put the small packet of paper and pen in her deformed hand without hesitation.  “I haven’t had the chance to tell you yet, but your handwriting is exquisite.”

Beks had grasped Sandra’s arm in excitement and Sandra had audibly gasped at her brother’s words.  Sister Levina’s face had turned red as Jonas had spewed another line with a brilliant smile.

“I’d love to see it more, so write often.”  

Sandra’s hand had flown to her mouth to cover it before she screamed as Beks looked around for Laz so she could share what she witnessed.  Rid Haal had deflated when he saw this and went off to sulk.  Deo had tried to get his mind off his broken heart by engaging in some training.  

Aside from that, there was not much else outside of organizing the preparation of the reclamation of Kadmus, Beks didn’t have much else to do.  She wasn’t involved with resettling Langshe after Emperor Zhan returned.  Master Bilguun’s reappearance in the court had almost as big an impact.  

Beks didn’t know he was such a famous and influential figure in Langshe, but his presence seemed to calm the courtiers and ministers, even creating a sense of anticipation.  Despite his importance, it didn’t mean that Master Bilguun was ready to give up the freedom he had with the Red Iron Cavalry.  

Whenever he had the opportunity, he would drop by to visit her and play a game of chess.  He was especially fond of Wrath and was fascinated with her ability to understand animals and, by surprising extension, different human speech.  

Beks opened her window and looked outside in the courtyard.  Speaking of her younger sister, Wrath was outside brushing the rokhs and explaining to Efran what food they liked and how they liked to be brushed.  Sunny was basking on a rock in the sun not far away.  

“...what reason would the horses have to lie to me?” Wrath puffed up her cheeks and glared at Efran, still holding a brush in her hand as she stood by Cloud’s head.  

Efran appeared flustered, also holding a brush in one hand.  “Are you sure the horses didn’t hear wrong?” 

“How could they mishear if she feeds them all the time?” Wrath rolled her eyes.  “If the horses say that Chinua likes you, then she likes you.”

Beks raised a brow.  More gossip...wait, did she say Chinua?

“What would the daughter of the former Right Commander like about me?  Aren’t they aristocrats in Langshe or something?  I’m just a refugee from a warring region.  I don’t have anything to my name!”

“Efran, you have to stop thinking like that,” Wrath said, as if segueing into a pep talk as she began to brush Cloud once more.  “My sister picked you to come with them on this journey because she says you have talent, ability, and a willingness to learn.  My sister is very smart.  She’s not wrong.  You’ve learned languages, your biha use has improved, you have a biha master, and you assist my sister.  Chinua is a gossip, so she notices a lot of stuff.  She obviously noticed that you are promising and will one day hold an important position aiding my sister.”

Beks gave her sister a silent nod in agreement, although held back her laugh at the description of Chinua being a gossip.  The young woman was, but she would always insist she wasn’t whenever Sandra called her out on it.  

Efran’s face turned red and he stammered.  “She really likes me?” 

“Yeah, a lot.  That’s why she always gives your horse more treats than the others,” she paused in her brush.  “You should talk to her about that.  The other horses are not happy.”

Beks drew her lips inward to keep from laughing.  She closed her window, deciding that her break was enough, and returned to her urapearl.  

She called her father on the island and after briefing him on the advancement of their preparations, as well as reporting to him and Laurence that the meeting location for the Wild Dogs to return to the mainland was ready and could begin the return at any time.

“This is moving faster than I thought,” Laurence said with an impressed look on his face.  He closed his eyes and released a relieved breath.  “Thank you, Beks.  This news couldn’t have come a better time.” 

“Speaking of time, is Lady Eleanor available?  I wanted to ask about her thoughts on the situation with the von Glasser army.”  

Her father furrowed his brows and cocked his head.  Behind him, Laurence had stood up to get Lady Eleanor.  Her father spoke up.  “I thought the army had been disbanded.”

“They have, but we are short on people at our southern entry.  It is the entry point with Brother Laurence.”  Thus, she wanted as much protection around Laurence as possible.  She didn’t want to delay and risk exposing him by dragging him north, to the eastern entry point with the Red Iron Cavalry.  

Her father seemed to mull over her concerns and nodded just as Laurence returned.  The Duke of Caroline stood up and stepped back to give Lady Eleanor a place to sit.  

A serious look was on the woman’s face as she looked through the urapearl.  “What’s wrong, Beks?  Is my father all right?”

“So far, yes,” Beks replied.  “The Marquis is still imprisoned and your family is still under house arrest.  My contacts have tried to get through the guard to reach Lord Douglas, but security is strict.  The servants that are allowed to leave and return with supplies have themselves and the goods checked.  We don’t want to risk being caught and put the servants in a dangerous situation, nor do I want your father to be threatened, as he is still imprisoned.”

Lady Eleanor frowned.  She furrowed her brows and thought for a moment.  “My brothers would dare to act if my father weren’t imprisoned.  Isolating him to control my family is effective....” 

“Without leadership, the von Glasser army can’t be regrouped, but even if they are, Marquis von Glasser could be targeted in retaliation.  Ideally, we would need to first get him to safety.  The Redstone Fortress is in the south of the march, in an arid region.  I think we can surround it with our existing force and demand that they hand over your father or break in and get him ourselves.”

“At that point it may be too late to start gathering our disbanded soldiers,” Lady Eleanor said.  She went quiet for a moment and then narrowed her eyes.  “I will go and start it.”

Beks opened her mouth to ask if she was sure, but Laurence answered at once. 

“No!  Absolutely not!”  

Beks looked towards Laurence’s image on the urapearl, surprised that he’d have such strong opposition.  

“Luther and his father don’t suspect me.  They won’t notice me if I start to contact some of my family’s people,” Lady Eleanor said.  “The officers know me.  I know they are restless and unable to help my family.  Beks will have enough weapons and food for the march army, so all we need is to gather them together.” 

“Eleanor, it’s too dangerous,” Laurence said in a firm voice.  “We agreed that you would stay on the island.”

Beks drew her head back.  That was the first time she heard of that.  She assumed that Lady Eleanor would join Laurence when they returned to the mainland.  Still, she didn’t say a word as the couple continued to argue.

“The situation has changed, Laurence,” Eleanor told him.  “Besides, I am not helpless.  I’m better with a sword than you.”

Laurence’s face flushed and he shook his head, giving his fiancée a pleading look.  “Eleanor, you are also pregnant!” 

Beks gasped, suddenly wishing she had something to eat while she watched.  There was a long pause before the voice of her father spoke up in the background.  “You two discuss this and let me know what you decide.  I’m going to see myself out.”

With that Robert of Caroline shuffled off, but Beks cut into the couple’s argument.  

“Hold on, is what Brother Laurence said true?  Are you pregnant?” Beks asked.  Her heart quickened.  Did this mean that all her efforts trying to heal Laurence in the pools back in Sagittate worked?  

Eleanor flushed and let out a low breath.   “I wasn’t feeling well, so we called the medic from the Wild Dogs who Laz assigned to remain on the island in case of emergency,” Lady Eleanor told her.  “I had nausea...and I supposed other signs.  He says I am pregnant.”

“We wanted to be sure, so we also asked Elder Arash if there were any healers in the tribe who may be able to confirm, and several people told us that they were certain,” Laurence told Beks with confidence.  

Beks smiled and clapped her hands together.  “Then, congratulations!  It is about time you are giving me a niece or nephew.” 

“Don’t get so excited.  It’s still very early,” Eleanor said.  “We should get more opinions to confirm it.”

Beks squinted at the urapearl. “What more confirmation could you wait for?  A stomach bump to appear?”

“Exactly!” Laurence sat up and nodded.  “Beks, tell her that she’s being too reckless!   She should stay here and rest.”

Beks sighed.  “Well, we do need-”

“Beks, tell him that I will not be doing anything too rigorous!” Lady Eleanor turned towards the urapearl with an intensity matching Laurence.  “I only need to meet with our officers and instruct them.”

Beks furrowed her brows.  That didn’t sound too rigorous, she had to admit.  “If you’re sure-”

“Beks, tell her that the first three months are the riskiest period for pregnancy, and so she should take care of herself first!” 

Beks narrowed her eyes at the couple.  “You know what you two should discuss this privately-”

“Beks, you are the inheritor!” Eleanor suddenly announced.

Beks took a sharp breath.  Oh...I don’t like where this is going....

“Tell me-”

No....

“Do you think I will be fine to go?”

Beks’ eyes shifted away.  She could almost feel the burning intensity of their gazes on her from through the urapearl.  “I’m...I’m not a doctor.”  

“But what do you feel as the Inheritor?”

Beks held back her internal scream and tried to produce a rational excuse.  “I am afraid I do not have enough information to make a call on this.  I only now know that you’re pregnant after all.  Nor do I know enough about the von Glasser army to decide if involvement from you will be safe.  I am an Inheritor, not an oracle, after all.  If anything, I should gather more information first.”

“You see?” Laurence turned to Lady Eleanor and seemed to wave his hand towards the urapearl.  “Beks is worried about you and doesn’t want you to go!”

“Beks is very caring.  She worries about everyone!” Lady Eleanor huffed.

“Then you should listen to her and stay here!”

Beks’ eyes crinkled up.  “I haven’t said anything-”

“She said it herself!  She said I don’t have to stay here and will get back to us!”

Laurence looked frustrated.  “Why are you yelling at me!”

“Because you’re yelling at me!”

“That’s because I love you and don’t want to see you in harm’s way, for any reason!”

Beks pursed her lips.  “I hear someone calling me for a meal!  When you’ve come to a decision, let me know!  Tell Snowflake I love and miss him!  Good-bye!”

She ended the call before either person on the other end could stop her.  

Beks let out a heavy, tired breath and hunched over the table, crossing her arms on the surface, and burying her face in them. 

While excited that Laurence and Lady Eleanor were having a child, it increased the seriousness of the situation.  Lady Eleanor’s safety became even more of a priority than before.  The urgency also increased, as she wanted to secure Laurence on the throne well before the baby was born so that they could be wed, as well as allow Lady Eleanor to spend the pregnancy in safety.

We may have to get the von Glassers another way....  Beks was not going to risk Lady Eleanor and the long-awaited heir to Kadmus.  

“Beks, are you still here?” Lucian called out from the antechamber and she looked up from where she was mulling over an assortment of plans.  

She reached out and touched the leviathan scale next to the urapearl base.  “I’m inside!” She leaned back against the chair and let out a tired breath.  Lucian found her with her arm draped over her eyes.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes...and no.”

She felt his arms move around her body and lift her off the chair.  “Why yes and no?” he asked as he carried her to bed.

“Yes, in that we have good news.  Lady Eleanor is likely pregnant.”

“I’m going to be an uncle?”  Lucian almost dropped her in excitement.  Beks cracked a smile as his face filled with warmth.  “I thought that they would’ve had one already, but better late than never.  How far along is she?  Is it too early to know if they are a niece or nephew?  What about names?” 

He laid Beks on the bed and she chuckled.  “They just found out, so it’s too early to know. They haven’t mentioned any names.”

Lucian seemed so excited, he couldn’t sit still.  He looked towards the urapearl.  “When Laz gets back, can we call them again?  I want to congratulate them.”

Beks smiled and reached for his hand.  “All right.  We’ll call them when Laz gets back.”

Lucian contained his excitement and looked back at her.  He seemed to remember there was a ‘no’ in her answer, as well.  

“This is happy news...what’s the problem?”

“The problem is that Marquis von Glasser is essentially a hostage and if we move the von Glasser army, they may retaliate and harm, if not kill, the Marquis,” Beks replied.  “This means we’ll need to take preventative measures if we’re going to utilize the army.”

Lucian seemed to become worried.  “What preventative measure are you thinking of?”

Beks offered him a small smile.  “A preemptive jail break.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 67: I Thought There Would Be Cake


                “Every day, your wife becomes more and more daring,” Emperor Zhan said as he lifted one hand to his chest and put the other hand on Laz’s shoulder.  “If it were me, I don’t know if my nerves could survive.”

“You’re being dramatic, Geel,” Beks said.  

“How am I being dramatic, Amrei?  First, you set off to the Forbidden Valley to search for a legendary army that had been missing for over two decades.  The Forbidden Valley!” 

Beks let out a heavy sigh.  “We were cautious.  It was fine.”  

“Then you go off with only four biha users to prevent the Temple from using paladins against us, which they should not have to begin with-”

“They were biha masters.  I was perfectly safe,” she cut him off to defend herself.

The man continued, unabashed.  “When you return, you set up a system to protect the entire Red Iron Cavalry camp-”

“My brother would’ve done the same.  He was suspicious, too-”

“Then you take a risk in secretly flying into the Summer Palace to capture Tarkan overnight-”

“I was guarded very well.” 

“And now you want to sneak into a fortress prison to break out an old man?”  The Emperor asked with a raised brow.

Beks stared at him with a dull look.  “As with the other missions, I wouldn’t be going alone.  I know that I’m not suitable for a solo mission like this.  I still can’t use any elemental biha and I wouldn’t last more than two cuts of a sword.  I’d be slaughtered before I could breech the walls of the fortress.”

“And knowing all of this, you still want to go?” 

“If I don’t go, who will?” Beks asked.  “Marquis von Glasser isn’t a fool.  He won’t escape with just anyone who appears and claims to be a backer of Brother Laurence.” 

“She makes a point, Geel,” Laz said as he crossed his arms over his chest.  “He hasn’t seen Lucian or me for years.  He may not recognize us.  that means he’d also not recognize any of the Wild Dogs, but he knows Beks.”

“And he knows that Beks is loyal to brother Laurence,” Lucian told him.  “The best we can do is to provide her with a suitable team.”

“What about the floorplan of the Redstone Fortress?  You can’t possibly think that you have all the time in the world to search the structure for the prison,” the Emperor looked at Beks with a slight frown.  

Beks raised a brow.  “Do you really think that I don’t know where to go?”

The Emperor’s brows shot up and loosened his stance.  He looked at Beks with wide eyes that were a mix between awestruck and horrified.  

“What is in that head of yours, Amrei?” he asked.

Beks shrugged, nonplused.  “Quite a bit of information.  I do a lot of reading.”  

The Langshe Emperor let out a heavy breath.  He lowered his head and gave it a slight shake.  He looked at his cousins.  

“How do you feel about this?”

“Of course, worried, but do you think we can stop her?” Laz asked.

“No one can stop a Caroline....”  A small voice from across the dining table spoke up.  Several people looked towards the little girl eating with a spoon.  On the floor on her left was a lizard, also eating dinner.  

Deo let out a small chuckle.  “When we made our decision, we’ll move forward.  Who do you want to bring with you this time?  Rid Callan and Rid Norddottir are going to join the southern rendezvous point.”

Thad perked up. “I can go!”  

“Wind biha would actually be very useful, as it can muffle sound, as well as be used to detect people,” Beks said.  “For this, I don’t necessarily need battle ready biha.  I don’t want to alarm the fortress that we’ve taken Marquis von Glasser.  I plan to sneak in and sneak out before they notice that the Marquis is gone.”

“He’s a high-profile prisoner, Beks.  I’m sure they’ll notice soon if he isn’t being watched the entire time,” Deo told her.  

“Which is why I think it would be beneficial to bring Laz and Lucian.  Lucian as a light source and to defend in case we are seen.  Laz can stall with shadow biha.”

Across from her, Laz raised a brow. “You want me to use my shadow biha to make it difficult to notice Marquis von Glasser in his cell?”

“He’s a high-profile prisoner.  He is likely in one of the single person cells, but those cells are small and dark.”  

Laz let out a small hum and nodded.  

“If it’s four people, you can take the rokhs,” Deo said.  Wrath gasped and wrinkled her face, but didn’t let out a word of protest.  “When do you plan on leaving?”

“We will leave as soon as Brother Laurence is ready to leave the island,” Beks told him.  “We don’t know how soon they will notice the missing marquis, but it won’t be too long.  We need to bring him to the von Glasser March and contact the officers.  The Redstone Fortress is almost two day’s travel from the march, but using the rokhs, our time will be cut to a few hours.” 

“When he arrives, it will take a few days to organize everything, especially if he’s trying to keep it hidden from those guarding the region to ensure reorganization doesn’t happen,” Laz added.  

“You should make a distraction,” Wrath said with some red sauce from her dumplings around the corners of her mouth.  

“Yes, a distraction is a good idea,” Deo replied as he took a napkin and wiped his youngest sister’s face. 

“A distraction isn’t difficult,” Beks replied.  “We’ll stay with the Marquis von Glasser and join our people coming from the south.”

The Emperor looked around the table and nodded, though he wasn’t part of the plan.  “What do you need from Langshe?”

“You’re in the middle of resettling everything and all the courtiers and ministers are watching you,” Laz told him.  “Giving us aid at this point could upset them.”

“I am not afraid of upsetting them,” the Emperor replied, straightening his back.  

“But that doesn’t mean aggravating them is necessary,” Laz said with a pointed look.  “We have enough supplies, so there is no need to use the resources of the empire.”  

“What is most important is that we use your and the empire’s name to add pressure to the Fourth Prince’s side,” Beks said.  

“Say no more.  The Langshe Empire supports the reign of the true king of Kadmus, Laurence dun Kadmus.  I have already ordered all trade with the current regime to halt.  Once King Laurence retakes his throne, we will resume the pre-established trade agreements.” 

“Thank you, Geel.”  Beks gave him a small nod of her head. 

“Now that you have a plan and I can focus on something outside of the mess Tarkan made, we should discuss the legality of your marriage in Langshe.”  

Deo nearly choked on his tea.  Wrath’s eyes went wide and she reached up to try to pat her oldest brother’s back.  The twins didn’t seem surprised, but Beks looked taken aback.

The legalities of her marriage wasn’t something she was thinking about at all considering the situation they were in.  To her, a wedding and document signing would occur after Laurence returned to the throne.  Possibly even after she’d settled the island as her territory and received a formal peerage to govern it.  

Most importantly, she wanted her entire family there.

Beks frowned a bit.  “My parents aren’t here.”

The Emperor’s eyes widened a bit, surprised at her comment.  He seemed to think it through for a moment before chuckling.  “I didn’t mean for you to have a formal wedding here.  I’m not so out of touch as to think you’d want to get married here as opposed to Kadmus, and without your entire family present.  What I am talking about is the signing of the formal marriage contract.  This takes care of any inheritance, property concerns, and what the couple agrees on.  It will also make your Langshe title ‘Princess’ official.  Any benefit your husbands have, you will have as well.”

Langshe was relatively secular in comparison to the rest of the continent.  Marriages were formal contracts between two agreeing parties, and sometimes their families.  Marriage contracts could be reviewed and written for months before they were actually agreed upon and then signed by the two involved parties.  

They would also be done ahead of a wedding ceremony.  In Kadmus, this would happen in a religious structure.  In Langshe, they had the ceremony in the homes of the families involved as there was a practice of ancestor reverence as part of the ceremony.  Then, like any good ceremony, there was a large, food and music-filled after party. 

The higher one’s social status, the larger and longer the party. 

As two princes, Laz and Lucian’s wedding could’ve easily been over a weeklong.  

But they didn’t have time for that.  

They still had a country to retake.  However, a formal marriage contract wasn’t a bad idea.

“How long will it take to finalize the contract?” Lucian asked.  Beks looked back towards her cousin-in-law.  

“I’ve already had the head steward compile the properties and rights which you both have as princes, which you inherited from Uncle Timur,” Emperor Zhan replied furrowing his brows with thought.  “I will ask him to apply it to the standard marriage contract for hereditary princedom.  I will have him bring it to you three to review as soon as he’s done.  Keep in mind that this doesn’t count anything on your Kadmus side, though even if you live there, you will still retain these rights.”

“Thank you, Geel,” Laz, Lucian, and Beks gave him appreciative nods.  

“It should be completed soon.  I don’t want to rush you, but I feel this should be signed before you leave for your mission.”

Beks nodded.  She didn’t think it would take too much time to review.  As she wasn’t a Langshe citizen and had no property in the empire, the entire contract was basically assuring her that she had rights to what her husbands had.  If they divorced, she would lose those rights and her royal title.  

Depending on the reason for divorce, she would also be eligible for a lump sum.  

If there were children involved, they would stay with the father in the case of divorce.

And while Beks didn’t plan on divorcing either of her husbands, in the case that it happened she wanted to ensure that her children would not be trapped in Langshe.  

She argued with the newly re-assigned former imperial household minister about that particular aspect of the contract, as though Laz and Lucian agreed with her, the household minister insisted that it was non-negotiable.

Non-negotiable it may have been, but imperial order trumped that.  Emperor Zhan ordered that Beks be allowed custody of children, but to be fair, they would also lose their inheritance rights, nor could they be allowed to use any imperial titles.  

Beks agreed.  The twins agreed.  

“Beks won’t get rid of us easily,” Lucian said with a determined look in his eye. 

The total time it took to review the marriage contract and sign it was less than a week.  All parties were given copies and one was kept in the imperial records vault.  

“That’s it?” Thad asked after Beks handed the elaborately sealed scrolls in their own mahogany box to Deo to keep while she went on her mission.  “You’re married now?”

Wrath’s scrunched face showed both disappointment and displeasure.  “This is so boring.  Where is the food?  Where is the party?  I thought there would be cake.” 

Beks chuckled as she looked at her two younger siblings.  “It’s boring because this is just paperwork that needs to be signed and filed away.  Laz and Lucian are now legally my husbands in the eyes of the Langshe Empire.”

“But not in Kadmus,” Deo said in a casual tone. Beks shot him a look.  

She was a bit surprised that Deo hadn’t protested at all throughout the entire process.  In fact, he didn’t even let a snide remark slip.  “I thought you’d think this was all unnecessary and wouldn’t let me get married until we’re back in Kadmus.”

Deo looked at the wooden box in his hands and inhaled deeply.  He released his breath with a sigh.  “Having this ensures that you have the backing of the Langshe Empire, Beks.  If something happens to us, you can come here.”  

“As long as I stay married to them.”

“Or are widowed.” 

“Don’t curse us like that,” Laz and Lucian were sitting at the table, going over the sketches Beks drew of the Redstone Fortress’ layout, floor by floor, as well as the topography of the area.  

Thad sighed.  “I still wish there was some sort of party.”

Deo grinned.  “I don’t think Daddy and Mommy would be too happy to know that we celebrated our sister’s marriage without them.”  

“Then, we should at least get a big dinner,” Wrath said.  She turned her head to look at Sunny seated next to her and nodded.  “Right.  With the empire’s specialty dishes.”

Beks raised a brow.  “May I ask what the empire’s specialty dishes have to do with my marriage?” 

Wrath wrinkled her face once more and thought.  She looked at Sunny once more and the lizard stuck out his tongue.  She nodded.  “There are special foods for weddings and marriages in Langshe, so we should have those special foods.” 

Deo looked at her strangely.  “Where did you find out about this?”

Beks was also curious.  Wrath spent most of their time in her courtyard, playing with animals or training Sunny.  

“Sunny and I talk to a lot of the animals who have come by and they said that whenever there is a wedding, there are a lot of lights, red lanterns, and bells, and special food is served.”  Wrath seemed to unknowingly lick her lips at the thought.  “We should tell the Emperor.” 

“Wrath-”

“I agree,” Lucian said, causing Beks to look back at the table.  “I want to eat wedding food with my wife.”

Beks tilted her head to the side.  “What constitutes wedding food?” 
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“He reeks of alcohol.”  Beks couldn’t believe she was forced to dress up in layers of robes and skirts, spend over an hour getting her hair done and woven into a metal hair piece, just to watch her two husbands drink their way through an evening long dinner banquet.  

Despite her reservations on spending money for a needless celebration, especially when they were close to leaving for her mission, the Emperor invited many courtiers and ministers to a banquet to celebrate his cousins’ marriage.  

Everyone already thought they were married, so the fact that all they did was sign the marriage contracts wasn’t exposed.  Emperor Zhan said that he had not been present for their wedding, so he wanted to celebrate since all three were present.  

While only the king could have multiple spouses in Kadmus, in Langshe, as long as Emperor Zhan approved, anyone could have two spouses, which was the limit for non-monarchs.  This applied to the extended royal family, as well.  The twin princes were each marrying one woman, but that one woman was marrying each of them, so she was granted approval to do so. 

The people invited were either highly ranked senior members of the court or those who supported Emperor Zhan.  They could bring their spouse and, if they could arrive on time, their heirs, and their heirs’ spouses.  It was a good opportunity to network and be seen and heard.  

Beks didn’t think she felt like the center of attention despite being seated one tier below Emperor Zhan, with Laz on her right and Lucian on her left.  They were right below the most powerful man in the empire, but after formal greetings from each guest, few people came by to speak to them. 

Perhaps it was because the ruler had changed, but most guests sought out allies in the court.  

Still, there were so many people, that even if only doing formal greetings with one drink per group, Laz and Lucian drank much more than normal.  Gerard and Jonas were to keep an eye on Laz and Lucian, respectively.  As the bride, Beks was not required to drink.  She still toasted, but she was drinking tea. 

Drinking tea instead of wine during such a celebration seemed to be the root of the rumor Sandra told her as Gerard and Jonas carried an inebriated Lucian into Beks’ courtyard bed chamber.  

Sandra flushed a bit.  “My Langsher isn’t very good, but Lady Wrath heard it multiple times.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “Just because I drank tea does not mean I am pregnant.  I need to be in full control at this time and alcohol may skew my judgment.” 

“Yes, my lady. I know that.”  As she said it, her eyes flickered to Beks’ belly.  If Beks hadn’t been paying attention, she wouldn’t have noticed the glance.  She pursed her lips.  There was no way she was pregnant, as no matter how intimate she was with her husbands, they had not crossed that final line. 

Part of it was because, with Laz, there was a chance she’d get pregnant and they weren’t married in Kadmus.  Without a legal marriage in Kadmus, their child would be considered illegitimate.  

Second, it was too dangerous a period for her to become pregnant.  They were about to start another war of succession, and there was no telling how long or short it would be.  In the best-case scenario, as soon as Luther heard Laurence was alive and well, he’d hand over his crown and it would be short.

At worst, it would become an all-out war that could drag on for months, if not years.  Beks and her husbands were key players and constantly putting themselves in danger.  They would not put their child in such danger.  

“My lady, is there anything else you need?” Gerard asked.  

Beks looked towards the bed.  Lanterns were all over the chamber, giving off soft, yellow glows.  Lucian had been placed on his back on the edge of the bed, his boots removed, but his outer robes still on.  

Laz was shaking his head, looking at his younger twin’s drunk, unconscious body with irritation.  “I thought your tolerance for drinking would be greater....”  

Beks sighed.  

“When he wakes tomorrow, you should order some heavy food for him to fight the grogginess,” Sandra said as Gerard and Jonas passed her to leave.  “If you need anything else, please use the bell.”

Beks gave her a small hum of agreement.  She saw them out and closed the door, then stepped through the antechamber and closed the doors to the bed chamber.  

“I need help removing his clothes.”

Beks made a face.  She unbuttoned her outer robes and began to shrug off her layers.  “Give me a moment.  My mobility is limited when I’m wearing this.”

Laz knelt down the side of the bed to check his brother’s pulse and carefully remove his hair ornaments.  “He started off strong, but I suppose this much drinking is bound to get to him.”

“You’re faring better,” Beks said as she hung up her outer garments.  

“I had Gerard dilute my alcohol.  Tastes horrible, but it was mostly water,” Laz replied.  He sighed.  “I forgot to have them do the same for Lucian to ensure it.  I assumed he also had diluted alcohol until his face turned red quickly.  At least it’s only one meal and not a weeklong party.”

“When we get married in Kadmus, I don’t want a week-long party.”  It was so much time and money.  With everything they had to do, where would they have time to plan everything?  And Kadmus had no money at the moment. Any money it did have needed to be used on the kingdom.  

Laurence and Lady Eleanor’s wedding, as they absolutely needed to be married soon with a baby on the way, could only be a modest one with only the basics of what a royal wedding should have.  Even then, if they didn’t have enough money to cover it, which was likely, Laurence and Lady Eleanor would have to use their own private funds.  

What more her and the twins’ wedding?  

Beks helped Laz peel off Lucian’s outer layer of clothes.  The thick robes were pulled off and Laz carried them to the side to hang them up.  The two stripped him down to his base layers before Beks turned her attention to Laz to assist him in untying parts of his ‘informal wedding’ attire.

In the morning, there were attendants to help them all dress, but after the wedding banquet, the servants had been excused for the night in order to give them their privacy.  

Beks tugged at Laz’s belt and frowned.  “How did they tie this?  I can’t loosen it.”

“I just cut off Lucian’s.”

Beks paused and lifted her head to look at her husband’s lopsided smile.  “Laz, these are very expensive.”  

“Geel can afford it.”

“He can’t afford to wantonly spend money!  Give me my hair pin, I’ll loosen the knot.”  Laz sighed as Beks sat on the edge of the bed next to Lucian, and adjusted the cloth belt knot so it was in front of her, on Laz’s right side above his leg.  She used a hand length metal pin to get between the knotted folds.  As she jiggled the pin to loosen the knot, Laz squinted.  

“I’m unsure if I feel comfortable with a pointed object so close to my most sensitive parts....”

“If you don't fidget and you won’t get stabbed.”

“This isn’t how I saw my wedding night.”  

“Just stand still.”

Beks gave him a little tug and glared before resuming her work.  When she managed to get the knot undone, Laz went to change into prepared sleepwear.  

Beks turned her attention to the drunk.  Langshe beds were canopied and elevated, but one of the long sides was pushed against the wall.  This meant that they could only enter from one side, so she and Laz would need to climb over Lucian.  

Unless they managed to push Lucian against the wall.  She reached over him to try to flip him over.  As she hovered her hand over his upper arm, Lucian suddenly rolled over on his side.  Beks gasped as her hand was knocked to the side and she lost her balance, falling forward over his body.

She shut her eyes to prepare to land against a hard chest still adorned with various pendants.  Instead, a large hand grasped her hand to steady her and slow her fall.  She still fell on top of Lucian, but it wasn’t as hard or as fast.  

“Beks....”  Lucian’s face was flushed, but his blue eyes were sparkling and his lips wide with a smile.  “My Beks.....”  He almost sang her name.  In any other situation, she would’ve been embarrassed.  

However, after a long, tiring day, she didn’t have the energy to feel shame.  

“Do you know how drunk you are?” she asked as she tried to push herself off, only to find herself locked in his embrace.  His alcohol-scented chin rubbed against the top of her head.  

“I love you.”

“Yes, I know.”

“I want to spend my whole life with you.”  

Despite the awkward discomfort of their positions and the smell, Beks still cracked a smile.  Her face heated up and she closed her eyes.  “Well, you will.”

“I wish...I wish I could give you children....”  Her eyes flew open.  She lifted her head up and looked down at Lucian, whose eyes had gone glassy and red.  They shone with disappointment and guilt.  “I...I can’t, though....I can’t.”  His eyes crinkled up and he began to cry.  “I’m sorry, Beks.”

Her brows knit together and she pulled him closer, wrapping her arms around him she adjusted herself at his side.  “It’s all right,” she told him in a soft voice.  “That isn’t something you could control.”

Lucian’s grip around her tightened as he curled up against her.  “I didn’t know,” he said in a strained voice.  “I didn’t know I’d get a chance.”

Beks stroked his hair back and tried to calm him.  “That’s okay.  I want to marry you because I want you.  I don’t care if you can’t have children.”  

“Laz...Laz....”  Lucian’s drunken stupor called out to his brother.  Laz, who had paused a few steps away to allow his brother time to hold their wife and commiserate, came closer.

“What is it, Lucian?” he asked.  He knelt down beside the bed.  Lucian raised the arm that had been wrapped around Beks’ shoulder to reach for him.

“Laz, we have to give her a baby.  I will leave it to you,” he said, his eyes still red.  “Try for twins, all right?”  

Laz held back a smile.  “I don’t think that’s something I can control, but I’ll try.”

“Thank you, brother.” 

Laz held his brother’s hand and looked at him with affection.  “There is no need for thanks between us.  Our wishes are the same.”

“I’m sorry I can’t help.”

“You help enough.”

“I shouldn’t have drunk the water....”  Lucian’s voice trailed off and Beks felt her heart tighten.  “If I had known....”

She stroked his hair back.  Lucian’s breathing evened out and Beks took a deep breath.  “Do you know how long he’s felt like this?”

“The moment he found out your engagement to Luther was broken,” Laz said as he adjusted Lucian’s arm so he could be comfortable.  His eyes squinted.  “If you could only marry one of us, Lucian would’ve stepped back willingly.  How could I ask such a thing of him?” 

“It doesn’t matter if he can’t bring children into this marriage.  It doesn’t matter to me as long as he is there,” Beks said before kissing his forehead. 

“Beks,” Laz began in a quiet voice.  “Can you heal him?” 

Beks turned her head up, so she could get a better look at Laz kneeling beside her with a hesitant, but hopeful glint in his eyes.  “Did Brother Laurence tell you?”

Laz lowered his head and nodded once.  “I don’t know what caused Brother to have such a problem, and don’t know if Lucian’s problem is similar.”  But Laz seemed to have some lingering hope.

“I have limitations,” Beks replied in a quiet voice.  “The Water of the Covenant is essentially medicine; a poison meant to prevent one from having children.  Even if I can purge whatever remnants there are in his body, the damage may already be done. I don’t know if biha will be enough to heal the damage.  This is like your hand.  I can ease the pain and make sure there is no infection or scarring, but all the biha I have can’t grow your hand back.”

If she could, she would.  

Laz lifted her head and looked at her.  “You’ve thought about it?”

Beks nodded.  “Not just for Lucian, but for others who were pressured to drink.  If it spreads, there could be problems.  If I can reverse the effects and heal the body enough, the Temple may not see the Water of the Covenant as the show of devotion it wants it to be, and may make it more potent, which can harm the body more and render any healing useless.  This is in addition to how angry the Temple will be with me.”  Not that the Temple didn’t already.

Laz took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “But is there a chance of success?”

“There is always a chance, I’m just not sure how large.”  She saw him swallow hard.  “But I will try.  The pool in our room back on the island is more bihar rich than any other water source I’ve seen.  It would be the best place to try.”  

Laz released the breath he was holding and nodded.  “Don’t tell him yet.  I don’t want him to get his hopes up for so long, only to be disappointed.”  

Beks nodded.  She rolled on to her back and reached to cup the side of his face.  “Even if neither of you could not father children, that would not change my decision to marry you both.”  

His eyes reddened and he leaned forward to place a soft kiss on her lips.  

“From the beginning, we should’ve been yours,” he told her in a breathy, helpless voice.  

“Don’t dwell on the past,” Beks said as she stroked his cheek.  “We must work hard to ensure a promising future ahead of us.”  

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗  

In order to have a relatively even weight distribution and not show favoritism between her husbands, Beks didn’t ride in the same basket as them when they were on the rokhs.  Instead, she opted to be carried across the steppes in the middle of the night by Cloud with Thad.

It left enough room in each basket for food and blankets to keep them cold in the air.  Wrath had hugged each rokh before they left, telling them to follow her sister’s instructions and that she would miss them.  

“Wrath is very close to all the animals she meets on the island,” Thad said over the wind rushing past them.  “She will talk and talk with them for hours.”  

“That’s good.  It means she’s adjusted to her abilities well.”

“Yes, but she had to avoid talking to farm animals,” Thad replied.  “If she got attached to the ones that have a high consciousness, such as goats, she would hear their pain when they were slaughtered.  It’s good you gave her that booklet.”

Beks’ brows shot up.  She’d forgotten that part when she was translating it.  She was translating the words, but as she was in a rush to give it to her sister, she hadn’t paid attention to the actual content, nor had she gone back to ‘read’ it.  

“What animals have high consciousness?” Beks asked.  The basket had foldable benches inside which were set up on opposite sides so people could sit.  It was another reason they only brought a few people.  

If the baskets were filled to capacity, there was no room for the benches and everyone would have to stand.  An hour or so was fine, but standing for hours would become painful quickly.  As soon as Beks climbed in, Thad had prepared the bench for them to sit on, and the two siblings sat across from each other.  They could see just past the top of the basket.

“According to Wrath, she’s been able to understand animals that can think, including the legendary beasts like Snowflake.  However, with some animals, such as birds, including chickens and geese, she can’t understand what they say, but she can feel it.”

“Feel it?”

Thad furrowed his brows and seemed to try to select his words to explain his thoughts.  “She can feel their emotions by listening to the pitch of the noises they make and their body language.  She doesn’t know what they’re thinking, not word for word, as we are having this conversation, but she can feel if they are sad, scared, or hungry.”

Beks mirrored her younger brother’s thoughtful expression.  “I am surprised she hasn’t stopped eating meat because of this.”  The monk at the shrine who had given her the book didn’t eat meat.  They didn’t kill the meat for the animals there, either.  

Thad sighed.  “Actually, Wrath wouldn’t eat any meat if she’d seen the animal when it was alive.  Exceptions are fish and shellfish. I suppose those animals don’t think.  She hasn’t eaten any of the hoofed animals on the island.  Once, she noticed that her favorite goat had gone missing....” 

Thad’s voice trailed off and Beks grimaced, understanding what had happened to her sister’s favorite goat.  

“I suppose it is the hazard of having such a spirit core,” Beks replied.  “Still, I am pleased that Wrath has one.  To come from a family of biha-users and have nothing...it is frustrating and, in a way, isolating.”

Thad cocked his head to the side.  “Sister, did you feel that way before you found out you had both a well and a core?”

Beks took a deep breath and released it slowly.  “I studied so much information and techniques on biha usage, hoping and praying that I had the ability somehow.  I memorized Brother Deo’s stances, breathing, and basic attack patterns.  I looked up wind biha techniques.  Any time there was some instruction on using biha, I practiced.  It was just I couldn’t utilize any of it.”  She let out a small, bittersweet laugh.  “Thad, I still can’t utilize it the way I want.”

“But you can give others biha,” Thad told her with some seriousness.  “No one else can do that.  No one else has a limitless well.  This is an ability others would give anything for.” 

“I am an energy source, but I can’t do much with it by myself,” Beks said with a wry smile.  “All the power without the ability to use it.”

Thad knit his brows and frowned.  “You will use it the way you want one day, Sister.  I am not an Inheritor, but I know that much.”

She gave him a soft smile and reached forward to ruffle his hair gently.  “Thad, you have done well.  Your abilities have greatly improved, in both strength, stamina, and control.  You have protected our younger sister coming to Langshe, and defended an entire army.  Although I would prefer you have stayed somewhere safe, I am both impressed and proud of you.  You’ve worked hard, Thad.”

Her brother’s eyes reddened and he nodded.  “When Brother was my age, he was already on training missions.  When you were my age, I was told you were already drafting policies for the kingdom.”  He chuckled a bit.  “I can’t fail you.”

Beks’ smile widened.  “All we ask is that you try your best.  If you fail, you fail.  Learn from it and move forward.  You can fail a mission, but you can’t fail us.”  

“Sister,” Thad said in a strained voice.  “Are you sure that I am suitable for this mission?”

Beks’ brows shot up once more, this time with surprise.  “Why would you think you are not?  Your wind biha abilities are both strong and precise.  Are you nervous?  You already crossed part of the continent with Wrath.”

“That was different,” Thad told her.  “I only went because I was worried about Wrath.  All I had to do was make sure she was fed and well-hidden when we were on the ground in the daylight hours.  This time, it feels like a real mission and not a babysitting errand.”

Beks pursed her lips.  If Wrath heard that her little adventure away from home was seen as a babysitting errand by Thad, she would’ve seen it as an insult and refused to talk to Thad until she was coaxed.  

“This is very much a real mission,” Beks said.  “It is all right, and absolutely normal, to feel nervous before it.  The important part is that you can focus and not second guess yourself during it.”

“How?”

Beks took another deep breath and thought about it.  “I tend to stick to my plans, only making minor adjustments if the situation changes, but the goal typically remains the same.  I try not to overthink it and go with what my first instinct is.”

“You are the Inheritor.”  Thad looked at her with a dull expression, as if to remind her that of course her instinct would be good because it was a gift given by the gods.  Not everyone had such a luxury.  

Beks chuckled.  “True, but instinct is just your immediate thought giving you direction after observing and processing the environment, situation, and past experiences to increase your chances of success.  Everyone has it, but not everyone listens to it.  If you second guess it, it means you’re overthinking it and may be using a possibility that doesn’t exist that will skew your decision.” 

Thad lowered his eyes and let her words sink in.  “I will follow your instructions.” 

“Thad, don’t overthink it.  When we arrive, your brothers-in-law and I will enter the fortress.  Your job is to cause a distraction.”

“I still don’t understand how,” Thad said.  “My wind biha can topple weak structures, such as tents, but against a solid building....” 

“I don’t need you to topple buildings,” Beks said.  “The Redstone Fortress was built on what used to be a protruding piece of land on an ancient riverbed that only occasionally has water.  In order to ensure that the prisoners couldn’t escape so easily, the land bridge was thinned.  Multiple gate houses were built along the road-sized land bridge.  The fortress walls were originally built several paces from the edge of the remaining land, but over the years, the space between the wall foundations and the edge has shrunk.  

“Several flash floods in the last century have eroded the earth around it, particularly in the northern side, which was hit hard by the incoming flood waters.”  Beks smiled.  “I know about this because there was a report and the late Queen was considering setting aside funding to re-build the foundation on the northern side with quarried stone that wouldn’t be worn down as quickly.” 

“All right, but wouldn’t a water biha user be more useful?”

“While water biha users can gather moisture from the air to create water, there is little moisture in a dry environment like the Redstone Fortress, and the amount of water a user can create is also limited, even in a moist environment.  They couldn’t create a flood without there being a large body of water to control,” Beks replied.  She leaned forward.  “But wind can be utilized anywhere we can breathe.”  

Thad’s eyes widened.  “Do you think I’m strong enough?” 

“There is already significant damage,” Beks said.  “But I don’t need strength so much as I need precision.”  She held up her hand to make a circle.  “Wind needs to be focused into such a small surface, but with the utmost pressure you can manage while still conserving biha.  I will show you where to aim your wind to loosen the soil and cause the wall to move.”

“Will that be enough to distract the guards at the fortress?” 

“No, but many will be dispatched to try to close off the area and perhaps try to fix it,” Beks said.  “While this is happening, begin sending the wind into the fortress itself.  Do you remember where the guard and officer quarters are?”

Thad nodded.  According to the floorplans that Beks drew, all the cells faced the interior of the fortress. All the windows that faced outside were residential and office areas for guards and officers.  

“Before the sunrises, use your biha to push those windows open.  The fortress doesn’t have glass windows.  Send as much dust and sand from the outside into the rooms to cause a problem for the guards and officers.  If the wooden window shutters are broken.  It’s a minor inconvenience, but with the normal winds and cold nights, they’ll want to fix the window shutters, but they won’t have enough resources in the fortress to repair all of them at once.  There will cause an argument and, knowing the bureaucracy that goes into managing such a facility, they will need to call a fortress-wide meeting to assess the situation and produce a solution.

“During this time, the amount of guards on hand will be thinnest and it is likely that we will have a chance to get the Marquis.” 

Thad drew his lips inward and bit them.  He furrowed his brows and thought about his sister’s plans.  “What if the guards continue to guard the Marquis?”

“Lucian will use light biha to distract them from the inside,” Beks said.  “Don’t worry about us.”

Thad seemed hesitant to agree.  Beks could understand.  Three people entering a fully staffed prison fortress was incredibly risky.  He swallowed a lump in his throat and sat up straight.  “Where will I meet you?”

“Right where you dropped us off,” Beks said.  She leaned to the side and shuffled through her satchel.  In the last fading lights of the evening, she flattened a piece of paper, one of the sketches of the fortress floor plan.  “Here.”

She pointed to a corner of the fortress that had been built to follow the shape of the land it was built on.  Thad squinted and then made a face.  “Sister, that is a watchtower.”

Beks nodded.  “It’s also the one with a roof to cover it,” she said with a smile.  “They can see left, right, and all around, but they can’t see what’s coming from above.”

Thad stared at her with an unreadable expression.  “Do your husbands know how reckless you are?”

Beks almost balked.  “Thad, I am not reckless.  I have a plan.”  

“A reckless plan.”

Beks narrowed her eyes and then took her floorplan back.  “Thad.”

“Yes?”

“You’re second guessing it.”

Her brother scowled and crossed his arms.  Beks put away her map and leaned back against the side of the basket to close her eyes and ‘read’.  

Though the journey was faster by flying, they stuck with the same system that Thad and Wrath had used when they went to Langshe.  The rokhs were affiliated with shadow biha and had the most energy at night.  This meant they were not only able to remain unseen at night, but they could fly faster.

They would land about an hour or so before dawn after finding a suitable place to hide for the day.  This also allowed the rokhs to hunt for prey and eat before the sun rose.  Two giant birds were sure to attract attention, so they had to return to the hiding area as soon as they caught food, which meant they would often eat the prey nearby. 

Beks could supplement their energy with biha, but they still needed to physically consume meat, especially since they used up a lot of energy flying from twilight to just before dawn.  The twins would take turns guarding them while they slept during the day, though Beks would make use of the daylight hours to review their flight course and try to use topography maps to decide on where they could land and hide the next morning.

“How did you find places to hide when you traveled with Wrath?” Lucian had asked Thad one morning.  

“Wrath would ask nearby animals what was ahead of us and what the terrain was like to get an idea of where we could hide,” Thad had replied, as if it were a completely normal occurrence as he ate their rations.  

Beks had been concerned that their rations were dwindling faster than she thought and had told him to limit his snacking. 

Lucian’s eyes had widened.  “I’ve never even considered such a thing....”

“The ability to speak to animals is incredibly useful,” Beks had replied.  “Can you imagine what information you could find out just by chatting with them?”

Thad had frozen in his seat.  His eyes had crinkled up and he paled, as if he’d been struck by a horrible thought.  “Wrath has too much power.”

The twins were more intrigued by the possibility of having an information network of animals.  Beks thought that while such a thing was very possible for Wrath, especially when she had true mastery over her spirit core, she doubted her sister would want to trouble herself to sit and collect information from third party sources.  

Of course, when they first caught sight of the Redstone Fortress, Beks could see a use for her younger sister’s ability.  Fortresses had storehouses for food, including grains.  Where there was grains, there were mice, and were there were mice, there was likely to be a cat or two to keep the pest population under control.

Cats were conscious animals and Wrath would be able to understand them.  Beks knew this as she’d found Wrath chatting with some palace cats a few times regarding which of the palace kitchens was most likely to give snacks.  Then again, she didn’t know if she could concentrate knowing her sister who ran away to join in a war of succession at the ripe age of seven was nearby without adult supervision. 

“Everything in retrospect, I suppose,” Beks muttered to herself as they circled the fortress in the darkness.  

By her estimate, they had another two hours or so left before dawn broke.  They’d already passed some cliffs that had caves and crevices suitable for hiding them and the rokhs just a few minutes flight away.  

As they circled above, they could make out the shape of the fortress from the line of torches around the ramparts of the outer wall.  Each of the watchtowers had torches and the various gate houses that blocked the narrow land bridge were also identified by torches.  

One of the watchtowers didn’t have torches.  Up to a certain point, the ramparts leading to a corner of the fortress were lined with torches, then the torches abruptly stopped.

“That’s the corner with the weak foundation,” Beks told her brother.  She narrowed her eyes.  “It looks like it’s more damaged than I thought if they’ve already sealed it to prevent accidents if there is a collapse.”

Thad frowned.  “Then would our initial plan of destroying the foundation to distract them work?”

Beks tightened her lips into a line.  “Not as well as I had hoped.  If there is no urgency, the distraction will be short lived.” 

Thad’s hands tightened on the edge of the basket.  “Then...Sister...what if we use another fire pillar?”

“Well, that would work, but it may be too chaotic and make them suspicious, which is the last thing we want as they’ll notice the Marquis’ disappearance faster than we’d like,” Beks told him.

Thad stared down at the fortress they circled.  “What if...what if they didn’t think he disappeared?”  He turned to look up at his sister with some hesitation.  “What if they think he died?”

Beks snapped her head towards him.  “You mean fake the Marquis’ death?” 

“Isn’t one of the advantages we have that no one knows that His Majesty is alive, so he can’t be hunted down for assassination?” Thad asked.  

Beks’ eyes widened.  “If the Marquis is thought of as dead, they wouldn’t be alarmed that he’s gone to reorganize his march’s troops, so they wouldn’t go look for him.  It would also effectively stop him from being a hostage to control the von Glassers.” 

“It’s risky.  Without a fire biha-user, there is no one to control the fire.”  

Beks sighed.  Perhaps she should’ve brought Rid Haal.  At least it would’ve distracted him from heartbreak.  She looked down at her hands, wishing for the umpteenth time that she could use biha.  

“If we could start a fire somewhere further away, we could have enough time to rescue the Marquis and then make sure the fire spreads to where he was imprisoned.  I’m unsure if Lucian can create strong enough light to ignite something.”  She felt a small tug on her boot and distractedly waved her hand.  “Not now, Sunny.  Lucian certainly can’t ignite something at a dista-Sunny?”

She nearly threw herself across the basket as she looked down at the orange and brown cat-sized lizard.  Thad quickly bent down to pick up the lizard.  

“Sister, I can explain!” 

Sunny flickered his tongue out at Beks, as if in greeting.  Beks stared at the lizard, who seemed to give her slow blinks with his big eyes.  Since the beginning, Sunny had been almost as attached to her as Wrath because she had welcomed him into their family first.  Beks was always good to him, too.  

“Tell me that Wrath is not hiding in the other basket,” Beks said in a low voice.

Thad shook his head at once.  “No, no!  It’s only Sunny!”  Thad’s shoulder slumped.  “Wrath made me bring him.”

“Why?”  Beks asked.  Before she left, her parting words to Sunny was to take care of Wrath.  Who knew that Sunny had gotten on board and hidden himself under a bench and behind their packed rations.  Her eyes widened.  “Sunny, have you been eating the rations?”

Sunny blinked and flickered his tongue again in affirmation.

Beks sighed and rubbed her forehead.  Thad offered her a hopeful smile.  “Sister, isn’t it good that Sunny is here?  He can help with a fire pillar and throw fireballs from a distance.” 

Beks looked at the lizard.  “Is that what Wrath said when she told you to bring Sunny.”

“She said it’s dangerous to go alone.”  Thad lifted the lizard higher to face Beks.  “Take this.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 68 - I Can Still Hear His Voice


                Two pairs of blue eyes looked at the lizard swallowing a piece of fresh venison that was given to him by the rokhs.  Like any other lizard, he couldn’t really chew.  He had to tilt his head back to swallow the piece of meat whole.  Sitting cross-legged beside him on a flat rock, Beks had finished cutting the venison leg portion set aside for Sunny into manageable pieces to swallow, as if it were as natural as cutting a steak.

“Your family....” Laz said, his eyes still on the orange and brown lizard that stowed away.  “Really knows how to keep you prepared.”

Beks let out a small hum and began to clean up.  Some of the venison was grilled in a low fire for them to eat, but the majority of the deer had been split between the two rokhs further in the large cliffside cafe.  

“We’ll finish eating and try to rest.  When the sunsets, we will wait an hour before taking off.”  It was to ensure it was dark enough and all the faint rays of light had disappeared.  

After surveying the Redstone Fortress, Laz and Lucian had used their biha to adjust their sight.  Shadow and light biha were closely related, though had different appearances and feelings.  Light biha provided light.  Shadow biha absorbed it.  

In terms of seeing the dark, both users with enough skill could adjust their vision to have better clarity in the dark.  They confirmed that the tower Beks wanted to use as a distraction had been corded off, as it was visibly sinking. 

The ramparts leading up to it had cracked and the portions connected to that watchtower in the northern corner had broken off along with the watchtower.  The gap between the two ramparts was perhaps a pace wide, but the broken portion was lower than the main walls.  It didn’t look stable, so they didn’t blame the fortress staff for closing it off. 

However, the rest of the fortress had patrols.  They could only see the guards around the ramparts and watchtowers, but didn’t know how many were inside.  There weren’t many in the courtyards at night, either.  

Just like tonight, they would have to use Laz’s shadow biha as they flew close to the fortress in order to avoid being highlighted by the rows of torches on the ramparts.  If the rokhs flew too low, the faint light could reflect off some of their feathers, illuminating and then revealing them.  The rokhs were affiliated with shadow biha, so they could melt into the darkness, but if they flew too close, a slight outline of them could be seen.

Laz’s shadow biha would absorb the light so that their shapes couldn’t be made out.  The shadow biha would absorb the light from the torches, and also from the fire pillar Thad and Sunny would create.  It would make the fire appear to be coming from the infinite abyss, which Beks thought would be terrifying enough to stun those in the fortress for a bit.  

“You should start with fireballs first,” Laz told Sunny as Sunny tossed back another mouthful of meat.  “Spray them down at random, slowly in the beginning just to get everyone’s attention.”

“Don’t overuse your biha too early,” Lucian said.  “Aim your fire in the courtyard and wait until there is a commotion.”

“When they start rushing around the fire, we’ll climb into the watchtower.” 

“Will that be enough time?” Thad asked as he sat next to his sister.  

“Try to pace yourself to last as long as you can until the rokhs hear the cease whistle,” Beks said.  Gerard had given her a modified whistle she could use for giving the rokhs instructions.  “After you hear the cease whistle, circle above until they hear the return whistle.” 

Thad nodded obediently.  

For the rest of the day, Beks tried to get as much rest as possible in preparation for their mission.  Her sleep was light and came late.  Her mind kept flashing with the layout of the fortress, where the three areas where prisoners were, and how they had to act quickly to find and extract Marquis von Glasser.  

When she woke up at sunset, she frowned that she didn’t get enough sleep.  

Laz prepared their meal and after packing all their supplies back into the baskets, they waited for the sun to completely set before counting down the hours.  

In this flight, Thad was alone in Cloud’s basket with Sunny while Beks rode with the twins.  There was just enough room for Marquis von Glasser once they found him.  

The cliffside where they were hiding wasn’t far from the fortress, but well before they arrived, Laz used shadow biha to coat the rokhs with energy.  Beks had filled everyone’s biha before they left in preparation.  

The fortress was up ahead and they approached from above by circling over the fortress.  Laz extended his biha as wide as it would go, almost covering the entire fortress in a shadow that made visibility from the outside difficult; more so in the dark.  He wiped the sweat off his brow with his handless arm before Beks filled his biha once more.

She was surprised to find that while he used a lot of biha to create that bubble to shield them from any eyes watching from the outside, Laz still had a little left over.   

Wisp veered to the left to begin circling over the covered watchtower while Cloud took Thad and Sunny towards the center.  

Beks held her breath as she waited, looking into a dark area surrounded by glowing porticos on the ground floor.  

A small fireball came down from the sky.  The further she was from Cloud, the less she could see him.  The small fireball fizzled out before it hit the ground, but it was followed by another, larger one.  This one disappeared as soon as it hit the ground.  From where she was watching, the second one seemed to have attracted the attention of the pair of guards in the watchtower.  

They moved from the side looking outside the fortress to the side looking into the courtyard.  

Beks tugged on a ribbon connected to Wisp’s leg and the rokh brought their basket closer to the tower until it brushed against the side.  At once, the twins jumped into the tower and rushed towards the two guards who were distracted by the sporadic balls of fire that were coming down like snowflakes.  

Beks tugged the ribbon once more to signal to Wisp that she could retreat.  When she turned around, the two guards were on the ground, unconscious.  Laz and Lucian were stripping them of their outer uniform.  

“We need one more,” Laz said.  “For now, Beks, hide against us.  My shadow biha will cover you.  You should be fine in the torch light.”

She nodded, though hoped they’d be able to get a disguise for her.  As soon as the twins had pulled the loose uniforms on, they made their way to the gap in the floor that would lead them into the watchtower’s narrow spiral staircase.

Beks moved between Laz and Lucian along the dark, dusty stairwell.  There was one fire sconce at each full turn, always on the same side, but as a result, a literal half side of the staircase was completely dark and one had to use their hand against the wall to guide them.  The solid stone walls and the uneven, worn steps led lower and lower.  According to Beks’ memorized layout, the watch towers didn’t go all the way to the underground foundational layer of the fortress.  

“Exit on the ground floor and make a right,” Beks whispered.  

Laz looked ahead, but nodded.  “Lucian.”  He tilted his head to his left, indicated that Lucian should move.  Beks found herself partially blocked on one side by the twins, but with a stone wall on her right side.

At the ground level, they noticed the urgency of the guards, most of whom were rushing to the opening of the interior corridor to the main courtyard.  Shouts of fire filled the air and to not stand out, the trio quickened their step, appearing as if they were in a rush to spread the news.  

They appeared to have something to do and with the stolen uniforms on the twins, they appeared to belong.  In the confusion, no one gave them a second look.  

“Last door to your right,” Beks said, just loud enough for the two in front of her to hear.  

Lucian moved forward to check the door made of iron bars that led to another set of spiral stairs.  After giving it a push and not getting any give, his hands moved to the lock to quickly pick it.  Laz stood in front the lock and Beks, blocking Lucian’s picking.  

As soon as the door was open, Beks slipped in.  

According to the layout of the Redstone Fortress, the ground had first been dug up and a maze of supply rooms, storehouses, and prisoner cells were built in the foundation pit.  The fortress had then been built over it.  

The cells furthest away were small cells meant for particularly dangerous prisoners kept individually.  Beks guessed that the Marquis would be kept there.  

The cool, dull air of the lower level began to grow stagnant the deeper they went.  A pungent odor that seemed to be a mix of body odor, excrement, and rotting food penetrated another door made of iron bars and wood panels.  

Lucian managed to unlock both locks keeping them sealed and when he opened the door, Beks covered her nose and mouth.  The initial stench overwhelmed her, but they pressed forward.  

“The individual cells are on the left, through that door.  These cells further down the hall are shared,” Laz said as he craned his neck ahead.  “How many cells are there behind the door?”

“Eight,” Beks replied.  “Do you see any torches inside?” 

Lucian peered through the narrow bars that separated the hall with the shared prison cells and the individual ones.  It was darker than night inside.  He shook his head.  “I’ll use light biha.  We need at least some light to see.”  

A click was heard and the creak of the door filled the corridor.  Laz and Lucian went inside and Beks waited by the door.  The inner cells weren’t lined with iron bars like the ones in the previous corridor.  There were small iron bar doors, but raised to waist height.  A person would need to climb up a wooden step stool that had been pushed to the corner to get into their cell.

The door itself wasn’t tall enough to accommodate a full-sized, standing adult.  A person would need to bend down and shuffle through on their side to fit.  The door was narrow.  Escape through the door would almost be like squeezing out of a hole.  

“Marquis?” A glow from Lucian’s hand illuminated the dark corridor.  Beks kept an eye on the outer hall, but looked over her shoulder.  

“Marquis, are you here?” The twins went to each door, peering in and holding Lucian’s hand close to try to shine light inside.   With each cell, they frowned before moving forward.  

Four cells on the left, then for cells on the right.

The two frowned more so and turned to look at Beks.

“There’s no one here,” Laz said.  “All the cells are empty.”

Beks frowned as well.  Maybe that was for the best.  These cells, in pitch darkness and sound muffled by the stone walls, could drive anyone insane.  

“Let’s check the group cells,” she said.  The two nodded and followed her out.  Beks shut the door and followed along the wide corridor.  Each side was almost entirely made up with iron bars and metal plates.  

The large rooms could be seen and only the torches hanging on the stone support columns every few paces provided light.  

“Marquis?” Lucian called out again as they walked through, peering into the cells but making sure to stay far enough away that no one could grab them through the bars.  

Beks was quiet and squinted, trying to see if she could make out any familiar face.  However, the prisoners inside were few.  Four men in what looked to be stained, filth-coated royal guard uniforms.

She frowned.  “Lucian, light up this cell.”  A few paces ahead of her, Lucian turned back and held up his hand, casting light into the cell.  The huddled four against the back wall shrank back at the sudden light.  They covered their heads and refused to look at them. 

“Are those royal guards?” Lucian asked as his head jerked back.  “What are they doing here?”

“Beks, the other cells are empty,” Laz returned to them with a tight-lipped frown.  “It doesn’t look like anyone has been in any of those cells for months.  There isn’t any evidence of recent food and the smell isn’t as strong.  No one else has been here for some time.”

Beks was still looking at the royal guard.  If the Marquis wasn’t in the most secure prison cell, then she was sure he was in one of the shared ones.  If he wasn’t, there was only one other area, which was along the northern side of the fortress, on the ground floor.

“Across the fortress, there is one more room like this that looks out into the main courtyard.  It should’ve been used to hold prisoners in transport through the Redstone Fortress.”  On one hand, the holding cell on the ground floor had light and fresh air.  On the other, it was exposed to the elements of the region, including dry heat and dust storms.  It was unlikely that they’d put the Marquis there, but it was the only place left.  “Let’s go.”

Lucian lowered his hand and they made their way back to the spiral staircase.  As they approached the opening to the ground floor, the muffled yelling grew louder and clearer.  Lucian pulled the door back to let Laz and Beks through. 

There was more light out than when they entered.  

Beks made a sharp turn to make her way to the northern side when she almost stumbled to a stop.  Her head snapped towards the main courtyard as her mouth parted and she stared at the source of the light.

She hadn’t seen what was in the darkened courtyard when they rushed in, but apparently, there were wooden wagons parked in the center.  Wagons that still held some highly flammable material because they were all on fire.

Dozens of guards were running around, shouting for more water to try to pull out the flames before it spread to the courtyard storage areas.  Just as Beks heard that, flames began to grow on a shed with a wooden roof on the side, causing people to scream in panic that it was too late.

Beks grimaced as the heat of the fire hit her skin.

“How much fire did you tell him to use?” Laz asked as he stood behind her and looked into the courtyard with a dumbfounded face. 

“Perhaps it wasn’t the fire, but the amount of kindling available....” Beks replied.  The last they saw; the fire was coming down in modest balls.  

“You did tell your brother you needed a distraction,” Lucian said.  He motioned a hand towards the flaming wooden wagons.  “This is a distraction.”

Beks let out a heavy breath.  “Forget it, let’s hurry up and find the Marquis.  We’ll need to go around the entire courtyard, so stay together.”

They resumed the same pattern to try to keep Beks shielded from view as they half jogged through the porticos surrounding the main courtyard.  As they neared the section of the fortress that had been blocked off to keep people away from the sinking tower, they reached the cells.  

With the light coming from them, they could see clearly into the large cell separated from the portico by a wall of iron bars.  

Beks stood to the side and her eyes crinkled up.

“It’s empty.” 

Laz stopped behind her.  He frowned and continued forward to make sure there was no one crouched in the corner, but he shook his head.  

“What is going on....”

Lucian remained tense beside Beks.  “Do you think they....”

She took a sharp breath.  The Marquis wasn’t the kind of man to commit suicide at such a disgrace of being imprisoned.  If anything, he would bide his time and wait until he could escape or be released.  

He couldn’t have escaped.  The fortress was difficult to get in and out of.  The only way in without falling to one’s death down the cliffs was through the land bridge, and there were three gatehouses to stop him before he reached the mainland.  

“But there is nowhere else they would take him.  According to my sources, no one has left the fortress in months.  Food is delivered to the first of the gatehouses.  Marquis on Glasser should be here!”

Laz gave her a sympathetic look.  “Beks....”

If the Marquis wasn’t there and he didn’t escape, that left one other option.

Dread filled her at once.  Beks’ chest tightened and she grasped at it.  It wasn’t that she was very close to Marquis von Glasser, but she was very close to Lady Eleanor.  Lady Eleanor and her father were close.  She would be devastated if they lost the Marquis.

Furthermore, Lady Eleanor was pregnant.  

Beks’ heart dropped even more.  “How can I tell her that her father is gone?” How could she break the news that Lady Eleanor’s baby wouldn’t have the only grandfather they thought they would.  

“Beks....”  Lucian raised his hand to put it on her shoulder, but stopped.  His hand hovered as he looked past her.  

“She doesn’t need this news right now....” Beks muttered, shaking her head.  How would the rest of the von Glassers react?  

“Lady Rebecca?” She vaguely heard her name, but didn’t respond, still trying to figure out how she’d tell the von Glasser family.  

Beks frowned.  “I can still hear the Marquis’ voice.”  Perhaps he was trying to reassure her in another world that she had to carry the news.

“Lady Rebecca!” 

Her head snapped up.  She saw both Laz and Lucian looking behind her and she whirled around.  Her eyes went wide as she saw an equally stunned tall, gray-haired man with a beard in regular, but clean clothing.  

The look of surprise on his face stood out from the panic of the guards rushing around him, shouting about getting more buckets, unbothered by the prisoner standing in front of them.

Beks crinkled her eyes, almost doubting what she was seeing.

“Marquis von Glasser?” 
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The old man tossed his head back and laughed as Beks sat on a wooden chair on the second-floor office of the fortress commander.  She rubbed her forehead, somewhat annoyed that all her estimates were wrong, though it was because she had lacked some important information to properly assess the situation.

Marquis von Glasser wasn’t a prisoner at all.  

At least, he was only a prisoner when he arrived.  Once the gates of the Redstone Fortress closed, the shackles on his wrists and ankles were unlocked. 

“The fortress commander is my protege,” Marquis von Glasser said with a proud smile.  “It seems that the Fourth Prince and his party overlooked this.”  

“It seems like it,” Laz replied as he leaned against the wall.  “Though I’m not surprised you have such a successful protege.”

The Marquis beamed.  “I thought it was a trick at first.  It was too good to be true that I was being sent here, but sure enough.  Commander Slayer was waiting for me.”

“That explains the royal guards in the prison,” Lucian said.  “They were the guards who escorted you here, weren’t they?”

The Marquis let out a small snort.  “They knew that they were to guard me the entire time and report my situation periodically.  We’ve been sending the reports on our own.”  

“Does your family know?” Beks asked as she lifted her gaze.  

The Marquis let out a heavy sigh.  “We have no way to  contact the estate, I’m afraid.”  His eyes crinkled up.  “My lady, do you have news?”  His voice had tightened up.

Beks took a deep breath and released it.  “The von Glasser estate is surrounded by a portion of one of the battalions loyal to the Fourth Prince.  That battalion was split up to monitor the estates of several noble families who opposed Luther.  Yours in particular has a heavy guard, as  you are loyal to Brother Laurence.”

“He is to be my son-in-law,” the Marquis said, matter of fact.  “And out of the four, he’s the most capable as ruler.”  He paused and glanced at the twins.  “No offense.”

“None taken.”

“We feel the same,” Lucian said as he and Laz shrugged it off.  

“Marquis, your being imprisoned is being used as a way to control your family,” Beks said.  

The man frowned more so.  “I guessed as much.  To my family, I am a hostage, but to me, so are they.  If either of us try to contact our officers to gather our army, the other could be in danger.  I’m safe here, but my family is outnumbered and will be in danger.  Not to mention all our servants.”

“Only four servants are allowed in or out of the estate for supplies.  When they return, they are thoroughly checked for any secret messages.  They are also followed when they are out.  We haven’t been able to contact Lord Douglas, either.  Urapearls have been confiscated.” Beks replied. 

The Marquis looked towards her and cocked his head to the side.  “You have a very good network of information, my lady.”

Beks gave him a nod.  “It was an inheritance.” 

The corner of his lips curled up.  “I think it went to the right person.”  He looked out towards the window.  The flames were still going, but the attack had ceased, as Beks blew the whistle for Thad and Sunny to withdraw.  “With this attack, it’s considered chaotic enough that  I can escape and contact my officers; however, the attack is also outstanding enough that it will draw attention.”

“We just need enough time to get to the von Glasser March,” Laz said.  

The Marquis squinted.  “I don’t think we’ll arrive in time.  Messenger hawks will spread the news before we reach the march.” 

Beks glanced out the window.  She could still see the night sky past the flames.  “It’s still night.  We can make it by morning if we leave soon.”

The Marquis turned to her, perplexed.  “My lady, it will take at least two days to ride to the edge of our march.”

Laz cracked a small smile.  “Who said anything about riding?”

“We flew here,” Beks said.

The Marquis looked even more confused.  “Flew?”

“Marquis, how much of the initial attack outside did you see?” Laz asked.  “Where did you think the fire came from?  The sky?”

Marquis von Glasser stared at Laz with a dull expression.  “Yes, Your Highness.  The fire literally came from the sky.  They appeared in the darkness above the fortress before they came down.” 

“It didn’t come from the sky, it came at the direction of my brother,” Beks replied.

The Marquis’ brows shot up.  “Lord Deo is here?”

“No, my younger brother.  Thad is a wind biha user and he was in charge of arranging a distraction along with my sister’s baby fire drake.  That’s why when you found us, I whistled as a signal for them to stop and retreat.” 

“They’re not far from here,” Lucian said.  “They can pick us up within moments.”  He looked towards the Marquis.  “How soon can you be ready?”

The Marquis looked taken aback.  “So soon?”

“Now is your chance to escape,” Beks said.  “As for coming after you, all your people need to do is report that the fire reached your cell.  No one could reach you in time and you suffocated.”  

The man looked at Beks with wide eyes.  “You want me to fake my death?”

“Not only will they not look for you, but your family will be infuriated and nothing else will hold them back.  They will be willing to take the risk to organizing the family army,” Laz said.  

“And as soon as we can contact them, we can confirm that you are alive and well,” Lucian added to put the Marquis’ mind at ease.  

The man lowered his eyes and took a deep breath.  He seemed to know that he needed to make an immediate decision.  

“You are certain you can fly us to the march?” he asked, glancing at Beks.

“I can promise that we’ll reach the edges of the march by dawn.”

The Marquis narrowed his eyes.  HIs lips pulled into a line and he nodded.  “Let me get my things and inform the fortress commander of the order to confirm my death.”

Beks released a relieved breath and gave him a nod.  She rose to her feet and Laz and Lucian stood with her.  “Meet us at the top of the tower with the covering.  We will leave as soon as you arrive.”

“All right.  It will be a few minutes.  I don’t have much to bring with me,” he said in a firm voice.  They opened the door and he had the two guards flanking the door escort them to the tower.  He immediately asked where the fortress commander was and to be taken to him.  

The watchtower with the roof wasn’t far from the office, but they still had to go down to the ground floor to reach the entrance of the tower.  When they got there, two guards dressed in boots and their base layers were trying to explain to another guard why they were dressed like that.

“We were hit from behind and when we woke up, our uniforms were gone!” 

Beks glanced at the two men on either side of her.  Laz let out a low breath.  “We’ll take care of it.”

He and Lucian moved forward and cut off the ranting guard.  Beks stood the side and waited for them, watching the guards go from confused, to angry, to frustrated.  One began to demand that the uniforms be returned, so the twins peeled them off.  

They were still wearing dark clothes beneath.  

“Our apologies, we were under orders that required us to take your uniforms,” Laz said in a low, authoritative voice she’d hear him use with the Wild Dogs.  

The guards snatched their things back and the twins returned to her.  “Now that the uniforms are returned, we should try to figure out what to do about the fire,” Lucian said.  “Can Sunny extinguish it?”

Beks shook her head once.  “I don’t believe so.”  Perhaps if Sunny were an adult fire drake with more control, he would be able to snuff out his own fire, like her father could, but he was still young, so Beks doubted he had enough control.  

They climbed up the stairs to the tower.  By Beks’ estimation, they had been in the fortress for roughly an hour.  The process of checking the cells didn’t take long.  The fortress wasn’t massive, either.  

Upon reaching the top, the guards with them told the two new guards at the tower to step down.  Beks walked towards the side of the tower, looked into the courtyard, and frowned.  The fire was still burning through the wagons and the goods they still held.  Several smaller structures had their roofs catch on fire.  One had already collapsed in.  

Beks took a deep breath.  She wasn’t worried that the fortress would go up in flames, as it was made of stone, but there were supplies that could be burned and a lot of water would be wasted.  She took out the metal whistle that Gerard had given her and let out a whistle to summon the rokhs back.

As she craned her neck and watched the guards struggling to put out the fire, a voice shouted from the other side.  “Sister!  Did you find him?”

The two guards with Beks and the twins gasped as they whirled around to look for the source of the voice, instinctively raising their weapons in defense.  Beks raised her hand.

“Thad!  Hold!” She ordered her brother to stop, knowing that Thad would try to attack with wind biha.  A faint gust hinted that she was right.  She turned around and looked out towards the side of the watchtower that looked outside the fortress. .

She could see a very faint shadow of her brother standing on the basket.  

“Where is that voice coming from?” one the guards asked.

Laz raised his hand and the shadow biha wrapped around Thad to protect him dissipated, revealing the boy’s handsome face against the fire raging in the courtyard below.  Beks ignored the guards stunned looks as she walked towards the edge.

“We found Marquis von Glasser.  He’s fine.  His protege is the Fortress Commander, so he wasn’t so much imprisoned as he was hiding out here.”

Thad drew his head back and lowered his arm.  “Oh...then can he leave with us?”

“Yes, we’re still going with your plan so he won’t be followed, but Thad.” Beks stepped to the side and motioned towards the fire.  “Can you use your wind biha to blow out the fire?”

Thad’s face contorted with uncertainty.  “I can try.  If it’s not fast enough, it’ll just spread the fire.”

“Just give it a try.  The fortress has a well, but they can’t use up all the water to put out the fire,” she told him.

Thad climbed on the edge of the basket and jumped off, landing inside the watchtower.  One of the guards leaned out to see where the basket led to before gasping.  He waved for his partner to look. 

Beks and Thad ignored them as they walked to the other side.  Sunny was still draped over Thad’s shoulder and Beks picked him up.  She carried the lizard like a baby being burped against her shoulder.  

“What do you think?” Laz asked.  “Can you put it out?”

“There isn’t much fuel left.  I may be able to.  I just need to make the process faster so it doesn’t have a chance to catch and burn,” Thad said.  “The fire pillar requires a lot of control in that the wind isn’t as fast as you think.  It’s moving slowly.  If I try to use the wind biha that is stronger and faster than the fire, it will put it out.  It took a while for me to learn this from my master.  If the wind overwhelms them, then the flames will be blown out.”

“Just give it a try,” Beks said.  She put her hand on his shoulder to refill his biha and her brows shot up.  She expected with the amount of wind biha he was using to make sure Sunny’s fire got to where it needed to go, he would’ve nearly depleted his biha well, but he’d used less than a quarter.  Has his well grown?  Or perhaps all that precision practice has made usage efficient....  Whatever the reason, this was an improvement and Thad was one step closer to mastery.  She was excited and proud at the thought.

“Can you give me some room?” Thad asked.  “And Sunny, no fire.”

Beks felt the lizard shuffle against her.  She stroked his back.  “You did a good job, Sunny.  I’m also very proud of you.”  The lizard rubbed his head against Beks’.  

“Don’t be nervous, Thad.  Just start off with the smallest fire,” Laz told them.  “Work your way up.”  

Thad nodded and held out his arms.  Beks could feel the biha condense around his hands.  He moved his arms forward and the wind between his hands began to move faster and faster.  

Thad sent the wind out of his hands and into the courtyard.  

The flames shot up as soon as they touched the wind, and behind her, the two guards took a step back and yelled.  Beks narrowed her eyes, keeping her eyes on the flames as the bulk of the wind seemed to encircle the nearest flames, on top of a storage shed’s wooden roof.  The flames twisted from side to side, becoming more and more violent until they began to wane and flicker.

“Just a little more,” Beks said.

Thad narrowed his eyes and a moment later, the flame was snuffed out.  “Good job!” Laz patted his shoulder as Lucian praised him.  Even the two guards behind them quietly spoke words awe.  

“You’re not done yet,” Beks said, refilling his biha well once more.  Her brother nodded and focused on another fire across the courtyard.  As it went now and he moved to another flame, gradually getting closer to the one in the center, Marquis von Glasser climbed up the stairs and emerged on top.

He walked to the twins and craned his neck to watch Thad put out he fires that were ravaging the courtyard.  Below, cheers were sounding as the relieved and exhausted guards put down the buckets.

“Is he your brother?” the Marquis asked as he looked at Thad up and down with a satisfied nod.  

“Yes, he is Thaddeus of Caroline, the second son of our parents,” Beks replied.  “Thad, this is Marquis von Glasser, Lady Eleanor’s father.”

“My lord.”  Thad took a step back to give the older man a respectful bow.  “I am relieved you are safe.”

“Thank you, young man,” the Marquis said with a smile.  “And I’m impressed with your ability.  I should know to expect such skill from a Caroline.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Thad replied as he stood up.  “And congratulations.”

The man tossed his head back and laughed before slapping Thad’s back with joy.  “It feels good to be a step closer to freedom.”

“Oh, I meant congratulations on being a grandfather again,” Thad replied.  

The Marquis froze.  “Grandfather again?”

Beks’ brows shot up.  “Oh, that’s right. I haven’t told you, yet,” she said.  “Congratulations, Marquis von Glasser.  Lady Eleanor is pregnant.  You will be a grandfather again soon.” 
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“Arrange for them in the southwestern gate for now,” Marquis von Glasser told a man in a suit who wore a serious look on his face.  “Don’t worry about the other three companies.  We have already spoken to Bauer and Leitner.  They should be preparing to send their companies to the by now, if not already on their way.”

“What about Tischler?” the man asked.

“We will meet with Baroness Tischler next, Count Werner,” the Marquis replied.  The other man nodded.  He stood up straight and saluted to Marquis von Glasser.  

“I will send word at once and the Werner Company will be at the southwestern gate by month’s end in full!” Count Werner replied.

Beks remained seated and drank her tea.  Month’s end was a week away.  She lowered her cup.  “Do not send them all at once.  Make sure they go in small groups so as not to gather attention and reveal that we are amassing forces.”  

Count Werner turned to her and bowed his head.  “Of course, my lady!  We will be careful!”  

She reached into the worn satchel at her side and took out a piece of paper she’d prepared.  “These are some shops along the route that will be able to provide food.  Tell your group leaders to ask for the Dawn Company manager.  When they arrive, tell them that ‘the lady with the white snake promised us a meal’.  They will understand and will feed your soldiers a basic meal, so they do not have to carry much with them as they travel.  

“Weapons will be prepared when they reach the rendezvous point.  They need not bring their own in case they are stopped,” Beks told them. 

The Count bowed his head and held up his hands to accept the paper as if it were a blessing.  “Thank you, my lady.  This will quicken the travel time.”

Beks nodded.  She had given the same instructions to the other two officers they’d already met with.  Count Werner and Baroness Tischler’s estates were being watched, but not to the same extent as the von Glassers.  Just a few eyes watching from the outside, but otherwise, they were considered helpless since their stock of weapons had been confiscated, their armies withdrawn, and the training grounds and barracks burned down.

Soldiers could practice anywhere, but she supposed it was a mental blow to see one’s training facilities go up in flames.  Bek took a sip of her tea.  She was sure it was that way for the paladins.  

“All right, Lady Beks, we have a few more hours before dawn,” the Marquis said as he craned his neck and looked out the nearest windows.  “We should fly to the Tischler Estate.”

Beks nodded and lowered her cup.  She prepared to stand when a knock came from the door.  The twins were outside feeding the rokhs, as with their flying from one estate to the next, they couldn’t hunt.  

In the last two noble houses before the Werner Estate, they took the chance to rest during the day before setting off at night.  The flights were short, but they had to be careful and use shadow biha to secure their landing well within the estate.  Then it was a task to sneak Marquis von Glasser in, as no one was expecting him.

Once Marquis von Glasser was identified, it was just a matter of informing them.

They had once more estate to go to and then they were going to rest for the day and attempt to land in the heart of the von Glasser estate the next night.  The von Glasser estate was the furthest away from their origin point and on the northwestern border, closest to Kadmium.  

It was a unanimous decision to first meet with the officers and prepare the army working east to west.  Also, the von Glasser Estate had the most eyes watching it, so they wanted to delay the greatest possibility of being caught.  

“Thank you for your hospitality, Count Werner.”  

The stern look man gave her a shake of his head.  “Our vow is to support the rightful head of Kadmus, my lady.  This is our duty.”  

He headed to open the door for them when a knock sounded.  He frowned and opened the door.  An out of breath servant nearly fell through the door.  He smelled of the outdoors, or rather, earthy with the faint musk of animals, as if he worked on a farm.  

“My lord!  We have news from the von Glasser Estate!” he said, nearly shoving a small piece of coiled up paper to him.

Counter Werner drew his head back and took the scroll.  He unraveled it and took a sharp breath.  He looked towards Marquis von Glasser and handed him the scroll.

The older man frowned at once and took it from his hand.  His eyes skimmed the scroll and his eyes went wide.  He snapped his head back.  “Where did you get this news?”

“The Fourth Prince’s men aren’t the only ones watching the von Glasser Estate in case of change, my lord,” Counter Werner said.  “All four of us are also paying close attention and awaiting any cue.”

“Is this a cue?” Beks asked.  

Marquis von Glasser handed her the scroll.  

By the time her party reached Count Werner’s estate, they had been away from the Redstone Fortress for four days.  Four days was enough for news to spread that Marquis von Glasser had suffocated in a sudden fire that spread through the fortress.  The von Glassers must’ve heard or were told the news.

Why else would the large family seemingly lose their minds and attack the battalion encircling their estate?  

Beks lifted her head up.  “Are they mad?  I know you have a large family, Marquis, but even so, they’d be outnumbered against several hundred soldiers.”  

“They wouldn’t all be on guard at the same time, so they must’ve attacked those that were present,” Marquis von Glasser said with a contemplative look.  “What color is the ink?”

Beks looked down.  She furrowed her brows.  “It’s green.”  It was a dark ink, but the color was still clear. 

“Green means that there were multiple points of attack.  They likely managed to involve allies in the surrounding towns and villages.”  

If it were other places, those would mainly be farmers, but for the von Glassers, those townspeople and villagers were reserve soldiers and a line of defense against invasion.  It’s just that with the thought that the Marquis was a hostage, no one dared to make a move.

Beks raised her brows.  “I expected them to act once they heard that you ‘died’ in a fire, but I didn’t think they’d act so quickly.”

“I can only imagine how they got the news,” Count Werner said with a frown.  “After all, as long as they believed his lordship was a hostage at Redstone, they would be under control.”

“Don’t ignore our network of information.  The servants likely found out while they were outside and informed my sons,” Marquis von Glasser said.

“Yes, but now that they’ve acted, we have to move quickly to contact them.  Their weapons were also confiscated,” Beks said.

“They’ll find weapons,” the Marquis told her.

“Where?”  Did they have a secret storehouse?

Both Count Werner and the Marquis looked at her.  “From the royal guards.” 

Beks blinked.  “That’s convenient.” 

“Lady Beks, we should go now.  As soon as we finish informing Baroness Tischler, we can head north to try to get to my sons.” 

“Understood.  In the meantime, Counter Werner, can you send messenger hawks to the von Glasser Estate to tell them to wait for instruction, as you’ve received information?” Beks asked.  “We will be there by tomorrow night.”

“Can’t you get there soon?” Counter Werner asked.

Beks shook her head.  “The rokhs and the baskets are too eye-catching during the day.  It’ll draw too much attention and we do not need any more.”

Count Werner hesitated, but nodded.  “I will send a message immediately, my lady.”

“Lady Beks!  To the rokhs!”  The Marquis marched out of the room.  They headed towards the center garden, where the rokhs were.  

“Sister, are you ready?”  Thad jumped up from where he was seated.  

Beks nodded and touched his head.  “Let’s go.  We need to get to the Tischler Estate before dawn.”

“I’ll create a tailwind,” Thad said.  The rokhs flapped their massive wings and rose into the sky, earning the impressed expressions of Count Werner and his aides.  Beks and the others climbed into the baskets and before long, she could feel the wind pushing them forward.  She kept one hand on her brother’s shoulder to keep his biha well filled.  

Ahead of them, Laz and Lucian rode with the Marquis, who gave them instructions on where to go.  

The Tischler Estate was smaller than the counts.  At best, it was a large manor house surrounded by an old, but ivy-covered stone wall.  In the dark, it was difficult for anyone to notice them landing in the back gardens.  

There were plenty of lights coming from the windows of the house.  Beks narrowed her eyes.  It was well before dawn.  Even if it were the servants who were awake and preparing for the day, it wouldn’t have been that well-lit.  After all, candles were expensive.  

“Something wrong?”  She hadn’t climbed out of the basket and Laz stopped beside it.  

“I think they have a guest,” she said.  “Marquis von Glasser, approach carefully.”

“Do you want us to come with you?” Lucian asked.  She shook her head.

“No, stay here with Thad and the rokhs,” Beks said.  She paused and lowered her arm into the basket from outside of it.  “Sunny.  You come with me.”

The lizard flickered his tongue after he climbed on to her arm and situated himself on her left shoulder.  She and Marquis von Glasser moved across the garden, staying off the main paths and remaining close to the decorate hedges to avoid being seen.  

As they approached the back of the manor, the Marquis pointed to a set of double doors that lead out to a stone terrace.  They crouched down, avoiding being seen through the windows as they approached the doors.  

Beks peered from an angle to see if she could identify who was talking within.  

On an overstuffed sofa, a middle-aged woman with a stern expression was seated.  Along with her was a young man who resembled her, like her son.  This baron family was considered rural nobility, and they rarely came to the capital, so Beks didn’t know of them personally.  

A few paces from them, someone was talking.  It was a man’s voice, and while Beks couldn’t make out the words, she could make out the tone.  It was urgent, and he sounded as if he were trying to convince the Baroness.  

Beks saw the woman shake her head and reply in a stern voice, clearly refusing the man.  

“Why not?” The man’s yell was loud enough to come through the glass doors, and behind her, Marquis von Glasser stood up.  

“Open the door!”  

Beks’ heart jumped to her throat as the Marquis yelled.  He stood in front of one of the doors, completely visible from the inside, and raised his hand to knock so hard, the door shook.  Beks shut her eyes and sighed.  

Inside the room, the woman had jumped to her feet, her eyes wide.  The man who was trying to convince her turned around.  

“My lord!”

“Father!”  

Beks rose to her feet and tugged at her tunic to make sure it was straight.  

“Stephen!  Open this door immediately!” The Marquis continued to yell and finally, the young man beside Baroness Tischler shook himself out of his stupor and rushed towards the door.  He must’ve been nervous at seeing their superior as he fumbled with the lock for a bit before finally pulling the door open.

“Father, what are you doing here-”

“What are you doing here, Stephen?” The Marquis cut off his son.  Beks entered behind him and got a good look at the man’s face.  Now she had a better look, she recognized him as Stephen von Glasser, Lady Eleanor’s older brother, who was the youngest of four brothers.

“I came to give the order to prepare the Tischler company!” Stephen almost stammered.  He froze and suddenly, his eyes began to water.  “Father, you’re alive!”

The Marquis reached out and smacked his son’s head.  “Of course, I’m alive!  Lady Rebecca came all the way to the Redstone  Fortress for me!”  

“Lady Rebecca?”  The Baroness turned towards Beks, appearing not to recognize the name. 

“Lady Rebecca, why are you here?  How....”  Stephen seemed to be overwhelmed with information.  “I...we heard you were given a marking and exiled!”

“My exile was short-lived,” Beks replied in a cool voice.  She looked towards Baroness Tischler and bowed her head.  “A belated introduction, but a pleasure to meet you, Baroness Tischler.  My name is Rebecca of Caroline.”

“Caroline!” Baroness Tischler’s son gasped.  “Of the Wicked House of Caroline?”

“The Wicked House?” Beks turned her head towards him and sent him an intense, demanding look.  “What do you mean the Wicked House?” 

He shrank back and swallowed.  “There...there was an official statement from Kadmium.  The Carolines were exiled and so their peerage and title-”

“An official statement?  Are you saying that the Fourth Prince issued a statement slandering my family?”  Why did Nexus not tell her?  

“The news was quelled at once, my lady,” the Baroness said with a respectful bow.  “But any official news still refers to the Carolines as such.”

The corner of Beks’ eye twitched as her hands clenched into fist.  “Luther, you worthless turnip....” she hissed under her breath.  “You can slander me all you want, but my family?”

“My lady, are you all right?” Stephen asked with some caution.

Beks grit her teeth.  “I will be,” she said in a low voice.  “Once I punch Luther dun Kadmus in the face.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 69 - I'm Sorry!  I'll Pay For It!


                They stood under the awning of the patio, just outside the doors leading to Marquis von Glasser’s study, and watched as the training dummy made of wrapped jute around a wooden skeleton was beaten with a wooden waster. Laz took a sip of his drink and narrowed his eyes as his brother watched their wife take out her pent-up anger on an innocent pile of fabric and wood.

They knew that Beks learned a little swordsmanship. Not enough to make a significant contribution in war, but enough for basic self-defense. At the very least, against someone without formal training, she could defend herself or delay until help came. Her form was quite good and her cuts followed through. They were precise and her movements were fluid.

“She wields the sword like a von Glasser!” Lord Douglas laughed with mirth after watching her vent for a bit. “She must’ve picked it up from my sister.”

The Marquis had let out a heavy sigh. “What was your sister doing teaching her future sister-in-law to fight?”

“Our mother had Beks taught a little in order to keep her healthy as she spent so much time indoors studying,” Lucian replied. “I’m sure it was more fun to practice with Lady Eleanor than her instructor.”

Lady Eleanor was often at the gilded palace even when they were young. She was, if Laz could describe it in one word, chaotic as a child. Though she behaved during serious matters such as meals and formal events, she would also climb trees in the garden, encourage Laurence to run away to play, and once tried to challenge them to a horse race, to which their father put an end to before they could sneak horses out of the stables.

Laz wouldn’t say it out loud, as Laurence would disapprove of them bringing up Lady Eleanor’s rambunctious childhood, but Laz was surprised when he met Lady Eleanor again after so many years. She became much more proper. Admittedly, befitting a supportive and stable queen for their brother.

Both he and Lucian were relieved.

“She’s quite healthy. Look at those dents in the jute,” Lord Stephen said as his eyes squinted.

Beks was down the steps in the training courtyard, but they could still make out the indentations in the jute padding. The training dummy was newly padded.

A crack was heard and all five men on the patio seemed to take in sharp breaths as the right ‘arm’ of the training dummy fell down, only kept from hitting the ground by the fabric connecting it to the rest of the dummy.

“That...was a new training dummy wasn’t it?” Lord Douglas muttered. Beside him, his youngest brother nodded his head, dumbfounded.

“Right before our estate was sealed, new equipment had arrived,” Stephen replied. “The wood is reinforced with metal....”

“It’s biha,” Laz and Lucian said at the same time.

Several gazes turned towards them. Unlike the Caroline Duchy, there were very few people who had biha on the mainland. Even fewer people who had significant biha able to be used in battle, and even fewer who had mastery.

Those who just had a trace of biha wouldn’t be able to notice others’.

In this case, even if Beks was not doing it on purpose, her anger loosened her control and with each strike against the dummy, there was biha backing it. They didn’t know the reason, as their own biha had limitations, but it may have been because Beks had potential to use all biha that she could manifest it as a forceful energy.

“In any case, I hope she does give that idiot Fourth Prince a punch in the face.” Marquis von Glasser let out a small snort.

Beks had stopped, her arm pulled back into a neutral position immediately after her last strike, and looked at the broken training dummy’s arm with wide eyes, as if stunned that she had broken it.

Laz held back a chuckle as he watched her glance around, nervous that she’d broken someone else’s property.

She finally turned towards the patio and lowered her arms. “I’m sorry! I’ll pay for it!”

The von Glassers barely muffled their laughter at her embarrassed face. She looked like a child who wanted to get a snack, but knocked over the plate and broke it instead.

“It’s all right, my lady-”

“Your Highness.” Laz and Lucian spoke up at the same time to correct Lord Douglas. The older man rolled his eyes a bit.

“It’s all right, Your Highness! Training dummies are meant to break!” Lord Douglas shouted back.

“...Just not so soon....” Lord Stephen muttered. Lord Douglas smacked him upside the head. “Ow!”

“Get inside. Let’s finish this meeting,” Lord Douglas shot his youngest brother a glare. Inside the meeting room, there were maps and Beks’ urapearl, which they used to contact the island.

Lady Eleanor had answered. They had just missed Laurence and the Duke of Caroline.

“They left last night for the mainland and should’ve reached the river delta to go upstream by now,” she had told them. “From our estimation, they will arrive at the southern rendezvous point in two nights.”

In order to further avoid detection, night travel was preferred. Wild Dogs had memorized the trails leading to the rendezvous point in advance.

Lady Eleanor expressed her frustration that she was forced to remain on the island because she was pregnant. She was then yelled at by her father for wanting to do something so risky when she was in a precarious situation.

Lord Douglas had come between them to calm them both down, emphasizing to their father that Lady Eleanor was already taking appropriate measures for her and the baby’s safety, while not only acknowledging his sister’s sacrifice, but reminding her for whom she was sacrificing for; her first child.

However, now knowing that Laurence was on the mainland, they had to prepare.

Beks remained outside. Since they arrived at the von Glasser Estate, she’d been a bit more curt than usual, to which Laz decided that she needed to let out her frustrations.

It was one thing for Luther to wrong her. She accepted that because she believed him to be an ignorant fool who couldn’t make a good decision if he needed it to live. However, she was already upset that her family was exiled under such weak accusations.

Luther and his party didn’t need to slander her entire house.

The house that Beks was so proud of and loved, as well as didn’t do anything to deserve such slander as being branded ‘wicked’ for propaganda purposes.

She had been outside, beating a training dummy, for half an hour with two breaks.

She had already provided all the information they needed.

“Should we be concerned about the rest of the battalion that was split to guard against different nobles?” Lucian asked as they returned to the study.

“No. After we rebelled, it is likely that they will hold firm as to prevent any additional nobles from rebelling,” Marquis von Glasser replied. “However, the battalions will be focused along the east and south. They know for a fact that the Red Iron Cavalry will come across the mountains in the east.”

“This will leave a gap on the west, but the navy is patrolling heavily along the coast, at least up until Stromwal,” Laz told them.

“What about the north?” Lord Douglas asked.

“The marquises of the north aren’t far north. The far north joined thanks to the Carolines, so before them, the kingdom only reached up to here,” the Marquis replied, taking a pointing stick, and drawing an invisible line across the map. “Anything beyond was settled by the Senecas along the east, and closer to the coasts, the House of Enidmore.”

“All the ducal houses have distanced themselves from the Fourth Prince and his party,” Lord Douglas said. “With the exception of Duke Seneca, who is in service on the council.”

“If he wasn’t on it, the entire kingdom would’ve already collapsed.” The Marquis frowned. “But if he’s in Kadmium, he could be used as a hostage.”

“The Duke of Seneca is aware of the danger of his position,” a woman’s voice said behind them. Laz turned around and saw Beks removing her gloves as she entered through the door. Her face was a bit flushed and there was a shine of sweat. “Lady Helen unofficially leads the duchy now.”

“Drink more water,” Lucian said as he turned to pour a pitcher into glass.

“The point is that even if they have their suspicions, Duke Seneca is under their control,” Laz told them. “They won’t suspect that the north will also be rebelling.”

Beks approached the table and looked down at the map. “Do we know where the other battalions are located?”

“Orders were given to secure the southern and eastern borders, particularly around areas where there are wide routes suitable for an army to use,” Marquis von Glasser replied. “Legion Commander Reed’s half will likely focus on the east. Legion Commander Laurent is in the south.”

“But no one has been able to find her,” Beks said in a low voice. Several people looked at her once more. “When we were looking for allies and those loyal to Brother Laurence, we wanted to contact the legion commanders. If they stayed loyal to Brother Laurence, they we wouldn’t need to fight them, or at least, they could be diverted so we have a clear march to Kadmium. Legion Commander Reed is out of reach for us to contact, but we know where he is. The same can’t be said for Legion Commander Laurent.”

“So, you mean, we don’t know where Legion Commander Laurent is?” Marquis von Glasser’s eyes widened.

“I had my people look for her. Her last recorded whereabouts were at the Fulton Fort....” Beks paused and squinted. “That’s the last fort I passed during my exile. Or rather, before they tried to kill me.”

Laz looked around the table and noticed Marquis von Glasser and his sons were looking at Beks with horrified expression.

“My child,” the Marquis said, softening his voice. “Who tried to kill you?”

Beks paused. “Oh. I forgot about that part.”

Laz let out a heavy sigh. “The royal guards assigned to escort the Carolines to the borders for exile to the four winds were disguised paladins. The entire royal guard got food poisoning the day they were to leave, so all-.”

“Except one,” Beks said. “Lloyd.”

Lucian squinted. “Lloyd from the camp?”

“Yes, he was assigned to the kitchen staff,” Beks replied. “Anyway, he’s the one who told my brother about the food poisoning. Anyone who ate at the barracks the night before got food poisoning and couldn’t go, so others were assigned. Lloyd had a break the day before and had eaten out, so he wasn’t poisoned. He thought it was strange he’d never met the other escort guards, but thought it was because they had to bring royal guards stationed elsewhere to fill in.”

“Then wouldn’t that mean that someone was working inside the barracks to poison the guards?” Lord Stephen asked.

Lord Douglas’ face was even dark. “You are sure they were paladins?”

“Paladins....” Lord Stephan gasped. “The Temple is involved?”

“I’m not sure if it’s the Temple or just the Oracle,” Beks replied. “I know she wanted me to die.” She took a deep breath and shook her head. “That’s behind us now. The point is that Legion Commander Laurent does rounds to each of the fortresses in her region. She was at Fulton Fort and then my people lost track of her. She’s not at any of the forts. She may be in hiding.”

Laz frowned. “Then who has been leading the southern battalions?”

“They’ve just been following their location reassignments,” Beks said. She picked up a handful of little square pieces and placed them along the southern and southwestern corners of the kingdom. “These three have been patrolling while these other ones are sedentary.”

“They’re directly on our war path,” the Marquis told them in a low voice. “If Legion Commander Laurent cannot order them to stand down and support His Majesty, we will have to fight through them.”

“And we don’t have enough to go up against that many battalions at once,” Lord Stephen said, helpless.

Laz fixed his eyes on the barrier of battalions lining near the borders of the kingdom. “We don’t need to fight them all at once. It would be battalion by battalion.”

“You want us to fight consecutive battles? We’ll need to rest and repair our weapons,” Lord Douglas said with a frown.

“What if you don’t have to fight each one? Can’t we send a messenger to request an audience?” Beks asked.

Laz took a deep breath and even the von Glassers shook their heads. “Requesting an audience to discuss terms is not something the battalions do. They will only move if their battalion commander orders them, and if they are in position, it likely means their battalion commander has sided with Luther.”

“To be fair,” Beks said. “They don’t know that Brother Laurence is alive. Right now, they just think that you two are going back to take the throne from Luther. A war of succession between the three younger brothers of the heir isn’t something anyone wants. Especially right now when the kingdom has no money.”

“That’s true.” The Marquis shook his head. “At the moment, the Fourth Prince, who is already on the throne appears the most stable.”

“What if we reveal that Brother is alive and they still refuse?” Lucian asked.

Beks stared at the map and Laz watched her calm expression remain steady. “Then, we block them.”

“We don’t have enough people-” Lord Stephen opened his mouth, but Beks held up her hand to stop him.

“I never said with people,” Beks said. She tapped on a dry valley in the south, just before some low mountains. Laz narrowed his eyes.

The low mountains wrapped around the southern coast, but there were numerous trade routes cutting through to get into the valley interior. All the sedentary battalions were planted near the openings of those routes.

But they were all very close to the mountains, on open, flat land. They were concentrated against the foot of the mountains, guarding the most likely points of entry. It wasn’t a bad idea, but it was very ‘official’. If their side didn’t have enough people, the best solution wouldn’t be to attack head on.

They’d either need a significant surprise or a clever strategy that would be quick, didn’t use a lot of manpower, but decisive.

“What guerrilla warfare will you have us use this time?” Laz asked.

“Use biha-users to create a barrier to contain the battalion and then attack part of their camp. May it appear as if it’s a raid and lure as many out of a narrow opening as possible. When they are distracted, part of the barrier will be open to allow for a second team of actual raiders to sneak in and steal their resources, break any lines of communication, as well as cause general havoc. Without supplies, they can’t go far. Without urapearls or messenger birds and paper, a request for aid would take far too long.”

“While they are contained, we can move any people we have deeper into the kingdom,” the Marquis said with an understanding nod. “We only have to time it well so as to avoid another battalion.”

“What is a winning strategy that does not involve good timing?” Beks replied. “When they are contained, we can give them a list of demands. Join us or starve without resources.”

They looked at her once more, with a glint of surprise in their eyes. “Are you willing to let them starve?” Lord Stephen asked with a knit brow.

Beks stared down at the map. “If they do not acknowledge the true king and swear loyalty to him, then they are no longer citizens I should concern myself with.”

Laz found himself nodding. “If they do not acknowledge Brother Laurence, as they should knowing he is alive, then they are traitors to the crown.”

The room was silent for a moment as everyone mulled over the implications of his words.

Traitors of the crown were executed.
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“He’s dead?” Luther sat up from his bed, the thin sheets pooling at his waist as Chamberlain Wilton avoided looking at him.

“There was some sort of lightning storm at the Redstone Fortress, Your Majesty,” Chamberlain Wilton replied. “Unfortunately, it struck a wooden wagon still loaded with supplies that was parked in the fortress’ yard. The region is already dry. The fire spread quickly and the guards couldn’t put it out by morning.”

Luther’s chest tightened at the thought. “Marquis von Glasser was burned?”

Chamberlain Wilton shook his head. “No, he suffocated in the fumes from the fire.”

Luther’s face paled more so. “That’s a possibility?”

Buried beneath another sheet beside him, hoping that the lump she made on the bed wasn’t noticeable to Chamberlain Wilton, Iris also trembled at the thought. Didn’t people die in fires because they couldn’t escape the flames and were burned?

Did this mean that if there was too much smoke, one couldn’t breathe?

Her chest heaved. In that case, though the fires at the Great Temple Complex were extinguished, had anyone suffocated from the smoke before the flames reached them? The buildings there were close together, often narrow. She didn’t know the extent of the damage of the Great Temple Complex, but she knew that a small fire could do a lot of damage in those narrow passages filled with wood and paper.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Chamberlain Wilton answered them both. “News reached the von Glasser Estate.” He paused for a moment. “They have rebelled.”

Luther swung his legs over the side of the bed and rang the bell beside it. At once, two of his servant boys rushed in to help him dress.

“Wake up my father and call for the council to convene at once!”

“Your Majesty, it is still dark out-”

“It doesn’t matter! This is urgent!” Luther sounded as if he was shrieking. “Get my shoes! My shoes!”

Iris remained unmoving in the bed, waiting until the commotion had died down and the small click from the closed entrance door was heard.

She pulled the sheet off her head and let out a pant as her wide eyes looked around the now dimly lit room.

This didn’t happen in her last life.

As soon as she thought about it, she almost wanted to slap herself. Of course, this situation didn’t happen in her last life. How many things had she changed from her last life to get where she was now? Things were different.

Everything was different!

Iris’ heart slammed against her chest as she sat up, covered with a thin layer of sweat over her pale skin.

She still hadn’t heard back from the Temple and she didn’t know if they were too consumed trying to fix the damage at the Great Temple Complex or if they forgot her completely.

But how could that near oracle-worshiping Temple forget about her? An oracle?

She could only accept that they had their hands full and telling her what happened wouldn't be welcomed.

Iris had sent letters to people she knew, mainly other paladins who grew up with her, but no one returned her letters. It also brought up the concern that they were either too busy or dead.

She just managed to put on her clothes with the door opened once more and Luther rushed inside. She whirled around and gasped.

“Luther, what’s wrong?”

“I’m going to change into more suitable clothing. It will take some time for everyone to convene,” Luther said, waving his hand to send away the stewards. As soon as the door closed behind them, he walked to the edge of the bed and sat down. He hunched forward, bending his arms and resting his knees on his elbows as he grasped the sides of his head, his figure consumed with frustration.

Iris’ brows knit together and she carefully approached him. “Luther?”

“My second and third brothers never showed any hint of becoming the next king. I never considered that they’d invade to do so,” Luther replied in a dry, tired voice.

“Do you think that perhaps they do not see you as a fit leader?” Iris asked. She sat beside him and raised her hand, placing it against his shoulder and giving him a gentle rub to calm him down.

Luther’s eyes squinted and he stared ahead of him. “Do you....do you think that is the case? My second brother studied martial and military arts. He wouldn’t be fitting for a governing position. He has no knowledge of it. And my third brother is even worse. He studied to be a priest. He...he can’t even have children!”

Iris frowned. “Do they think that they can do better than you? Out of the three remaining brothers, it’s clear you are best suited.”

“I think so, as well!” Luther sat up straight and looked at her with indignation. “And why did they come now? Why did they wait so long? Where were they when Mother and Brother Laurence died!”

Iris held her breath. It seemed he had some pent-up resentment lingering. She knew that the twin princes had been attacked one after the other, and then disappeared. The delay must’ve been because they were injured and needed time to recover, but she couldn’t tell Luther that. She tried to think of another explanation.

She narrowed her eyes. “They didn’t come when your eldest brother died. Perhaps they were already preparing.”

“What do you mean?”

“They disappeared after your mother died, didn’t they? Isn’t it suspicious? You asked yourself why they waited so long. Perhaps once your mother died, they wanted to take over, but couldn’t because your eldest brother was seated firmly on the throne,” she said. “They would need someone to support their claim and that would take time.”

“Support their claim....” Luther muttered. His eyes also narrowed. “The Langshe Empire.”

“When Prince Tarkan took over, they would lose their supporter, wouldn’t they? In order to have Langshe support them, they needed their cousin on the throne.”

“Which would explain why they took the Red Iron Cavalry to reclaim Langshe for the late Empress’ son....” Luther frowned. “If he’s on the throne, then he will back his cousins in taking Kadmus.”

Iris let out a stunned gasp and sat up straight. “You don’t think that they are doing it on purpose, do you? That is...try to take over Kadmus to be absorbed by the Langshe Empire?”

She watched Luther’s face drain of color. “They wouldn’t....they are princes of Kadmus.”

Iris grasped his arm. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say such a thing. They’re your brothers. And you mention a good point. The Second Prince served in the battalions and was highly ranked. He is loyal.”

“He is,” Luther said, stressing his insistence. “But there must be a reason.”

“Do you think it’s because of Lady Rebecca?” The room was quiet. Luther seemed to suck in a sharp breath upon hearing that name. Iris wasn’t sure how Lady Rebecca’s relationship with the twin princes was when they were young, but if the woman got pregnant almost immediately as soon as she married them, they were likely much closer than expected. She leaned towards Luther and carefully prodded. “Tell me, how was their relationship when they were children? Were they close?”

Luther tensed beside her. His eyes seemed to glaze over and she watched him swallow hard. “They were close,” he replied in a raspy voice. “The Second Consort took care of Beks often and so she would play with my brothers. She talked about them often....” Luther lowered his eyes. “When they left after their father died, I remember Beks didn’t want to come out of her villa for days. Only Mother and Brother Laurence saw her.”

It was as Iris expected. “Then, she really was close to them....”

Luther’s eyes crinkled up. “You don’t think that they are invading because of Beks, do you?”

“Of course, not,” Iris replied at once, trying not to sound too defensive. “It is just...if they were close as children...to know that you exiled her....”

“She refused to accept my rule! She even broke our engagement!” Luther almost choked out.

“Didn’t she also have a hand in your eldest brother’s death?” Iris asked.

Luther shook his head. “She and my brother were more siblings than my brother and I were. She was loyal to him; she wouldn’t have harmed him.” He lowered his head. “But they are too dangerous. If she accepted my rule, we’d have the support of the Carolines. If the Carolines disagreed, they’d turn everyone else against us.”

Iris furrowed her brows. “Their invasion will be meaningless. Lady Rebecca was branded with an exile marking. She won’t be able to enter the kingdom again.”

Luther frowned and looked ahead of him. “What if that is the reason why?”

“Reason?”

“My brothers may be angry because I exiled her. She’ll never be able to enter the kingdom again and because of that, she’s trapped outside of the only place she’d considered home. Of course, my brothers would be angry.” Luther shook his head, frowning. “They must be invading for revenge.”

“Would your brothers side with her over you? Their own flesh and blood?” Iris asked.

Luther let out a small scoff. “My fiancée of two decades abandoned me. Why wouldn’t they? We were never close to begin with.”

“Luther, they can’t take over the kingdom,” Iris said with a trembling voice as her hand squeezed his arm. “They don’t have the knowledge to do so. All they know are the military and the priesthood. How will they manage governance of the kingdom? Only you can do this.”

Luther nodded. “I know,” he said with a tight-lipped frown as his hand went over hers. “Our Legions overwhelm the Red Iron Cavalry and von Glassers and other nobles like them don’t have the weapons or resources to rebel. We confiscated their weapons and horses, and froze their assets so they cannot purchase new ones.” He narrowed his eyes. “They won’t get far.”
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“Not as much as what faced us in Langshe, but still enough to give us a problem,” Laz said as they brazenly flew over the southernmost battalions stationed.

Beks was seated in the basket with her eyes closed, mentally marking the locations of armies, both their opponents and their own, in her mind.

Small groups and individuals from the von Glasser army had made their way to a Dawn Company owned property masquerading as a caravan inn. All Beks said was that her people had been planted in and around the inn. She didn’t necessarily say that technically; the Dawn Company was hers. Lord Douglas was dropped off there to convene with their officers and get the equipment distributed.

Unless ordered, they would not engage with the battalions to their south. The von Glasser army was to make their way north. A few days of travel by foot, and they would reach Kadmium. The von Glasser army didn’t need to waste time dealing with the battalions. Once they got their equipment, they could go north.

After all, the battalions were now situated along the borders.

Only the royal guard could stop the von Glasser army, and it was unlikely that Luther would arrange for a bodyguard unit to go into battle, especially when he and his people needed the royal guards to guard them.

“How long do you think they’ve been settled?” Beks asked. The battalions were shuffled around and she didn’t have exact dates.

“Not long, but with the formation of the camp, it looks like they are willing to wait as long as it takes for our army to come over those hills.”

Beks pursed her lips. They flew over a patch of unsettled darkness, leaving behind the torches dotting the battalion camp.

However, they didn’t fly far. With the battalion torches still visible from the corner of her eye, she could see torches of another camp on the other side. The distance flown wasn’t far at all.

That was it.

Just a few rows of hills separated two full legion battalions from the Wild Dogs and a portion of the Caroline army. This was Laurence’s army and while he officially led it, it was Duke Caroline doing the majority of the work because of his experience.

But they were close to the border. Beks wasn’t sure if Laurence’s army knew that they were one horseback riding vanguard sighting away from being discovered.

“They’re not going to move forward. They’d be pinched in the mountain passes. It’s better for them to wait,” Laz said, as if sensing her worry.

“Since the road is narrower between the passes, it would take some time for an entire army to cross just a few mountains,” Beks replied with a frown.

“I’m sure your father has a way.”

She hoped, as well. The problem with such difficult terrain was that it took time to pass, and they didn’t have time to spare if they wanted to bypass the battalions and surprise attack Luther in Kadmium.

At the very least, she hadn’t heard a word from Luther’s foreign allies about coming to his aid. Aceria’s network was able to get information from wealthy individuals who wanted to get vaults, so extracting the attitude of other countries on Kadmus’ current ruler was quite easily. Almost all the countries had a ‘wait and see’ approach.

They didn’t want to bet on Luther in the case that their side succeeded, but they didn’t want to bet on them in case Luther managed to hold on to his seat.

Beks didn’t blame them for being cautious and refusing to be part of it when it wasn’t necessary. The late Queen had the backing of Paraxes and Langshe because she married princes from each country and there was an obligation for Paraxes and Langshe to support her.

Luther, at this point, now that Beks thought about it, had married an oracle.

In theory, the Temple would come to support her.

She’d read as much as she could about oracles lately, and every single one was treated like a mortal god by the Temple.

However, at that moment, the Temple was facing a crisis. Aside from the flood and fire at the Great Temple Complex and its paladin grounds, as such a thing had never happened before, rumor had spread that the Temple was being punished.

The rumor was something Mr. Kesse took the liberty of spreading. Beks had told the Grand Duke of Aceria in one of their conversations, when he was confirming that the children were safe, about the rumor. The man carried thousands of years of ancestral hatred for the Temple, and his actions following made it clear.

Anyone who left Aceria would’ve heard the rumor by now, and when those people reached their destinations, even more people would find out.

The result was that the Temple was having a crisis on their reputation. Many people were saying that the Temple had done something they weren’t supposed to do, which as far as Beks was concerned, was absolutely true.

Blame also spread to the new oracle for marrying Luther.

That wasn’t something Beks planned, and it seemed to have sprung up organically as a guess on what the Temple had done to deserve a flood and fire. Did she ask Mr. Kesse to curb the rumor after he told her?

No.

Did she encourage him to increase its reputation in Kadmus to further disparage Luther for not being able to control his lust, having an affair with a member of the Temple, and thus angering the gods?

Yes.

Maybe the last part wasn’t true, but the first two were.

The rokhs began to descend, letting out familiar screeches. Their sounds were familiar to the Wild Dogs below and Beks watched as several torches began to move and spread out to form a large circle to designate a clear landing area.

Beks’ brows rose, impressed.

Thad landed first, jumping out and then helping out Marquis von Glasser. Someone came to undo the latches that kept the baskets connected to the rope and removed them, allowing Cloud to move elsewhere and comfortably rest.

Wisp brought her load over and the twins climbed out. Beks jumped out after them and heard her brother shout for someone. She watched Thad rush across the circle to embrace an approaching figure.

Her heart shot up to her throat as she saw the familiar tall man with the warm smile. Beks’ eyes reddened. “Daddy!”

“Snowflower!” Thad stepped back to allow her a clear path to their father. She rammed into her father and hugged him tightly. The man laughed and embraced her just as tight. “You worked hard, Beks. You did a great job.”

She smiled and nodded as she pulled away. “Thank you.”

“Father-in-law.” Two voices spoke at once and her father looked over the top of her head. Beks turned to see Laz and Lucian kneeling just behind her and lowering their heads.

She felt her father take a deep breath and slowly exhale. He loosened his grip from Beks and moved her aside before taking a step towards the two princes. He placed a hand on each of their heads for a brief moment.

“Stand.” He didn’t address them by their royal titles. At the moment, they were greeting him as his son-in-laws, not as princes. Laz and Lucian stood up at once and faced the older man. Robert seemed to look them over before giving them a nod. He placed on hand on each of their shoulders. “Thank you for protecting my children, Lazarus, Lucian. My daughter has chosen well.”

In the torchlight, Beks could see the relief on their faces at her father’s simple words.

“Thank you, Father-in-law,” the twins chorused before saluting him once more. Robert slapped their shoulders.

“Come into the tent and rest. We are still eating, so there is plenty of food,” Robert said. He put his arm around Thad’s shoulder. “And you...of all my children, I thought you would be the least likely to run off.”

Thad winced. “I had to oversee Wrath. Imagine what she’d do if she were on her own.”

Robert laughed. “The world owes you a great favor then.”

They followed Robert into the interior of their camp. Laurence was waiting for them and rushed to embrace his brothers with tears in his eyes. The twins held onto him tightly, apologizing for worrying him and assuring Laurence that they did everything they set out to do and more.

“I just can’t relax until I see that you are both safe in front of me,” Laurence told them.

“Daddy, where’s Mommy?” Beks asked as she took a seat. The tents were similar to the ones she’d seen with the Dranga people back in the Giant’s Ridge and it was likely that they had prepared them. They were easy to take down and set up, convenient now that speed was needed.

“She had to meet your Great Aunt, but should be arriving in the morning,” Robert said. Additional food was brought it, and Thad began eating as if he had been starving.

Her father and Laurence spoke to Marquis von Glasser, getting up to speed on where their respective forces were and the plans. All parties appeared satisfied with the progress, until Marquis von Glasser brought up the battalions situated just on the other side of the hills.

“They out number us?” Laurence frowned. “Double? Triple?”

“For one battalion, less than double, but most of the southern battalions have been placed along the border areas behind the hills, waiting for our people to cross over,” Laz replied.

“They’re likely a day’s travel away,” Lucian said. “At the very least. If we attack and they manage to get a message out, we’d need to move before another battalion reached us.”

Laurence frowned at this.

“Then, let’s just make sure that no message goes out,” Robert told them as he leaned back against his chair, full from dinner. “Urapearls on the mainland require a fixed base, so they don’t carry them with them. We can intercept riders and messenger birds.”

“Riders I understand, but the birds are quick,” Laurence said.

“It will be good target practice for Sunny,” Thad replied, looking at the mats nearby a metal fire basin, where the fire drake had laid on his side to sleep after a full meal. “We can go on the rokhs and I can use wind biha to throw the birds off course.”

“All right, but we need to figure out how we’ll get over the hills without being caught,” Laz said.

“All the mountain passes are relatively narrow. It would take some time for all of us to get through,” Lucian added.

Laurence nodded at this. “They’d just have to wait at the other end to pick us off little by little.”

“Daddy, I need earth biha users,” Beks told her father. “How many do we have here?”

Her father furrowed his brows and thought for a moment. “Outside of the Thirnir, we have twenty earth biha users from the main unit. Their skill levels are slightly below Rid Callan’s.”

“Daddy, Rid Callan has improved greatly,” Beks told him. “However, I’d like to meet the earth biha users to see what they can do.”

“Oh?” Her father raised a curious brow and leaned forward. “What do you have in mind?”

“A barricade to prevent the battalion from coming after us,” Beks said.

“You want to surround their entire encampment?” Her father’s brows shot up. “That’s a good idea, but it would need to be done quickly. And biha users would need to use much of their ability.”

Beks nodded. “It doesn’t need to be the entire encampment, just the portion around the base of the hill.”

“What if they climb over the hill?” Laurence asked. “A barrier will delay them, but they will look for another way out. Though a bit more troublesome, they can go up the hill and around the barrier.”

“Not if it’s on fire,” Beks and Thad said at the same time.

Laurence slowly turned his head towards the Duke of Caroline, as if to ask why his children were so extreme. Instead, he found an elated expression on the duke’s face.

“As long as the fire is controlled and doesn’t spread, it’s fine,” he told them.

Laurence almost dropped his jaw. “Wait...even so, didn’t you say that creating a barrier will take time? And biha users! What if they’re seen?”

“We’ll go at night,” Beks said. “Laz using shadow biha will make sure we aren’t seen.”

“What if it’s not enough time?” Laurence asked. “And what about patrols?”

“Well, that’s a second thing,” Beks said. She turned back to her father. “I need water biha users.”

Her father chuckled. “The majority remained in Sagittate for defense. We don’t have many.”

“We don’t need many,” Beks said. “We just need Mommy.”

“Ah, to be thought of so highly by my children warms my heart,” a smooth, calming voice spoke up behind her. The fire in the pits flickered as the tent flap was pushed aside and a tall woman with dark skin and a lingering sea salt scent walked in.

“Mommy!” Both Beks and Thad got up to hug their mother, only to be beaten there by their father.

Sybil of Caroline gently patted her husband’s back before pushing him away and taking quick steps towards her children. 

“Thad, Beks....” She brought both them against her and pressed her head against each of them, taking a deep breath, as if breathing them in would reassure her. “You are safe, you are safe....” She murmured her relief, kissing each child on the side of the head before reluctantly letting them go.

Laz and Lucian were already on their feet, and as soon as Beks and Thad stepped back, they knelt before Sybil as they had Robert.

“Mother-in-Law.”

For a moment, Sybil stared at them. She then looked at Beks with a dull, yet suspicious look. “What is going on?”

“Ah...that’s my fault. I forgot to tell you through one of the messages,” Robert told her with a helpless smile. “They signed marriage documents in the Langshe Empire.”

“Inheritance purposes,” Thad said. Beks elbowed him.

Sybil frowned at once. She turned her glare to her husband. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“The messenger hawks can only carry such a large piece of paper!” Robert said, raising his arms in defense.

“Robert, I received five love letters from you in the last two weeks alone,” Sybil replied in a firm voice. Beks winced and Laurence turned his head away, as if he didn’t see the middle-aged couple about to get into an argument. “You couldn’t have found some way to tell me that my eldest daughter got married?”

“It slipped my mind....”

“Rob....” Sybil took a deep breath to calm herself and then exhaled. She repeated the process three times before the irritation seemed to have faded enough. “Never mind. Lazarus, Lucian. Stand.” The two stood up at once and faced her. Sybil reached out and touched the top of their heads one by one. “You have done well keeping your word to me and protecting my daughter. I trust you will maintain this level of devotion for the rest of your lives?”

“Yes, Mother-in-law!”

“I want action, not words,” Sybil said as she retracted her arm and gave them a firm look. “As long as you love and respect my daughter, I will love and respect you as my sons. She has chosen you. Do not disappoint her.”

“Yes, Mother-in-law.” The two bowed their heads once more and Sybil nodded, satisfied.

“All right. When this is over I will bring you a proper gift, as is customary in the Western Islands. Had I known....” She grit her teeth and shot her husband a scathing glare. Robert smiled none-the-less, and she snorted and looked back at the twins. “I would’ve been better prepared and brought gifts.”

“Thank you, Mother-in-law.”

Sybil then greeted Laurence and Marquis von Glasser. As she took a seat to wait for her meal, she looked at her daughter across the table. “Tell me, what did you need me for?”

“I need a thick, dense fog to cover the battalion waiting for us on the other side of the hills. I need to keep them from seeing us when earth biha users create a barrier to delay them from coming after us as our people come through,” Beks told her.

Sybil waved a hand. “That is not much. When do you want to do it?”

“As soon as possible-”

“All right, let me eat first and we’ll go.”

“Wait, Mommy, we still need to gather the earth biha users,” Beks said, sitting up straight. “We’ll need many of them to create sections of a barrier.”

Sybil furrowed her brows. “Then, the more we have the better. It’s good that Rid Callan came with me.”

Beks face lit up. Rid Callan would know exactly what to do with minimal instruction from her. “Great! Did you meet him at sea?”

“Yes, so I told him to follow me as I was going to a rendezvous point and would reach you sooner than he’d return to the Red Iron Cavalry.”

“What about Rid Norddottir?”

“She remained with the children,” Sybil replied with an approving nod. Someone came in with a plate of food for her and she gave them a curt nod before picking up her utensils. “By the way, Robert. When His Majesty returns to the throne, assign Rid Callan to Beks at the island.”

Robert looked a bit taken aback as he poured his wife some light wine. “He wants to transfer?”

“He feels that his children will transition better on Gurani,” Sybil replied.

Beks felt her heart swell as she smiled. “He decided to adopt?”

Sybil nodded. “A little girl and her toddler brother.”

Beks gasped. “Yaya and Ren.” A wave of relief swept through her. Siblings were hard to adopt together, she heard.

“Rid Norddottir also wants to transfer,” Sybil said. “For the same reason, but I don’t know who she adopted.”

“This is a good thing,” Robert replied. “I will arrange it.” He stood up, stroked his wife’s hair back affectionately, before looking towards Beks. “I will go and gather the earth biha users for you. In the morning, you can evaluate their abilities. For now, you and your brother should rest.”

Beks nodded. Laurence went back to his own tent and speak with his father-in-law. As their voices faded, she heard Marquis von Glasser tell Laurence “I wouldn’t be insulted if you wanted to name a son after me. Or a daughter.”

Laz left to speak to his Wild Dogs and Lucian stood up to find their tent. Beks was going to follow him when Sybil told her to stay a moment. She sent Thad to go with Lucian to find his own sleeping assignment.

When Beks and her mother were alone in the tent, Sybil put her utensils down. She was only halfway through her meal, but for the moment, pushed it aside.

“I had to wait to speak to your Great Aunt. She wanted me to bring you something,” Sybil told her as she reached up to the collar of her shirt. She unbuttoned the top button and fished out a thick leather braided cord holding on to a leather drawstring bag. “She said she didn’t trust anyone else to bring it to you but me.”

Beks furrowed her brows. “What is it?”

“A ring,” Sybil replied. “She just said to give it to you and that you’d figure it out.” She pulled the drawstring bag off and slid it across the table.

Beks carefully loosened the chord and opened up the small sack. Inside was a metal ring with a large, round black pearl. Its luster was almost glowing with greens, purples, and blues against the fire light.

“It’s beautiful....” Beks said. “I’ve never seen such a pearl before.” She held it over her fingers to see which one would fit best on, and finally settled on her left hand’s middle finger. It fit snuggly and the base of the pearl brushed against her skin.

She tilted her head to the side. Perhaps it was because the ring still had her mother’s residual body heat, but the pearl felt warm against her skin.

“She said she had to go to one of her private caches to retrieve that pearl. Then it took some time to get it fitted on a suitable ring, otherwise, she would’ve gotten it to you faster,” Sybil said.

Beks held up her hand to admire the ring. The pearl was held firmly in place by four prongs. She squinted and brought the ring closer to her. She almost didn’t notice the tiny red gemstones that made up the abstract head of a snake. The pearl was in the snake’s dislocated jaws, as if about to be eaten. “They’re fangs! Mommy, it’s Snowflake!”

Sybil chuckled. “I thought you’d like it.”

“Did she say why she wanted to give it to me?”

Sybil shook her head. “She said you’d understand. She did tell me to tell you that she’s only seen two pearls that color in her life. That’s how rare it is.”

Beks’ eyes widened. For her Great Aunt to have only seen two in her lifetime as a pirate queen meant this pearl was rarer than any piece of jewelry she’d worn at the Gilded Palace. She looked at the pearl. “Is the other one this big?”

“Bigger,” Sybil said.

“Bigger?” Beks’ almost balked. The pearl on her ring already created a sizable lump on her finger.

“Yes, you’ve seen it already,” Sybil said as she picked up her utensils to continue eating. “It’s the head of the kraken on your Great Aunt’s cane.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 70 - She Had Never Been Happier to be Ignored


                Beks’ head shot up. Her eyes were wide. “The head of Great Aunt’s cane is a pearl?” She thought back to when she grabbed the cane. The hard wood was carved so well and wrapped around the pearl to create a kraken, that it seemed like one whole piece.

“It’s a bit worn and covered with some dirt now, after being exposed to the elements and held all the time,” her mother told her as she cut through her meat. “But it used to be as bright as yours.”

Beks looked back at the ring on her hand. It no longer felt simply warm, but like fire against her has her heart jumped.

She stood up, nearly knocking her chair back. Her mother raised her eyes and gave her a curious look. “I’m going to try something!”

“Oh? Did you figure it out already-”

Beks was already rushing to the exit. “Get some rest, Mommy! I’ll see you tomorrow!”

Sybil raised her hand towards her daughter. “You also get some rest....” Her voice trailed off, helpless as Beks rushed out of the tent.

For a moment, Beks didn’t know where to run to. Excitement coursed through her, making her shake as she clutched her hand with the ring against her chest and looked from left to right. Before she took another step, she stopped herself and took a deep breath.

She had been through this before. She’d got her hopes up and was faced with failure.

Don’t expect too much.... She told herself three times in order to try to curb her likely disappointment later, but despite her words, she still couldn’t help but anticipate success.

She needed to test out the ring and she couldn’t wait until dawn to do so.

In fact, for Beks, it was better to do it now, while it was night so no one would see her trying an array of different biha techniques for nothing.

She glanced around and began to walk towards the edge of the camp. There were still plenty of people around the camp and with the warm weather, a good portion of the Wild Dogs opted to sleep outside, under the stars.

When she was recognized, Beks greeted them and gave them some praise for their loyalty and gratitude for coming. The closer she got to the edge of the camp, the more Wild Dogs told her not to go too far away or asked if she needed an escort.

“I’ll be fine. By the way, do you know where the rokhs are?” she said, trying to appear as nonchalant as possible.

“You went the wrong direction, Your Highness.”

Beks knit her brows just a bit. Your Highness? Did news of her marrying the twins in Langshe already spread? Her mother would not be happy to know that the entire battalion of Wild Dogs knew that her daughter got married while her husband forgot to tell her.

“The rokhs are on the other side. Do you want us to escort you, Your Highness?”

“No, no. Just rest while you can for now. I will find them.” Beks assured them with a wave of her hand and turned around. The rokhs were likely in an open area which would allow them to spread their wings and take flight, so it would be an ideal place for her to try her ring.

The question was what biha she would try.

Water was out of the question, as they weren’t near a sizable water source. When she was experimenting with random sticks and various other objects after using Great Aunt’s cane to jettison herself out of the sea, she was close enough to a large water source to use. She didn’t have the proficiency to gather water from the air at the moment.

Fire was also out of the question, as the last thing she needed was to burn down the entire camp. Fire needed a lot of control, and considering that she couldn’t control the force of water or wind biha the last time, it was best she didn’t try it with fire.

Wind biha was a good choice, but the concern about control was the same. Beks shuddered remembering how she flew over the ocean, screaming in panic because she couldn’t control it.

She looked around and frowned. They were in an open area, but if wind biha sent her reeling further, she’d hit something. She also didn’t know where she’d land.

Earth biha also required control so as not to do too much damage to her surroundings.

The other choices were life or healing biha, which would only be measurable if someone were injured and she wasn’t going to injure herself to test it out.

Light biha could possibly blind her or, if it came out too strong, set someone on fire, which would once more lead to the problem of fire biha.

“Shadow biha it is,” Beks muttered to herself. She looked around once more to make sure no one saw her doing anything strange. She was far away from the campfires that no one could tell what she was really doing, but close enough to see the rokhs eating a few paces from her.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, gathering biha from around her body to concentrate at her left hand. The faint tingling sensation meant it was working.

She could feel the density of biha in her left hand and she tried to imagine it coming out the way she’d seen Laz’s shadow biha seem to seep out of him.

She opened her eyes. Saw that a dark shadow seemed to have coated her left hand and was coming up her arm. Her eyes widened and she let out a breathy laugh.

“I did it!” She almost couldn’t restrain herself from screaming. Her concentration broke and the shadow around her hand faded quickly. Beks pouted. “I should’ve expected that....”

She looked at her hand once more. She had worried that when she released biha, there would be too much at once due to her inability to control it. She was pleasantly surprised to find that while the shadow appeared fast, it wasn’t overpowering and consumed her in darkness.

Beks looked at the pearl once more. While large against her slender fingers, it was several times smaller than the pearl on her Great Aunt’s cane, which was roughly the size of Wrath’s little fist.

She tilted her head to the size. Did the size of the pearl influence how strong the biha channeled through it became?

She let out a heavy sigh. If only her Great Aunt had been the one to give her the ring, then she could ask questions about it and get more guidance on how to use it and practice with it. She had many questions, from what could be done with the pearl to where her Great Aunt got it, not to mention how she found out it could be used to channel biha.

And why would her Great Aunt need the aid of a pearl? Her Great Aunt was a strong water biha user.

Beks shook herself out of dwelling on questions. The next time she saw the old woman, she would ask. For now, she had to do her best to try to master using the ring as quickly as possible.

Once more, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes, gathering her biha. The process seemed to become easier the second time. A cool feeling spread from her hand to her arm and she opened her eyes. Despite the giddiness watching the dark, cool shadow move up her arm, Beks forced herself to focus on willing it to move.

She looked down at the ground and squinted to see if shadow biha could come from more than just her hand. She collected biha down her legs and with the same train of thought, a dark mass seemed to grow at her feet.

It doesn’t just need to be my hand! This was good news. Beks theorized that just having the pearl could help her focus her biha.

She turned to the encampment and the numerous fires burning not so far away. She narrowed her eyes and lifted her arm, gathering her biha once more and this time, envisioning the shadow coming from her hand like an umbrella before spreading to create a dome over her.

The lights in the camp seemed to have a darkening filter applied over them and Beks took in a sharp breath. She could do it! She could use shadow biha!

She bit her lower lip to keep from screaming out loud. She began to walk towards the camp with the small, domed shadow keeping her protected. Her heart slammed in her chest as a bit of excitement coursed through her.

Did anyone notice the shadow?

Did anyone notice her? Perhaps on the outside, they could make out her figure, but couldn’t see her features with the shadow cast over her.

Beks began to weave past the small groups who were huddled together to chat and eat. Unlike earlier, no one looked up and greeted her. No one asked if she needed an escort. No one asked if she needed anything.

She’d never been so excited to be ignored in her life.

Beks turned her attention towards the center of the camp. She wondered if Laz would notice as a shadow biha user.

She approached the center of the camp and looked around. Beks had rushed out of her father’s tent earlier in her excitement and didn’t know where to find her husbands. Lucian had probably found their tent by now, but Laz had gone to speak to his battalion leaders.

She scanned the area around the center of the camp and recognized some of the men who were officers under Laz. She approached three men who were standing in a circle and stopped behind one of them. “Where is your Battalion Commander?”

Her voice was recognizable. The two men standing in front of them looked in her direction. Their calm, respectful faces immediately dropped. The man whose back was turned to Beks turned around, already talking.

“The Battalion Commander has returned to his quarters, Your High-” His eyes went wide and he stopped abruptly, almost taking a step back at the same time. He looked right at her, but at the same time, seemed to look right through her.

“You heard it, too, right?” one of the other men said. “I swore I heard Her Highness’ voice.”

“I did, too!” the third man agreed. They looked around warily. There was a large campfire just a few paces from them. Beks could almost feel its heat against her.

Beks raised a brow. Were they trying to be funny? “What are you doing? I’m right here.”

The second man who spoke grabbed the third’s shoulder. “I heard her again!”

“Your Highness?” The first man stumbled back, getting closer to his companions as his eyes darted around. “Where are you?”

Beks squinted.  Do they...do they not see me?  She opened her mouth once more. “I said I’m right here.”

“Gordon, go and find the Battalion Commander! Something’s happened to Her Highness!” the first man ordered at once despite his shaken appearance.

Her brows shot up. They really can’t see me!  Joy and anticipation filled her as she thought of surprising her husbands. Before she could turn around to find them, a hand clamped on her shoulder.

“How long are you going to keep hiding behind shadow biha?”

A prang of guilt reached her as Laz’s spoke up. Beks turned around and saw her husband standing there, crossing his arms over his chest and looking at her. She didn’t notice the confused looks of the three soldiers behind her.

“Is the Battalion Commander all right?” One whispered as he leaned closer to the others. The first one elbowed him to shut him up.

Beks bit her lips and held her breath. She didn’t even realize she wasn’t moving.

“Beks, I know you’re there,” Laz said with a knowing look.

She sighed. It seemed the only disappointment she’d had that night was not having the chance to surprise her husbands. “You can see me?”

“No,” Laz replied. His answer confused her at once. Before she could ask how he knew she was there, he continued. “But I can sense my own wife’s biha.”

“Why is Beks covered with shadow biha?” Lucian arrived a few steps away and seemed to squint.

Beks almost choked. “You can sense me, too?”

“Of course, I can,” Lucian said in a calm voice despite his eyes going up and down her figure, looking at something between them. “I know my wife’s biha. I’ve known it since your biha explosion.”

Defeated, Beks lowered her arm. The filter that seemed to go over the firelight vanished and she blinked, turning her head away from the large campfire to her left. “I was going to surprise you.”

“You have surprised us,” Laz told her with a dumbfounded look. “Beks, how did you use shadow biha?”

“And can you use any other?” Lucian asked. He lifted his hand and it began to let out a faint glow. “Can you do this?”

Laz seemed to want to silence his brother so they could get answers, but Beks lifted her hand, mirroring Lucian’s stance. Her hand began to glow.

And grow brighter.

And brighter.

Laz lifted his hands over his face as he turned his head away. “All right, that’s enough!”

“Beks, dim your hand,” Lucian told her, also turning his head away.

Beks had already shut her eyes as the light coming from her hand started to blind her as well. Even with closed lids, she could see the light. She tried to retract the biha, but the light wasn’t dimming, so she stopped releasing biha altogether.

Her hand dimmed, as if extinguished.

Laz rubbed his eyes. “No wonder the shadow biha was so strong that we couldn’t see you standing there in the dark. Is all your released biha like this?”

Beks looked at her hand, almost helpless. “I don’t know.”  I hope not. If she couldn’t control it, she could do more harm than good.

“I’m sure she just has to learn to control it,” Lucian said. “We all have to start somewhere.”

“But where did Beks start?”

Beks sighed and looked at her snake ring once more. “Let’s go inside first, then we can talk,” she told them.

The twins looked at each other, but nodded, and escorted her to a small, round tent just beside her father’s. Beks dug out her leviathan scale and put it down before turning to her husbands. She lifted her hand and wiggled her fingers, drawing their attention to the ring.

Both men frowned at once. “Beks, who gave you that ring?” Laz said with a slight frown.

“You weren’t wearing any jewelry when we left Langhse,” Lucian added.

Beks rolled her eyes. Did she detect a little jealousy? “It’s a gift from my Great Aunt.” The two let out breaths of relief.

“It’s from her Great Aunt...good, good....”

“We haven’t even bought her proper jewelry we’ve picked out for her yet.” Laz complained out loud.

“You gave me plenty from your vault.”

“Those were prepared by Adah, not us. It’s different,” Laz replied with stubbornness.

Lucian had closed the gap between them and gently held Beks’ hand in his. He turned her hand from side to side looking at the ring. He squinted. “Is this Snowflake?”

Beks’ face lit up at once. “Yes! You noticed! Do you see the little red eyes? Isn’t it cute? Just like my Snowflake!”

Lucian looked at the ring with some helplessness while Laz pursed her lips. “Your Great Aunt...she has good taste.” For a moment, she could almost hear them thinking that any attempt to get her a better ring would be in vain.

Beks let out a small snort. “That’s not the most important part. The pearl helps me manifest my biha as elemental biha.”

“What?” Laz jerked his head back.

Lucian looked at her, still holding her hand. “Is there such an item?”

“I didn’t know either and I’ve read so much,” Beks said. “My Great Aunt has another similar pearl, only it’s larger. It’s on the handle of my Great Aunt’s cane forming the head of the kraken design. When we were sailing back to the island, we had a confrontation with a Kadmus naval vessel.

“I fell off the boat holding my Great Aunt’s cane. In a panic, I released a lot of biha. I was suddenly pushed upwards, towards the surface. I broke through and was thrown quite high into the air,” Beks told them, gesticulating with her hands to try to help them visualize. “The cane was allowing me to release biha as water biha, but with no water around me to keep me up, I plummeted to the ground. I began waving the cane around trying get it to use my biha again.”

“And it worked,” Laz deduced. Beks nodded.

“Wind biha was channeled through and I was thrown over the sea, further than the ship’s length. Thad’s biha master had to catch me because I couldn’t control the biha.”

Lucian looked back at the pearl on her hand. “And the pearl is what helps you channel biha as a force.”

Beks nodded. “It seems like it. I had tried other objects after my Great Aunt’s cane, but nothing worked.”

Lucian rubbed his chin with one hand, a both interested and distracted look on his face, as if his mind was elsewhere. “I’m not surprised.”

Laz raised a brow. “You’re not?”

Lucian lowered his hands and looked at them. “Remember when we were n Aceria and we went to the Wealth Vaults? Light pearls weren’t the only pearls there. To check our identity and register, we also used a pearl.”

Laz nodded. “The one that Beks broke.”

Beks frowned at him. “It was an accident and the Grand Duke said it was fine.”

“I think that pearls, especially in ancient Gurani, could be activated and used for a variety of things with biha,” Lucian said. He scratched the back of his head. “I don’t know how, but I think it’s possible.”

“But not all pearls can be light pearls, so perhaps only specific pearls are suitable?” Laz asked.

“That may be the case.” Lucian looked back at Beks’ ring. “This particular pearl has a luster, but it won’t glow like a light pearl. It’s possible that the pearl has to be from a specific region. Maybe from a specific type of oyster.”

Beks looked at the luster on her pearl and narrowed her eyes. “It might not be the round pearl itself, but what it’s made of.”

“Isn’t it made of pearl?” Laz asked.

Lucian shook his head. “Pearls can be farmed by putting in a tiny round object inside. The oyster secretes something around it and over time, the luster is formed.”

“At the top of each tablet there is a thin sliver of mother-of-pearl,” Beks said. “It must do something.”

“But why pearls?” Laz asked.

Beks looked at him and sighed. “Laz, I am figuring this out as I go along, too. I haven’t read anything about it.”

“It might have been so prevalently used that not much is written about it. How it as utilized was taken for granted,” Lucian said. “Not much is written about how a candle flame can create light, after all.”

Laz shook his head. “Every time I find out more about that civilization, I’m both in awe and confused as to how it could disappear as it did. Aceria exists; certainly, there were survivors.”

Beks looked at her ring and nodded. “We can think about that later. For now, I need to learn how to use this.”

“You have a large biha well. A limitless one, Beks,” Lucian said. “But you’ll still need to practice to get control.”

She frowned. “I know. That’s why you need to teach me. I only know the foundations of the elemental biha, but not the rarer ones like light and shadow. Furthermore, after being tossed around the last time I used water and wind biha, I don’t want to use elemental biha until I can control something like shadow biha. It feels the safest to use. At the very least, fewer people will get hurt.”

Laz let out a low sigh, but nodded. “All right. When we have some time, we’ll work on your control.” He put his hands on her shoulders and met her eyes. “But don’t expect it to happen overnight.”

Beks gave him a dull look. “I’m not crazy, Laz. I know I won’t master it overnight.”
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She knew she wouldn’t master it overnight, but a small part of her still hoped she could. After all, she had a limitless biha well. That had to mean she had some special ability, didn’t it?

Once more, she was disappointed.

Laz showed her some exercises to try to control the density of her shadow biha for another hour before he told her they should rest, as they’d been traveling non-stop. Despite wanted to stay up and continue practicing, she forced herself to stop and go to bed.

With how excited she was at this newfound tool, she thought she would be too excited to sleep, but as soon as her head sank into her straw pillow, she slept until well past sunrise.

When she woke up, Laz had left to convene with the leaders of Laurence’s army who were present. Lucian was awake, but still laying and reading from a small, tattered notebook. Beks had seen it before; it was given to Lucian from Sister Levina and had notes on what she’d learned about light biha while hiding out in the Great Temple Complex.

She’d proudly shown it to Beks and Lucian, patting her chest and beaming before pointing to Lucian and tapping the notebook aggressively as a way of telling him he had to read it. Lucian was learning things little by little, with much trial and error, but he was still advancing.

Beks lifted her head from his bare chest and the arm she was using as a pillow shifted.

“Is breakfast over?” Meals consisted of dried and stale food while they were flying. Lately, the only food that Beks had been able to eat that was hot was when she was on the ground.

“You can eat whenever you like,” Lucian said as he lowered his notebook. He smiled and kissed the top of her head. “Are you hungry now?”

Beks yawned as she nodded. “I should get up.”

“I’ll call someone to bring you something to eat,” Lucian said. He carefully moved his arm out from under her head. He rose to his feet and stretched out. “Do you want to read Sister Levina’s book? It’s a bit more advanced, but some of the technical explanations may help when you try to use light biha.”

“The more information I have the better.” Her voice was a bit distracted as she watched his arms raise over his head.

Lucian turned and placed the book beside her. “Take as long as you need. I’ll be back in a bit.” He gathered his dusty travel clothes and put them on before exiting the tent. Beks rolled over on her stomach and buried her face in the pillow. It had been a while since she could sleep, though yet another battle was looming.

She turned her head and looked towards the door, still on her stomach with her arms out like a starfish on a beach. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. They were so close to regaining the throne for Laurence, she could almost see Kadmium when she opened her eyes.

They just had to go a little bit further.

Beks laid in the sleeping mats for a while longer before telling herself that she had things do that morning and forcing herself to sit up and change. She folded the sleeping mats and then sat on the stack to read before Lucian returned with breakfast.

Her meal was warm and filling, but she ate it quickly. She returned the book to Lucian before setting off to find her father.

She didn’t have to go far. Robert was already up, in his tent with her mother.

“Mommy, Daddy, can I come in?” Beks asked.

“Of course, Snowflower,” Robert’s voice came from within. Beks pushed aside the tent flap and walked in. Her parents were sitting around the table with Laz, Laurence, and Marquis von Glasser.

Beks gave the rest of them a nod as Laz stood up and pulled out a chair for her. Her mother looked at her with some expectation in her eyes. “Did you figure out what your Great Aunt’s gift is for.”

A wide smile filled Beks’ face. “I can manifest biha.” She held up her hand and a dark shadow began to coat her hand. Her father’s eyes went wide while her mother rose from her feet.

“Shadow biha?” Her father began to laugh as he also stood up. “Of course, my daughter would choose the rarest of all to manifest first!”

“Congratulations, Beks,” Sybil said with a small smile as she reached forward to hug her daughter. Beks squeezed her mother.

“I can finally do it. I waited so long....”

“I know, I know,” Sybil replied softly, stroking her daughter’s hair back.

“Don’t worry about learning fire biha, Snowflower!” Her father said as he puffed out his chest. “Daddy will teach you all you need to know! Come on, let’s try right now!”

Sybil shot him a silencing look. “Perhaps it would be better to try when there is an open area without so many flammable materials nearby. Don’t forget what happened on the ship the last time she was able to use a volcanic pearl.”

Robert’s excited smile faltered a bit. He seemed to take a moment to imagine the chaos of his daughter trying to use fire biha and overloading it would limitless biha.

“The frozen tundra may be a safe place to try,” Robert said in a quiet voice.

Sybil nodded and looked back at Beks. “It’s good that you can use biha now, but you must be careful. Just like with a sword, those who are just learning can be the most dangerous.”

Beks nodded. “That’s why I started with shadow biha last night.”

“She scared some of the Wild Dogs,” Laz said with a lopsided smile.

“All right, that shows some proficiency,” Robert said with a nod. He looked at the others around the table. “You all continue. I will take Beks to the earth biha users.”

He patted Beks’ shoulder and herded her outside. Robert gave out an order and within a matter of moments, about two dozen men and women in familiar uniforms she’d seen in Sagittate arrived.

She looked towards the group. “Good morning, everyone.” She was pleased to see that Rid Callan was with the group.

“Beks, these are our earth biha users. How many of them do you need?” Robert asked.

“I estimate that the barrier we need to create will be significant, as according to Laz, we will be surrounding an entire legion battalion,” Beks said. She shuffled through her satchel and took out a folded map.

Someone brought a table closer and she laid it out. She laid out the map. She began to circle the area she’d seen the night before, which was nestled to one side of the route leading out of the hills.

Rid Callan furrowed his brows. “How high and thick do you want the barrier?”

“Twice my height and as thick as my forearm is long,” Beks replied as she looked up. “How difficult will this be?”

Several of the earth biha users looked at each other and spoke for a bit. After a while, they turned to look at her.

“My lady, considering the length you need us to make, it shouldn’t take too long with all of us. It’s just that the rumbling of the earth as we move it will not be quiet,” one of the biha users told her.

Beks was worried about that. Having been close to earth biha while it was being used, aside from the trembling around the area, there was the crunch and rumble of rocks and dirt as it was moved around. If they did it slowly, they could minimize the volume, but they needed it done quickly.

A small cough came from behind her. She turned around and saw her brother standing there with Sunny on his shoulder. “Do you need a distraction?”

Beks’ lips pulled into a smile. “Actually, yes.”

A few paces behind the two smiling siblings, Laurence’s lips formed a tight line. “Please don’t kill everyone if you can help it....”

“You’re overthinking this, Brother,” Beks said as she put her arm around Thad’s shoulder and looked at Laurence. “We’re doing this to avoid a battle. Even when we raid, we’ll try for as little injury as possible to both sides.”

Laurence’s eyes crinkled up. “You planned a raid?”

“How else are we going to put pressure on a sieged group in a short amount of time if we don’t take away their food and resources?” Thad asked, as if the very idea of not doing so was ridiculous.

Laurence stared at the two of them, looked at Robert, and then looked back at them. He let out a heavy sigh. “Just tell me what I need to do.”

“Brother Laurence, you needn’t do much at this point,” Beks told him. “Just stand there and make it known that the rightful king is alive and returning.”

She hoped that would ease his mind on her plan to lay siege to an entire battalion, but as the thick fog crawled from the hill and down into the valley where the battalion was located, Beks wasn’t sure Laurence was completely convinced.

She knew he had his doubts. After all, he had only heard about her latest escapades through urapearl and hadn’t seen them. Laurence also didn’t seem to think too much about her being the Inheritor. Considering everything else weighting on his mind, she didn’t blame him. In all honesty, she preferred he focused on regaining the throne.

As both a member of his council and his foster sister, Beks didn’t want to add additional stress to him. Her job had always been to support him.

Beks sat on a borrowed horse that was taller and lighter than Patches, making her miss her cavalry horse. She told herself that Efran and Wrath would take care of Patches well. Beside her Laz and Lucian fixed their gazes on the valley with intensity. She couldn’t do much other than the specks of torch lights in the darkness, and as the fog sank over the camp, those lights grew fuzzy and less distinct.

“Even we can’t see the torches much through the fog,” Laz said as he seemed to relax a bit.

“From how thick it is, it’s probably comparable to the fog around the island,” Lucian replied.

“You couldn’t see your hand in that fog,” Laurence told them.

“All right, it should’ve reached the edges of the camp by now,” Beks said. “Let’s go around on the hillside. Rid Callan and the others are waiting.”

Laz led the way and Beks gave her horse a gentle kick to follow. With the battalion watching the entrance into the pass, those who were part of the quasi-siege took double the time to go through the forest and the hills. They left before sunset, following the trajectory established.

Her mother was on one of the rokhs, keeping the fog steady. It would be kept for some time in order to appear somewhat natural as well as to buy time for their people to get into place. On the other rokh were Thad and Sunny. When Lucian gave the signal, Thad would use his wind biha to start.

Using the twins, she found the earth biha users waiting on horseback. Laz and Lucian kept them together and guided them along the outer edges of the camp, a good distance from where the edge of the dense fog was. Based on each user’s earlier assessed ability, Beks placed them at different lengths from each other. In the center, covering the largest stretch of the barrier was Rid Callan.

When he had his biha well assessed by his peers, several of them had gone quiet before double checking. Increasing one’s biha well was unheard of once a biha-user reached mastery. He couldn’t explain how his biha well increased, but those who had traveled with her also guessed it had something to do with the biha she gave them.

Rid Callan didn’t say a word about Beks’ involvement, only shrugging that he’d just been ‘practicing more’.

Once all the earth biha users were in place, Beks and Laz returned to the center. She gave Lucian a nod, and he looked in the direction of the mountain. He narrowed his eyes and pulled his hand back. Light gathered in his hand before he threw it forward.

For a bit, the light seemed to disappear into the darkness above the battalion camp, but after a few counts, there was a burst of white light above the tree line in the mountains.

At first, they couldn’t see or hear anything, but then the clear rustling of trees could be heard in the distance. There was a howl of wind, yet from where she was standing, the air was still. The fog also wasn’t moving.

Laz sat up straight on his horse. “He toppled some trees.”

“Trees?” Laurence asked in a tight voice.

“I can only see the tops, but at least a few parts of the trees have broken off and crashed down,” Lucian replied. He squinted. “Actually, the tree should’ve fallen. They’re swaying violently.”

In the distance, they heard yelling and Beks assumed it had to do with falling trees. However, yelling meant noise. She patted Rid Callan’s shoulder, sending him some biha before stepping back.

She felt the familiar movement beneath her as the ground began to adjust. She stood by her horse and patted his neck to try to keep him calm as the earth-packed barrier began to rise from the ground. Rid Callan’s eyes were narrowed as he focused on the space directly in front of them, raising it higher than the rest.

This close to the barrier, she could hear the rumbling and splitting of the earth. She looked towards Lucian and gave him another nod.

Another light flare was sent up. If the battalion didn’t see the first one, they should’ve noticed the second one.

And the ball of fire collecting above them.

The slow, steady controlled wind carried the flames down and within moments, the tops of the trees had caught on fire.

Laz squinted. “The fire is larger than when we were at the palace.”

Beks pursed her lips. “Daddy is with Thad.”

Laurence let out a heavy breath. “That entire hill is going to catch on fire....”

“My father has excellent control,” Beks told him. A loud crash sounded and she snapped her head towards the hillside just in time to watch several trees crumple over and fall. The glow of the fire had somehow spread across the entire length of the base of the hill, filling the sky with smoke as the silhouettes of burning trees could be seen. Embers began flying through the air.

Several pairs of eyes looked towards Beks. “Excellent control?” Laurence asked.

“Yes,” Beks replied. “Look at how hot it’s burning. I can feel it here.”

“My lady, I will go and check the other users,” Rid Callan said. Beks gave him a nod and got back on his horse.

“Do we wait?” Laurence asked.

Beks pointed to a set of stairs against the side of the wall that was taller than she had ordered. This section of the barrier was about the same height as the canopy road in the Forbidden Valley.

“Let’s go up. Rid Callan has created a rampart at the top of this section,” she said. “But stay close to the wall, there isn’t a railing.”

Laurence swallowed hard and followed behind them, climbing up the three stories of wall to get to an open space with a waist high hall to keep them from falling over. Beks leaned over the side.

From the way the torches were glowing, her mother had kept the dense fog in place despite the wind to one side and then the fire. The fog was still most dense closest to the earthen barrier, and they could all see where the fire line was across the camp. Beks could hear panicked yelling coming from around the camp as they dealt with an encroaching fire.

Compared to how quickly the fire had spread along the hill side, it almost came to a stop at the edge of the camp, but the threat of fire spreading throughout was still there and it seemed to have the entire camp’s attention.

Beks looked on either side of her. Rid Callan’s barrier sloped down as it went away from the center where they stood, so as to connect with the others. It faded into the darkness, so all Beks could do was wait until Rid Callan returned and confirmed the barrier was connected, leaving just the openings on either end.

Below, the entire camp seemed to have woken up and were trying to get away from the fire.

“What is this?” Someone cried out below them, but due to the thickness of the fog and the lack of light, she couldn’t see who was talking. “There is a wall!” The voice grew more panicked as he spoke. “There is a wall here!”

“Ah,” Beks said as she looked over the edge once more. “They’ve found us.”

Lucian stepped forward. “Should we send the raid flare?”

She held up her hand. “Not yet. Wait until Rid Callan returns and the completion of the barrier is confirmed.”

Everyone nodded and Beks listened carefully. More and more people began to discover the wall, voicing their confusion and alarm: it wasn’t there earlier, they didn’t hear it, and they couldn’t see it with the fog.

“My lady!” Rid Callan reached them. “The barrier is complete except for the openings by the raid point on one side and the route on the other. The other users have split to close the openings when the signal is given.”

Beks nodded. “Good. Lucian. Third flare.”

Lucian raised his arms and gathered biha. His hands and arms began to glow before shooting up white light into the sky. For a moment, there was only a thin stream of white cutting through the dark before it fizzled out.

Laz raised a brow. “That’s it?”

“Wait for it,” Lucian replied. A flash of light illuminated the sky like lightning, causing all five of them on the ramparts to cover their eyes at the flash. “How was that?”

Laz blinked, as if trying to get the white flash out of his eyes. “I can see spots.”

“You’ve...improved....” Laurence said, also rubbing his eyes.

The signal was given and Beks turned her head in the direction of the raiders. They were mainly wild dogs, less than a hundred who had climbed over the hills earlier with them. Shouting filled the air as flames appeared towards one side of the camp.

“For efficiency's sake, battalion camps are always set up in the same way. If one transfers battalions, they will transition quickly. They will know where the medics are located, where to get feed for their animals, where the smiths are, and where the food is kept,” Laz told them. “On the other hand, this also means that every member of the legion will know where the food is kept.”

The fog in the far corner was lifted in order to allow the raiders to see their target clearly. Yelling, screaming, and the thunderous sounds of alarm drums were echoing around. Fire was seen rising up from the camp as the Wild Dog were escorted by members of the Caroline army.

For those on the camp, the raid was just another problem like the fire, the mysterious fog, and the wall. Those who were inspecting the wall abandoned it and began rushing towards the various resource points.

Beks saw three flames shoot up from the corner of her left eye. “The side with the route has been abandoned. Laz, the fourth flare.”

Another light was shot, but this time towards the opening of the hillside pass. That flare had two purposes. First, to have the biha users seal that section. The second was to signal the vanguard waiting that the path was clear and to begin moving the army under the leadership of Marquis von Glasser.

“How long do you think it will take for them to get the food?” Lucian asked his brother.

“It depends on how much they have and if they’ve received any supplies recently,” Laz answered. “It shouldn’t take long with the empty supply wagons they’re using.”

“The biha users will make sure they have plenty of coverage and time to gather everything.” Beks looked up at the sky. “It shouldn’t be much longer.”

“The fog is moving back in,” Laz told her as he craned his neck. “How is Mother-in-law able to see?”

“She’s not that high off the ground,” Beks said. “The shadow biha I put on her is doing its job. I’m surprised you don’t see her. You saw me yesterday.”

“I was looking up at the sky. I thought she’d be high up like your brother and Father-in-law,” Laz replied. He squinted and leaned closer to the right. “She’s hovering just above the fog; I didn’t even notice.”

Another three flares shot up into the sky, this time on the right. “That’s the signal to close the barrier,” Laurence said. “They’re done!”

“Once the barrier is closed, they’re trapped between the wall and the fire,” Beks said.

“Will they be able to see us if it’s this dark?” Laurence asked.

“Don’t worry, Brother, that’s why I’m here,” Lucian said. “I will make sure everyone sees you.”

“Where is Thad?” Beks said more to herself than others as she looked up. “I want him here to deflect arrows.” She pursed her lips. It was likely that Thad didn’t know where to land “Lucian, go down and use your light biha to signal Thad to land.”

“All right.” Her younger husband turned around and rushed back down the steps .

Beks looked over her shoulder. “Rid Callan, make a railing against the stairs so Thad doesn’t fall.”

Rid Callan chuckled and nodded. “Of course, my lady.”

Beks then turned her attention back to the battalion camp. There was a lot of yelling and panic coming from below, but with the thick fog shielding them, the soldiers on the ground couldn’t see how high the actual barrier was.

“It’ll probably be best to demand to speak to their battalion commander first,” Laz said. “If we can get them to join us, we can send them to contact the other battalions.”

“If they agree and recognize Brother Laurence,” Beks said in a low voice. She narrowed her eyes. “We should still watch them. Remember those armies that followed the Red Iron Cavalry?”

Laz took a deep breath and released it. “If they won’t join us, we will just leave them here and proceed to Kadmium.” He looked towards Laurence. “What do you think?”

“I think the same,” Laurence said with a serious expression. “I know that right now, we are enemies, but I don’t want to have to fight my own people.”

Laz raised his hand and patted Laurence on the shoulder. “We’ll try, Brother. That’s all we can do.”

“Sister!” A voice panted behind them and Thad rushed up. Beks turned around and reached out to touch her brother’s head.

“Good job, Thad.” The lizard on Thad’s shoulder stuck his tongue out and Beks smiled. “You, too, Sunny.”

“Daddy is going to continue covering us from above,” Thad told her. He walked towards the edge of the ramparts and peered down. “I can’t see anything.”

“And that’s the point,” Beks replied. “I need you to be ready to deflect arrows. Battalions usually have at least two companies of archers.”

Thad nodded his head and stood up straight. “I’m ready now, Sister. I’ll keep a headwind.”

“Then we’re ready. Lucian.” She looked past her brother to her younger husband. “Send the signal to my mother.”

Lucian sent three streams of light into the air, but none of them burst. Laz and Beks kept an eye out over the edge of the ramparts as the fog began to fade.

A roar of fire sounded to their sides and Laurence almost jumped at the sound. Above the wall, balls of fire appeared, as if to let everyone know just how much the wall encompassed. Shouting was heard below as the fog vanished and barrier was revealed by the fires.

“Lucian. Now,” Laz said. Lucian stood to the back corner, protected by Rid Callan in case of arrows, and furrowed his brows. Biha collected in his hands creating a ball of light. The ramparts they were standing on were illuminated at once.

“Up there!”

“What is that!”

Beks frowned. What do they mean ‘what’? It should be ‘who’.

Laurence took a deep breath and prepared to step forward. Before he reached the edge of the rampart, Laz’s arms shot out. One handheld back his brother and the other held back Beks.

Thad narrowed his eyes and threw his arms out.

Arrows fell to the ground and Beks frowned at once. “Thad, keep the head wind up to move arrows away,” Laz ordered. “Brother-”

“Put down your weapons!” Beks stepped around Laz and stood at the very edge of the ramparts, looking down at the army below as the wind from her brother threw her hair around her face.

“Beks!” Laz almost choked out. He wanted to reach for her, but she ignored him.

“Put down your weapons!” Her voice seemed to echo across the camp as she took a deep breath. “Surrender now or else this entire camp will be incinerated before sunrise!”

Laurence balked. “Beks!” He rushed forward. “This isn’t what we discussed!”

Without taking her eyes off the camp, she answered him in a quieter voice. “I’m just scaring them, Brother.” She glowered as she made out the soldiers below, looking up with their weapons still in hand. “Or am I?”

Laz sighed and stepped forward to stand beside her. “I am Battalion Commander and the Second Prince, Lazarus von Kadmus. I demand to speak to your battalion commander!”

The soldiers didn’t lower their weapons, nor was there any movement below. Rid Callan frowned. “Stubborn.”

Beks grumbled and yelled once more. “You have until fifty counts, then I will have the camp set on fire!”

Laurence ran a hand down his face.

“Someone is moving, at least,” Laz said. “I knew it would have to come to a threat.”

Beks counted out loud, as if to ensure that everyone knew that the deadline was approaching. As she reached ten, shouting was heard below them.

“Battalion Commander von Kadmus!” someone shouted. A man in a uniform with ash on his face and disheveled hair waved his arms.

Laz narrowed his eyes. “Battalion Commander Gaitlin! This is a direct order from His Majesty, the King! You are to lower your weapons and surrender!”

“Battalion Commander, do you think yourself the King of Kadmus?” Battalion Commander Gaitlin asked in a mocking voice.

Laurence frowned at once hearing the disrespect in the man’s voice for his brother. He stepped forward, standing between Laz and Beks.

“No,” he said in a low, authoritative voice. “But I do, Commander Gaitlin.” He narrowed his eyes. “Tell me. How long do you plan to support my brother, the usurper who tried to have me killed?”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 71 - I'm Surprised He Knows That Word


                As soon as Laurence’s resonant voice filled the air, the crowd below was quiet.  Beks was so focused on the scene in front of her that she didn’t hear the crackling of the forest fire that illuminated the dark hillside behind the camp.  

Laurence stood up straight, looking down at the soldiers as if he were giving a speech from a balcony to crowds on a street.  

Now, they only had to test the response of his appearance on the soldiers below.  How they reacted would determine their next course of action.  If they were too hesitant and refused to join them, they would be left to fend for themselves in their new prison.  If they responded positively to Laurence’s appearance, they would discuss terms and swear an oath of loyalty.

“And who do you think you are?” Battalion Commander Gatlin’s voice shot back at them and Beks whipped her head down to the encampment below.

She didn’t account for a mocking scoff.  For a moment, she thought she had misheard.  

“What?” Laz’s face twisted with disbelief as he loosened his shoulders and glared at the other Battalion Commander.

Battalion Commander Gatlin sneered as he looked up.  “Do you expect me to believe that he is who he says he is?” 

The top of the ramparts were quiet.  Thad drew his head back and bit and shot a quick glance at his sister.  Beks could not rid herself of the dismay on her face.  

Laz slammed his good hand on the top of the low wall and leaned over.  “Gatlin, do you not know what your own king looks like?”

“You’re three stories up and it’s night time!  And for all I know, you have someone posing as the late king to trick us!”  Gatlin replied with such defiance that Beks wasn’t sure if she should’ve been impressed or sympathetic at his delusion.

“You armor-clad idiot, why would I have someone pose as my brother?” Laz shouted down. 

“Because you want to be king!”

“If I wanted to be king, why would I have someone else pretend to be king?” Laz’s voice rose with frustration.  If Gatlin wanted to frustrate Laz to death, he was succeeding.  “That doesn’t even make sense!”

Gatlin snorted.  “Aren’t you the so-called master strategist of the Wild Dogs?  How could we possibly understand your clever machinations?”

“I’m surprised he knows that word,” Rid Callan said.

“Same,”  Thad and Beks replied, though not sounding completely convinced.  

Laz took a deep breath.  “Gatlin, you moron, just admit you don’t know what King Laurence looks like!”

“Of course, I know!  I’ve seen portraits!”  Gatlin shouted.  Beks made a mental note to have portraits of Laurence issued to the legions when they were settled.  She didn’t believe Battalion Commander Gatlin.  

“Then why do you think he’s an imposter?” Laz waved his left arm as his brother was behind him.  

“The late king-”

“I’m alive....” Laurence said under his breath.

“...had common features!  In the dark, that far away, that man could be anyone!”  

The corner of Laurence’s eye twitched.  “Beks, when we return.  Prepare procedures for each new battalion commander and their vice commanders to meet with me in person before they take their post.”

“Yes, Brother.” 

“Gatlin, your imagination is surprisingly large for a mind so small.”  Laz laced a few more profanities in his next two sentences berating the other officer.  

“Everyone knows that the late king is dead!  His body was buried in the royal tombs a year ago!” Gatlin reminded Laz in a shrill voice.  “You can’t trick me!”

“He is not trying to trick you, Battalion Commander.  I am Laurence dun Kadmus,” Laurence said out loud.  There were a few hushed murmurs, but Gatlin remained rooted in his spot, his eyes narrowed and his doubt evident even from their distance. 

Beks noticed that the crowds below were whispering to each other.  Battalion Commander Gatlin’s officers seemed to lean towards him and voice their opinions.  After a few moments, Gatlin nodded.

“If he is really King Laurence, then who is buried in the tomb?” 

“An unidentified drowned corpse found in a riverbed days east of Kadmium,” Beks stepped forward.  “The body was brought, but it was not King Laurence.”

“And how are you so sure?” Gatlin asked with suspicion. 

“Gatlin, are you blind now, too?  Even if you don’t recognize King Laurence, can’t you recognize her?” Laz asked.  “She has children’s rhymes about her!” 

Beks’ hair was back to its natural colors and though it was dark, there was a lighter streak visible against her dark hair.  Beks heard several gasps correctly identifying her below and saw several soldiers drop their swords at once in acknowledgement of her orders.  

Who didn’t know that Lady Rebecca of Caroline was loyal to King Laurence, after all.  

Laurence’s face was dull.  “How is it that I’ve made public appearances dozens of times, and they doubt my identity, but you, who were kept inside the royal grounds, unseen by the public, have more people recognize you?”

“It’s the hair,” several of those on the ramparts answered for her.  

“Do you know who I am, Battalion Commander Gatlin?”

The man seemed to shrink his head back and hesitate, as if unwilling to believe it.  “You have the dawn in your hair.”

“She has a name!” Laz and Lucian replied in irritated voices at once.

“Are you Lady Rebecca?” One of the soldiers called out below.  “The daughter with dawn in her hair?” 

She gave them a firm nod.  “Yes.” 

One of the soldiers below stepped forward.  He narrowed his eyes and took a deep breath.  “If you are our lady, tell us where you were born!”

Beks eyes flashed at the same time Thad and Rid Callan heard the soldier speak in Sagittater.  Beks took a deep breath.  “In the Sacred Valley of Sagittate, the Caroline Duchy!”  she replied in Sagittater, and the man who’d stepped forward put his sword down and bowed his head, putting his fist against his chest, greeting her in Sagittater.  

“Good evening to her ladyship, Lady Rebecca!”  

“Lord Thaddeus is here, too.”

“Good evening to his youngest lordship, Lord Thaddeus!  Athar’an stry!  Stry’an vena!”

“Vena’an ul!” Beks, Thad, and Rid Callan shouted back at the same time, almost as if an immediate, instinctual response to hearing the words.   The soldier completed his greeting.  He stood up straight, hit his chest once more and turned to the Battalion Commander.

“Sir!  She is Lady Rebecca!”  the soldier told Gatlin with a breathless, excitement filled voice.  

His confirmation made the soldiers talk and a few more put their swords down.  Many more turned back to Gatlin, unwilling to lower their guard until their commanding officer ordered.  

“She may be Lady Rebecca and that fool she’s with is Battalion Commander dun Kadmus, but we still don’t know if that other man is the real King Laurence!” 

Laurence narrowed his eyes a bit.  “If I were not, and it were only my brothers here to take the throne, would you join us?”

“No!” Gatlin’s response came at once.  “The Second and Third Princes do not have the ability to lead!  What the kingdom needs is stability after a transfer of power!  Your arrivals, as surprise variables, will only make things worse!” 

“Sister, I’m relieved he isn’t as stupid as he looks,” Thad whispered. 

“Yes, he is,” Laz replied.   He took a deep breath.  “Gatlin, we request an audience with you!”

Gatlin held his arms out wide in front of him.  “You already have one!”  

Laz stared at Gatlin for a moment.  “Sunny, throw a warning shot at him.” 

A ball of fire shot down and landed on the spot where Gatlin was standing before jumping back.  He gasped and glowered, pulling his sword from his scabbard.  “You dare fight us!”

“There is no fight,” Beks said.  “You are under siege.” 

It was only then that the soldiers seemed to notice that the hot heat coming from the tree line had lessened.   There was less smoke in the air and the chaotic wind had all but disappeared.  The reason was that while Laz and Battalion Gatlin were yelling at each other, the biha users had completed the circle around the camp.  

Gatlin whirled around and sucked in a sharp breath.  The wall’s silhouette against the fire was evident and Beks could feel the tension in the air rise at the realization that they were surrounded. 

“Why did you do this?”

“My wife’s clever machinations,” Laz replied in a droll voice.

Gatlin whirled around and glared at Laz.  “You don’t have a wife!”

“I have one now.”

“Who?” Laz motioned his other arm towards Beks in silence.  Gatlin’s sharp breath was so audible, Beks found herself somewhat insulted.  Gatlin’s stunned expression turned to disgust.  “You married your brother’s fiancée!  Von Kadmus, I misjudged you!”

“The engagement was broken, and we married in a righteous manner!” Beks replied as she resisted the urge to rub her forehead.  “How are we putting people like him in positions of management?” 

“He’s a good swordsman,” Laz replied, though didn’t seem to want to do any more speaking.  “But so am I.”

“Laz, they are our subjects,” Laurence told him in a firm voice.  

Beks put her hand on Laz’s arm and gently pulled him aside, closer to her.  She looked down at the camp.  “Battalion Commander Gatlin, we will give you one hour to convene with your officers and decide if you will continue to support the usurper king or surrender and pledge your loyalty to King Laurence!”

“I am unconvinced that the man with you is King Laurence!” Gatlin shouted back.  

Laurence narrowed his eyes.  “You are Wyatt Gatlin of County Bucher in the Duchy of Seneca?  Aged thirty-one, single, no children, with aging baker parents receiving your pay?” 

Gatlin tensed in his spot.  His eyes widened for a moment before quickly narrowing. His entire demeanor tensed and he seemed ready to fight.  “Did dun Kadmus tell you?”

Laurence smirked.  “Cassandra Jonas.”  

The flushed color on Gatlin’s ruddy face drained and his entire body seemed to deflate.  Officers around him and the rest of his men looked over.  Gatlin swallowed hard.  He lowered his head and bowed.  

“Your Majesty, forgive my insolence.”

Laz nearly dropped his jaw and stumbled back.  All their arguing and Laurence said the name of Gerard’s wife and Gatlin succumbed?  Beks rubbed the back of Laz’s arm and looked at Laurence with a confused expression.  

“Convene with your officers and men.  Those who do not wish to acknowledge my rule will remain imprisoned here.  Those who wish to continue forward to Kadmium and join us will be released,” Laurence said.  He gave them a stern look.  “You have one hour.”

He turned around and walked as far away from the edge as possible.  Beks looked at Rid Callan and gave him a nod.  Rid Callan raised his hands and lifted the ramparts wall higher, so as to block the sight of the king.  Beks held out her arm and allowed Sunny to climb off and on to the wall, rooting himself at the top for defense, like a living gargoyle. 

“Brother, why did you say Sandra’s name?” Lucian asked as he relaxed the light that was illuminating them.  

“Battalion and Legion Commanders are to write the name of someone as a key phrase when receiving a direct and immediate order from the monarch,” Laurence told him.  “Every monarch has a different set, and we are to memorize all of them and to whom they belong to.  This is an old secret emergency system from our ancient days, when kings and queens joined the battle.”

Beks nodded.  “For their protection, so as to avoid being targeted, they would dress as regular soldiers.  If they were captured and then escaped or were rescued, a commander could verify their identity as only their ruler would have that kind of information on them.”  

“Typically, it’s someone’s name.  Someone who isn’t an immediate family member and easy to guess,” Laurence told them.  He grinned a bit.  “They are mainly first loves and pets.”  

“All right, but why did you give him one hour?  He knows who you are now.  Shouldn't he make the decision?” Laz asked, still a bit red from his yelling at Gatlin.

“They need time to let it sink in,” Laurence replied.  “It seems that to many of them, I am essentially coming back from the dead.”

Lucian nodded.  “They need time to comprehend what’s happening and have the illusion of choice.  If they are forced, they could be resentful.  If they are given options, they will make the choices best suited for them.” 

Laz furrowed his brows and nodded.  He looked at his brothers.  “Do you think this will be commonplace when we collide with other battalions?”

“Yes, though now that we’re this far, we can’t hide Brother Laurence any longer,” Beks said.  

He nodded.  “However, it may be a good time to release the news and allow it to spread.”

“It’ll warn the other battalions and may make the integration process faster, as well as save us the trouble of discussing it each time,” Lucian added.

Laz narrowed his eyes.  “It will also mean that if there is resistance upon meeting another battalion, it would mean that they have already chosen a side, and it wouldn’t be ours.” 

“In that case, it’ll merely save us from wasting our time trying to reason with them,” Laurence told him, putting a hand on his shoulder.  “You wasted quite a bit of breath yelling at Gatlin.” 

Laz closed his eyes and released a heavy breath  “We were both in the same battalion when I started.”

Several pairs of eyes looked at him.  Thad tilted his head.  “Is that all?  You didn’t fight?”

Laz shifted his eyes away.  “It wasn’t really a fight.”

Thad gasped.  “Brother-in-law, did he bully you?” Thad looked absolutely stunned at this, as if he couldn’t believe it. 

Laz shook his head.  “No, we had a bit of a...one-sided altercation.

Laurence squinted at him.  “What do you mean one-sided?”

Lucian looked at Laz with a deadpan expression.  “He means that he beat up Gatlin.”

Laurence almost choked.  He turned his head back to a guilty, but stubborn-looking Laz.  “Why did you beat up Battalion Commander Gatlin?”

“He kept bothering Jonas’ sister.  She told him she wasn’t interested, but he kept going out of his way to see her and give her flowers and loiter around her office when he wasn’t on duty.  Jonas stepped in to ask him to stop bothering Sandra.  Gatlin is older and didn’t take Jonas seriously.  He shoved Jonas and I was standing with Jonas, so I stepped in, in case he took it further,” Laz explained. 

Beks’ eyes were wide.  Sandra never told her about that.  “He didn’t do anything else to Sandra, did he?”

Laz shook his head.  “He never laid a hand on her, but did watch her all the time and was persistent.  It was just very annoying.  When she and Gerard got involved, Gatlin was so heartbroken, I almost felt pity for him.  Almost.  He transferred battalions.” 

“Why was he so interested in Sandra?” Beks asked, unable to stop her curiosity.

Laz sighed.  “Sandra’s unit rushed to the field to bring aid and supplies after a particularly violent clash against bandits in the region.  At the time, Gatlin was injured.  We suspect it happened then, but I don’t know the details.”  Laz snorted.  “But to think that he used her name as his key phrase for Brother Laurence!  It’s been years.  He should’ve been over it by now.”

Laurence barely held back a muffled guffaw.  He crinkled his eyes and squeezed Laz’s shoulder with his hand before turning towards the stairs.  “Whatever you say, Rebecca of Caroline.” 

Laz’s face heated up once more as his brother walked past him.  Beks raised a brow and looked at him as Lucian smirked.  Laz gave Laurence a helpless look.  “Brother, now I have to change it.”

Laurence walked down the stairs with Rid Callan leading the way.  He lifted his hand up and gave his brother a dismissing wave.  “A minor thing.”  

Beks chuckled and pulled his arm, leaning close to him to kiss his cheek.  “I’m flattered.”  

“I’m a tad bit insulted you didn’t put my name down,” Lucian said with a raised brow.  Laz kissed their wife back on the lips and then shot his twin a glare. 

“I can’t use immediate family members.”

Lucian shrugged.  “I’m still hurt.”  He cocked his head to the side.  "By the way, the key phrases are reset with each new monarch.  What was yours when Mother was Queen?”

“Melon Cake.” Beks and Laz said at the same time.  Laz looked at her with surprise.

“Did Mother let you see my key phrase?” 

“Of course not,” Beks said.  “But Brother Laurence just said it’s usually first loves and pets.  My name is the key phrase for Laurence, so that means that the key phrase prior was your pet.  Melon Cake.”  

Lucian squinted a bit. “But didn’t Melon Cake run off to join you?  So many of your peers would’ve known.   Wouldn’t that have been easy to guess?” 

“Melon Cake wasn’t called Melon Cake when he was with me,” Laz said.  “He went by his Langshe name.”

“Melon Cake had a Langshe name?” Beks looked at him strangely.

“Adah was the one who got us Melon Cake,” Lucian told her. “So, actually, Adah had named him.  Chos-an.”  

“I didn’t want others to tease him for having such a cute name,” Laz said.

Beks ran the translation in her head. “That means King Wolf.”  She sighed. “That’s much more fitting than Melon Cake.”  The dog was a wolfdog and quite large.  

The twins both gave her incredulous looks.  “Do you not remember why we called Melon Cake Melon Cake?” Laz asked.

Beks tilted her head.  Ever since she could remember, Melon Cake was called so, and he lived in the royal grounds before Beks arrived.  

“You were eating melon cakes and when you yelled that you had some to share, he came running and you started calling him Melon Cake, so everyone started calling him that,” Lucian told her.

Beks’ eyes crinkled up.  “Is that why he didn’t like me?”  That made more sense than a massive wolf dog who was afraid of her sealed biha.  She sighed once more, resigned.  “How petty.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

“Why couldn’t you come down?” Battalion Commander Gatlin climbed up the three story-tall set of stairs that were narrow and had no railings.  His legs were shaking and as he reached near the top, he threw any ego he had aside and got on his hands and knees to climb up to the remainder of the distance on to the ramparts.  “And why couldn’t you put railings?  These stairs are narrower than they look!”

“It’s not that narrow,” Laz said with a scoff as Gatlin shakily climbed over the rampart wall and nearly stumbled to the floor.  “Look, the fire drake has no problem going up and down.”  He waved towards the stairs as Sunny hopped on and began his way down with ease.  

“He has four legs!” 

“Do you use excuses for everything?”

“Dun Kadmus!”

“Take him downstairs and let Rid Callan know that he can open an exit beneath the ramparts when the negotiations have been finalized,” Beks said, cutting off Laz before he could reply.  Laz let out a snort, but nodded.  

“Follow me, Gatlin.  Don’t worry.  These stairs have railings,” Laz said with a smug look.  Beks rolled her eyes as he led Gatlin down.

Beks remained on the ramparts with Lucian, who was looking over the camp.  “It looks as if they are taking down their tents in preparation for leaving.”

She joined him at his side.  “That’s a good sign.  They’re willing to come with us.”

“As they should.  Brother Laurence is the rightful king.”  Lucian crossed his arms over his chest and frowned.  “I can only hope that others will be as willing.”

“Battalions have messengers.  Laz says he can utilize them to get our intentions across.” 

“I’m still concerned that they may not accept Laurence, and I can’t rid myself of the worry that they will try to betray us,” Lucian said.  

Beks let out a low breath.  In truth, she also had that lingering concern, but she couldn’t dwell on it.  “We will take precautions to stop them if they do.”  She stood behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist.  “We’ll be fine, Lucian.”

His hands slipped over hers and held her in place.  “Beks, when we reach Kadmium....”  He turned around to face her.  “Will you be all right if we have conflict with Luther?”

Beks raised her brow and met his eyes.  “We already have conflict with that useless turnip.”

The corners of Lucian’s lips tugged up a bit.  “I mean more along the lines of a physical conflict.” 

Beks took a deep breath.  “I wouldn’t torture him, but if you’re going to beat him a few times, I’d like to join.”

“Well, the first hit will be yours,” Lucian said as he leaned down and kissed her gently.  

“Are you worried that I will be soft on him because of the past engagement?”  Beks asked.  Lucian didn’t answer immediately, but when she spoke, she felt him tense against her.  Beks sighed.  “ I thought we were, at the very least, respectable friends, and he disappointed me greatly.  How can I trust him?”

Lucian lowered his head.  “What if he comes back to you, pleading that he loves you?”

Beks almost scoffed.  Love her?  How could Luther have any such feelings in his heart?  If there was any discomfort, it would be guilt.  Not even guilt for hurting her, but guilt at the fact that he lost a skilled resource.  

“Lucian, do you know how an exile marking is made?” Beks asked.  She lifted her arm and pulled down the sleeve to expose the skin of her forearm.  “There is a stamp made up of hundreds of sharp, tiny needles.  It is dipped in ink and then pressed against your skin, piercing the surface to embed the ink inside.  Just before I received mine, as it hovered over my arm, Luther came to me and told me that he would pardon me.”

Lucian drew his head back.  His eyes were wide.  “He was going to pardon you?” He frowned.  “He accepted the ridiculous allegations thrown at your family, and he said he would pardon you?  As if you were actually guilty?”  

She sneered at the memory as she lowered her eyes.  “I still remember his words.  I won’t be like my mother.  I will let you come and go as you please.  If you want to take part in governance, you can be my advisor.  I will pardon you.  All I ask is that you stay.”

Lucian shook his head.  “His father would never allow it.  He knew you were an obstacle.”

“I knew.  You know that.  But did Luther?  He had the confidence to tell me that his father had nothing to do with his decision.”  Beks looked to the side as a familiar fury filled her.  “If I had stayed, they’d only find some other way to get rid of me.  When Luther asked me what my decision was, if I would stay, I looked him in the eye, grabbed the exile stamp, and pressed it onto my arm.”

Lucian let out a low hiss.  He quickly grabbed her arm.  The skin was flawless, unbroken, with no hint that it had ever been marked, yet Lucian’s calloused fingertips caressed her smooth skin as if the mark was still there and hurting her.  “Why did you do that?”

“I asked myself that same question, because it hurt more than I thought it would.”  

Lucian chuckled and lifted her arm, pressing his lips against her skin and meeting her eyes.  “You don’t have to hurt yourself to hurt him.”  He paused and smiled a bit, still holding her arm against his cheek.  “But I respect the dramatic effect.”

Beks giggled and pressed her head against his shoulder.  She took a deep breath and relaxed a bit.  “The thought of returning to Luther has never crossed my mind and it never will,” she told him.  “I have you and Laz.  That’s more than anyone can ask for.”

“My lady, are you saying that we are overwhelming?” Laz’s amused voice asked behind them from the top of the stairs.  He gave her a playful grin.  

She smirked.  “You have your moment.”

He chuckled and waved them forward.  “Brother has spoken to Gatlin.  Gatlin has arranged with his battalion to join us, as our brother is the rightful king.”  He paused for a bit.  “And it seems that our incredibly out of touch youngest brother has been allowing his court to mismanage military funds, cut programs intended to help their families, and moving them at random.”

Lucian nodded with a serious expression as Beks called back Sunny behind him.  “From the sound of it, this isn’t the only battalion that feels that way.”

“Which is a good thing,” Laz replied. 

“Is Gatlin going to send messengers to other battalions regarding Brother’s return?” Beks asked as they walked towards the stairs.  

“Yes.  Normally, they’d send messenger hawks, but it seems that they have not returned....”  Laz looked towards Beks with a knowing expression.  

Her brows shot up.  “They couldn’t have sent out all of them at once, especially when we caught them by surprise.” 

“When the fire started, the handlers sent them out for safety,” Laz replied.  “They’ve been called back, but none of the hawks are responding to the whistles.”

“Beks, Cloud and Wisp wouldn’t have eaten them, would they?” Lucian asked with some concern.  

Beks rolled her eyes.  “They’re not going to eat while in the air and carrying my parents in baskets.  It’s likely that their status as legendary beasts is enough to overwhelm the messenger birds.”

“Then, they were scared away.”

“Yes.”

“Can we get them back?” Laz asked.

Beks pursed her lips.  “I haven’t a clue.  On the island, jungle animals, including birds, don’t come near the rokhs’ roost.  The stronger the animal, especially a predatory one, the more other animals are hesitant to approach.”  She reached up on her shoulder and scratched Sunny’s chin.  “Sunny was very brave to follow my sister up to the ruins.”

“Then, perhaps we should send the rokhs further out to avoid scaring the messenger hawks,” Lucian said.

“That’s likely the case.”  

When they reached the ground floor, Laurence gave them a nod.  “Rid Callan will open a gate here in a moment.  I’ve received word from Marquis von Glasser that everyone should be out of the pass in an hour.  We will camp nearby for the rest of the night and then proceed in the morning.”

Beks nodded.  Several more soldiers and Thirnir joined their group, discussing the plans and preparing to contact the nearby battalions. 

Beks fished out the whistle for the rokhs and summoned the two to land.  Her parents came out of the baskets as Thad, Lucian and Laz went to remove the baskets from the birds.  Her father spoke to Laurence while her mother rolled her shoulders back.

“Has Rid Callan’s ability grown stronger?” she asked as she stood beside Beks and watched the two rokhs land and stretch their wings.  

“It seems like it.  He’s able to hold more biha.  Thad is the same.”

Her mother glanced at her.  “Do you have something to do with it?”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  “I think I might.  It may have something to do when I refill their biha wells.”

Her mother looked ahead of them.  “Your biha is not only limitless, but closer to natural bihar than the biha that we produce after we absorb bihar from the environment,” her mother told her.  “I didn’t notice it at first, but the last few times you’ve refilled by biha well, it felt...heavier, sort to speak.  And the space of the well had to adjust to the heaviness of the biha.” 

Beks burrowed her brows.  “Then, let’s say the well adjusts...expands.  Does it not shrink back once the biha is used?”

Her mother shook her head.  “I expected it to.  I considered it a short-term boost of energy, but after that, my well felt larger.  The amount of time I took to absorb biha increased.”

“Meaning, there is more space to fill?”

Her mother nodded once more.  “I don’t think the effect will be noticeable after two or three refills, but the more you do them, the more noticeable they will become.  Choose whose well you refill carefully and don’t let them know you have this effect.”

“You don’t have to remind me, Mommy, I know.”  

In front of them, the rokhs took flight again.  

As a precaution, it seemed that several Wild Dogs and Thirnir had also arrived and kept a tight guard around Laurence.  

Rid Callan faced the wall and gathered his biha before moving his arms.  A low rumbling was head cracks sounded and a large chunk of the barrier across from them broke off and sank into the ground.

Beks heard Gatlin let out a tired sigh.  “The Caroline army is filled with biha users....”  He sounded envious. 

“It’s very common to have biha in the duchy,” her father replied.  He lifted his arm and balls of fire appeared to act as a light source to illuminate the space between the barrier.  The movement was so fluid and natural, as if all her father had to do was snap his fingers and let there be light.  

Several soldiers began to walk through.  Most were cautious, but Beks recognized the soldier from Sagittate walking through the opening, as if going for a pleasant stroll.  

“Aren’t you worried that the barrier would collapse?” one of his fellow soldiers asked with a horrified look.  He was still standing on the inner side.

The soldier from Sagittate shook his head.  “I trust the biha ability of my people,” he told them.  “But I should tell you now.  If the Duchy of Caroline is backing His Majesty, then you are on the right side.”  
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“It’s been much easier than I thought it would be,” Laz said as his body bobbed along with the horse’s step.  “Don’t you think?”  

He looked over at Beks and Lucian on his right.  

Beks kept her eyes ahead of her, watching her parents on horseback move forward.  They weren’t at the head of the marching army, but they were close to it.  The army formed a long train of people that nearly took up the entire width of a carriage and a half wide road.  

“Don’t say that it’s easy.  That’s almost setting us up for difficulties,” Beks replied.

“You’re overthinking it.  I didn’t say it was easy, just easier than I anticipated,” Laz told her with a slight smile.  “I expected much more resistance from the battalions.”

Certainly, there was some resistance at first.  Or at the very least, some wariness from the battalions, but after Laurence was identified and with the help of the messages relayed from Gatlin to the other battalion commanders in the region, two additional battalions had joined their march, and they received messages from two more not far away confirming that they will join, but will wait for Laurence’s army to catch up to where they were stationed.

It was a waste of time and energy to march to meet the army.

“There were six messages sent to the nearest battalions and we haven’t received a response for two of them,” Lucian reminded him.  “It shouldn’t have taken long to respond, even if they needed to mull over the choice.  This can only mean they either didn’t get the message or have ignored it and will remain against us.”

Laz’s lips tugged down into a slight frown.  “Then, that is the choice they made.  We can’t force another battalion to join us, even if it is in their best interest to do so.”

“Considering how upset the battalions seem to be about Luther and the changes he’s allowed to be made regarding the legions, I’m a bit surprised they wouldn’t at least avoid conflict with us and wait until the outcome to act,” Beks said.  “During the late Queen’s revolt, there were several battalions that were ‘neutral’ sort of speak.”

Those battalions simply did not act for one royal or another.  If they sided with the wrong one, at best, they’d be dishonorably disbanded, sent home, and ineligible for any benefits or reenlistment and government positions.  At worst, death, either on the battlefield or on the execution grounds.  

“Some people are very stubborn and loyal,” Laz told them as he looked ahead.  “Right now, Luther is king and until he’s forcibly removed from that position, there are plenty of people who will acknowledge him as such, even if Brother Laurence returns.”

“Luther got his throne because they tried to kill Brother,” Lucian said with a frown.  “Regicide isn’t exactly a legitimate way to become king.”

“Legitimate or not, it was effective.  Brother Laurence would prefer not to fight his own citizens, but if it comes to that, then we have no choice.”  She was resigned to this, as well.  

“Brother will likely go along with the established procedures to deal with a battalion who fought against us.  The risk of punishment doesn’t seem much, but if one of them is injured, they will receive no benefits from the kingdom and will essentially be left to fend for themselves.  If that injury makes them unable to work, they will suffer.”  Laz let out a tired, helpless sigh.  “For the sake of regular soldiers, I hope their officers agree to join us.”

Beks nodded and then heard a familiar shriek above them.  She looked up at the blue sky, as it was midday.  The rokhs and the soldiers on their baskets acted as lookouts, and would fly ahead to study the terrain ahead and report back if there were any problems, such as a damaged road, or an ambush. 

Cloud let out another shrill noise and he seemed to swoop down, bringing the basket with Thad and Sunny lower.

“Mommy, Daddy!  Sister!” Thad shouted as the basket swung  past them, just a few paces from the side of the road they were marching on.  

“What’s up ahead?” their father asked.  Thad wouldn’t have come if there wasn’t news.

Thad flushed.  “There’s a battalion!” 

Laz head snapped towards him.  “How far?”

“At least two hours march forward,” Thad replied.   “Rid Callan and Wisp have perched in the nearby forest to watch them and sent me back to report.”

“Do you have an estimate on how large the battalion is?” Laz asked.  “Does it look to be more than one?”

“Yes.  They are also marching forward and show no signs of stopping,” Thad reported.

“Laz, go with Thad to see the situation yourself.  I’m going to discuss with His Majesty and the Marquis,” Robert said as he pulled the reins of the horse to the side and moved out of the line.  

“Yes, Father-in-law!”  Laz also pulled his horse out of the march formation and trotted to the side, close to where the basket moved slowly above the ground.  He and his horse moved right beside the basket before Laz released the reins.  He climbed on top his saddle and reached out, pulling himself up and into the basket.  

A Wild Dog who was part of their escort followed behind, also removing himself from the march, to grab the reins of the horse that was left behind.  

“We’ll meet them sooner than in two hours,” Beks said.  She narrowed her eyes.  “If they’re marching towards us, I don’t believe they’re here to join us.”

“If they were this close, they should’ve received one of the messages from Gatlin,” her mother said as she fell back to be half a horse ahead of them.  “In order to prevent confusion and an unnecessary conflict, any battalions who would join us first sent a message confirming their intention.  The fact that no message was sent....”

Beks frowned and narrowed her eyes.  “We should prepare for battle.” Her mother nodded as Beks fought back the disappointment that filled her.  Part of her always knew that not every battalion would turn and support Laurence, but that didn’t mean she didn’t hope for it.  It would save a lot of bloodshed, as well as time and effort.

“Don’t worry,” Lucian said as he reached out and put his hand on her arm.  “We are not a helpless little group of untrained soldiers.”

“Yes, and His Majesty will give them one more chance.  If they refuse, then we have done all we can,” her mother told them.  “During the time of the battle, you are to stay behind with His Majesty.  The Thirnir will protect you.” 

Beks’ eyes flickered to her ring.  When they had time, she tried to use it, but her control was lacking.  The first time she tried to use- fire biha, the force of the flames being thrown out in front of her made her fall backwards.  If Lucian hadn’t been there to catch her, she would’ve fallen on the ground.  

Her hands clenched around the reigns.  Beks frowned.  She finally had a way to manifest elemental biha, but all her attempts were out of control and too dangerous to use.  Thirnir had to be on guard to take control at any moment.  

Part of her didn’t understand why she had an easier time using biha to heal through water.  I need to try to see if there is anything I can read on this.  

Anticipating the approaching conflict, her father and the other leaders gave the order to prepare for battle.  This meant that the support teams were to be placed in the center back, surrounded for defense while offensive units were moved towards the front.  With two additional battalions, they wouldn’t be outnumbered, but the less death, the better. 

Beks found herself once more in a fortified carriage in the middle of a formation of fortified carriages along with Laurence, Thad, and Sunny.  The carriage was more like a wagon with double doors in the front and back.  At that moment, both sets of doors were open so that they could view the battle up front.  

The earth biha users had created additional sentry towers to get better views and to relay orders.  Her father had gone up ahead to personally lead Laurence’s army.  Her mother was at the west sentry tower and the Marquis was in the center.  

“Brother, Beks, stay here,” Laz said.  As soon as he returned, he confirmed Thad’s report with more exact details.  There were two battalions ahead of them and they were prepared for battle.  “I’m going to east sentry tower.”

Laurence gave him a small nod of his head.  Beks leaned outside and kissed her older husband before he left.  “Be safe.”

“Wait for me.” Laz kissed her back quickly before riding off.

Laurence stood up on the driver’s seat of the carriage and looked through a spy glass.  The approaching army was well into the horizon and were approaching quickly.  He frowned.

“They’re not going to stop.  They’re going to attack us.”

Lucian frowned.  “Reckless.”

Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  Defensive barriers were created.  Most of the fighting was going to be between battalions.  

She was relatively far from the front lines, but she could feel the ground move as the encroaching army surged forward.  There were at least a few thousand soldiers, some on horseback.  She kept her eyes closed as she tried to calm herself.

She was far, but she could hear it.

“Sister, are you all right?” Thad asked.  There was yelling and screaming and the sounds of weapons clashing in the air.  

“They’re going to die,” Beks replied in a soft, sad voice, her eyes still closed.  “Those soldiers attacking us.  I know it.”  

Though she was talking about their enemy, and there was always a chance of dying in a war, her words were haunting.  For a moment, she didn’t feel like herself, as if her head was distancing herself from the situation.  

All she knew was that with the combined defenses, the number of people, and the skill of the Caroline Army that was awaiting them, the other battalions would suffer.  

A whistling sound sounded, and she opened her eyes.  Her head snapped towards the outside of the carriage as she saw large stones being flung through the air.

“They’re launching stones!”

“Take cover!” someone shouted and Beks felt the ground move.  The stones were coming down were as large as half a carriage.  If they landed and broke apart, even if they didn’t crush anyone, the pieces would injure people.  

Chunks of earth seemed to be ripped from the ground and thrown upwards by the earth biha users, stunning soldiers who were surrounding them for protection.  

Thad shielded his eyes as one stone collided with a piece of the earth in midair, sending dust and small pieces of stone raining down hard.  Still, it was better than the whole piece hitting the ground.  

Beks stood on top of the driver’s seat and looked around.  From her count and the size of the stones, there had to be at least six trebuchets.  However, they took time to reload with massive boulders, so there was a break in between them.  

Beks shut her eyes and ran her memory through the list of weapons in the legions.  Since Kadmus was more focused on defense and not conquest, they didn’t have too many siege weapons.  Those they did have were mostly in storage.  The remaining were spread around different battalions.  “Fifteen trebuchets, hundred fifty-two catapults, and ninety-seven ballista. I don’t know how many of those they have total.”

Laurence frowned when he heard her.  “Thad, did you see them with more siege weapons?”

“They had wagons that were being rolled, but they were covered.  We couldn’t see what they were for sure from our elevation,” Thad replied.  “There were about twenty-seven covered wagons that didn’t look like supply carts that the other battalions have.” 

Screaming could be heard from the frontlines and Beks snatched the spyglass from Laurence.  She adjusted it and peered through.  The catapults were being lined up front and were launching heavy stones at their army.  They were heavily protected by soldiers who appeared as if they would rather die than let the enemy through.

Flags were being raised on the sentry towers to give orders to the field commanders and soon, small teams had broken out of the melee to target the weapons.  Earth biha users required a certain range in order to control their element.  While they could throw earth at a further distance, anything like creating sinkholes or building barriers required them to be closer.

And when they were using their biha, they could not defend themselves against attackers as focus was needed. 

As she was contemplating things, she saw a few more weapons being rolled forward.  She lowered the spy glass.  “They’re going to use ballistas.”  She frowned and narrowed her eyes.   “How did two battalions get so many weapons?”

“It doesn’t matter.  We need to stop them from using it before they injure more people,” Laurence said.  

There was no way to incinerate a ballista projectile in midair fast enough before it hit a target, and stones could only be deflected with other stones.  Without a water source to manipulate, most biha users didn’t have enough water to work with to deflect projectiles, and the strength of wind needed to deflect was beyond what most, if not all, users could do.  At best, it would slow down a projectile.

Beks grit her teeth.  Fire biha was not fast enough.  Water and wind biha were insufficient.  Earth biha had severe range limitations.  Shadow biha couldn’t affect it, neither could healing biha.  

For a moment, she remembered Sister Levina and her light biha...and the fires at the Great Temple Complex.  

Light got hot.  She memorized and read Sister Levina’s book and there was a warning that light biha could get too hot if too much biha was used, which could burn things if touched, so regulation was important so as not to damage things.  Beks had felt that for herself.  The light biha in her hand would glow bright if she used it for so long, and though her hand was fine, the air around it afterwards was warm.  

At that time, she had allowed the light biha to move around her hand like smoke, similar to how she used shadow biha.  

But what if she concentrated that light?  

I have a lot of biha....

“Rebecca, don’t.”  Laurence sounded disapproving.  She opened her eyes and saw him giving her a look that told her not to do something.  

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You have that look of concentration, as if you’ve had an epiphany and want to try something...something possibly dangerous,” Laurence told her with a frown.  

“I just want to get a better look to see what else we’re dealing with,” Beks told him.  She reached for the whistle.

“Rebecca....”

She brought the whistle to her lips and let out a high note.  Almost at once, a screech sounded from above.  

“Thad, lift me on to the basket!” She ordered in Sagittater.  Though taken aback, her younger brother didn’t seem to think much of it.  He gathered his biha and wrapped it around Beks, lifting her into the air over the protests of both Laurence and Lucian.  “I’ll be right back!”  Her voice rang in the air as she reached up and grabbed hold of the basket and swept past.  

She used the momentum to throw her body over the side and into the basket.  

“Rebecca of Caroline!” She ignored Laurence’s yelling.

“Cloud, take me up  and close to the frontline!”  

The rokh gave her a screech in return.  She held on to the sides as she looked over the edge.  The front line wasn’t far at all from this view point.  She narrowed her eyes, identifying the various siege weapons that had been rolled out.  

A whistle cut through the air and Cloud veered to the left.  A thick wooden projectile with a metal tip sliced past them, almost spearing the basket.  

Beks sucked in a sharp breath and clutched her chest as her heart shot to her throat.  

“Cloud, higher!”  

She looked over the edge once more, scanning for any ballistas.  To her horror, several were pointed at her.  

“Do they know I’m the one up here?” She frowned and narrowed her eyes.  Her body began to tingle as she gathered bihar from all around her and began to condense it.  She took a deep breath and poured all her biha into her left hand. 

The pearl on her ring felt warm.  Beks swallowed and visualized a thick, condensed beam of light coming from her hand.  

She heard another whistle. She opened her eyes and saw the projectile coming towards her basket.  She raised her arm and swore.  

The force of the biha escaping her pushed her back against the far side of the basket, but the beam of light hit its target. 

From spiraling towards her to falling to the ground in two charred pieces.  The air in front of her was hot, reminding her of the air just above a fire; enough to warp the view.  

Another whistling sounded from the side, and Beks turned to a defensive stance.  She braced herself and threw her arm out once more.  She slid back as the light shot out of her palm.  This time, she grit her teeth and watched as it sliced through the projectile like a sharp knife.  The wood inside, where the light had touched, was charred black, and the remaining pieces fell to the ground.  

The air was hot, and Beks could feel her heart pumping in her ears.  She didn’t notice her heavy breathing.  Her legs shook. 

She pushed herself up from the side of the basket and stepped forward.  

“Cloud, move us closer,” she said as she raised her hand over the edge and pointed down.  “I need to destroy some weapons.”   

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 72 - I Feel As If I'm Losing My Mind


                  She wiped the sweat off her brow and let out a shaky breath.  She had limitless biha, but her body was still only human.  There was only so much stress it could take at one time.  Beks let out another heavy breath as she grasped the top of the basket to steady herself. 

She closed her eyes and took deep breaths before exhaling them slowly to calm herself.  Two light beams and she was already unsteady on her legs.  

Beks looked over the side of the basket.  It would take more than two light beams to disable the siege weapons lined below.  

She let out another low breath.  

Beks swallowed hard.  When she released the light beams, she’d been careful on how much biha was used.  Since she couldn’t seem to control the amount, she controlled the duration of release.  That was why each light beam was short.  

So short and I’m still tired....  Beks evened her breathing.  She didn’t stop Cloud from turning around over the battlefield and descending a bit lower.  She raised her arm over the top of the basket and aimed at the wooden base of a trebuchet.   She gathered her biha once more and released it.  

It was a shorter duration than the earlier beams, as short as a flick of her finger. 

The glowing beam of white light shot down and sliced across the trebuchet.  She would be lying if she didn’t find the sight of the weapon falling apart after being cut diagonally satisfying.  The two most important parts were disabled.  

Unless the battalion had a spare log and a half, they wouldn’t be able to fix it.  

She shifted her body and aimed at another trebuchet.  She chewed on her lower lip and shot again. 

This time, the light only got part of the shaft.  It cracked and was on the verge of breaking off.  It wasn’t as satisfying as the previous shot, but with the cracked shaft, there was no way it would be able to hurl a boulder.  If they rolled one on, it would simply break the shaft all together.

“That’s two....” Beks said.

Cloud let out a screech and suddenly dove.  Beks grabbed on to the basket as feeling of weightlessness filled her.  Her feet floated above the basket as it suddenly dropped.  She grimaced.  This wasn’t the first time they lost altitude so quickly that she and whoever else in the basket was free falling.  

It was a rare occurrence as the rokh was reacting to something, but Beks still did not like it.  

Another projectile flew past them, missing them by a good length.  Her eyes narrowed.  Cloud screeched again and seemed to realign himself before flapping his massive wings and taking them up.

“Circle around again, Cloud!  I’m going to disable whatever is shooting at us!”  The rokh let out another screech and the basket swung to the side.  Beks took a deep breath and leaned heavily against a corner of the basket.  

She put her arm with the pearl ring around one of the support straps of the basket and looked down at the row of ballista.  She almost sneered.  She always encouraged organization, but to put all their weapons together in one place? 

Wouldn’t it be a shame if that one place was attacked? 

“Well...that’s not my problem,” she muttered to herself.  The basket swung over, and she could feel the tingling in her hands as she gathered her biha once more.  It collected at her hand, and she could feel it going through the pearl, as if being refined. 

Beks released the light beam.

It slammed into the first of a row of ballista, but unlike her first four shots, this beam was not short.  

The ground seemed to smoke as screaming filled the air.  Soldiers were jumping out of the way, trying to avoid a beam of light so hot it cut through the wood, metal findings, and thick ropes of the ballista like a knife. 

All that was left were pieces of charred wood and a groove as deep as one’s knee along the ground in between the ballista.  The weapons fell apart, halved across and useless. 

Beks let out a hiss and fell forward against the basket.  The last of the ballista was only half cut, but it was enough damage to render it useless.  

Beks drew her arm back and felt her legs give way.  She gritted her teeth and used her good arm to keep herself standing.  

There were still more weapons.  If she could disable the rest of the weapons, it would be much safer for Laurence’s army.  

Beks’ breath trembled as she leaned against the basket.  She fumbled with the seating bench and folded her leg on top of it to try to brace her.  Sweat slid down her temples.  She didn’t realize she was so wet and sticky all of a sudden.  She’d have to bathe after all this was over.

Cloud screeched above her as they flew outside the area where the battle was happening to turn around.  

“Once more!” she shouted.  The catapulted boulders wouldn’t get high enough to reach them and all the ballista that had shot projectiles at them were damaged.  “Get me a little closer!”

The basket swung once more and Beks grabbed one of the ropes and wrapped it around her waist.  If Cloud had to do another maneuver that sent her into free falling, she needed to make sure she was secured, as at the moment, she was barely standing.

She looked over at the side and frowned.  Her vision was starting to become blurred.  

She had to act quickly, but unfortunately, the remaining weapons weren’t all in one spot.  

Beks chewed on her lower lip once more.  It seemed as if she’d have to practice her aim.  Swallowing hard, she adjusted her arm and began to collect biha once more. 

Each release was as short as a heartbeat. 

The light beam slammed into a catapult, but instead of cutting it like a hot knife, it made the wood crack and splinter before almost exploding.  

There was a change.  The biha was not as condensed as earlier and Beks could feel it.  Her heart dropped.  The less concentrated the biha, the weaker the light beam was.  She felt no restrictions on her own biha, but her body was growing weak.  

Did a weak body weaken the strength of the used biha?  

Beks forced herself to push her questions back.  She could return to them later, but at the moment, she had a job to do: disable the siege weapons.

Bracing her body against the corner of the basket, she released beam after beam of light at the weapons below.  She aimed on the widest spot of each piece; satisfied if she could even break off a portion of it.  

They circled around twice more. 

Beks was no longer standing.  She was leaning against the basket, draping her arms over the side, and using the bench inside to keep her level.  Her blurry vision tried to focus on the last trebuchet.  

“One more....” she whispered, her voice strained and shaking.  She didn’t have the strength to lift her arm.  She just pointed at the trebuchet. 

The light felt weaker than before and as soon as it left her, her hand went limp.  She forced herself to watch and make sure she hit the target.  

The light beam slammed into the base of the shaft.  It seemed to be absorbed into the wood for just a moment before the entire base cracked and almost exploded in a shower of splinters.  

A tired smile pulled at her lips.  “Good.”  Her eyelids were heavy, and her leg slipped.  “Goo...” 

She heard Cloud’s screech once more before she succumbed to the welcomed numbness of sleep.
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“We can’t wait for three days.  We will need to carry Lady Rebecca with us,” someone’s resolute voice said.  Their voice were a bit muffled, sounding as if they weren’t in the same room.  “She’ll be safe in the carriage.”

“In the carriage, where she ran away from in the middle of a battle?” That was her father.  

“I also want Beks to rest, but we can’t delay our plans,” her mother’s firm voice replied.  “And if Beks wakes up and finds out that we didn’t move the army for three days because of her....”  

Beks solemnly wanted to nod, but when she tried to move her head, she felt aching all over.  She gritted her teeth and suppressed her groan so as not to alarm anyone.  

“Mother-in-law is right,” Lucian said.  “As long as Beks can sleep, we should be fine.”

“And you’re sure that she’ll wake in three days at most?” her mother asked Lucian.  

“That was the longest.  She released a lot of biha at that time, but I’m not sure if the amount of biha she released this time was the same,” Lucian replied.  “It could be that she’ll wake up sooner.”

“We don’t know how long she was unconscious in the sky,” Robert said, sounding somewhat frustrated.  “After the last trebuchet fell, Cloud fled the area with Beks in the basket.”

“Daddy, don’t be mad at Cloud,” Thad told their father.  Beks wanted to nod in agreement.  “He must’ve realized Sister wasn’t well and flew off to keep her safe.”  Beks was certain that was exactly what Cloud had done.  

Legendary beasts were sensitive.  When she passed out and didn’t respond to Cloud’s calls, the young rokh must’ve realized something was wrong and took her away from danger as soon as he could.  

“But did he have to take her a half day’s travel away?” Robert complained.  “We would’ve lost track of her had Wisp and Rid Callan not followed.  

To be fair to the rokhs, a half day’s travel away by foot was much shorter by flight.  All Cloud wanted to do was get her away from a dangerous place.  Beks kept her eyes closed and took deep breaths.

She frowned.  Why did breathing hurt, too?  

Every muscle in her body was sore with dull throbs when she tried to move.  She moved her hand towards her leg beneath the blanket and released a steady stream of healing biha.  Her muscles began to relax as a warmth came over them.  

Her biha was not the issue.  She had so much of it.

It really was her body that could not stand the amount.  

I learned something, at least.  She moved her hand away and wondered if there was some sort of spring nearby.  Even if there was, it was fairly rare to find a water source that was bihar rich.  

“I’ll stay with her,” Lucian said.  “When my brother is done at the meeting, send him here.”  There were a few voices of agreement and Beks heard some fabric shuffling.  “How do you feel?”

Her eyes remained closed.  “How do you know I’m awake?”

“Your breathing is uneven.”  The layers of sleeping mats she was lying on sank, and cool fingers touched her head and neck, as if feeling for a fever.  

“How long?” she asked as his hands were pulled back.  

“We don’t know exactly.  When did you lose consciousness?” he asked.  She heard a small clink of a glass.  He must’ve noticed that her voice was dry.

“After the shot the last trebuchet.”

“That’s what we expected.”  Lucian’s arm went around her shoulders and lifted her up.  “Drink first.”

Her dry lips parted, and a half mouthful of cool water entered.  She moistened her mouth, then swallowed.  She then parted her lips once more and Lucian fed her some more water from a cup.  After four sips, she didn’t open her lips again and Lucian brought the cup back.  

“How long?” she asked again.  Her voice was much clearer, and it no longer scratched.  

“Fifteen hours.”  Lucian replied.  “The battle lasted for another half hour before we surrounded the enemy battalions.  As soon as we had a clear path, we went after you.  Cloud flew in the direction we were going, so we needed to quell the attacking battalion.”

“I would be fine with Cloud.”

“We know, that’s why we were willing to wait,” Lucian said as he laid her back down on the sleepy mat.  “Luckily, Wisp and Rid Callan followed Cloud and lead us to you.  Unluckily, Cloud had gone quite far.  We found him hiding in the tall grass against a ridge.  His wing was covering your basket.”

Beks felt her heart warm up.  “Did you give me extra food?”

She heard Lucian chuckle.  “I had two mountain goats killed and given to him and Wisp.”  

She hummed, satisfied that her rokh-savior had been rewarded.  Her gentle smile thinking of the two birds faded.  “What about the two battalions?”

“They sustained a lot of injury and a handful of fatalities.”  Lucian hesitated.  “We also lost some soldiers.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bought them.  “How many of them?”

“A half dozen, though several times that are critically injured.  They won’t be able to continue on,” Lucian told her. 

“Do we have enough medical care?”

Lucian shook his head.  “I’m afraid it’s insufficient.  There were many people injured.  Anyone who didn’t have a relatively serious injury that required immediate attention had to wait.”

Beks frowned at this.  “Those who are injured will have to stay behind he recuperate.”

“Marquis von Glasser has sent a request for additional aid,” Lucian told her.  “If they can travel, or as soon as they can, the injured will be taken to the nearest homes of von Glasser March nobles to recuperate.”

Beks wanted to nod, but really couldn’t move much.  As of two days earlier, the entire army had crossed into the von Glasser March, but they were still some distance from the von Glasser estate, which they would pass on the way to Kadmium.

“What do we know of the two battalions who attacked us?” Beks asked.

“They were stationed east of here, but neither were two that were contacted by Gatlin several days ago.  Their remaining two battalions were stationed southwest.  We’ve only now received a response.  They will march northwest and sweep along the coast.  It will take a bit longer than us, but they should arrive to the Port of Black Sands just after we reach Kadmium.  They will block the port for us.”  

That was a satisfying response.  “Why did they take so long to reply?”

Lucian chuckled a bit.  “Because the battalion leader of one of the battalions was Franchesca Laurent, the eldest daughter of the Southern Legion Commander.  Their response didn’t come by messenger bird, but by rider.”

“Does she know where her mother is?” Beks asked.  They’d long lost track of the Southern Legion Commander.

“She does,” Lucian replied.  “Legion Commander Laurent found out too late that paladins were trying to kill you, which caused her to suspect that Luther and his party had conspired to kill Brother Laurence.  She knew she would be ordered, so she went into hiding and ordered her daughter and her former vice battalion commander, now current battalion of the second battalion Gatlin had reached out to, to ‘patrol the south’. 

“This was to keep them from being moved around too much.  News about the Red Iron Cavalry was delayed, so she didn’t know we were coming, but the message from Gatlin informed her that Brother Laurence was back.  She immediately sent an order to her daughter and subordinates to swear their loyalty and move north.”

Beks smiled.  “That’s good.  Where is Legion Commander Laurent now?  Did she join them?”

Lucian chuckled once more.  “She was the rider who brought the message.” 

“Impressive.”  

“She said the same thing about you,” Lucian told her.  “When her and her entourage reached us, you were overhead, shooting beams of light from a basket carried by a giant bird.  To say they were stunned was an understatement.”  His cool fingers stroked her hair back.  “We all were.”  He let out a helpless sigh.  “Your involvement was of great help, but what you did was reckless and dangerous.”

“Ah, there’s the speech I was waiting for.”

“I’m serious, Beks,” Lucian told her in a tight voice. “When I heard Brother yelling your name, I turned around saw you in the air, reaching for the basket.  How did you know that Thad could lift you up like that?”

“Thad can lift himself up on a cyclone to fly.  Why can’t he lift up his own sister?” Beks replied.  

“He didn’t think twice about carrying you up, you know.”

“Thad trusts me, and I trust Thad,” Beks said.  “He knows I wouldn’t have given an order if I didn’t have some level of confidence.”

“You’ve only had the pearl for a few days and hadn’t had much practice with it.  How did you get the confidence to use beams of light?” Lucian had some slight scolding in his voice, but Beks ignored it.  

She released a heavy breath and tried to open her eyes.  Her lids were very heavy, and they couldn’t open all the way, as if her body was telling her she didn’t have the control or strength to do so yet.  

“Sister Levina had light biha and set multiple fires at the Great Temple Complex.  She used a combination of arson using open flames at altars, such as candles, torches, and lanterns, but she also used light biha to combust something flammable,” Beks told them.  “According to her notes, the highly condensed light biha gets hot.  Hot enough to burn.  It also tires her out, so she can’t use it often.  Not to mention, highly condensed biha will drain the user.  But I have limitless biha, so I thought to give it a chance to try to use it.  It started out well.  The light beams were highly concentrated and extremely hot.”

“We noticed,” Lucian told her.  “The damage to the siege weapons was precise.”

“Yes, but as I continued to use it, the concentration of light was less.  It wasn’t my biha, it was my body,” Beks said.  “I released too much at once and it made me tired.”

“Hmm....” Lucian caressed her hair back once more.  “The biha is limitless, but the body is weak.”

“At the very least, I destroyed a few thousand gold coins worth of equipment.” 

Lucian nearly choked.  “That’s what you’re concerned about?”

“Kadmus doesn’t have any money.”  She heard Lucian sigh and she chuckled.  “Tell me, what happened to the attacking battalions?”

“Currently, they have been imprisoned with the help of earth biha users.  All their weapons and armor have been confiscated, as well as any other resources.  Food, horses,” Lucian told her.  

Beks managed to open her eyes.  The room was dim.  It was already night, as expected.  She also wasn’t surprised that her vision was blurry.  The light source came from her left and she could make out the hazy figure of Lucian beside her.  She frowned.

“What’s wrong?”

“My vision is still blurry,” she said.  “This hasn’t happened before when I had biha explosions.” 

“You’re likely both tired and were affected by the light beams.  Lights that are too bright can damage your eyes,” Lucian said.  “Light biha users can adjust their biha, but since you are new at it, you didn’t have a chance to.  However, it should be temporary.”  

“I did start getting blurred vision when I was on the basket.”

“You shouldn’t have pushed yourself.”

“If those weapons kept hurling stones into our side, we’d lose people.  I assumed all I would need to do was rest afterwards.  It feels as if I ran a thousand miles.  Every piece of my body is aching,” she said.  

“You have plenty of time to rest,” Lucian told her.  “Southern Legion Commander Laurent will personally go to each of the remaining battalions under her command.  Your father said that they can’t lower the kingdom’s defenses during an internal war.  Since we have a sizable army now, the remaining battalions under her command should remain stationed at the borders.”

“It will prevent both foreign aid for Luther and ward off foreign invasion during a vulnerable time for us,” Beks replied.

“Exactly.” 

She looked towards Lucian’s figure, somewhat annoyed that she couldn’t see the handsome face of her husband clearly.  “Do we know why the two battalions attacked us?”

“It took some time, but yes.”  Another voice came from the other side of the tent and Beks turned her head.  She saw another figure entering.  If he had been silent, she wouldn’t have been able to tell who they were, as everyone was wearing similar clothing, but she recognized Laz’s voice.  “Beks, how are you feeling?” 

The bed mats on her right side sank down as Laz took a seat on her other side.  His large, calloused hand took her tried one and gently rubbed her palm.  

“I feel as if I’d done ten years of labor in a single day,” Beks replied.  “My entire body aches.  This isn’t normal.”

“It is because your condition is not normal,” Lucian told her.  “I, Laz, and anyone else with biha would use up our biha before our bodies gave out on us.”

“Even when we’re trying to use the last bit of biha, we likely wouldn’t be in as bad a shape as you,” Laz told her.  “Your biha is limitless, so that’s a limitless toll on your body.” 

“I need a bihar-rich spring,” she said in a droll voice.

“Unfortunately, we have a shortage of those on the mainland,” Laz said.  “Some life biha users came to heal you, but since you were sleeping, we thought it best for them to work with the medics.”

“That is a better use of their ability,” Beks told him.  “Tell me why we were attacked.:”

Laz looked towards his brother and then back at her.  “The two battalion commanders are the protege of the Northern Legion Commander.”

Beks frowned.  “The Northern Legion Commander?  Does he know that Brother Laurence is here?”

“He likely moved his hand before, but he should know by now,” Laz said.  “Even knowing, he did not send any message to stop the battalion.”

Lucian frowned and spoke up with an irritated voice.  “Then he wants to rebel against Brother Laurence?  He sided with Luther and wants to be our enemy?”

Laz gave him a wry smile.  “We have forgotten something about Legion Commander Reed.  First, his wife’s maternal side is Hessings.” 

Both Beks and Lucian groaned at the thought.  “Has his family received benefits?”

“I’m unsure, but it is obvious that once Brother Laurence retakes the throne, then the Hessings will be punished.  Legion Commander Reed is well known for being devoted to his wife; how can he let her family suffer?”  

“What is the second thing?” Beks asked.

“His two proteges are Battalion Commander Adams and Battalion Commander Simon.  One married a Hessing and the other comes from a heavily religious family that has two priests that serve the Temple,” Laz told them.  “If we consider interests, then they are our enemies.”  

The other two were silent for a moment.  Beks closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  “This explains why they had so many siege weapons.”

Laz hummed and began to rub her forearm.  “Unless a battalion rebels against his orders, Legion Commander Reed can turn all of the battalions under him against us.”  

“Well, that’s a problem,” Lucian said.  

“Even if they know Brother Laurence is here, there is a good chance that they will continue to follow Legion Commander Reed’s orders,” Beks said.  “Then...we have only had one choice.”

Laz nodded.  “Kill Legion Commander Reed.”

“Kill Legion Commander Reed.”  Beks agreed.  “We need to stop him before he can cause us more trouble.  Where is he now?”

“Northeast of here.  He’s guarding against the Red Iron Cavalry.  While the cavalry is large, if he uses several battalions, then we are looking at a massacre on both sides,” Laz told her.  “There is no guarantee on who would win.” 

Beks frowned.  “The Red Iron Cavalry is your and Lucian’s army.  You are my husbands.  I can’t allow such a battle to happen.  It’s too costly.  Not to mention my brother and sister are with the Red Iron Cavalry.  Efren, Gerard, and the others, too.”

Laz raised a brow at her.  “Then, what do you suggest?”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

“How many solo and small person missions are you going to do before you are satisfied?” Laurence raged on as he paced the tent.  “Are you addicted to risking your life?”

“Of course not,” Beks said as she remained laying on the bed mats, recuperating.  Laz and Lucian remained on either side of her, one rubbing her left arm while the other massaged her right leg through a thin blanket. “I am addicted to efficiency.”

“Efficiency?” Laurence balked. 

“Brother, the Northern Legion Commander will be heavily guarded.  Infiltration into his camp is the most efficient way to deal with him,” Beks told him as she watched him pace the length of the tent.  

Laurence took a deep breath.  Seated nearby, her mother and father watched the king grow frustrated.  

“Rebecca Anastasia of Caroline.”

“He used your full name.  He’s quite upset,” Laz said in a quiet voice.  Laurence grabbed the nearest pillow and threw it at him.  Laz ducked, barely avoiding the pillow.  “Brother, please calm down.  My wife is still recuperating.”

“And that is exactly why she shouldn’t be talking about infiltrating the Northern Legion Commander’s army!  Beks, you can’t even stand right now.  What makes you think you are in a position to do something so risky?” Laurence asked as he stood in front of her wearing a demanding expression.  

Beks was quiet for a moment, measuring her words carefully.  “My current condition is temporary.  I will be up by tomorrow.”

Laurence’s face turned red, and he seemed to be trying to contain his frustration.  He turned around, refusing to look at her as he calmed down.  His hands were clenched at his sides and trembling.  

Beks couldn’t help but feel guilty for making him so angry and frustrated.  

“Brother, calm down for a moment.  Don’t get so angry,” Lucian said in a coaxing voice.  “You need to relax so as not to negatively affect your health.  You’re going to be a father soon.” 

Reminding him that he and Lady Eleanor, though a blatant attempt to calm him down, worked in doing so.  His hands unclenched and he took multiple deep breaths before turning around.  

“Are you two fine with your wife, who is currently bedridden, running off to assassinate a military commander?” Laurence asked in a sharp voice. 

“As Beks said, her condition is temporary.  In a day or two, she will be fine,” Lucian told him.

“And Beks has also proven that she is quite adept at such missions,” Laz added.  “She is the Inheritor and her ability to access information and make the best decisions aren’t for naught.”  

Laurence looked at her parents.  “I suppose you will tell me that this is an acceptable action for a Caroline.”

Robert gave him a small nod of his head.  “It is an acceptable action for a Caroline, Your Majesty.  At one point or another, we all go on various missions to hone our abilities.  Even Thad and Wrath ran away to help their older siblings in Langshe.”

Laurence looked at the Duke of Caroline and his nodding wife as if they were insane.  Beks squinted, feeling even more sympathy for Laurence.  Her parents’ reaction to her and her siblings taking such risks was normal to them, as it was something all Carolines did.  However, it was incredibly abnormal from the point of view of a normal parent, let alone a normal person.

“I feel as if I’m losing my mind....” Laurence muttered.

“Brother, you are worrying yourself more than necessary,” Beks told him.  “I only need to do gather information to find out where exactly the Northern Legion Commander is, how many troops are around him, and I can plan and execute a mission with a small force.”

Laurence hesitated.  He narrowed his eyes.  “How soon can you get that information?”

“Hopefully, within the day.”  She had already contacted Nexus.  Unlike the Southern Legion Commander, they had been able to keep track of the Northern Legion Commander.  It was just that Beks also wanted information on their location and overall situation in order to plan an infiltration.

Laurence took a deep breath and seemed to mull over her answer.  After some time, he gave her a nod.  “You have one day to get information.  If you are not able to stand or unable to prepare a suitable plan of action, you cannot go.”

Beks nodded.  “Yes, Brother.” He didn’t say she couldn’t try to convince him otherwise after a day.

Laurence looked at his brothers who didn’t seem to be paying attention to him.  Instead, they continued to massage Beks’ arms and legs.  He threw them an irritated look.  “Are you two even listening to the conversation?”

“Of course, we are,” Laz replied. 

“You’ve barely looked at me since I arrived!”

“Brother, you know Beks is recuperating after she single-handedly destroyed over a dozen siege weapons, using unpracticed biha until she passed out in midair, for the sake of your army to quickly and efficiently subdue our attackers,” Lucian told him, concentrating on Beks’ leg.  “All that work and she’s in pain.  Massaging her limbs will ease the pain.”  

“This is the least we can do,” Laz added.

Laurence threw his brothers another irritated look.  “The same goes for you two, as well.  One day.” 

With that, he turned around and walked out of the tent.  

Robert smirked as the tent flap closed behind him.  “He’s worried about you, so I can’t be angry at him.”

“Every operation has its risks,” Sybil told them.  “Beks, are you sure you want to go after Legion Commander Reed?  Keep in mind that even if he is captured or killed, the northern battalions may not heed your orders.”  

“Without a direct order from Legion Commander Reed, there is a larger chance that some battalions may remain neutral, especially when faced with the southern battalions siding with us and the Red Iron Cavalry,” Beks replied.  “The less enemies we have, the better.”

Her mother nodded.  “Then, if you need me or your father to come....”

“No, I can do it,” Beks said.  “You and Daddy should remain with Brother Laurence.  Once we have dealt with the Northern Legion Commander, we will join the Red Iron Cavalry and meet you in Kadmium.”

Her parents nodded.  Sybil rose from her seat and crossed the room.  She knelt down and touched her daughter’s head.  “We respect your decision to fight, but be careful with the risks you take.”

“I know, Mommy.”  

Sybil kissed her daughter’s forehead.  “Rest well.”  

Robert also touched her head.  “Take whatever Thirnir you need.”

Beks nodded and her parents left the tent.  Once they were gone, Beks looked at her husbands.  “Get my bath ready.”

Lucian nodded and walked to call someone to prepare her bath.  In lieu of bihar rich hot springs, she hoped that if she flooded her bath tub water with biha and then focused her own biha around her, she would be able to self-heal.  Beks was fairly certain the effects would not be as strong as when she healed others, but it was better than waiting normally.  

It didn’t take long for her bath to be ready, and Laz helped her undress before covering her with a small towel and carrying her to the wooden tub in the corner of the room.  Lucian tested the water and then removed Beks’ towel before she was carefully lowered into the water.

Closing her eyes, she sank into the tub, awkwardly curling her legs up, until the water was up to her neck.  She flooded the water with biha until she felt that the water tingled against her.  Then she held her hands over her legs to try to ease the soreness.

“How is it?” Lucian asked. 

Beks pulled her lips into a tight line.  “As expected.  It’s not as effective when used on myself.” 

“Not as effective, but is it at least doing something?” Laz asked with some hope.

“Yes, it will just take much longer than I’d like.” 

“While you’re healing, don’t over exert yourself.  It’ll only harm you further,” Lucian told her in a stern voice.

“I know, I know....” Though slow, the soreness in her body faded.  It was about half as painful as it was when she first woke, which was a vast improvement for an hour of work.  She was only carried out of the tub because the water grew cold.

Laz began to pat her dry and she pushed his hands away, insisting that she could do it herself. 

Laz smirked.  “It’s not that I think you can’t, it’s that I want to touch my wife.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “Don’t you have some rounds to do with the battalions?”

“Are you kicking me out?” 

“She’s telling you to go do your work,” Lucian said as he brought Beks a fresh set of clothes.  Laz sighed, resigned, and told them he’d be back later.  Lucian shook his head and looked back at their wife.  “Beks, your urapearl has been glowing.”  Beks paused and looked up at him.  Lucian smiled.  “I’ll  bring it over and let you answer it.” 

A smile filled her face.  Though it was fairly obvious at this point, Laz and Lucian still stepped back to allow her privacy.  “Thank you.”

He carried over her urapearl and set it up on the ground next to the bed.  He then leaned over and kissed her.  “I will be back in an hour.”  She felt him slide something cool into her palm.  As he left, she looked down and saw the leviathan scale in her hand. 

Her eyes crinkled into pleased crescents.  She really had chosen well.  

She activated the scale and placed it on the ground before calling Nexus.  

Mr. Kesse answered at once, immediately asking if she was all right as it took some time for her to answer.

“There was a battle and we’ve been dealing with the aftermath,” Beks told them. “But we are moving forward.”  

Mr. Kesse looked relieved.  “I’ve received the information for you on the situation of the Northern Legion Commander.”

She raised a brow.  “So soon?”

“He wasn’t hiding it.” 

Roughly two weeks northeast of them, Northern Legion Commander Reed had organized ten battalions under him to guard a lengthy stretch of Kadmus along a mountain range.   The mountain range itself wasn’t very high, but in order to reach Kadmium, it had to be crossed.  Below it was a fertile valley, and the farmers had been pushed out so the space could be used for an impending battle.

Beks closed her eyes, bringing up the map of the region Mr. Kesse spoke of in her mind and making silent marks.  “Ten battalions...that’s more than expected.”

“The Northern Legion Commander is with his force, the Northern Battalion.”  The troops lead by the legion commanders was double that of a normal troop.  Even Laz’s Wild Dogs, which were considered a prime battalion, had less people.  

“Where are they based right now?”

“The Mayar River Garrison.”  

The Mayar River was one of the major rivers that drained into the sea, just south of Kadmium.  It was a major supplier of water to the valley and passed Green Meadows.  Green Meadows itself wasn’t too far from the garrison, either.  

Beks frowned at this.  The proximity was too close for comfort.  If it was one or two battalions, she wouldn’t worry, but ten?  Which included the Northern Battalion?

The Red Iron Cavalry needed to get to Green Meadows for supplies and to rest before closing in on Kadmium.  The Northern Legion Commander’s troops were blocking their way.  Somehow, this made the entire scenario much more personal for Beks.

“Tell me their numbers and everything you know about the Legion Commander,” Beks said.  

Mr. Kesse began to read off the number of infantries, archers, heavy cavalry, and so forth for each of the ten battalions and the Northern Battalion to Beks.  She sat on the edge of the sleeping mat with her eyes closed, memorizing the counts and where each group was located.  

Mr. Kesse was through, and even provided the names of each battalion commander, where they were from, and to whom they may have had connections.  Nothing stood out much; they seemed to be average battalion commanders.  

It was the two who led their battalions to attack them the day before that had the most vested interests in Luther maintaining power.  

Beks didn’t know how long she sat there, soaking in all the information she was fed.  When Mr. Kesse finished, he gave Beks a moment to sort through the information.  

“I’ll consider all of this, thank you, Mr. Kesse,” Beks replied.  “Has the rumor of His Majesty’s return caused any conflict in the capital?”

“News has reached Kadmium, and it is one of the largest topics amongst the people; however, patrolling guards have arrested those who they’ve caught speaking of His Majesty’s return in public.”  Mr. Kesse frowned.  “They are trying to control the news.”

“It’s too late to contain it.  And sending guards to arrest those who only spread the news faster,” Beks replied.  “But at the very least, this means that the Fourth Prince and his people know that His Majesty is returning.  What is the attitude of the common people?”

“Confused.  His Majesty was said to have died and was buried.  We’ve begun to combat this by releasing rumors that he had escaped when his life was being threatened and went to recover.  Blame is being placed on the Third Consort considering the Fourth Prince’s reputation as a frivolous man unable to think ahead.”

“His Majesty’s attempted assassination by the Third Consort has a better narrative,” Beks replied, agreeing with the decision.  “After all, it is more likely that a consort would act against the rightful heir for a chance to put their own child on the throne.  It’s the perfect drama, is it not?” In addition, it was also the truth.

“Yes, Your Highness.  It leaves little room for doubt, especially considering the premature deaths of King Consort and the Second Consort.” 

“Keep steering public opinion towards His Majesty returning to reclaim the throne and stop the uncontrolled policies that the Fourth Prince’s court has approved, which have been detrimental to our people.  His Majesty needs the people’s support.”

“Yes, Your Highness.  Rest assured; the attitude of the kingdom will be in His Majesty’s favor.”  

The call ended and Beks narrowed her eyes.  Once the bias was skewed towards Laurence, the supporters of Luther in court would start to deflect.  Luther would grow upset, if not a bit panicked, and his father, the Third Consort, would be forced to move.  She didn’t know how much they could do in such a short period of time, but things were undoubtedly getting out of their hands.  

Let’s see what you’ll do next, you turnip.  Beks carefully rose to her feet.  Her body still ached, so she took small steps to a table that had some papers on it.  She sat down on the stool, letting out a low hiss.  I should just soak until I’m all wrinkled....  

Beks pulled out a piece of paper and began to draw out the map in her head along with all the information she’d taken in.  By the time Lucian returned with Laz, there were multiple sheets of paper drawn on.  

Maps of the mountain passes leading into the valley, maps of the river, maps of where the battalions were located, and several sketches of the floor plans of the Mayar River Garrison.  Laz and Lucian stood over their wife, their brows furrowed as they looked at the detailed maps and then at each other.  

“I...am very attracted to our wife right now,” Laz said with a straight face.  

“Beks, aren’t you tired?  Why don’t you go to bed?  Laz and I will continue to massage you.” Lucian put his hands on Beks’ shoulders and began squeezing them gently to try to encourage her.

“I can go to bed later,” Beks said, still hunched over the table.  “I need to plan this out.  Infiltrating the garrison won’t be difficult.  Neither will deal with the Northern Legion Commander when we see him.”

Laz raised a brow.  “You’re quite confident.”

Beks reached out and tapped one of her sketches.  “The Mayar River Garrison was built during the first eastern expansion and follows the fortress style of that period.  It has multiple walls that surrounded a town, but the outer two have become almost useless and the town has been turned into a training facility for the battalions.  Security will be high, but because of the garrison’s age, there are numerous underground tunnels because the garrison had been rebuilt multiple times, on top of itself.

“I’ve marked the locations old entrances that we can try in order to bypass the security on the surface.  There are plenty of staff, both men and women, so it’s just a matter of stealing uniforms and blending in.  The Northern Legion Commander will likely be in one of the keeps.  We will need to find out which one when we are there.  As for when he is dealt with, we will claim he is sick and give orders from his room.” 

“Sick?” Laz cocked his head to the side.  “Beks, isn’t that a bit difficult to believe?  Won’t a doctor come to check?”

Beks shook her head.  “The Northern Legion Commander has a history of gout.  It becomes so painful, he’s bedridden, but because of this, he refuses to publicize it, as if it’s known that he becomes incapacitated because of an illness, they’d remove him from his post.” 

“So, no one, especially his close aides and officers, wouldn’t send a doctor to check on him,” Lucian said.  He clicked his tongue.  “Stubborn old man.”

“His bouts of gout last several days at a time.  It won’t be out of the ordinary to refuse to see anyone at this time.  Even his direct subordinates would need to communicate with him through memos.”  

“How will they know those memos are legitimate?” Lucian asked.  “This is a big secret for him to keep.  Only those close to him would know.”

“You ask a good question and you’re right.  He would go through such lengths in order to ensure that this was a secret.  During his bouts of gout, he leaves a memo to his direct aide, signing his name along with his initials in gold ink.  This is the sign that he will isolate himself until his gout has passed...and to change the food they give him so as to lessen the pain,” Beks answered.  “Every memo he will pass will be noted with gold ink until he is well enough to leave.  In which case, he will arrange for a bath instead of damp clothes to wipe himself with.”  

“If I was the Northern Legion Commander and you knew this much about me, I couldn’t help but feel quite violated.  You know his hygiene habits,” Lucian said with a grimace.

Beks paused and looked up at him.  “You like to wash your hair with fig scented soap.  If you can’t get it, you would rather the soap has no scent.”

Laz let out a muffled snort and turned his head away from his brother.  “Fig scented, eh?” 

Beks looked over at him.  “You use a rough sandstone rock the size of a fist to rub the dirt off your skin when you bathe.  You use the same rock and always pack it with your things.”

Laz straightened up and Lucian grinned.  “It is called exfoliating, and it is to keep my skin as soft as possible for you.”  

“For Beks?” Lucian asked. 

“I already have many scars.  My skin should at least be somewhat soft so when she touches me, she doesn’t worry,” Laz said, lifting his chin. 

Beks chuckled.  “Well, I appreciate your efforts.  Now, back to the plan.  We can’t have too many people with us.  It may just be us three,” she told them.  “We’ll need to sneak into the Northern Legion Commander’s room and remain there for days to give orders.”  

Laz perked his head up.  “You’re going to give orders posing as the Legion Commander?”

Beks nodded.  “I will have a messenger hawk sent to the tower with ‘urgent’ messages from the battalions located elsewhere, noting that there is movement with our army and false information on where the Red Iron Cavalry is going.  In response to those messages, I will send out orders to begin moving battalions away from the garrison and the surrounding areas, thinning out the number of soldiers waiting for the cavalry.”

“How many do you plan to keep?”

“Two,” Beks said.  “If I can get away with it.”  

“And how long will it take for us to get there from here?”

“Two and a half nights of travel,” Beks said.  “And that’s generous.  Of course, tomorrow, I will still be recovering, and we will continue to move with the army towards Kadmium.  I estimate another day and night after that, and we can take Wisp to the garrison.  I want Thad to go with Rid Callan back to the Red Iron Cavalry and pass along my instructions directly to Brother Deo.  I will need them to give me at least a few days allowance to thin out the battalions waiting for them.”

“You will need to send Thad out immediately,” Lucian told her.  “The Red Iron Cavalry will move quickly.”

“They should slow down rather than stop on the other side of the mountain range,” Laz agreed, moving his hand over the map.  “If they decide to give you time by waiting that close, it’s possible that they’ll be sighted by the Northern Legions, which could cause a pre-emptive attack.”

Beks nodded.  “I planned to tell Thad soon.  He’ll know how to find the Red Iron Cavalry.”  She took a deep breath and looked up at her husbands.  “What do you think of my plan?”

The twins looked at each other for a moment, appearing to contemplate Beks’ plan of action.  

“All I ask,” Laz said.  “Is that you don’t kill the Northern Legion Commander.”  At this, his brother gave him a surprised look.

“Why not?”

Beks nodded.  “I planned to tie him up and silence the room with the leviathan scale,” she said.  She lifted her hand and cupped Laz’s chin.  “Don’t worry, I know you like to be clean.  We’re not going to spend several days in a cramped tower keep with a corpse.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 73 - I Don't Want To Be a Statistic


                If they weren’t trying to sneak into it, Beks would’ve admired the picturesque scene of an old fortress town, sitting on a low cliffside, just beside the curve of a river. The area around it still held the shape of tiers, encircled by the dilapidated stone walls that once protected the garrison’s town.

She could already tell that it had a commanding view not only of the river, or of the fertile valleys that swept away from it on the other side of the river, but also of the small mountain range that used to separate Kadmus from what would become its easternmost territories.

They arrived the night before, and before they landed, Laz and Lucian did a sweep over the garrison to take in the layout.

Beks, who had tried to adjust biha around her eyes to see in limited light like the twins, but failed and was too embarrassed to say anything about it, spent her time reviewing the passage into the central part of the garrison, where they could enter the building and go up one the keeps.

They still didn’t know which of the two keeps Legion Commander Reed was in. If he wasn’t in the first one, then they had to sneak across the length of the old castle fortress to get to the other keep. That meant they’d need to avoid being noticed by everyone in the castle.

If this was peacetime, all they would have to do is steal some uniforms and appear as if they belonged there. If you didn’t act suspicious, you would likely go unnoticed.

But they had just kicked off a war of succession and the Northern Legion Commander was vested in their failure. He and his entire army would be on guard against them, and Beks didn’t know how much Legion Commander Reed and his people knew about them.

The battalions reporting to him were camped along the same side of the river. No matter which of the routes over the mountains the Red Iron Cavalry chose to go over, they would collide with the battalions. If the battalions knew which route the Red Iron Cavalry was going, they could easily pinch them in one of the mountain passes.

The cavalry would be at a huge disadvantage in such a limited space.

Their best chance at winning would be to make it over the mountains and fight on flat ground with plenty of space to maneuver. To avoid being caught in an unfavorable location, Beks instructed Thad to inform their brother of what was awaiting them on the other side of the mountain and wait ten days before they continued to advance.

Of course, this relied on the premise that battalion sentries would not detect the Red Iron Cavalry.

Beks took a deep breath.

Wisp had dropped them off upriver the night before and then went to hide in the mountains before dawn, but on the other side of the river. While most of the civilians had been evacuated in preparation for war zone, there were still a few people who were willing to take the risk and stay.

Seeing three peasants on the other side of the river wasn't too suspicious, so the trio made their way down. The river itself wasn’t exceptionally wide, but it got deep towards the middle. In order to get to the other side, a rope had to be shot across, then one person would use it as a guide to bring themselves over, then pull the other two.

The twins had learned archery as soon as they could hold a bow, but as Laz lost his hand, it was left to Lucian.

“The target is the exposed roots of the trees along the side of the river beneath the garrison,” Beks said as they hid inside a ramshackle old cabin that still had farm tools and an old fishing net inside. There were many of those small, wooden buildings lining the west shore of the river, as many villagers used the river to fish. “Can you hit it at that distance?”

Lucian adjusted the composite bow. Along with a sword and dagger, they’d packed two bows and quivers full of arrows with them when they split from the Red Iron Cavalry. Both bows were for Lucian, as one was a spare.

“I can hit it,” Lucian replied. “The river isn’t too wide. When we get across, we’ll need to quickly procure clothes.”

Beks nodded. “There are a few passages leading to the river from the old castle fortress, but they will either be locked or have long been barricaded, however, we can enter directly into the courtyard area, by passing the camp of soldiers surrounding the garrison.”

“If it’s a lock, I can unlock it,” Lucian said.

“When we cross, make sure to keep a tight grasp on the rope,” Laz told her. “We will pull you across.”

Beks nodded, but Lucian looked at his brother with a raised brow. “The same goes for you. You only have one hand.”

Laz rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry about me. I can pull myself across.”

“Beks, just cut the line before you get into the water. We’ll pull you across. If you get swept away, just hold on,” Lucian told her.

“I know.” Her hair color had once more been changed to appear brown, as were her eyes. The twins changed their hair to a lighter brown, as well.

As the sun began to set, the Beks began her count down. They needed to find the Northern Legion Commander well before dawn and not alert anyone by doing so. By dawn, a an ‘urgent’ message would reach the garrison from one of the captured battalions.

Beks confiscated their battalion seal and gave it to the Marquis von Glasser to use to forge official messages to the Northern Legion Commander. That way, Beks would have valid reasons for moving the various battalions elsewhere and opening up the area for the Red Iron Cavalry.

They could not be delayed.

Night in the summer came later and Beks couldn’t help but feel as if she’d waited ages for night to fall. As soon as all she saw was the complete darkness of the river and then the light of torches on the opposite side, they left the small cabin.

The arrow made a light whistling sound as it was shot across, but the rumble of the river drowned it out. Lucian held his posture, his eyes narrowed as his arms and hands were still in the same position as when he released his arrow.

Beside him, the rope tied to the arrow was unraveling from the neat pile at his feet, but it didn’t take long for it to stop. The rope only swayed with the movement from the river, but Laz was quick to grab it and secure it around a tree on their side.

Lucian pulled on the rope to make sure it was secure.

“You put a lot of force into it,” Laz said. “It’s buried well within that tree root.”

“Just in case, watch the rope in case it gets loose,” Lucian replied as he reached for another arrow with a rope tied on it. This rope was a bit thinner, and had to be shot from a higher vantage point.

Clothes that fit were much easier to procure than boots, especially when all three of them had to get standard issue boots to wear for this mission. Luckily, the other battalions had spares. However, if they got soaked while crossing the river, they wouldn’t dry fast enough and could give them away.

It was best to slide the boots across first.

Lucian climbed a nearby tree as high as he could go, and shot the second arrow and rope across. Once it was fixed on the target, he gave it a test tug, and then removed his shoes. He used his shirt to tie the two together before looping them around the rope and sending it sliding across.

Beks couldn’t see the bundle once it disappeared over the river, but after Laz said it made it across, she let out a breath of relief.

Laz removed his shirt and boots for Lucian to slide, then Beks removed her boots and her tunic to do the same. Since it was dark and the only people who saw her were her husbands, who had already seen her naked, she didn’t hesitate to walk around in her pants and the small cloth top that held her chest in.

Lucian also sent her shoes and shirt across before he climbed down and handed his bow back to Laz. They couldn’t bring many weapons with them considering their sizes and how Langshe weapons would stand out, so the bow would need to be left in the cabin. At most, they had a dagger strapped to them, and even then, they could only be used when the situation was dire.

Lucian began to climb down to get closer to the water. He tested the water and frowned a bit. Even though summer had started, the river was still cold. The source came from the north, after all.

“Brace yourself,” Laz said. “When we get across, we won’t have time to dry off.”

“We’ll get dry clothes as soon as possible,” Beks said. “Be careful, Lucian.”

Her younger husband looked towards her and smiled. With one hand still grasping the rope, he tilted his head towards her. “Kiss.”

She kissed his cheek. “Be careful. Don’t rush.”

He gave her a nod, grasped the rope with his other hand, and waded into the water. She watched his expression carefully for any discomfort, but found that he didn’t seem to dwell on the cold water.

The rope bounced as Lucian pulled himself across. Like their bundles of boots and shirts, Lucian also disappeared into the darkness over the river.

Laz remained kneeling beside the river’s edge, his eyes narrowed as he watched his younger twin cross.

“It looks like the river got deeper...he’s half floating and pulling himself along.” Laz seemed to report Lucian’s movements to her, and she nodded with relief. “He’s reached the middle....”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them, unwilling to say a word as if doing so would jinx Lucian. After what seemed like ages, Laz let out a heavy breath of relief of his own and closed his eyes. He nodded, satisfied.

“He’s across?” Beks asked.

Laz nodded. “He’s across.” He stood up and adjusted a strip of cloth around his forearm. He moved it over the rope to secure himself to it in lieu of his right hand. He looked back at her. “Beks, come here and hold the rope. When you feel us give you three tugs, cut the rope, and hold on. We’ll pull you across.”

Beks nodded. She sat by the rope and put both hands on it in preparation. Satisfied, Laz waded into the water. One hand pulled him forward and he’d drag his arm tied with another piece of rope forward. Though it took him longer than Lucian, Laz also disappeared into the darkness of the river.

Beks took a deep breath and released it slowly. When Lucian crossed, she’d counted to a hundred almost five times. By the time she felt three strong tugs on the rope in succession, she had counted to a hundred nine times.

With her signal given, Beks cut the rope around the tree and wrapped it around her waist. With the rope slack, she couldn’t use it to pull herself up to the surface against the current, so she used a piece of a large broken branch to keep her afloat.

She knew she looked ridiculous with a rope tied around her waist, then wrapped upwards so it rested beneath her armpits. Over that, she clutched a piece of wood and waded into the water.

As soon as her foot landed in the water, she let out a sharp hiss. It was colder than she thought, but there was no turning back now. She waded into the water as far as she could go without the current knocking her off her feet. The rope became tense, and she felt it tug against her.

Grimacing, and trying to ignore the cold water, she grasped the branch under her arms and leaned forward, as if laying on top of the water. Her feet were swept up, no longer touching the smooth pebbles on the river bed, and at once, without the rope anchored to anything, Beks was swept down river.

Don’t panic. This is part of the plan. They will pull you to shore. Don’t panic! She continued to chat that in her mind, but her heart couldn’t help but race as she bobbed up and down with the current and found herself moving further and further from shore.

It was dark and she couldn’t see anything around her. She didn’t know where the western shore was or where the eastern shore was. Water splashed her face, and she only gripped the branch tighter, afraid that if she let go to wipe the water off, she’d lose her branch.

Then, her husbands would be pulling her drowned body back to shore instead.

Gritting her teeth, she shut her eyes and willed herself to stay calm and stay in a position with her head above water. The ropes around her were tight and she could feel it being pulled forward, against the current.

She didn’t have the fortitude to count.

With each lunge forward against the current, Beks tried to sink her feet to touch the river bed. As soon as she could touch it, she could stand. Her heart trembled as each time she tried, her feet didn’t touch anything.

The irrational thoughts of being dragged down by some unknown creature into the water when she was so vulnerable began to raid her mind, and she struggled to keep calm and think of the situation rationally. This was a river, not the ocean.

There were no predatory animals in such a river.

But what if she were wrong? Weren’t there all those folk stories of people being dragged under the water? While she didn’t believe there were suspicious entities who lured people to their deaths by pulling them below the surface, it wasn’t difficult to think that those folk stories had to originate from somewhere.

A sunken piece of wood could catch one’s foot and with the force of the current, render them trapped. Aquatic plants could tangle them up. She could even get a leg cramp, tense up completely, and sink to her death. People drowned all the time in rivers; she wouldn’t pretend otherwise. She had read reports.

Oh, gods, I don’t want to be a statistic.  Beks grit her teeth, trying to ignore the image of her foot catching on something and then dragging her to her watery death.

The tightness around her body was pulled once more. Her legs sank below the surface and suddenly, she felt something brushing against her toes.

Her eyes widened. She was pulled again and this time, she moved her leg down.

Her heart shot to her throat as relief filled her. Smooth rocks.

The roar of the water all around her seemed to be drowned out as her feet brushed against the tumbled stone of the river bed. She was tugged forward once more and she tried to get on to her feet to stand.

It was easier said than done. Her feet and legs were cold, and it was difficult to maneuver while still holding a piece of wood.

“Beks,” a low, quiet voice called out to her. “Let go of the branch! We’ve got you!” She released the branch and held out her hands, willing someone to grab them in the darkness.

Cold, pruned hands grabbed one of her arms and pulled her up. Almost immediately, someone was wiping her dry and removing the rope around her body.

It was a bit strange that despite having done nothing but being dragged across, she felt exhausted.

“Can you stand?” Lucian asked in a quiet voice.

Beks nodded. “Just give me a moment.” When everything was settled, and Laurence was back on the throne, Beks decided that she would learn to swim.

Lucian continued to try to wring out the pants she was wearing before bringing her closer to the side of the cliff. From that angle, it was difficult to see what was above them. Beks was given her clothes and boots before moving alongside the base of the cliff to find an entrance that was recorded in the garrison’s history.

On one hand, a tangled system of roots from the trees had developed over hundreds of years, keeping the soil beneath the garrison in place despite the force of the river. On the other, the tangled system of roots grew over the passage.

Beks only found it because she reached in between the branches, feeling for something that wasn’t soil.

“Is that it?” Laz asked. Beks nodded.

“I think so. Can you break off some of the roots? We don’t need to clear the entire thing. Just enough that we can squeeze through.”

“I’ll do it,” Lucian said. He grasped different pieces of roots to find one suitable for cutting without too much trouble. He managed to create a hole large enough for them to duck under and through.

Beks went in first, holding out her hand against the wall to follow it. Although it was covered with a layer of dirt and moisture, Beks could still make out the stone work. Lucian stepped in front of her and let out a low light from his hand and moved it around the area.

As expected, there were stairs going up. Lucian kept the light dim and led the group upwards. The stone steps were so covered with debris from the ages, that it was almost a ramp rather than stairs. Each step they took was careful, for fear of slipping and sliding down.

After about thirty steps, the narrow passage split. Lucian looked over his shoulder at Beks. She pointed to the one of the left to try first. Which one they ended up exiting from depended on the situation at the top. If it was barricaded, they’d have to come back down and try another passage. If it was just locked, then Lucian could get them in.

Lucian held his hand in front of an old wooden door that Beks was sure would disintegrate the moment they touched it. The twins looked at each other with uncertainty.

“We should at least see if it’s locked,” Laz said in a low voice.

“I’m worried it’ll fall off the hinges and crash, attracting attention,” Lucian replied.

“I have my leviathan scale.” Beks dug beneath her tunic and fished out the palm-sized scale she had wrapped against one of her breasts for safe keeping. She activated it and pressed it against the wall.

Lucian and Laz looked at each other once more before switching sides. Lucian looked over the rusted metal door handle and Laz put his back against the door in case it fell. There was a small hole in the metal plate of the door handle, but as Lucian grasped the handle to try to jiggle it and see if it was unlocked, the entire metal plate of the door handle was loosened.

He pulled his hand back and the door handle, its plate, and the lock came with it.

Particles of dust and worn wood fell to the ground as Lucian stared, dumbfounded, at the piece of metal in his hand, which had separated from the wooden door.

The passage was so silent, Beks could hear herself breathe.

“Well...it’s not locked,” Lucian said as he showed Beks the useless door handle. He placed it on the ground and reached into the hole in the door where the handle once was and felt around.

The door creaked as he pulled it open. Just as he feared, the old door couldn’t last, and it was ripped off its hinges at the slightest touch. Laz gritted his teeth and braced the door against him before it could tumble down. Lucian moved quickly to help him maneuver it against the passage wall, while Beks turned her attention to the other side of the door.

“Shelves....” She muttered to herself as she stepped closer. There were rows of shelves crossing the entrance. The floor area had several clay jugs that were clean and had wooden lids on them. Beks touched one of the lids and found no coating of dust. She removed the lid and bent down. “Wine....” She narrowed her eyes. “We’re in a storage room.”

“That explains the sacks against the wall and the cheese wheels,” Laz said. “How close are we to the keep?”

Beks shut her eyes and brought up a map of the garrison. Her brows shot up, surprised by their luck. “We should be adjacent to the main wing. The kitchen is nearby. It’s on the ground floor of the main building.”

“Then, let’s try for the closest keep,” Lucian said. Beks nodded. Laz carefully pushed the wine jugs to the side to make a large enough space for them to slip between.

After getting through the next locked door, Laz peered into the dark corridor. There were no torches or scones, suggesting that no one was planning to come anytime soon. Beks pointed to the left to get towards the spiral staircase that led to the upper rooms in the keep.

The long chipping white paint of the walls was another reminder that while the garrison was in use, it wasn’t kept up. The stairs inside, however, were swept clean. At the very least, they were used daily.

“Soldiers,” Laz said in a low voice as he held out his arm to stop them from moving forward. “Beks stay here. Lucian, avoid the patrolling guards. If they go missing, it will alert their battalion. Go for the two guarding the entrance to the stairwell.”

Lucian nodded. They waited for a pair of patrolling soldiers to pass first before rushing across a corridor and knocking out the soldiers.

Considering they had to remain hidden for over a week, they couldn’t risk the soldiers waking up and escaping, so the twins heaved them over their shoulders and climbed up the keep with Beks leading the way.

Though cumbersome to hide them and keep them alive, Beks didn’t want to kill them. Deaths during war were expected, but unless they were attacking her, she’d try to spare them.

The two unconscious soldiers were the only two guarding the keeping, making Beks wonder if the Northern Legion Commander was in the opposite keep instead. Lucian unlocked a heavy wooden door that was far newer than the one that fell apart below, and pushed it open.

Beks narrowed her eyes. In the hearth, the fire was dying out and only the soft orange glows of embers provided a light source.

“There he is,” Laz said, standing just inside the chamber and looking directly ahead of them. A wooden bed was pushed up against the wall. It was very simple and crude. No canopy or elaborate bed skirt. It was just a wooden bed made of logs with a mat on top of it.

A mat, a blanket, and the sleeping body of a thin old man with silver hair. Beks didn’t expect him to look that old. A legion commander was required to go out on the field and if their health didn’t allow for it or impacted on their ability to lead, they would be reassigned to a less physically demanding position.

Of course, some people didn’t want to leave such a high position.

Shuffling was heard behind her and Beks looked over her shoulder. Laz and Lucian dumped the two soldiers by the closed door, using them to barricade the door closed. Lucian checked to make sure the door was closed as Laz walked closer to the bed and narrowed his eyes.

“Shall we wake him?” Beks asked. “Or wait until morning.”

“We’re already here,” Laz replied. “We might as well get started.”

Beks nodded as Lucian held up his hand to light the room. “All right. Do you want to do the honors?” The corners of his lips curled up as he stood just beside the bed. He lowered his hands and began to shake the Northern Legion Commander.

He was not gentle. The old man’s shoulders bounced up and down on the bed. Laz shook him three times before the Northern Legion Commander’s eyes shot open and he let out a choked, confused mumble. His eyes went wide as he saw the man unexpectedly standing above him.

“Hello, Legion Commander Reed,” Laz said as he loomed over the old man with a smug smile. “It’s been quite some time.
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“Do you really think they won’t know that something has happened to me?” Commander Reed asked with a vicious sneer. He looked at Beks, who sat at his desk writing on his official stationery that he had gout.

The two soldiers were dragged up to the small attic of the keep, with their wrists and legs bound by shredded bed sheets. They were secured to the rafters after being stripped of their uniforms so the twins could wear them if necessary.

Commander Reed was secured to his bed with his wrists bound. Beks didn’t look at him as a threat at all.

“They will eventually find out that you were not the one giving orders,” Beks replied. She didn’t need to look over her shoulder at the man to know his reaction became even more smug.

“Then, surrender now and I will be lenient.”

Laz and Lucian both let out snorts of doubt. Beks opened the small drawer on the desk. As if she’d done so many times before, Beks plucked out a small ink bottle as tall as her thumb was long. The outside had been stained with black ink and a few specks of gold.

“Of course, by the time they find out that something has happened to their Legion Commander....” Beks trailed off as she removed the cap from the ink bottle and checked its contents by dipping part of the pen nib into the narrow opening. When she pulled it back out, there was gold ink peeking out. “It’ll be too late.”

She drew a line across a piece of stationery she was using to check inks, pens, and practice Legion Commander Reed’s handwriting and signature.

Satisfied with the result after several tries, she forged his signature on to the official parchment.

“Breaking into a secure military facility, detaining an officer, and now forging official documents!” Commander Reed’s face grew redder with each other, matching his rising voice. “It’s no wonder you were exiled!”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Legion Commander,” Beks said as she held the pen and wrote the man’s name at the bottom of the letter. “I have permission to do this.”

He nearly balked. “Permission from whom?” he demanded with fury.

Beks blew across the wet ink before turning around to look at the thin, but potbellied old man still wearing his sleepwear.

“His Majesty King Laurence gave me permission,” Beks replied, matter of fact. She tilted her head and gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “But you should already know that, shouldn’t you?”

The Legion Commander grit his teeth, glaring at her with such vitriol that a weaker person would’ve shrunk back. Beks turned on the chair to face him, her placid reaction irritating him further.

“I don’t believe you! If King Laurence were still alive, why would he come back now? After King Luther has settled into his rule?”

“Settled into his rule?” Beks raised a brow and both the twins looked at the man.

“You honestly believe that what he’s done so far, since he usurped the throne, has settled the kingdom?” Laz asked, almost uncrossing his arms. “He has bankrupted the treasury and made a mess of the battalions and military logistics.”

“Not to mention that the only reason he was able to become king was because they tried to assassinate King Laurence,” Lucian replied. He narrowed his eyes. “But I believe you already know that.”

“Don’t tell me what to believe! I’m not a fool! I know that it’s you two who want the throne of Kadmus!” Commander Reed yelled from the bed, spittle flying out of his mouth. If he weren’t restrained, he’d likely try to attack one of the twins. “You are Langshe blooded! I won’t let you annex our kingdom!”

Laz’s brows shot up and Lucian frowned more so. “While we have Langshe blood, I would like to know where you got the idea that we would give Kadmus to Langshe.”

“And was there this fear that Kadmus would be given to Paraxes since King Laurence’s father was also a Paraxes prince?” Laz asked. “This is the first I’ve heard of this.”

“While upsetting to hear that you’d disregard princes of Kadmus because of their paternal ancestry, I wouldn’t put too much weight on it at the moment,” Beks said from the desk. “Time will tell what the ambitions of the princes are. I’m sure you didn’t think that the Fourth Prince would spend all the remaining money in the royal treasury on his wedding. I heard it was quite opulent considering the situation.”

“King Luther’s wedding was paid for by the Hessings! He wouldn’t dream of using the treasury when the kingdom is lacking funds!”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “As far as I know, the Hessings have suffered some setbacks in their businesses as of late. Where did they get so much money as to be able to afford paying for a royal wedding?”

Legion Commander Reed lifted his chin up and sneered. “The Hessings aren’t as weak as you think.”

“Clearly.” Beks sat up straight. “I suppose we’ll have to be more aggressive in dealing with them.” She tapped her fingers on the desk and was quiet for a moment before putting on a smile. “This gives me an idea.”

Laz seemed to open his mouth to ask what it was when a knock came from the door. Lucian nearly dove on to the bed to stuff a piece of cloth in the Legion Commander’s mouth before he began to scream. While Beks’ leviathan scale was activated, in the case where they opened the door or someone pushed their way through, the Legion Commander’s voice would come through.

Beks handed Laz the newly sealed envelope with the Legion Commander’s stationery inside.

Laz crossed the room and opened the door just enough so his gloved left hand could hand out the envelope.

“Sir, a message has arrived from Battalion Five for your immediate review!” The messenger behind the door thought nothing of the letter and exchanged it with a small metal cannister.

Laz let out a grunt, the same grunt they heard the Legion Commander give, and then closed the door. When it was locked, he walked back and twisted the cap of the metal cannister open to unravel the message written within.

“The first urgent message has arrived,” he said as he handed the rolled-up strip of paper to Beks. She took it in her hands and smiled.

They had commandeered the stamp seals of the two captured battalions to use to authenticate the messages sent to the garrison. They didn’t know if the messenger hawk keepers or the communications officers would read the message first, but in case they did, they needed to look official.

The messages also needed to contain the correct information to instigate the movement of battalions away from the mountains.

“The army of Laurence dun Kadmus has been split into two with the use of our ambush. Requesting assistance to follow half suspected being led by the former king.” It followed the script Beks, and her father had spent time working on it. She lowered her hands and looked towards the bed. “Did you hear that? Battalion Five requests back up to go after part of the army.”

The Legion Commander pulled against his bindings and leaned upwards; his shouting muffled by the cloth stuffed his mouth.

“What was that?” Laz asked in an innocent voice as he took a step closer to the bed. “Send reinforcements, you say?” He looked at Lucian. “Did I hear him right?”

“I heard it, as well,” Lucian replied with a casual shrug. “What a wise decision, Legion Commander Reed.” He turned towards Beks. “Shall we give the order to move a battalion south?”

Beks smirked and reached into the drawer for another piece of paper. She placed it on the table, on top of a map. She ran her finger over the map, noting the locations of the northern battalions. “First, let’s decide who to send. What about Battalion Nine, which is camped the furthest south?”

“Sounds good.”

“They’re conveniently placed closest. I agree,” Lucian replied.

Beks looked at the red-faced Legion Commander still struggling and glaring daggers at her. A wide smile bloomed across her face. “Then it’s a consensus!”

“Muuuhhhh!” The Legion Commander screamed.

Beks dipped a pen in the small ink well before turning his back to him. “Battalion Nine is to go south.”

It was the first of several letters to be sent. Laz would ring a bell near the door to summon a guard from downstairs, then slide them the order. It would take some time for the order to reach Battalion Nine, but from the attic above, there were narrow windows on all sides that allowed for them to have a near panoramic view of the area.

From there, Laz watched to see if the ninth battalion would indeed start moving.

The order was given in the early morning, but by sunset, Battalion Nine was almost a dot in the horizon. Laz lowered the spyglass he’d snatched from the Legion Commander’s shelf and let out a heavy sigh of relief.

“It’s going according to plan, but it still appears as if all we’ve done is made a dent,” Lucian said as he took the spyglass from Laz to take a look.

Laz pursed his lips. “Then we’ll make dent by dent until we’re left with as little as possible.” He looked towards the two soldiers who were now awake, but appearing exhausted. At best, they’d had some water and meat jerky stuffed into their mouths by the twins. “Don’t worry. You’re safer in here than you are out there.”

The two paled, and Beks, who kept her eyes fixed on the horizon, kept a tight-lipped frown.

Lucian put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “It’s working, Beks. It’ll be fine.”

“There are still so many of them,” she said in a low voice. “More than I imagined now that I see them in front of me.”

“Are you worried?” Laz asked.

Beks took a deep breath and exhaled. “No, I’m not worried,” she replied. “I’m impatient.”

She turned around and walked down the narrow set of stairs that could only fit one person at a time. She returned to the desk and began writing out orders in preparation for the urgent messages they’d receive. Another one should be arriving soon, this time from Battalion Six, the second of the two battalions that tried to ambush them.

She’d send another battalion to the southwest while two more were moved north, under the suspicion that the Red Iron Cavalry was trying to avoid the mountain pass and the garrison. She remained seated at the desk, drawing across maps and writing orders until the second message arrived.

This time the stamp seal was from Battalion Six with the claim that they were stopped by one of the Southern Battalions. It was heavily hinted that the Southern Legion Commander was supporting Laurence.

The messenger who delivered the paper this time sounded restless, as if they’d already read the letter. Laz grunted a ‘I will review it first’ and then closed the door on the messenger without so much as looking out the thin crack where the message had slipped through.

Beks glanced at the message before returning to her work. While her orders in response to the message was ready, she needed to wait a while to show that the ‘commander’ was mulling over a course of action.

Before she gave the order to summon a guard to give the message to, someone knocked on the door again. This time, it was with the evening meal.

Meals were delivered by the kitchen staff and left at the door in a wicker basket. In two hours, someone would come from the kitchen to collect the used plates and utensils in the basket.

After breakfast, Beks had noted to double the amount of food, so they’d have enough of a meager meal for six people. Her instructions cited that the legion commander wanted to store some food, as he had been unable to sleep and would get hungry at night. Breakfast was coarse bread, some cheese, and cured ham; common in the region, though Laz said that the amount was already more than what battalion soldiers received.

Dinner was a full loaf of bread with cheese, stewed meat, and an entire pot of onion soup, as well as two jugs of wine.

“Now the problem is we don’t have enough utensils to go around,” Laz said.

Lucian shook his head. “The bread can be dipped into the soup. Everything else can be eaten by hand.”

“We’re lucky there are water barrels in the room,” Laz said. He separated some pieces to feed to their prisoners in the attic while Lucian moved aside a few mouthfuls to feed the Legion Commander.

The old man glared at Lucian as Lucian pulled out the cloth stuffed in his mouth. “I can eat by myself.”

“Oh, I have no doubt that you can, however, we can’t risk untying you. Please open your mouth, Commander Reed.”

Beks held back a small snort as Lucian held up a piece of bread that had been dipped in the soup. The Northern Legion Commander turned his head away with disgust. “Get that away from me! I’d rather starve to death than be fed a pity meal by a traitor like you!”

Lucian let out a heavy sigh, not at all impressed by the stubborn old man.

Beks put down her half-eaten slice of bread and let out a little cough.

“A gentle reminder, Legion Commander, that we are not traitors. We are supporting the true king of Kadmus; the one who was named heir by the late Queen Leticia, and the one who was almost killed and forced into hiding so he could recover. If anyone in this room is a traitor, you are him.”

“King Luther was officially crowned-”

“Fourth Prince Luther should never have been crowned in the first place.” Beks cut him off with a sharp voice. “Aside from King Laurence, there are two older brothers who are still alive. It is not, and has never been, Fourth Prince Luther’s turn.” She narrowed her eyes. “I suggest you take this opportunity to eat before we stuff another wad of cotton into your mouth, Legion Commander. Eat while you can, as you won’t have much for the next week.”

Legion Commander Reed continued to glare at her. “I will assure you once more, my men will notice that I am missing and will come for me.”

Beks let out a small snort. “No, they won’t. You have gout.” She watched his eyes widen with shock. “And I know, you know, and they know that when you have gout, you will seclude yourself in your chambers for up to two weeks to recover in order to avoid being seen with an illness that could remove you from your post.” She gave him a cold smile. “If you weren’t so greedy for your position, maybe they would notice that something was wrong, but you were. And they won’t. So, open your mouth and eat. If you cooperate with us, maybe we’ll release you in ten days.”

“Hah! You might as well kill me.”

“And stink up the room with a corpse?” Beks drew her head back with a disgusted expression. “I think not.”

“My wife will expect a call from me from the garrison’s urapearl! If I don’t appear and make a call, she will become suspicious!”

“Then let her,” Lucian said as he took the opportunity of the Legion Commander speaking to shove a piece of bread into his mouth. “What is your wife going to do? Your direct superior is your king, and do you really think that your king will have the time or resources to try to save you considering that there are two armies marching towards him?”

“And if he did, it would still take days for help to reach you,” Beks told him “By then, we’ll have completed our job here.”

“Do you understand your position, Legion Commander Reed?” Lucian asked. “You are no longer in control.”

The Legion Commander shook his head, his face still red with anger. “You cannot win against the combined might of the northern battalions.”

“You’re right,” Beks said, her voice light hearted. She lifted up a piece of paper that was her next set of orders. “That’s why we’re breaking them apart.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

Legion Commander Reed stood by a narrow window, looking out along the south side of the keep. His sunken eyes were red as his dry, chapped lips quivered with disbelief.

“Where are all my soldiers?” His voice was hoarse, and he looked like his legs would give up from under him.

They didn’t get to ten days. In eight days, only the Northern Legion Commander’s primary battalion remained. The rest were scattered, ordered to different locations to try to fend off Laurence’s encroaching army.

According to one of the messages, two of the Northern Legion Battalions joined the side of Laurence when they were faced with the Southern Legion Commander and the soldiers under her. The rest had been detailed once they were surrounded by the southern battalions escorting Laurence.

Soldiers were given the option to be imprisoned or join Laurence’s army. For most, the obvious answer was to join Laurence’s army. Whether it was because he was the true King of Kadmus or because those soldiers wanted to survive, Beks wasn’t sure, but it thinned out the opposing army.

“I read a message that the last battalion to lead left of their own accord to join King Laurence,” Laz said, his voice casual as he leaned against the wall and looked at the Northern Legion Commander with a smirk. “It seems they received news from another battalion and made the decision to defect themselves.”

“Those traitors!” The old man’s hands clenched in front of him as he trembled.

Laz raised a brow. “There is no need to be angry. Everything has long been out the hands of the Fourth Prince, let alone you.”

“King Luther’s allies won’t stand for this!”

“Any allies won’t be able to enter Kadmus. The Southern Battalions have secured our land borders while a few more are going to the Port of Black Sands,” Beks told him. 

The Legion Commander whirled around to face her, a vein bulging from his neck. “The Great Temple backs the rule of King Luther! They will send assistance!”

“The Temple should not be getting involved in political matters to begin with,” Lucian said from the side. He narrowed his eyes. “Though, I’m a bit surprised to hear that you believe they would.”

“The Temple doesn’t have the resources to defend the Fourth Prince,” Beks replied. “And even if they did, at best, they’d have to consider if it was worth doing.”

A knock came from the door and Laz pushed himself off the wall he was leaning against to answer it.

“Your Highness,” the low voice of one of the soldiers they had kidnapped days earlier bowed his head as the door opened part way. “The horses are ready.”

Laz gave him a small nod. He looked over his shoulder. Today, he was wearing the second soldier’s uniform. The first soldier had asked to join King Laurence’s army on the second day, leading to a bitter fight with the second soldier.

The first soldier was from Kadmium and said that if Laurence was alive, then he was king. In addition, how could he disregard the Daughter with Dawn in Her Hair? Everyone knew that she was for the good of the kingdom, so if she backed Laurence, then they should, as well.

The second soldier continued to hesitate up until now, which was why he was still sitting alone in the keep’s attic while the first soldier was sent to do errands.

Laz made a gesture. “Beks, the whistle.”

She tossed him a small metal whistle that had been warmed by her body heat. “Have them cross over as soon as possible. We will take care of the remaining battalion.”

Laz nodded and slipped out the door with the first soldier.

Beks turned her attention to the old man. “The Red Iron Cavalry will cross over the mountains soon. Your battalion won’t stop them.”

“My battalion isn’t so weak.”

“You’re outnumbered,” Lucian told him.

Beks had to give the old man credit. He was stubborn to the very end despite the odds against him. “And I’ve already given out the last order.”

Northern Legion Commander Reed narrowed his eyes and looked towards Beks. “What was your last order?”

Beks smiled from ear to ear. “You’ll see.”

The old man’s face was drained of color. It was satisfying to see after eight days of his delusions that someone would come for him, and his insistence that Luther was now the king, and they should just accept it.

Aside from his wife having Hessing blood, Beks wondered what other reason the Northern Legion Commander had for staunchly siding with Luther. On the sixth day, they got their answer.

His family greatly benefited from Luther’s reign. In return for his support, they received land and tax exemption. Beks nearly choked when she heard about it. Everyone in Kadmus paid taxes per head, either in coin or resource, such as grains or cattle. There had been tax exemptions in the past, but that was normally under a situation in which the common people were severely struggling.

Even then, the wealthy had to pay some tax, though it was lower than usual. Wealthy and powerful families were not tax exempt, and every courtier who had tried to change that policy had been accused of trying to weaken the monarchy and disgraced.

To think that under Luther’s rule, such a thing had been approved. Once Laurence returned to the throne, not only would they have to start paying taxes again, but any back taxes that should’ve been paid previously would need to be paid, as well.

There were over a dozen influential families, including the Reeds, who were approved for tax exemption for as long as they were in ‘service’ to the monarch. Service? Was Luther buying loyalty? Beks wanted to both throttle Luther and find the list of families to immediately collect money from them at once.

I will deal with him when we get back to Kadmium. For now..., we wait. 

The sun set and Beks sat by the window to listen for any familiar sounds of an arriving army or the screech of a rokh. It took another day, but by sunset of the next day, she heard the screech. At once, Beks perked up and looked towards Lucian, who stood up straight and craned his neck to listen.

The rokh’s cry was heard once more and his face filled with a smile. “They’re here.”

Beks peered out the window that faced east. Through the narrow slit, she had a clear view of the mouth of the mountain pass. She picked up the spyglass from the desk and adjusted it.

The first horse that merged from the pass carried a man with dark red hair. She couldn’t hear what he said, but he stopped just at the base of the pass and started shouting orders, waving his hands in different directions.

All at once, the Red Iron Cavalry poured out of the pass. Banners were raised as different groups fanned out to surround the remaining battalion.

However, the remaining battalion did not stay in place as Beks instructed them. She frowned as the war trumpets sounded and the remaining battalion rushed to fight.

A dry laugh came from behind her. “It looks like they didn’t follow whatever your instructions were, Lady Caroline,” the Legion Commander told her in a mocking voice.

Beks narrowed her eyes. “It doesn’t seem like they took my threat seriously.” She lowered her spyglass and turned around. “Lucian, take hold of our dear Commander.” Lucian nodded without a word as he reached to the man sitting on the edge of the bed and pulled him up to his feet.

“What are you doing?” Legion Commander Reed struggled to balance himself as he looked from Lucian to Beks and back. “Release me!”

“Oh, we will,” Beks said. She walked across the room and pulled the door open. The stairwell was lit by the last lights of the sunset coming through the narrow windows, but there were no guards on duty. “Follow me.”

She stepped out into the spiral stairwell and began walking up to the ramparts at the very top of the keep. As she approached, she could feel the wind coming through the open entrance.

“Who are you?” Two soldiers standing guard at the top whirled around as she reached the top.

Beks didn’t bother answering. Lucian dragged the Legion Commander up and held him in place. A dagger appeared in his hand, and he pressed it against the Legion Commander’s neck.

“Lower your weapons and stand to the side,” Lucian told them in a low voice. The two soldiers hesitated. They looked at him and then to the Legion Commander with the thin sheen of sweat across his brow. They seemed to wait to see what the Legion Commander ordered of them. Lucian frowned and shook the Legion Commander, making a small cut across his neck. “I said lower your weapons!”

“Don’t just stand there! Attack them!” the Legion Commander gave a shout and the two soldiers grasped their weapons.

Lucian scowled. “Beks, close your eyes!”

She shut her eyes tight, but she could still see the bright flash of light Lucian released. Almost immediately, the soldiers cried out. She opened her eyes and saw them fall to their needs, rubbing their eyes and screaming that they couldn’t see.

Even the Legion Commander was yelling, asking what Lucian had done.

Lucian, with one hand still gripping the Legion Commander, kicked the two men on the ground. Beks tossed their weapons over the side of the ramparts.

A screech was heard above them and Beks looked up.

“My lady!” Rid Callan waved from the basket with Thad.

“Just in time!” Beks yelled. “Take care of these two for me!” The basket came down and Beks caught the rope to lead it on to the ramparts. Rid Callan jumped off, and before the two soldiers could get back on their feet, he punched both of them. They crumpled to the ground and Rid Callan looked back at her.

“My lady, we are awaiting your orders,” he said with a salute.

Beks nodded. “Help me bring this old man to the camps below.” He nodded and heaved the Legion Commander over his shoulder before dumping him in the basket. “I’ll wait for Wisp. In the meantime, take the Legion Commander to my brother and show the remaining battalion that we have a hostage.”

“Yes, my lady!” Rid Callan nodded and looked at Thad, who let out a whistle. The basket rose higher and flew across the sky to the entrance of the mountain pass.

As Beks continued to look up to wait for the second rokh to appear, Lucian let out a frustrated sigh.

“Not everything goes according to plan, Lucian. We can only do so much,” Beks said. “We’re already lucky to have gotten this far ahead of schedule.”

“You told them that if the Red Iron Cavalry comes, they are to surrender at once and request to join Brother Laurence’s army,” Lucian said. “Why didn’t they?”

“I don’t know,” Beks said. She caught sight of another giant bird approaching. “But if they don’t surrender to save the Legion Commander, then by sunrise, there will be nothing left of this battalion.”
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                They flew overhead and watched as flames from biha users pushed back the tide of battalion soldiers. The Red Iron Cavalry was still pouring out of the mountain pass and fanning out on either side to make room.

They didn’t march forward. Deo and several biha users stood guard in the front, creating barriers to the battalion from moving closer when they arrived. Behind Deo and the biha users were rows of horseback archers, poised for defense.

Two members of the cavalry were standing to the side with the Northern Legion Commander standing between them, his wrists still bound in front of him. His head was lowered and he slumped forward.

“Cease your attack at once or your legion commander suffers!” Laz yelled. The two cavalrymen grasped the upper arms of the Northern Legion Commander and dragged him forward. Deo and the others had situated themselves a good distance from the mouth of the mountain pass, but still at a point that was higher ground than the battalion below.

It gave them a good view of the area in front of them and also gave the battalion a good view of their hostage.

Wisp brought the basket she was in towards them, and Gerard rushed to grab the hanging rope to steady and pull it onto a flat surface. As soon as it touched the ground, Beks climbed out of the basket. Lucian followed behind her and one of the cavalry men brought forward his horse and a set of weapons.

Beks lingered behind her brother and the others, but craned her neck to get a better view of the battalion’s reaction. With the Northern Legion Commander shoved to the front, clearly captured by them, the battalion that had been rushing forward came to a halt.

A handful of men in officers' uniforms were near the front of the battalion, and then pulled the reins back, glaring up at Deo and the others.

“Release Legion Commander Reed!” one of the men shouted.

Laz narrowed his eyes. “Vice Commander Holden, you are in no position to make demands. If you wish to discuss, then tell your men to stand down!”

The Vice Commander grit his teeth and appeared torn. He glanced at the other officers, who wore the same hesitant expression as him.

“Release Legion Commander Reed first!” After some time, that was the best he could respond with and Beks shook his head. Did he really not realize where he stood at the moment?

Laz almost rolled his eyes. He looked at the two men holding the Legion Commander and gave them a small nod.

The one on the right suddenly turned and punched the Legion Commander in the stomach. The captured man coughed and lurched his upper body forward at the force.

“We will give you until the count of three to order your battalion to stand down and retreat,” Laz yelled. “One!”

“Vice Commander?” Several officers looked to him for orders, but he continued to hesitate.

“Two!”

The Vice Commander clenched his jaw. “Vice Commander, what-”

“Thr-”

“Fall back!” The Vice Commander’s red face yelled as his eyes remained fixed on the slumped figure of their Legion Commander.

Beks let out a low breath of relief, but it was short lived. A movement caught the corner of her eye.

“Do not stand down!” Legion Commander Reed twisted his body all of a sudden and lunged forward. “Attack!”

“Legion Commander!”

“I said attack!” His voice filled the air as he avoided the grasps of two cavalrymen. He began to run forward. For a moment, Beks thought he was making a run for his battalion, but that wasn’t the case.

“Stop him!” Deo reached out with a cry to stop the Legion Commander, but the old man was too far.

His bound wrists moved forward and grabbed a dagger on the hip of one of the cavalrymen. One dagger used by an old man who had his wrists tied together wasn’t threatening, but that wasn’t the Legion Commander’s plan.

Beks wasn’t sure if she was the one who gasped out loud or if it was Efren behind her.

Blood splattered to the ground as the Legion Commander pushed the knife between his ribs. Beks’ eyes went wide.

“Attack!” Blood trickled down the corners of the Legion Commander’s lips as he turned around, the front of his clothes dark with blood.

“Is he crazy?” She heard Gerard cry out before several people rushed forward to try to save the old man.

His wrinkled face was twisted with satisfaction as his body twitched. They caught him before he hit the ground.

“Get him aid at once!” Laz ordered.

Beks stood in place with one thought on her mind. The Legion Commander was going to die, and that was his plan. He wanted to be a martyr to force his soldiers into action.

Blood continued to seep out between his fingertips, making the grip of the dagger slippery. It was inserted deep, down to the base of the blade, and right between two ribs. He was a lifetime soldier, Beks knew he knew where to stab. His breathing was labored. He’d punctured a lung.

“Legion Commander!” Voices shouted for the old man, and the front lines began to move closer, urged forward by their commanding officer’s sacrifice.

Laz whipped his head back to the battalion. “I said stand down!”

Deo raised his arm and swept it in front of him, sending out a long whip of flames to keep the soldiers at bay. The soldiers yelled and stumbled back.

“We will give you one chance to stand down!” Deo yelled, his voice booming across the field. “If you value your lives, stand down and retreat at once!”

Beks’ eyes flickered towards the groups of soldiers that had been forced back at the threat of the Red Iron Cavalry. She bit her lower lip, silently willing them to stand down. They were outnumbered, and the arrows of the Red Iron Cavalry would reach them before they managed to engage the first row of horseback soldiers.

If they were smart, they would stand down.

She could hear her heart beating in her ears. There was little movement in the ranks of the battalions. Did they hear her brother? Or did they simply not wish to stand down.

“His Majesty King Laurence does not wish to harm his own people!” Laz stepped forward and shouted as well. “If you do not stand down now, you will be known as a traitor and we will be forced to treat you as such! Stand down and you will be spared!”

Beks clenched her fists at her sides.

Deo’s stern look darkened. He glanced at Lucian. “Archers at the ready!”

A series of shuffling was heard behind them and Beks turned around. The fahn, a unit of Red Iron Cavalry, behind them had notched arrows and prepared to shoot. Seeing them simultaneously ready their arrows cued the other nearby fahn also raised their bows.

Beks turned back to the battalion in front of them. The tension in the air was palatable. Stand down.... She pleaded in her mind. If you want to live, please stand down!

The battalion seemed to freeze for a moment, then she caught a movement on the left. A small trio shifted from their defensive stance. They seemed to glance at each other before they lowered their weapons and began to walk away.

Once someone started, there were others.

The chain reaction began with individuals near the first three men. Those who saw that others were abandoning their position, and were swayed by the need to survive, also lowered their weapons and began to move.

Pockets of soldiers began leaving their positions, but many more remained standing. Some wore contemptuous looks. Some were confused or in disbelief that their brothers-in-arms would back down at the order of someone who wasn’t their direct superior.

Beks saw a few people try to stop some of the soldiers who were leaving, but those soldiers persisted, shrugging off the hands that tried to hold them back.

Voices broke out amongst the battalion. Beks was too far to hear what they were saying, but responses became volatile, attracting the attention of the officers at the front. Several turned to their men and began yelling out for soldiers to stay in position.

“Where do you think you’re going!?” The Vice-Commander whirled around and screamed at the soldiers behind him. “You are under orders from His Majesty King Luther! Do not fall for their lies!”

“They won’t let you live if you run away now! Cowards!” Another officer riding beside the Vice-Commander yelled, lacing his words with profanity before tugging his reins and charging into the crowd. “Get back! Get back!” He raised his sword, waving in the air in a threatening manner that had the opposite effect.

More soldiers began to stop others from leaving, aggravating the situation. Soldiers began to fight amongst themselves while those who could ran to leave the battalion.

“Get back here! Stop them!” The Vice-Commander yelled. “This is an order!” He turned his horse around and began galloping towards a group of soldiers trying to leave. “I’ll sooner kill you all than let desert my battalion!”

“Kill the cowards who flee!” It was a battle cry just before chaos erupted.

Beks didn’t know where it started, as there were multiple areas of unrest amongst the battalion, but she saw those who were running being chased. Weapons were raised, screams were heard, and the scent of blood reached her nose.

“Dammit, stop them!” Deo yelled. “Shoot the men on horseback and anyone who is attacking first!”

Lucian and Laz yelled the order on Langsher. All around her, the whistling of arrows flew past.

Shouts were heard as soldiers fighting amongst themselves turned around. The Vice-Commander turned his horse back to the cavalry, and pointed towards them with his sword. “Forward!”

She could almost feel the ground tremble beneath her under the weight of thousands of soldiers rushing towards them. Beks closed her eyes and exhaled a low, disappointed breath.

Laz grabbed the saddle of his horse and pulled himself on. Lucian yelled for someone to protect her.

Everyone was talking at once. On her left, a half dozen people were trying to keep the dying Legion Commander alive. In front of her, Deo had sent out another wave of fire before letting out a yell. Above the endless shouting, she heard the whistle of arrows.

For a fleeting moment, she was cooled and shaded from the sun by a volley of arrows flying overhead. They hit their targets with dull thuds, sending soldiers down to their knees.

Dust flew around her as the cavalry rushed forward on either side, avoiding the area where she stood like a river going around an island. The thunderous sound of horses beating the ground with each step filled her senses.

The two armies clashed.

Beks’ eyes squinted as she watched the Red Iron Cavalry sweep through the last battalion standing. Blood and dirt filled the air.

Her heart sank and she swallowed hard. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen bloodshed and battle. She’d watched her brother set fire to a forest, seen her mother sink ships, and saw off her husbands when they charged into battle.

She had personally destroyed siege weapons while a battle was happening below her.

This time was strangely different. Was it because their opponent hesitated? Previous fights had her on the receiving end of an attack, but this time, she knew that there were those who didn’t want to engage.

There were those who didn’t want to fight; they just wanted to survive. Beks didn’t consider it selfish to want to live.

Her eyes drifted to the old man on his last breaths, laying on the ground. She considered it selfish to want others to needlessly die. She narrowed her eyes. Though they were on opposite sides, Beks didn’t want the battalion to be slaughtered. Though misguided, they were still citizens of Kadmus.

Citizens that she had worked hard for. They were so close to regaining the throne; these soldiers didn’t need to die.

She clenched her jaw and shook her head. Luther wasn’t worth dying for.

“My lady?” Efren’s voice was quiet beside her. She turned her head and saw him offering her a piece of cloth. Beks stared at it for a moment before lifting her hand to her cheek. It was wet. “Are you all right?”

Beks let out an unsteady breath. She took the cloth offered and patted her face. “All they had to do was stand down,” she said. “Just leave their weapons and acknowledge King Laurence as the rightful king.”

Efren lowered his eyes. “They are soldiers, my lady. They are taught to follow orders. Since they chose to follow orders, they are our enemies.”

Beks nodded. “I know.” But that doesn’t mean I wish they weren’t.

The screaming from the battlefield rang in her ears. She stood in her spot, watching as if disembodied as the Red Iron Cavalry collided with the opposing army and then almost trampled through them. It happened both so fast and so slow, and only part of the Red Iron Cavalry had been ordered to advance.

The majority of the cavalry were still making their way through the mountain pass, and before the last of the members came through, the eastern shore of the river was littered with bodies.
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“Were there any survivors?” Beks sat on a rock outside the tent that was set up for her. Just up the road was the picturesque garrison overlooking the river, but the battle had reached it, taking the lives of hundreds of battalion soldiers who had been backed into the garrison. It wasn’t a suitable place for her to stay the night.

Her older brother released a low, heavy breath as he tugged off his gloves. “A few who managed to get away before the battalion officers ordered deserters to be killed survived.”

Beks raised her eyes. “How many is a few?”

Deo hesitated. “Fifteen.”

Beks closed her eyes and felt her body grow heavier. When they last gave the order to stand down, there were many more than fifteen people who abandoned their positions and succumbed to their orders. Much more.

She didn’t know if the majority had been killed by their own or how many were killed by Deo and the others.

Deo approached her and knelt down on the ground beside her. “We are finding many wounded. More soldiers have been wounded than killed.”

“But will they survive?” Beks asked in a knowing voice. Her dulled eyes looked at her brother. “We don’t have many medics and their priority is to treat our people. Many of those soldiers who were injured today won’t live to see tomorrow.”

Deo clenched his jaw for a moment. “I know you didn’t want to fight them, Beks, but we had no choice.”

Her eyes turned towards the campfire in front of her and stared at it with a blank expression. “I know.” She took a deep breath. “It’s just that I had hoped that we could get through this smoothly. It is naive of me to think about it, but I didn’t want to have to fight more of our citizens.”

Deo opened his mouth, but couldn’t seem to find the words to reply to her. “We will try to save who we can.”

Beks shut her eyes and nodded. Deo looked at her once more before pushing himself up.

“She didn’t want this to happen again.”

He stopped and turned back to look at her. “Who didn’t?”

“The late Queen,” Beks replied, her eyes still fixed on the fire. “The reason she was so strict with training Brother Laurence, with training me, was to ensure that her people were able to live peaceful lives, without having to live through another battle for the throne. Brother, it’s strange. I knew from the beginning that when we returned to put Brother Laurence back on the throne, we would need to fight against our people. I knew this was inevitable....”

“But you still hoped you wouldn’t have to,” Deo said, finishing her sentence. She turned her head and looked up at him. His expression became soft and helpless. “Beks, we gave them a chance.”

“I just don’t think Luther is worth dying for,” Beks replied in a faint voice. “They didn’t die for the sake of the kingdom, or to protect their families. They died to keep Luther on the throne.” She let out a small, bitter laugh. “I hate that because of him, it has come to this. We have been advancing for weeks. He should know by now that his brothers have returned. At any point, he could have given the order to stand down. To retreat.” Her voice rose with each word.

Deo narrowed his eyes. “He won’t give it all up now.”

Beks pursed her lips. “We need to reach Kadmium soon. I want this to be over.”

Deo touched her head. “I do, too.”

He stepped back and left her to continue sitting and mulling over the situation. Wrath, who had been under heavy escort at the back of the cavalry train, brought her some food along with Thad and Sunny. One sibling sat on either side of her.

“Are you two all right?” Beks asked as she held the bowl of food in her hands, but didn’t pick up the spoon.

“I’m all right,” Wrath replied. She looked at Beks and frowned. “Are you mad?”

“No.”

“Sad?”

“A little.” Beks lowered her eyes and picked up the spoon. “I am...disappointed.”

“But we won,” Wrath said with knitted brows. Beks smiled a bit, but her demeanor remained despondent.

“We won, but there was a cost of life,” Beks replied. “That is how it is in war.”

“Sister, we should be clear to march to Kadmium after this,” Thad told her with some hope in his voice. “I don’t think there will be much resistance now.”

She let out a little hum. She also didn’t think there would be much resistance going forward, at least not until they reached Kadmium. Her correspondence with the rest of Laurence’s army was promising. Nearly all the other battalions, after her eight days of manipulating many of them, were either assigned in a place where they wouldn’t have a chance to fight, were imprisoned to prevent retaliation, or had joined Laurence’s army.

With orders from Southern Legion Commander Laurent, the entirety of the Southern Legion had become loyal to Laurence.

With the Northern Legion leaderless and scattered, as well as faced with the pressure from the Southern Legion, it was unlikely that they’d get involved again. The only real defense Luther had left, provided there was no foreign interference, was the royal guard.

The royal guard was in a precarious position. On one hand, they were supposed to always be loyal and follow the orders of the current monarch. On the other, the current monarch occupied the throne illegally, and the real king was the one attacking.

Beks suspected that like today, the royal guards who be torn, but the majority would still protect Luther because Luther was the current king.

It was frustrating to think about.

“What do you think we should do when we reach Kadmium?” Wrath asked with Sunny eating next to her.

Beks narrowed her eyes and stopped eating. Her mind raced with different scenarios using what information she had and what she could predict would happen based on her experience and understanding of the situation.

Currently, there were three main forces under Laurence. The groups of the Southern Legion going northwest, Laurence’s army moving north to Kadmium, and the Red Iron Cavalry coming in from the east. In addition, there was a fourth force led by Lady Seneca holding the north. They could start to close in on Kadmium at any time.

Luther had two choices: either he remained in Kadmium and tried to keep his throne to his death, or he would flee Kadmium and seek sanctuary elsewhere. The oracle would likely stay with him, unless of course, she was with child, in which case, the priority for both of them would be to have the new oracle escape to ensure the safety of the child.

Luther’s father, the Third Consort, would likely flee. In fact, Beks was almost certain that the conniving man would. If they caught him, he’d be executed immediately. It was well deserved if Beks had anything to say about it.

She ate a spoonful of food and swallowed before answering her brother. “We need to secure the royal grounds, and capture and imprison the Fourth Prince and his followers. Our focus should be on the royal grounds, but we can’t rule out securing the capital so as to prevent the Fourth Prince and his followers from escaping.

“Then, we’ll seal off the city first?” Thad asked.

“Ideally, while our armies are still a few days out, we should send a vanguard to seal the city. I’m sure the Fourth Prince and his people are following our movements, or at the very least, can approximate how long it will take for us to reach Kadmium. By the time we get there, they may have already fled....”

Thad frowned. “Then, how do you seal the city?”

“Commandeer the gate houses leading into and out of the city center,” Beks replied. “The five gate houses are guarded by royal guards.”

“But if they find out we’ve taken over, they’ll send more guards.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “We can send over our people dressed as guards.”

“Won’t the others not recognize them and become suspicious?” Wrath asked.

The corners of Beks’ lips curled up. “That’s only if the royal guards notice, but they won’t.” Her younger brother and sister turned to look at her. “The royal guards will be put out of commission temporarily.”

“How?” Thad asked.

“The same way as before,” Beks replied. “Food poisoning.”

It worked to replace the royal guards with paladins. It should work again for replacing the royal guards with their soldiers. Any of the royal guards missed could be captured and sent outside the city to be imprisoned while the rest of the army arrived and surrounded Kadmium.

With the royal guards unable to do their duty, entering the city and surrounding the royal grounds would be a simple matter. Any remaining guards wouldn’t be a challenge with the amount of strength they had.

As her mind went over the logistics of the plan, Laz arrived, his clothes stained with blood and dirt, and his face caked with sweat and even more dirt. He let out a heavy breath as he sat down on a bench across from them and removed his gloves, and arm guards.

“Lucian is arranging the burial of those who died,” Laz told her. “Afterwards, he will go up to the garrison to see the wounded. Those who are dying will be given last rites if they wish.”

Beks let out another low breath. “I sometimes forget that he’s a priest.”

“Sometimes, he forgets he’s a priest, too,” Laz replied with a wry smile. He waved his hand and called for one of the soldiers standing by to bring him something to eat. “We didn’t lose any one this time, but we have a few seriously injured. They will follow behind.”

“When we reach Green Meadows, leave them there to recuperate,” Beks told him. “I will make sure there will be doctors and beds.”

He gave her a nod. “Thank you.”

“I didn’t do much this time. I just stood there, watching everything happen,” she said.

Laz furrowed his brows. “You tried your best to avoid as much conflict as possible. Your work this last week spared many lives, Beks. How many battalions were able to leave and avoid battle with us? That doesn’t only spare their lives, but the lives on our side.”

Beks took another deep breath. “It was going so smoothly.”

Laz gave her a helpless look. “No conquest is bloodless.”

Beks let out a small scoff. “Legion Commander Reed is dead.” If there was anyone’s life she didn’t regret was taken that day, it was the Northern Legion Commander’s. “The damage was too much and our medics couldn’t save him.”

Laz sighed and shook his head. “He was almost fanatical in his determination. How can the benefits that Luther gave him be enough for him to be willing to lose his life? Land and tax exemption? Was it worth it?”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “If he was greedy, he could’ve tried to bargain with us.”

“Maybe he was bitter because we confined him and used his position to separate his legion,” Laz said.

“Or there was some other reason.” Beks poked at her food and narrowed her eyes. “The two battalion commanders under him who attacked us were from families who deep ties to the Temple.”

Laz raised a brow. “You suspect that he also had deep ties to the Temple?”

“People are willing to die for their beliefs, and he seemed awfully sure that the Temple would become involved.”

“He also said the Hessings are stronger than you think.” Laz gave her a pointed look before accepting the plate of food from the soldiers. “But the Hessings should be losing power and influence at this time.”

“To my knowledge, they aren’t heavily involved in the Temple, either,” Beks told him. “While they practiced, it was the bare minimum. They don’t send children to the Temple or make hefty donations.”

“The Hessings have a large network. They may use it to escape considering what they’ll face when Brother Laurence returns to the throne.” Laz shook his head and poked at his food. “Though Luther’s father is a Hessing, the rest of us also have Hessing blood through our mother.” She could almost hear his silent question asking why the Hessings pushed to make Luther king. Could it be because their fathers were foreigners?

Beks had her own answer. “It’s not that they didn’t know, but because of Luther’s father. The Third Consort is in the direct line of the Hessings, so the family would side with him.”

“They don’t like the other princes?” Wrath asked.

“Well...specifically, the Third Consort doesn’t,” Beks replied. “Thinking about how he acted when we were younger, and before the late Queen died, he isolated himself and Luther from the rest of the brothers. Uncle Timur and Brother Laurence’s father raised their three sons together.”

“We already know that the Third Consort doesn’t like us or our fathers,” Laz told her.

“Which is why he so badly wanted to put Luther on the throne,” Beks said. “Everyone says he was the late Queen’s first love, but she didn’t marry him for political reasons. He wasn’t good enough to marry as a husband of choice or convenience, despite being loved by the Queen. Wouldn’t it make sense that he harbored resentment and tried to push his son to be king in order to prove that he was better than his predecessors?”

Laz sneered. “He knew his wife struggled to keep the kingdom peaceful and thriving, but he still willingly threw it into chaos, disregarding all of his wife’s work and wishes, to put his son on the throne. It seems he didn’t love Mother as much as he said.”

“I’ve read books where love is twisted into hate. Perhaps that is the case for the Third Consort.”

Laz let out a heavy breath. “It doesn’t really matter what his reason is. He instigated this. I don’t believe for a moment that Luther was able to conspire to kill Brother Laurence by himself.” He lowered his eyes. “I don’t know the extent of his part in it.”

“I’d like to know how much influence the Temple had in all of this.” Laz looked up towards her.

“You think the Temple was involved? Beyond the new oracle?”

Beks nodded. “When we were at the Great Temple Complex, Sister Levina had a collection of documents regarding the past oracles. I memorized the texts and read them when I had some time. The documents she had were different from the official records that the Temple has on oracles. There is a bit more detail.”

Laz cocked his head to the side. “Were you to trying to find something that would disprove you are the Daughter with Dawn in her hair again?”

Beks sighed. “At this point, I’m resigned to my fate. I was trying to find out more about what the oracles had in common. Sister Levina said that the new oracle is a fake.”

“A fake?” Wrath perked up at this. Her eyes shone with curiosity. “As in, she’s not the real oracle? Did she kill the real one and take her place?”

Beks squinted at her younger sister. “I don’t think so, and that’s quite a morbid conclusion.”

Wrath wrinkled her nose and Thad snorted at her. “Why does Sister Levina think the new oracle is a fake?”

“There were two things she pointed out. The first is the location of when an oracle is awakened should be in the same place where the last oracle died. It’s recorded that when the previous oracle died, she was in the Great Temple Complex, but when the new oracle was awoken, it was not in the same area. We’re not completely sure it counts. The second concern has to do with her name, which is the strangest part.”

“What makes it strange? Is she using a fake name?” Thad asked.

Beks shook her head. “She went by the same name. According to the texts, every time an oracle awakens, she gives a new name to be called. For instance, the previous oracle started as a priestess in training, an orphan, and her name was given to her by the nuns at the orphanage she was adopted as - Henrietta. When she awoke one day, before she started correctly prophesizing, she addressed herself by a different name.”

Laz narrowed her eyes. “That’s a strange coincidence. And every oracle had a similar situation?”

Beks nodded. “Yes. They wake up after an injury or prolonged illness able to give prophecy. The new oracle did not, which makes me wonder if she is a legitimate new oracle or if perhaps everything else was a coincidence.”

“Every oracle before her awakening the same way was a coincidence?” Laz asked. “That’s hard to believe.”

“I’m hoping to find out more about the last oracle. She didn’t take everything with her when she returned to the Great Temple Complex to die,” Beks told him. “She left some of her writing in the royal grounds, in the guest house where she lived before she left Kadmium. I may have a clue there.”

“But what about the new oracle?” Wrath asked. “Didn’t she do something bad?”

“Beyond seducing Sister’s fiancé and sending clerics to pretend to heal King Laurence?” Thad asked with a disgusted expression.

“Oracles have a very strong influence on the Temple. They’re almost living gods,” Beks said. “But she is the first oracle to become so entangled with a country’s politics. All the oracles seemed to have avoided becoming too caught up with a specific country’s politics. Sister Levina is right to suspect that something isn’t right about her. The closest was the last oracle who lived in Kadmium as a guest and made the prophecy about me, but that was it.”

“You were also her last prophecy,” Laz told her. He paused for a moment. “She also told Mother to find you.” Beks raised a brow. “Mother would’ve searched for you regardless, but I distinctly remember the last oracle telling Mother directly to look for you and bring you back to Kadmium. She was very insistent at the time.”

“Did she think I was in danger?” Beks asked. “She was never clear on which kingdom would be made an empire because of me. I could’ve been seen as an enemy or a commodity for others.”

“And your life would’ve been in danger as a result,” Laz replied. He nodded his head. “Then, it seems she knew something about you that we don’t.”
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“What do you mean Northern Legion Commander Reed is dead?” Luther looked up from the map he was hunched over. Around the table, several older men were gathered, and all turned to Chamberlain Wilton when he arrived.

“What happened to the Northern Legion?” The low voice of one of Luther’s councilors as a shadow passed over their face.

Chamberlain Wilton took a deep breath, but kept himself poised as he answered in as neutral a voice as he could. “A message has arrived. Legion Commander Reed was held hostage by the troops of the Second and Third Prince. In order to instigate his battalion to attack, he fatally wounded himself. The battalion splintered and was surrounded by the Red Iron Cavalry.”

Luther’s eyes narrowed. Seated in the corner, Iris pressed her hand over her chest to try to calm herself. She tried not to send such a hateful glare at Chamberlain Wilton for breaking the news at such a time.

Iris had her remaining paladins intercept all messages from the front lines in order to hide the fact that King Laurence was returning from Luther. Information had been carefully fed to Luther and his council that their opponents had sided with the Second and Third Prince. This included Marquis von Glasser and the Carolines.

However, news of King Laurence’s survival was omitted. Iris feared that Luther would have second thoughts about keeping the throne if he found out that his oldest brother, who was the most fitting to be king, was alive and coming back.

If Luther gave up the throne, everything she had worked for would be for naught. And his brothers wouldn’t let her live.

“What about all the other battalions stationed with the Northern Legion Commander?” the Third Consort asked with cold glare. “That entire region should’ve been guarded tighter than the Gilded Palace!”

Chamberlain Wilton hesitated and appeared at a loss. “Your Highness, the other battalions left.”

“What?” A wave of chatter exploded from around the table as disbelief filled the room. “How can that be?”

“Why would they leave? They know that the Red Iron Cavalry is coming from the east and would go through the mountains there!”

“Marquis von Glasser’s heir has somehow brought together the von Glasser army and has gotten in contact with the Southern Legion Commander. The Northern Legion Battalions have been relocated to try to block the Southern Legion Battalions,” Chamberlain Wilton reported.

“This is the first I’m hearing of this!” Duke Seneca burst with frustration. “I suspected that von Glasser’s son would retaliate if given the chance, but the von Glasser’s army’s supplies were confiscated. Where are they getting their resources?”

“Agreed, we have stockpiled all the weapons and confiscated horses and wagons from nobles who opposed His Majesty’s rule,” a different marquis said as he slammed his hand on the table. “Where are they getting their weapons? With what money?”

Chamberlain Wilton held out his arms helplessly. “I cannot answer that, my lords. I am only reporting what I’ve been told.”

“Is the von Glasser army coming from a different location?” Luther asked with narrowed eyes. He looked back at the map. Their placement of troops needed to be rearranged.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Chamberlain Wilton reported. “They are moving north. The Southern Legion Commander has ordered several battalions to go north from the west side of the kingdom, along the coast.”

“This is a three-pronged attack,” the marquis at the table muttered with a frown. “They’re trying to surround us.”

“How far away are they?” The Third Consort demanded with trembling fists. “If they’re marching towards the capital, how much time do we have?”

Chamberlain Wilton paled. “I’m afraid it’s less than a week, Your Highness.”

Iris felt the air pushed out of her at once.

She didn’t hear anything else despite everyone else in the room appearing to talk at once. In a daze, she sat in place, her eyes staring out blankly in front of her as Luther and his council made plans to prepare the royal guard.

Kadmium was not easy to storm, someone said. The late Queen had taken pains to make the royal grounds more difficult to breach.

Iris lowered her hand to her stomach. She thought that with an heir, they would solidify their position, but before she could confirm she was pregnant, Laurence’s army was making their way across the country to Kadmus.

Her eyes reddened. How? How could a man who went missing while on the brink of death suddenly have an army? Was it his brothers? Was it because the Second and Third Prince were alive? Was it the Second and Third Prince who found a way to save him from them and smuggle him out of the kingdom?

“Iris.”

Her heart quickened. What would the princes do to her when they arrived in Kadmium? She only had a handful of paladins left, and the Temple hadn’t responded. She feared that communication to them had been cut, which meant she couldn’t ask for help.

“Iris!” She snapped her head up, her eyes wet with tears as Luther knelt down in front of her. He took her hands in his and squeezed him, meeting her red eyes with a gentle gaze. The room was empty except for them and for a moment, she wondered how long she had been sitting there in a daze. “Iris, are you all right?”

No, she wasn’t. Her lips parted for a moment, but no answer came. She lowered her gaze. “I’m...I’m worried,” she said in a breathy voice. She swallowed hard “Can we still stay in Kadmium?”

Luther’s eyes crinkled up. “I need to talk to you about that,” he said in a tight voice. He squeezed her hands once more and stood up, pulling her to her feet with him. “If I leave, I’d essentially be abandoning the throne to my brothers.”

“Luther, they’re a week’s travel away. Perhaps even less at this time!” Iris choked out as she grabbed his forearms. “They’re going to storm the city!”

“The royal guards will close the gates-”

“You can’t stay.” She shook her head as the realization hit her. “If your brothers enter the city with multiple armies, the royal guard will not be able to keep them out. Your brothers will come after you!”

“Iris-”

“We have to leave.” Iris pulled him towards the door. “We have to leave before your brothers reach us or they’ll imprison us, Luther. Or worse!”

“Iris, I can’t leave!” Luther said. He pulled her back and forced her to meet his eyes. “Iris, if I run away, they will chase me. I need to stay.”

“But if we stay-”

“We are not staying.” Luther’s voice was strained. His grip on her hands tightened. “I am.”

Iris slowly let her words sink in before her legs began to shake. She shook her head. “You can’t stay-”

“I have to.”

“If you stay, they may kill you-”

“My brothers will be angry at me, but they won’t kill me,” Luther told her with a reassuring smile that didn’t reach his eyes. Even as he said it, he didn’t seem to fully believe it. He swallowed and diverted his eyes to the ground. “Iris, I want you to go into hiding.”

Her eyes dilated. Her breathing became uneven. “You have to come with me.”

“If I come with you, they will chase me and you will be in danger,” Luther told her. He raised a hand and cupped the side of her face. “I can’t put you in any more danger.”

“But we’re married!” She cried out in a broken voice. “You’re my husband! You’re supposed to stay with me!”

“I’m your husband. I’m supposed to keep you safe,” he told her as his face softened. His thumbs wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes. “Iris, didn’t you say that you think you may be pregnant?”

Her breath caught in her throat. She did say that, but it hadn’t been confirmed yet. “I....”

“I don’t want my pregnant wife to be put in prison. I don’t want my child to be born in prison if we are caught,” Luther told her. “Take your paladins-”

“Luther-”

“And go into hiding,” he told her with determination. “Go back to the Great Basin. Remember that small cottage where we stayed? You’ll be safe there.” She opened her mouth to insist that he go with her, but he cut her off. “Listen to me. My brothers likely won’t kill me. They may exile me. If they exile me, I can come to you without a problem. No one will be chasing me. No one will try to punish us. You, me, and our baby will be safe.”

Exile was the best-case scenario. And Luther was right; his brothers were unlikely to kill him. In her previous life, no matter how angry they were at Luther, at most, he was disowned and sent away, but he wasn’t killed, let alone physically harmed.

She didn’t want to leave without him, but he made a good point.

She wasn’t naive enough to think that she’d be treated with the same mercy if the Second and Third Prince caught her. They had no affection for her. If anything, considering how she had an affair with Luther and negatively affected Lady Rebecca, they hated her.

Iris stepped closer and wrapped her arms around him. She buried her face in his shoulder. “How long?” she asked in a choked voice. “How long do I have to wait?”

Luther’s arms went around her body and he pressed his head against hers. “A year...maybe two. It depends on how merciful they will be.”

Iris shut her eyes, her fingers digging into his forearms. “You swear to me that you will come for me?”

Luther nodded. “I swear it.”

She turned her head and kissed him firmly on the mouth. When she pulled away she burned his face into her mind. “You must come back to me.”

Luther nodded. He cupped her face once more. “You should get ready to leave. Captain St. Moore is here and he’ll be able to protect you well.”

A prang of guilt shot through her when he mentioned the man who’d tried to kill his former fiancée multiple times. Luther didn’t know that Captain St. Moore had tried to assassinate Lady Rebecca, but that wasn’t why Iris felt guilty when he was mentioned. Her hand moved over her flat stomach.

“As long as you survive, you will have another chance,” she told him. She wouldn’t delude herself into thinking that they, protected only by a few paladins and royal guard, would be able to keep their seat of power.

“Stay quiet,” Luther said in a low voice. “And don’t let anyone know you’re leaving. If they see you leaving, they will panic.”

Iris nodded. “Then, I will prepare.”

He kissed her once more and released her hand. Biting her lip, she turned and walked towards the door. It seemed that Luther had sent everyone out to prepare the battlements around the city for a possible siege.

As she stepped out, she almost ran into Chamberlain Wilton. He bowed his head and stepped back at once. “My apologies, Your Highness.”

Iris gave him a dismissive wave of her hand and stepped around him. The royal guards that were usually stationed outside in the hall had been reduced by half that of when she arrived earlier. Her two attendants remained in their spot and straightened up as they saw her.

She narrowed her eyes and quickened her steps to get to them. She lowered her head, keeping her voice a whisper as she spoke. “One of you summon Captain St. Moore. We will flee the city tonight.”

The two attendants gasped, but didn’t let out a word of protest. One bowed and rushed off while the other remained by her.

Iris took a step forward, but paused.

She needed to ask Luther for money. Typically, the Temple sent money to cover any additional expenses that weren’t covered by whoever was hosting an oracle, but it had been weeks since she’d heard from them at all.

She held out her hand to signal her attendant to wait while she returned to the meeting room. She heard Luther’s voice become sharp and aggravated within, and stopped before she entered the door. She pressed herself back against the wall and listened.

“You are sure? Can it be a mistake?” Luther’s voice was tight.

“The witnesses who passed on the information are almost certain, Your Majesty,” Chamberlain Wilton said in a somewhat hesitant voice. “The man called himself Laurence dun Kadmus...and he looks like his late Majesty.”

Iris grasped onto the wall to keep herself from falling to the floor when she heard him. Her heart pounded in her chest. How did the Chamberlain find out? She had sent her paladins to block the news! Where was the Chamberlain getting this information?

“No....” Luther’s voice was breathy, full of resistance to the very idea. “My eldest brother is dead. You’re wrong!”

Iris pressed her hand against her chest. How could Luther accept the news so easily? He’d seen the body of the ‘late king’ be entombed. He’d even kept vigil over that waterlogged corpse. Luther had no idea that it was just the body of some random drowning victim his father dug up.

“Your Majesty, Marquis von Glasser is with him,” Chamberlain Wilton replied. “And if that man truly is the late king, then it would give Southern Legion Commander Laurent a reason to rebel against you.”

“But his body is in the tombs,” Luther choked out. “It was verified! No. No! I refuse to believe it! It must be my Second or Third brother’s doing!”

“Your Majesty?”

Iris peeked into the room and saw Luther pacing back and forth, pale and shaken by the news as Chamberlain Wilton stood to the side with a distressed expression.

“My eldest brother is dead. That’s why I took the throne! No one else was fitter to do so. It must be my Second or Third brother who is trying to delegitimize me!”

“But by having an imposter as the late king?”

“They need a figurehead to rally our opponents together,” Luther said. “Since they don’t have the experience or education necessary to rule, they’d need to find some other way to get support. That must be the reason.” He said the last sentence with so much confidence, Iris almost believed him.

“Your Majesty, King Laurence and the Marquis von Glasser aren’t the only ones who are marching towards the city,” Chamberlain Wilton told him. Luther stopped pacing and turned to look at him. “We thought the Caroline army was sent from Sagittate to aid the Second and Third Princes, but they weren’t just sent. Duke Robert of Caroline and his heir, Lord Amadeo, have been sighted leading the armies.”

Luther’s eyes went wide. He stood in his space and he shook.

Iris’ brows shot up. She heard that the Caroline army was marching towards them, but not about the duke and his heir. How were they able to lead armies within Kadmus? They may have survived the assassination attempts, but they were exiled with exiled markings!

They would’ve been killed trying to cross the border.

“That’s impossible! Duke Caroline and his son were both branded with exile markings! No one with an exile marking has ever managed to return!” Luther nearly shouted, his voice growing more frantic.

“The sentries that are along the routes have reported this,” Chamberlain Wilton said. “And, Your Majesty, they are not the only ones who have returned.”

“There is more?” Luther threw his arms in the air and walked away. “Are you going to tell me that my mother is alive, too?”

“No, Your Majesty,” Chamberlain Wilton said, his voice weakening. Luther turned to face him with a glare.

“Then who else?”

Chamberlain Wilton held his gaze. “Lady Rebecca has returned to Kadmus.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 75 - That Woman Won't Die


                Iris held her breath as her heart clenched.  Her eyes squinted as she lowered her gaze.  How did Chamberlain Wilton know that Lady Rebecca had returned?  

She swallowed hard.  Why didn’t she know that Lady Rebecca returned?  Did her paladins omit that?  Surely if her return had reached Chamberlain Wilton, then she must’ve been mentioned in the intercepted messages.  

Her leg twitched, as if wanting to take a step forward to summon back her paladins and demand to know if it was true, but her body remained in place, pasted against the wall, and listening to Luther’s reaction.

“How?” Luther’s voice was breathy and filled with disbelief.  “She...she has an exile marking.”  His voice fluctuated and Iris leaned closer to try to see his reaction.  She caught a glimpse of his reflection in a decorative mirror and her stomach dropped.  

She didn’t know how to describe what she felt, except that for a moment, she felt empty.  Luther’s face reflected his disbelief, but she knew him.  She knew him for two lifetimes and could see that flicker of hope in his eyes that he himself didn’t want to accept.  

“I don’t know, Your Majesty, but she was sighted on horseback along with the Red Iron Cavalry,” Chamberlain Wilton replied in a measured voice, as if trying to give as harmless a reply as possible.

Luther let out a rush of breath and almost stumbled back.  His arm moved so he could grasp the large meeting table at his side to steady himself.  

“She’s with my brothers....” he said in a breathy voice.  His eyes crinkled up and he shook his head.  He looked back at Chamberlain Wilton.  “But it can’t be her.  Are your sources, certain?  Anyone can dye their hair!” Luther exclaimed and stepped forward.  “I was there when she gave herself the exile marking, Chamberlain.  She looked me in the eyes as she pressed the needles into her flesh!”  Luther turned around and almost threw his arms in the air.  “It was an act of defiance, but she was still marked for exile!  It is impossible that she has returned.  Your eyes are mistaken!”

Chamberlain Wilton’s shoulders sank and he seemed to give Luther a sympathetic look.  “Your Majesty, she is not the only Caroline to return to Kadmus.  She was with her brother, Lord Amadeo, leading the Red Iron Cavalry with the twin princes.  There are also rumors that the Duke of Caroline and his wife are with King Laurence’s army.”

Hearing his elder brother’s name, Luther’s head snapped up.  He looked back at Chamberlain Wilton and narrowed his eyes.  “That man is not my brother,” he said in a disgusted voice.  “My brother is dead!  I entombed him myself!  I was there!”

Chamberlain Wilton took a deep breath and straightened his back.  “It seems that you were there for many things, Your Majesty, but if I remember correctly, when the body of his late Majesty was brought it, Lady Rebecca denied that the body was that of King Laurence.”  

Luther’s eyes widened and his brows rose.  He was quiet for a moment, as if thinking back to the day.  The corpse was ‘identified’ because of a ring she’d stolen from King Laurence’s room to be used.  The Third Consort had instructed her to do so, as Luther would never take the throne if he believed his brother would live.

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, between you and Lady Rebecca....”  Chamberlain Wilton’s eyes drifted back to Luther’s, appearing as if he knew something he didn’t.  “Who would have known King Laurence better?” 

Iris silently cursed Chamberlain Wilton’s loose mouth.  

Even Luther himself had said that Lady Rebecca was more a sibling to King Laurence than he was.  

“If that man who is claiming to be my brother really is my brother, why is he returning now?  No, I have a better question!” Luther said in a flustered voice.  “Why did he leave in the first place?”

Chamberlain Wilton said nothing and seemed to be mulling over the question.  Luther stared at him, drilling his eyes into his head as if demanding to know an answer.  

“Lady Eleanor took him to recover.”  After some time, a soft and almost hopeful voice spoke up.  The Chamberlain looked at Luther with a sad, disappointed expression.  “The Lady was frantic that night, believing that if the king stayed, he would die.”  He lowered his hand to his torso as his eyes seemed to glaze over.  “I would know best how she reacted.”

Iris sneered.  She didn’t forget that the night the king disappeared, Chamberlain Wilton was injured in the scuffle.  He almost bled out and was lost that night.  

“I’m not questioning you, Chamberlain.” Luther’s voice weakened.  “It’s just that I find it impossible that it would be my brother who is coming.  If he were taken somewhere to recover, why would he not send me word?”  His voice choked for a moment.  “Why did my brother not send me reassurance that he was alive?” 

“Perhaps he was not in the position to, Your Majesty.” Chamberlain Wilton appeared hesitant.  “But...what do we do now if that is in fact him?  If he and Lady Rebecca have returned?”

Luther shut his eyes and took a deep breath.  “I don’t believe that is my brother.  My brother wouldn’t start a war of succession.” 

Chamberlain Wilton cocked his head a bit in question.  “Your Majesty, how can you be sure?”

“I know my brother!” Luther shouted as his face darkened.  “My brother wouldn’t tear our kingdom apart for political gain!  He practically swore it to our mother!”

“Then, will you return the throne to him?” Chamberlain Wilton looked at a loss, as if unable to follow Luther’s responses.  

Luther glowered.  “Of course not!  I’m now the king.  The kingdom can’t handle another political upheaval!  My brother would know this!”

“Then, if that is not King Laurence, what about Lady Rebecca?” Chamberlain Wilton asked.  “Though she, and her family, received exile markings, the fact that all four adults who received it have returned is telling.  What if they found a way to reverse the markings?”

“How?” Luther sounded as if he wanted to scoff.  “We have been using exile markings for centuries and not a single exile has returned to Kadmus.  There are records upon records of exiles dying at the borders, trying to return.”  

Chamberlain Wilton thought for a moment once more.  “But no Caroline has been exiled until the current Duke and his family.”  He looked at Luther with his brows furrowed.  “The Caroline Duchy is famous for producing strong biha users.  What if the exile marking was negated by biha?”

Luther took a sharp breath at the thought.  Iris also drew her head back and lowered her eyes.  There were very few biha users she’d met in both her lifetimes.  They were simply not prevalent in the Great Basin, or the mainland.  Those who had biha were often rather weak users. 

But the Caroline Duchy was an exception.  She remembered Luther telling her that Lady Rebecca, unlike the rest of her family, could not use biha at all.  Iris’ lips tightened into a line.  They didn’t know much about biha, so was it really possible that the Carolines had figured out a way to overcome their exile markings?

Her stomach dropped once more.  If they did, then what else could they do?

“It doesn’t matter if they’ve returned,” she heard Luther say.  “In fact, maybe it’s a good thing.”

“Your Majesty?” Chamberlain Wilton looked as confused as Iris felt.  

Luther paced in front of Chamberlain Wilton.  “If it really is Beks who has returned, then I want to contact her.”

A bolt of lightning seemed to cut through Iris as she heard his words.  She lifted her hand to her chest and leaned back against the wall.  

“You want to...speak to Lady Rebecca?” Chamberlain Wilton sounded stunned to hear that. 

“If she came, she came for a reason.  And I may find out those reasons if I see her.”

You want to see her?  Iris almost cried out the words, but clamped her mouth tight to keep from making a sound.  

“Beks is much more levelheaded than my brothers.  If I am to find out if my brother really wants to fight me for the throne, then Beks is my best bet.”  The confidence in his voice made her shudder.  

Chamberlain Wilton stood in place, his eyes wide and looking at Luther as if he’d lost his mind.  “Your Majesty, Lady Rebecca was exiled under your approval.  Are you not afraid that she will be angry?” 

Luther shook his head.  “She may be angry, but she won’t let her anger get in the way of her rationality.”  She was well known for being level-headed, Iris could admit that.  However, Luther’s next words were like ice water thrown in her face.  “If I can just speak to her, she will understand that I am the most fitting of my brothers to rule.  I trust Beks to put Kadmus first.” 

Iris took in a sharp, but trembling breath.  

He still trusted her.  He could live without that woman and love another, but he still held her to a standard so high, that he could trust her even after they became enemies.  

Iris stumbled back and shook her head.  She couldn’t let Luther lower his guard.  

She turned around and rushed back into the hall.  Her attendant struggled to run after her as Iris raced back to the villa.  

The thoughts of fleeing vanished.  What she needed to do now was to find out how far the enemy was and what their army was like.  Did they plan to storm the capital or did they want to try to force a negotiation?  

Luther wasn’t like his father.  He would be soft-hearted to his brothers.  

And to Lady Rebecca.  She couldn’t let them meet.

She grit her teeth and stormed into the royal villa she lived in with Luther.  She made it two steps inside when she heard someone call her name.

“Your Eminence!”  Only those related to the Temple called her that now.  Everyone else referred to her as Your Majesty as Queen of Kadmus.

Iris turned around and saw Captain St. Moore approaching her.  When he walked normally, no one could really notice his gait, but when he ran, there was a bit of a limp.  However, one would only notice that if they looked past his face filled with scars and deformed from battle.  

When he first returned weeks earlier, he had tried to cover his face so as not to disgust her.  However, this man was her childhood friend.  One who was utterly devoted to her and would go into battle again and again for her sake.  Iris had told him that he could cover his face when he left, but in her presence, he would appear as he was.  

He had been touched by this and almost wept.  She thought he was only relieved to have made it back, but he was frustrated for another reason.  Captain St. Moore had only barely managed to escape the Great Temple on the night of the fires.  Hours earlier, he’d caught Lady Rebecca and cornered her.

He didn’t know how she escaped.  She was trapped in one of the old book repositories with him.  He’d barricaded the only way out, but she somehow got away.  He’d been angry and tried to find her to no avail.  

Thus, he returned to Iris to protect her, fearing that Lady Rebecca would come for her.  

She didn’t think he’d be right about that.  

Her face lit up upon the sight of him.  He would know what was going on.  “Is it true?”

He stopped in front of her and began to take a knee, but was quickly stopped.  “I was told to rush here, Your Eminence.  What is wrong?”  

He didn’t sound winded at all, but the attendant who had gone to see him was still running up the hall, frazzled and red-faced as she panted to catch her breath.  

Iris looked back at him . “The twin princes are coming with their army and will reach Kadmium soon.  Likely within a week, and La-”

“Begin packing her things!”  Captain St. Moore only heard that the army would arrive within a week, and his face drained of color.  He whirled around and began barking orders.  “Quickly!  We will leave immediately!”

The two attendants nodded their heads and rushed off, leaving the two alone in one of the rooms of the villa.  Iris gave him a pained look.

“It isn’t only them!  Lady Rebecca has returned!  She is with the twin princes and the Red Iron Cavalry.”  With each word, her voice grew more and more anxious.  

Captain St. Moore frowned.  “I knew she was with them when the cavalry was on the move in Langshe, but how did she return to Kadmus?  What about the exile marking?”  He drew his head back and squinted, as if finding out that Lady Rebecca had returned was so unbelievable that he must’ve heard wrong.  “I saw her exile marking,” he said, his frown deepening.  “I was there when it was applied to her skin.”

Iris shook her head and raised her arms, grasping the sides of her head as if it would fly off at any moment.  

“Luther wants me to flee the city while he tries to deal with his brothers, but if Lady Rebecca is here, then I won’t leave!” Iris said, her voice rising.  “I can’t let him be led away by her!”

Captain St. Moore shook his head.  “Your Eminence, it is because Lady Rebecca is coming that you need to leave at once.”  Iris froze in her spot and whirled around to look at him.  

“What?”

He took a deep breath.  “It is even more dangerous for you to remain because that woman won’t hesitate to kill you,” he said in a low voice.  He narrowed his eyes.  “She knows you had a part in her family’s assassination.  I’ve faced her thrice now; that woman won’t die.”

Iris’ face lost its healthy flush.  She stepped back and shook her head.  “No...no, I can’t leave.  What if he goes back to her?”

“How can you think that?” Captain St. Moore’s brows shot up.  “His Majesty picked you over Lady Rebecca!”

She clenched her jaw and stomped around, pulling at her hair.  “But you didn’t hear him!  You didn’t hear Luther say that he trusts Lady Rebecca!”

“Trust her?”  Captain St. Moore almost balked at that.  His jaw dropped, at a loss for words.  “Has...has he gone mad?”

Iris grit her teeth and tried to make sense of it, as well.  “I have to stay and talk Luther out of going to Lady Rebecca.”

“You can’t stay!”  Captain St. Moore closed the gap between them and raised his hands, about to grab her shoulders, when he held back and clenched his jaw.  “It’s too dangerous for you to stay.”  He lowered his voice and tried to sound calm.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  “You are likely pregnant now.  You can’t afford to stay here.  You must think of your health and of the child!” 

“Pregnant?”  A voice came from the entrance and Iris turned her head sharply towards it.  Luther’s eyes were wide as he stood at the threshold of the room, his mouth agape and his eyes wide.  “Did I hear you right?”

“Your Majesty.” Captain St. Moore took a step back, away from Iris, and bowed towards Luther.  Without a word, as if he hadn’t spoken at all earlier, he stepped further away and kept his head down.  

Luther didn’t seem to notice him.  He rushed into the room; his arms extended.  “Darling, did I hear the Captain right?” he asked as his lips curled up and began to twitch, hinting towards a smile that was coming.  “Is it true?”

Iris’s feet were planted to the ground, unable to move.  She stood in place.  She didn’t know if she was pregnant if she were being honest.  She only had a slight clue, but even then, she wasn’t sure.  “I...I am a bit late this month,” she said, her attention distracted as she tried to think of a way to say she wasn’t, but at the same time, hint that she was because Luther wanted a child and she didn’t want to disappoint him.  

The reaction she wanted, whatever it was, from Luther never came.  At least, it didn’t give her the feeling of relief.  

His arms went around her and he lifted her up, just off her feet.  “I’m sure you are!” he said in an elated voice.  He hadn’t been this happy since he found out his twin brothers were coming to Kadmus.  Despite the situation earlier, she could see the joy in his eyes and her stomach twisted.   “I can’t believe this!  But this is wonderful!  We’re finally going to have a child, Iris!  You and me!” 

Guilt stabbed at her.  She resisted the urge to glance towards Captain St. Moore, who was still standing to the side with his head bowed.  

“Then...if I am pregnant,” she began, focusing her attention on Luther as he set her down.  “Then isn’t that all the more reason for me to stay?  Isn’t it too dangerous for a pregnant woman to travel?” 

Luther shook his head, his hands moving to her hips for a moment before going up and grasping her hands.  “No, Iris, you need to leave.  Now more than ever,” he said with a pleading expression.  “I don’t know if my brothers will listen to reason, or if something with happen in the city and everything falls into chaos.”  His eyes crinkled up, still begging her in silence.  “If something happens in the city, then you must flee for your own safety.”

She grit her teeth once more and shook her head. “I don’t want to leave you, Luther,” she said as she pulled her hands from his and cupped his face.  “Don’t force me to.  At least come with me.”

Luther’s expression softened.  He turned his head and kissed one of her palms.  “I am the king, Iris…I can’t leave.  I can’t.  I must stay until the end, exhaust all hope.  I can’t just give up my throne.”

“But your brothers-”

“No matter what, I am certain my brothers will be lenient on me.  At the very least, they won’t kill me,” he told her.  “And I grew up with Beks.  If she is there, than I know for a fact she won’t let me die.  She may hate me and resent me, but she won’t let me be killed.”

Iris looked at him with uncertainty.  “How can you be so sure?”

Luther seemed to force a reassuring smile that didn’t reach his face.  “When it matters most, I know I can trust Beks with my life.”

Iris stood in place, outwardly unmoving as her heart broke just a bit.  You still trust her....?  Her will faltered and she lowered her eyes.  Her shoulders began to tremble.  Before she could cry, Luther continued on.

“Knowing that they won’t kill me, I have to take the risk and stay.  If Kadmium can be held, then you can come back when the panic has settled,” Luther told her with an intent gaze.  “But if Kadmium can’t be held, then I will be captured.”  His reassuring smile cracked.  “But as long as I am alive, I will come find you.  Right now, you are in a precarious situation and need to take care of yourself.  You have to leave for your own safety, Iris.  If something happened to you...to our child....”  His eyes lowered to her flat belly and he let out a shaken breath.  “I’d never forgive myself.”  He raised his head to look at her and held her gaze.  “I would rather suffer parting from you for a short part of my life than for the rest of it.”  He reached up and stroked her cheek.  “At least I know you’ll be safe.”

Iris’ heart swelled as she saw the intensity and hope in his eyes.  He needed her to flee to  be safe. 

She lowered her head and nodded.  “Then, I will go.”  

Relief filled Luther’s face.  He cupped her cheeks in his hands and gave her a slow, soft kiss on the lips before pulling back and resting his forehead against hers.  

“You must leave tonight.  I will give you gold plates that can be used anywhere. Do not treat yourself harshly.”  He pulled away from her and gave her one more look of affection and concern before turning towards Captain St. Moore.  He released her from his hands and took two steps towards the other man.  He lifted his chin and raised his chest.  “Captain St. Moore.  I entrust my wife and child with you.  You must protect them with your life.”  

The paladin bowed his head lower.  “I will always remain at the oracle’s side and will protect her, Your Majesty,” he replied.  

Luther looked back at Iris and reached for her to wipe the tears from her eyes.  “I will come for you as soon as I can.”  

She closed her eyes and took in his vow.  “Then, I will wait a lifetime.” 
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Beks stood on the bow of a merchant river ship anchored in the river that went through part of the city.  They were still a good distance away, but from where she stood, leaning against the railing, she could see the lights of the brightly lit city in the distance.

From her vantage point, she could even see the gilded tower roofs of the Gilded Palace.  

She kept her cold eyes on the royal structure, as if knowing that chaos was breaking out within.  Beks could feel it in her bones now that news of her, Laurence, and her entire family returning to Kadmus had reached Luther’s ears.  

In fact, she made sure it reached his ears.

What was a week away?  She could get off the boat and ride to the city well before dawn.  Luther had no idea how close they were and she planned to keep it that way until they were ready.  

“We have stationed people all along the main and minor routes leading in and out of the city,” a woman’s confident voice told her from her right.  “If any of the suspected courtiers or the Hessings flee, which is likely the case with those cowards, then my people will catch and collect them.”

Beks nodded, still keeping her eyes focused on the city in the distance and not at Lady Helen of Seneca.  

“Once the Third Consort is captured, bring him directly to us,” she replied.

Lady Helen, in her riding slacks and fitted jacket, glanced over at her.  “Are you sure the Third Consort is going to try to escape?  It is unlikely that the Fourth Prince will want to leave and abandon the city.”

Beks let out a small, chilled hum.  “The Third Consort knows that if the Fourth Prince is captured, unless he is fighting others or tries to kill them, he won’t be killed.  Imprisoned for the remainder of his life at the most.”

After all, Luther was still Laurence’s brother.  As long as Luther didn’t try to kill him directly, he would be spared.  It was the Third Consort who had a heavy hand in the entire situation, from Laurence’s assassination to exploiting the government of Kadmus.  It was the Third Consort who was most likely to die.  

Even Laurence suspected that his father, the First and King Consort, had died under the influence of the Third Consort.  

Lady Helen gave Beks a curious look.  “How are you sure?”

Beks shrugs.  “Intuition.”

Lady Helen sighed and nodded her head to acknowledge her answer.  “Then, I hope to be there to watch when it happens.”  She turned around to go back inside, and another person came out to join Beks.  

Laz followed her gaze and looked towards the city in the distance.  “How much longer do we wait?” he asked.

Beks held up and hand and two fingers.  “One week.  Let them think we arrive ‘on time’,” she told him.  “This leeway will give the anxious courtiers and conspirators enough time to flee the capital to try to evade capture.  It’ll clear away most of Luther’s backing.”

Laz hummed a bit and nodded. “Then, I will let Brother Laurence’s group know.  The bulk of the army now has to hide in the surrounding countryside.  The Fourth Prince and the Gilded Palace don’t know that we’re already here.”  Laz chuckled and moved closer to her, so that their arms touched.  “Some of us are closer than others, too.”

Beks raised a brow.  “How are the infiltration teams going?”

“Lucian and Deo have brought their teams to be settled by your contacts inside the city, but on the edges of the city.”

Beks nodded.  “They must be talking about the structures built against the city’s walls.”

“Once the order is given to close and seal the gates, average citizens won’t be able to leave or enter.  The select few elites will barely have a chance, as the city will be on high alert.”

Before news of their arrival in Kadmus reached Luther, Lucian and Deo, and their numerous infiltration teams had already entered the city.  They’d entered the gates that afternoon, in fact, and they were in small groups between three and five people spread between entering through twelve of the city’s gates.  

Beks had instructed Mr. Kesse and Nexus to send representatives, or as Beks described them to the others as ‘people who I’ve helped with charities’, to meet with their infiltration groups in order to settle them until it was time for them to take over the gate houses and secure entry for the armies.  

“The Gilded Palace is expecting to see an army approaching from the horizon, like a tide.  We will need to replicate it somehow in order to demoralize the royal guards with our numbers,”  Beks said.  

“We’ll have enough to make such a show,” Laz told her.  “The infiltration teams are sizable, but still just a small group compared with the rest of the army.”  

“That’s all we need to take over the gate houses,” Beks replied.  “It will decimate any hope Luither has when he realizes that everything is out of his hands.”

“It will be too late for Luther to send the royal guards.”

“The epidemic going through the royal guards will make it so there will be too few royal guards to begin with.  Only those who were on guard and missed eating the contaminated food will be present, and even then, they’ll be exhausted.”

Laz looked over at her as he leaned over the railing.  “Beks, are you really all right with the punishment Brother Laurence has decided for Luther?” he asked.  “Brother Laurence can’t bear to kill our youngest brother, even if that youngest brother is Luther.”

Beks lowered her head, taking her eyes off the city and looking down at the dark water below.  “I’m just lucky that he will let me hit Luther a few times to vent my rage,” she said. “Admittedly, from what I’ve gathered from my contacts, Luther is just a puppet controlled by his father and too heavily influenced by the new oracle.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “He didn’t act out of malice, Laz.  Just a naive idiot who is being manipulated by the people he trusts most.  Even so, he doesn’t deserve to die if he was just a tool.  I agree with Brother Laurence’s decision to punish Luther in a way that doesn’t involve killing him.  Besides, there are some punishments worse than death.” 

“Whoever said that has never faced death,” Luther said.  

She cracked a small smile and chuckled.  “Regardless, I don’t think he should die so easily.  Even if Brother Laurence wanted to kill him, I would advocate against it.  Luther is the most useless, foolish turnip of a prince who has been birthed.  He doesn’t think for himself, is easily manipulated, and had an affair while we were engaged, but at his core, I do not believe that Luther is malicious on purpose.  He’s just....”

“An idiot,” Laz concluded.  Beks pursed her lips.

“But that doesn’t excuse what he did.”

“It just wasn’t all planned or executed by him,” Laz said with a nod.  “I understand that.  If only he had been stronger, more assertive, or thought more for himself, he wouldn’t have been manipulated by his father so easily.”

“Easy for them,” Beks almost sneered.  “I tried to influence him to work and learn to govern, but he never committed.  Someone else always ended up doing the bulk of the work for him.”

“That someone being you?” Laz asked with a raised brow.  

She gave him sidelong glance.  “Who else would it be?  The Third Consort?” Laz scoffed and shook his head.  Beks looked back out at the city.  “Honestly, even if we capture and imprison Luther, he won’t think he did anything wrong.”  Her hands gripped the railing in front of her and she frowned.  “That is oddly more frustrating than him sleeping with another woman while engaged.”

Laz reached out and took her hand in his good one.  “Beks, you are a victim of my brother’s poor choices.  You are not a failure for Luther having made them.”  She lowered her eyes.  “Everyone knows how hard you tried.  How much work you did, how much effort you made, only for you to be taken for granted and even pushed into exile with your family.”  He took a deep breath and squeezed her hand, following her gaze out at the city.  “I don’t understand Luther.  I can’t even wrap my head around him marrying the oracle.  Following his father’s instruction, I can understand.  Luther was raised to be obedient to that self-centered man.

“But Luther had been blessed with the best fiancée anyone could ask for.  A fiancée that I and Lucian could only wish we could have, and Luther had the arrogance to do what he did.”

“I do wonder what his plan was prior to taking the throne,” Beks said with slight scowl.  “Only the monarch can have two spouses.  One of convenience and one of choice.  If he remained a prince, would he have told me about the oracle?  I thought we had agreed that if there was someone else, then we would tell the other person.  Not hide it.  We were both aware of the conditions of our engagement.”

Laz looked at her.  “If you fell in love with me and Lucian, would you have told him?” he asked, sounding genuinely curious.

Beks pursed her lips.  “That’s a complex question.  On one hand, if there was another, I would tell him.  On the other hand,...if that person was his brother....”  She let out a heavy breath.  She stared hard in the distance and shook her head.  “The relationship is too close.  I wouldn’t pursue the matter.”

Laz’s brows shot up, appearing surprised.  “Even if you fell in love with us, you’d ignore it?  For Luther?”

“I’d ignore it to avoid complications in the arrangement.  Not Luther himself.  Also, you and Lucian would not pursue your brother’s wife.” She gave him a knowing look and Laz released a resigned sigh.

“Your job was to support the crown and marry Luther to do so in the best capacity,” he said.  A wry smile tugged at his lips.  “You were untouchable.”  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “I was doing my job.  I was doing everything I could to keep the kingdom running, to consolidate royal power until Brother Laurence awoke.  I needed Luther to support me in supporting him, and while I was pouring over documents, budgets, processes, he didn’t seem to have a care in the world.  Even when he took the throne, do you think he offered to pardon me because he loved me?  No...he needed someone to do the work for him.”  Beks narrowed her eyes with resentment.  “He is not, and never will, be fit to be king.” 
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  Her contact at the Gilded Palace told them that leading up to the sealing of the last of the gate houses to Kadmium, all of the twelve gates would be closed from sunset to sunrise.  In the past, two were always open, though they were both heavily guarded at all times.  Delaying sealing all of the gates would allow for various powerful people to either stockpile supplies for the siege while they were open or flee.  

As for the normal civilians, they were given warnings that the gate was going to close.  The cause wasn’t explicitly given, but Beks had rumors spread in preparation for their arrival.  If the city’s general populace was left unaware that Laurence’s army was coming, and were taken by surprise by the sudden amount of soldiers filling the streets, it could cause panic.

While there was a chance that spreading the news of Laurence’s return could also cause panic, Beks followed her intuition and decided if there was panic, it would be less compared to not knowing.  In addition, Laurence’s arrival was to be hailed as the return of the righteous king, who was coming to end the rule of greedy nobles and an incompetent leader.  

If they supported Laurence’s return, then they wouldn’t panic.  

If they didn’t support his return, it gave them an opportunity to leave.  

And in the case of those who wanted to fight and ‘defend’ their city, Beks made sure the amount of soldiers and the Red Iron Cavalry were well known to intimidate any would be rebels into stopping before they could start.  

Beks hoped that the day they marched into the city, the streets would be empty and they could arrive at and surround the royal grounds without being stopped.  

Lady Helen’s people had started capturing escaping opportunists the same night she told Beks that her people were in place to do so, well before the gates closed for the first time.  Several low ranked nobles heard about the encroaching army, packed up what they could carry, and tried to retreat to their countryside estates, where they wouldn’t be attacked or caught in the struggle for the throne. 

The captured nobles were being held well outside the city, at one of the Dawn Company’s rural properties.  Their carriages, horses, and any other belongings they tried to flee with were confiscated.  

Laurence wanted to scare them.  As much as he wanted all his courtiers to be loyal to him, there was no way to control the hearts of other people.  However, he could continue to monitor him and make them afraid to act out against him when he returned to his throne.  

Until their retaking of the capital was complete, any captured peoples fleeing Kadmus would be detained.  And there were many.

Beks didn’t expect that so many people would rush to leave, but several nobles who had been vocal about removing her from a position of authority during the time that Laurence was unconscious had been captured along with some members of their families and servants.  

A handful of prominent members of the Hessing Family were captured, including Frank Hessing, who according to Nexus, had a heavy hand in emptying the royal treasury and embezzling part of it.  

When Beks and Laz left the merchant river boat, they stopped at one of the detainment facilities, which was a converted horseshoe shaped barn.  Instead of stalls and storage spaces, there were reinforced cells for individuals and small families.  

Laz had let out a low whistle and shook his head.  “Well, at the very least they don’t have to wait for too long.”

“Won’t they be tried for their part?” Lady Helen had asked.

“I’ve already collected information for all of them, as they’ve been reported to me, and am compiling various fines and punishments in accordance with our legal guidelines and precedence,” Beks had replied.  “Servants will be released, for the most part.  Small children will all be released, as will anyone who had no direct part in supporting the Fourth Prince.  As long as they pay their fines, haven’t done anything more than follow who they thought was king, and swear loyalty to His Majesty King Laurence, their titles and properties will not be stripped.”  

Beks had said all this loud enough for the nearby detailed nobles to hear.  

Lady Helen had nodded.  Most of the captured really had nothing much to do with Luther’s reign.  Except for a small handful that were very invested and acted to oust Beks, and take advantage of Luther’s reign, everyone else just followed along because Luther became their king.  

He was seen as a better choice than an unconscious king or an unrelated twenty-something-year-old Councilor.  

Laurence also didn’t want to be seen as a tyrant who punished a large group of subjects severely for minimal, if any, wrongdoing.  A small fine would be enough. 

“We have a few more days until we march to the city from all sides,” Laz had said.  “Do we have enough cells?”

“If they close the gates as planned, yes,” Lady Helen replied.  “However, even if we didn’t, we already have all the detainees we need.  The nobles that supported the Fourth Prince, cronies of the Third Consort, and the most important of the Hessings.”

Beks had glanced over at her.  “The most important?”

Lady Helen had given her a satisfied smirk.  “The most important,” she had repeated.  “Your guest of honor.”  The two women had exchanged knowing smiles before leaving.  

Beks had left the detainment center and taken a half day’s wagon ride on an oxcart transporting bales of hay from one farm to another to go to where the Red Iron Cavalry would ‘arrive’.  It was a stretch of fields within view of the city walls, but the first wave of the Red Iron Cavalry was just setting up camp.

Laurence’s army would remain in hiding in their positions around the rural areas and forests surrounding the city for another day before melting out of their hiding places and spreading out in an open area as a show of power against Luther.  

“Your Highnesses.”  Efran greeted them with a salute he’d picked up from the Thirnir when they arrived. “You’ve arrived.”

Beks slid off the back of the ox cart and brushed off the stray pieces of straw and hay from her clothes.  “Is the first group settled?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Efran said.  “The second wave will be led by the Left Commander and the third wave will be led by the Right Commander, coming in tomorrow and the day after respectively.”

Beks nodded.  “Was there any trouble going into hiding?”

“No, Your Highness.  The resources available to us were enough.  There have also been no reports of Royal Guards leaving the city since the infiltration teams entered,” Efran replied.

He led her and Laz to the largest tent.  Laurence was there along with her parents.

“Brother Laurence, you came already?” she asked.

“The Marquis is taking care of my army along with Southern Legion Commander Laurent,” Laurence said.  “We came to see how preparation is going on this end.”

“We’re just counting the days until we can march into the city,” her father told her, sounding almost bored.  

“The path will be clear.  You should’ve seen the amount of people detained,” Laz said as he pulled out a chair for Beks.  “All those people have a guilty conscience.”

“They are minor characters in this play,” Laurence replied with a wave of his hand.  “Luther hasn’t tried to flee.”

“If he flees, he’s giving up the throne to you,” Laz told him.  

“Your Majesty, Your Highnesses, Your Graces,” Jonas’ voice came from outside the tent.  “There is someone here to see you.”

Beks cocked her head.  She certainly wasn’t expecting a guest, and looked towards the others in the tent to see if any of them were.  Her parents remained reclined in their seats and Laurence raised a brow.

He glanced at Laz before looking back towards the entrance of the tent.  “Send them in.”

Jonas’ hand reached him and moved a flap of the tent aside.  Three men were escorted by him and Gerard  on either side.  The two in the back were in civilian clothing, but from their boots, their posture, and the swords at their hips, they were royal guards.  

He seemed tense and nervous, while the man in front of them shifted awkwardly, lowering his head, and avoiding meeting their gazes. 

Beks almost wanted to smile.  It seemed that Luther wasn’t completely ignorant of the connections in the Gilded Palace.  

Chamberlain Wilton stood in place, unarmed.  If Luther wanted to send a messenger, he chose the right man.  Chamberlain Wilton was seen by Laurence, and even Beks, as an unrelated uncle of sorts.  He’d been serving at the late Queen’s side since she rebelled and took the throne. He’d watched the children of the late Queen and Beks grow up.  

He had affection for them all, and they, in turn, had it for him.  

Laurence would not immediately kill Chamberlain Wilton.   

Jonas kept his eyes on the two guards with him as he spoke.  “Chamberlain Wilton has requested an audience with His Majesty at the request of the Fourth Prince.”  

He didn’t change their titles in the presence of the two guards.  If anything, he almost seemed to stress them in the quiet of the tent.  

Beks looked at the silent royal guards and then at Chamberlain Wilton’s subdued appearance.  She kept her eyes on him as she lifted her arm and made a dismissive wave.  “Send the Royal Guards out.”

Jonas and Gerard didn’t hesitate.  They turned to face the Royal Guards.

“You can walk out with us or you can be dragged out with a sword to your neck,” Jonas said with a calm smile on his face.  “It is your choice.”

Chamberlain Wilton closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He looked over his shoulder, but didn’t meet the eyes of the guards.  “Go,” he said in a low voice. 

Hesitation was on their faces, but the royal guards nodded and lowered their heads.  They turned around and began walking out of the tent with Jonas and Gerard at their heels, hands on the hilts of their swords.  

The flap to the tent fell closed and Sybil reached forward and tapped a leviathan scale on the table.  

“They’re gone, Chamberlain. You may speak freely,” Beks told him.

Chamberlain Wilton’s face lost its subdued appearance.  Instead, his eyes reddened as he took a good look at Laurence before falling to his knees.  “Welcome back, Your Majesty.”  His shoulders trembled, this time as a real reaction to his overwhelmed relief seeing Laurence standing there.  “I prayed you would be safe.”

Beks glanced around the room and noticed the surprise on the faces of Laz and her family.  Chamberlain Wilton had remained in Kadmium serving Luther.  Everyone knew this, as well as the story that he had tried to stop Lady Eleanor from taking Laurence away.  

Laurence smiled with warmth and stepped forward.  He put his hand under the man’s arm and pulled him to his feet.

“I am grateful to you, Chamberlain,” Laurence said, making sure the man was steady on his feet before putting his hands on his shoulders and meeting his gaze.  “I and Eleanor owe you a great favor for helping us escape.”

“Escape?” Laz said aloud.

Laurence stepped back and gave the Chamberlain a small bow of his head in thanks.  Before he could finish, the Chamberlain rushed to stop him.

“It is my honor!  My duty is to serve the rightful King of Kadmus!” he cried out, tears rimming his eyes.  

Beks remained in her seat and smiled.  “Chamberlain Wilton put a knife in his torso himself in order to buy credibility and time to allow Lady Eleanor and Brother Laurence to escape,” she said.  She looked at her parents.  “He is also my contact at the palace.”

“Your Highness Prince Laz.”  Chamberlain Wilton turned to Laz and held back a choked joyful cry before bowing.  

“Chamberlain.”  Laz gave him a kind nod in acknowledgement.  He motioned to Beks.  “And you know my wife.”

Chamberlain Wilton laughed with mirth as he looked at Beks and bowed.  “Your Highness Princess Rebecca.  I congratulate you all...and His Highness Prince Lucian.”  He looked at Beks.  “Your Highness, the arrangements for the Royal Guards is ready at your command.”

“Thank you, Chamberlain,” Beks said.  “It’s good to see you again.  I’m relieved you’re safe.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”  

“Chamberlain, did Luther send you here try to bargain?” Laurence asked.  

Chamberlain Wilton turned around and reached into the inner pocket of his coat.  He took out a small envelope and presented it to Laurence.  The pale envelope was sealed with Luther’s seal as the king.

Laurence raised his brow as he took the envelope.  He stared at the wax seal for a moment before sliding his finger beneath the fold and opening the letter.  His eyes scanned the page, his lip curling up more and more with scorn as he read it.  After appearing to read it thrice, he tossed the letter onto the table.

“Is Luther so deep in delusion that he believes that after what he’s done, Beks will be willing to save him?” he asked with a scowl.

Beks furrowed her brows and leaned forward, taking the letter from the table to read it over with Laz looking over her shoulder.  

“To Lady Rebecca of Caroline.  My dearest Beks, I am coming to you with utmost confidence in your loyalty to Kadmus to ask for time to discuss terms of peace.  I trust you will listen to reason, and acknowledge that we cannot afford bloodshed in the capital....”  Beks drew her head back as her voice trailed off, her eyes going over the additional sentences on how he wanted to avoid bloodshed in the capital by essentially having her talk Laurence and the twins into acknowledging Luther as king.

“It’s an admirable, if not overly positive, request,” Beks said in a dull voice as she handed the letter to her parents to read.

The Duke of Caroline scoffed.  “He has the audacity to come to you requesting you to side with him after what he’s done?”

“Whatever you do to him will be too lenient,” Sybil said as she tossed the letter on the table with disgust.  

Beks shook her head.  “Tell him that I will not return to the Gilded Palace to speak of terms.  The only terms we are giving him are that he must surrender the throne by the sunrise of the third day, or our army will march into Kadmium and take it from him.”

Chamberlain Wilton looked to Laurence and Laurence nodded, giving a sign of his approval.  Chamberlain Wilton bowed.  “I will return and tell the Fourth Prince.”

“Don’t be in a rush.  Let him think you’re trying hard,” Laurence said.  “Sit and eat, rest for a while.  Appear as if you’re in serious negotiations.”  

“Yes, Your Majesty.”  He paused and cocked his head to the side.  “If the Fourth Prince surrenders, how do you want the declaration?”

“There is a flagpole on the west tower of the Gilded Palace.  It is the most prominent of the towers and can be seen from outside the city walls,” Beks said.  “If he surrenders, he is to raise a white flag of some sort on that flagpole.  There are plenty of white linens at the Gilded Palace to use.”

Chamberlain Wilton bowed his head.  “Yes, Your Highness.”  

Laurence escorted the man out, asking lightly about how the palace staff was holding up.  Beks leaned back against her chair.  

She gave Luther three days, technically two and a night, to make his decision.  The corner of her lip curled up and Laz gave her a curious look.  

“Is something funny?”  he asked.

Beks kept her eyes forward, staring out at the empty space in front of her as her.  “How well do you know Luther?”

Laz raised his brow.  “Admittedly, not as well as you.  Why?”

Beks took a deep breath.  “He’s not going to surrender.”  

For two days and three nights, they watched the flagpole on the west tower of the Gilded Palace from their encampment as their army grew around them.  

Two days and three nights, they hoped to see a white flag to avoid any needless spilling of the blood of Kadmus citizens.  Or rather, spilling the blood of all those royal guards.  

The illuminated gilded domed roof of the west tower maintained the royal banner.  It blew in the wind as an orange glow pierced the darkness in the horizon, making out the shape of the hills in the east.  

Beks stood on the bed of the empty ox cart wagon with a worn blanket over her shoulders.  Her left hand clutched the blanket close over her chest while the other squeezed the spyglass at her side.  

The Red Iron Cavalry behind her sprang to life.  Horses were saddled while their riders dressed in their light armor.  Yelling was heard as the entire camp awoke with the knowledge that today was the day.  

“Rid Callan,” Laurence said from where he stood beside Beks, his eyes fixed on the city within their grasp.  “You may give the signal.”

On the ground next to the cart, Rid Callan nodded.  He took a deep breath and Beks could feel a large amount of biha being collected around him.  A moment later, she felt heat against her side as ten continuous flares of fire flew into the dark morning sky.  

Almost on the other side of the city, ten flares responded to theirs.  

And one by one, flares erupted from all around the city, along the outline of the walls.  

Quietly, Beks counted the long flares that shot into the sky and maintained a small pillar of fire above the gatehouse.  “One...two...,” she whispered under her breath.  There were a dozen gate houses.  “Ten...eleven....”  She waited, her eyes drifting to the main gate house of the city.  

A beam of white light flew into the sky and exploded in a shower of white, flickering lights raining down.  

“Twelve,” Laurence said beside her.  He let out a low breath.  “Prepare to enter the city.”

He turned around and jumped off the back of the wagon, heading towards his tent.  Beks stared at the city in the distance for a moment longer.  

“Your Highness, the prison wagon is ready,” Lady Helen said from the ground.  Beks nodded.  She turned and jumped down.  Without a word, she followed Lady Helen to the prison wagon.  

Unlike the prison carriage she had been carried out of the city a year earlier, this one had metal bars, making the wagon appear to be built around the type of cage wild animals were transported in.  

Inside was their guest of honor.  

The middle-aged man was pale and gaunt, his arms hanging over his head and cuffed in metal hooked on to one of the bars.  A strip of cloth went around his head, wrapping around his mouth to keep him from yelling. He was on his knees; the prison carriage wouldn’t allow for a man to stand.  

He dangled in his stained and wrinkled finery.  They allowed him to keep his jewels, his adornments, even his shoes.  It wasn’t as if he’d be able to use them for much longer.  

“To think, he tried to flee,” Lady Helen said, shaking her head.  “And so soon.”

“He was always a coward,” Beks replied as her cold eyes settled on the man.  He seemed to hear her voice and opened his eyes.  He turned his head towards her and the exhaustion faded away in an instant.  Anger filled his face as he tried to lunge at her, only to be held back by the chains.  

Beks didn’t flinch.  She watched him struggle, the haughtiness that used to fill his face marred by dirt and sweat.  

Lady Helen shook her head.  “There are others that His Majesty has marked for execution for betraying the crown.”

Beks kept her eyes on the man.  “Yes, but this one is the most important,” she said.  “But that’s how you’ve always seen yourself, hasn’t it?” she asked the man in the cage.  “Third Consort Hessing.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 76 - My Second and Third Brothers Were Married?


                By now, Luther hoped that Iris was over the hills and heading for Kadmus’ easternmost border.  She left with whatever she and her attendants could carry on horseback.  Leaving in a carriage was too suspicious, so Captain St. Moore arranged four horses to take them out.  They would rent a carriage when they were outside of the capital.

They also dressed in as worn and tattered clothes as they had, which were taken from some servants. Luther gave Iris a nondescript leather pouch filled with all the gold plates he had on him at the time.  

Not two hours after he was told that his brothers would reach the capital in a week, Iris, her two attendants, and Captain St. Moore had left the royal grounds through the back entrance. He stood from the ramparts of the east tower, watching them ride off.  

Luther closed his eyes and leaned back against his plush leather chair in his study.  He took a deep breath, a bit regretful.

He should’ve sent his father out in similar fashion instead of allowing him to use a carriage and be escorted with all the pomp of a handful of royal guards.  His father had known luxury his entire life and insisted that he wouldn’t ‘crawl out of the city like a wounded animal’.  

His father used one of the royal carriages and had several trunks tied on top and on the back of it, along with a wagon to follow with even more items.  Luther had to plead with him to take as little as possible, as the more he brought, the more he’d stand out.  

What if his brothers’ forces caught them on the road?  There would be no way to outrun them weighted down with so much.  

Yet, his father insisted.  

“If they are able to oust you, you will need sizable wealth to survive and retake the throne,” his father had told him.  There was no room for negotiation.  Luther already knew that.  It was already asking too much for the Third Consort to bring one extra wagon with him.

He would have preferred if his father left sooner, as Iris did, before he sought counsel with Duke Seneca on what should be done to prepare for a confrontation.  The Duke of Seneca told him to start closing the gates, limiting when they should be open, which ones remain open, and then seal the gates.

This would allow the citizens to prepare, either by stockpiling for a siege or fleeing, while the armies were still marching towards them.  

Luther did just that, but his father lagged.  He could only hope that the Third Consort slipped away before the encroaching armies caught him.  

Now, with many of his supporters fleeing and those he cared about of direct harm’s way, he could focus on fortifying the city and try to negotiate with his brothers.

That was where Beks came in.  He couldn’t leave the royal grounds and be captured, but he worried that his brothers would kill any random messenger he sent, so Luther decided to place his hopes on someone they all knew and, to some extent, trusted: Chamberlain Wilton.

All his brothers, himself included, respected the man their mother’s age for his service to the crown, both before their mother took it and after.  He had been a steadfast figure in royal life longer than Luther was alive. Beks also held the man with respect and, though they were on opposing sides, they parted on good terms, with Chamberlain Wilton still caring enough for Beks to give her something warm to wear when she was exiled.

Beks and his brothers wouldn’t harm Chamberlain Wilton,

Luther wrote a short, but thoughtful letter to appeal to Beks.  He invited her to the Gilded Palace, swearing not to keep her, but only wanting to talk in person to negotiate and avoid bloodshed.  Beks’ heart was always with the people, so she would try to avoid any harm coming to them if she could.  

He gave the letter to Chamberlain Wilton and assigned two royal guards with him.  

They had been gone all day and with each passing hour, Luther grew more and more anxious.  He tried to convince himself that everything was fine, and that Chamberlain Wilton wasn’t captured and detailed, but was trying to negotiate on his behalf and encourage Beks to come back with him.

It was sunset when Chamberlain Wilton returned.  From the window of his study, he could see the main gates.  When he noticed them open from the corner of his eye, Luther shot up from his seat.  He nearly pushed the chair back in the movement before rushing to the window to make certain that the gates were opening for who he hoped.

Three men on horseback returned, as they had left, and Luther let out a relieved breath. At first glance, they appeared unharmed.  

He left his study and walked towards the front of the Gilded Palace.  Two stewards were taking the horses from the guards and Chamberlain Wilton, who was dismounting as Luther came down the steps.

Upon the sight of him, Chamberlain Wilton bowed.  “Good evening, Your Majesty.”

“Are you well?  My brothers didn’t hurt you, did they?” Luther asked.

Chamberlain Wilton took his head.  “No, Your Maj-”

“And what about Beks?  Did she say anything?” He craned his neck.  “But she didn’t come with you.”

Chamberlain Wilton took a deep breath.  “Your Majesty, perhaps we should take this inside,” he said.  

Luther furrowed his brows, but nodded.  It was a bit awkward to be debriefed at his front door.  “Very well.  Come with me.”  He turned around and made his way back up the stairs, back tracking to his office.  He stepped inside and immediately went to his desk. 

Chamberlain Wilton entered after him and Luther motioned for him to take a seat.  Chamberlain Wilton closed the door behind him before taking a deep breath and walking across the room to sit on one of the chairs in front of Luther’s desk. 

He seemed to think for a moment, trying to figure out where he should start.  Luther held his tongue to allow the man who had just returned from an enemy camp to reply.  

After mulling it over, the older man finally raised his eyes and met Luther’s gaze.  

“King Laurence is alive.” 

The words struck Luther as if the Chamberlain had physically pushed him.  His brows shot up as his eyes went wide.  He held his breath and stood in place, his stunned expression turning to confusion and disbelief before he shook his head.  

His lips pulled into a weak smile and he let out a laugh, as if the Chamberlain were joking badly with him.  “No...no, that can’t be-”

“Your Majesty, I saw him.”  Chamberlain Wilton shook his head.  “No, it’s better to say that I met him.”

For a moment, Luther stopped breathing.  

If it were a royal guard who made this comment, or even one of the courtiers who supported him, he could have his doubts.  He could brush off their observation under the belief that they didn’t know Laurence well enough.  After all, there were few people who spent enough time with his eldest brother to identify him in an instant.

It was a shame that Chamberlain Wilton was one of those people.

Luther let out a low, trembling breath.  “How...how are you sure?”  He continued to cling to the hope that the Chamberlain made a mistake.  

Chamberlain Wilton’s expression became sympathetic.  To what, or whom, Luther wasn’t sure, and didn’t want to dwell on it, but caused him to shift in his seat.  

“Your Majesty, I was there the day he was born.  I was present when he spoke his first word.  Walked his first steps.  I held the umbrella over his head when he entombed his father,” Chamberlain Wilton said.  His eyes reddened a bit as he swallowed hard.  “I have no children of my own; I’ve dedicated my life to the royal family, but as such, I see King Laurence as one of my own.  More so than the twin princes, who were sent away years ago.  I don’t dare call myself anything more than a guide for him, absolutely not a parent, but like one, I would recognize my own son in a glance.”  

Luther’s eyes began to mist over.  “Is it really Brother Laurence?” His voice was tight.  His emotions were mixed with none stronger than the other.  Relief that he was alive.  Confusion at his sudden appearance.  Frustration and fear that he had returned.

If Laurence was alive it meant that it was not his turn to be king.

But he already was. 

Chamberlain Wilton nodded his head once.  “Yes.  I am certain.  In fact, I’d say he looks better than before.  Before he was taken away, before he fell and was in a coma, there was a shadow over him.  As if he carried the world on his shoulder.”  Chamberlain Wilton let out a small, helpless laugh.  “I suppose it was.  His mother had passed.  Two of his brothers were missing.  All he had was you...Lady Eleanor....”  The man paused and raised his eyes.  “And Lady Rebecca.”  

Luther took a sharp breath.  “Lady Rebecca....Beks....”  Her name reminded him of the whole purpose of Chamberlain Wilton seeking out the enemy camp.  “Did she get my letter?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

Luther leaned forward, his heart hanging in his chest.  “And did she reply?”

Chamberlain Wilton held his gaze.  “Yes.”  Luther didn’t say a word, silently ordering him to elaborate.  Chamberlain Wilton reach into the inner pocket of his coat and took out a folded piece of paper.  

There was no fancy way seal or embossed or gilded lettering.  The paper itself was of low quality.  “Is this her reply?” Luther asked as he took the letter that was extended to him.  Chamberlain Wilton nodded, but didn’t say a word.  Luther unfolded the top third of the paper.  The top was blank.  

He furrowed his brows and opened the bottom half.  It was also blank. 

However, in the center third, in familiar handwriting written with black ink were a few simple sentences that sent a chill through him.

“Lady Rebecca has refused your invitation to come to the Gilded Palace to discuss terms that will avoid violence and bloodshed in the city.”  He heard Chamberlain Wilton talking as his eyes read over the letter, over and over, both seeing the words, but not comprehending what they were saying.  “She says that you have until the dawn of the third day to place a white flag on the pole of the west tower as a sign of your surrender, and to peacefully step down off the throne.  If there is no white flag at dawn on the third day, their army will enter the city.”

There were no words of affection.  No gentle coaxing in Beks’ letter.  

It was a straightforward demand.  

A threat.

Luther’s hand began to tremble.  “You are certain she wrote this?” He didn’t want to belief it.  Beks had always been lenient towards him.  She never fought him.   Her only major act of defiance was to reject his pardon and accept her exile.  

Chamberlain Wilton let out a sigh.  “Yes.  Lady Rebecca wrote it in my presence and it was approved by King Laurence.”  He looked at Luther with caution.  “Your Majesty, their army is almost here.”

“How could she reject my invitation?” Luther stared at the words that held no emotion or nostalgia that he had when he thought of her.  Did she not miss him even a little?  They were engaged his entire life!  Surely, she must’ve had some affection.  He looked up at Chamberlain Wilton and frowned.  “Was she forced to write this?”

“No, Your Majesty.  In fact, she came up with the demand.  King Laurence only nodded his head in agreement.”  

His chest hurt.  Leading up to receiving the letter, it felt as if his heart had been in a vice.  Squeezed and squeezed, until just when he thought it would release to ease him, a knife sliced through it.  

His chest heaved as he took deep, forced breaths.  

Beks was his chance to keep the throne.  If anyone could convince his eldest brother, it would be Beks.  Not him.  Not the senior members of the court.  Not Duke Seneca, not Chamberlain Wilton.  Not even Lady Eleanor.  

Only Beks, with that mind that had been turned into a tool for the monarchs of Kadmus.  

If Beks didn’t listen to him and helped him convince Laurence, then Luther would have had no chance to keep his throne peacefully.  

“Leave me.”  Laurence fell back against his seat, his hand still gripping the piece of paper.  

Chamberlain Wilton looked as if he wanted to say something, but lowered his head instead.  He rose to his feet, bowed, and turned around to leave.

The wooden door closed behind him, leaving Luther to sit in silence as the last fading light of the setting sun vanished in the horizon, and left his study in the door.  Chamberlain Wilton must’ve said something to the guards and servants outside, as no one came to bother Luther. 

No lanterns were lit.  

He remained seated in the dark, trying to make sense of the letter.  He was sure it was Bek’s handwriting.  He’d spent years studying notes she’d given him that she’d handwritten.  He could recognize her handwriting with all its subdued flourishes and even spacing at once.  

But her words were so cold and distant.  As if she were talking to a stranger and not the man she was supposed to marry once.  

His eyes crinkled up.  Is that why?  

Did she refuse him because he fell in love with another?  Was she doing this out of spite?  

As long as it was for the sake of the kingdom, for the safety of its citizens, the Rebecca of Caroline he knew would not put personal feelings over practicality.  It was how she was raised to think and act.  

Him remaining on the throne was for the best of the kingdom.  As long as his brothers agreed, there would be no war of succession.  Then again, couldn’t the same be said for him?  If he stepped down, as Beks demanded in the letter, then the throne would be given back to Laurence.

It was a bloodless transfer of power.  

But he had already been coronated.  His name was written in the royal logs.  Kings didn’t step down.  They died with a crown on their head, their in power or on their knees.  

If he stepped down, he’d have no power.  Who would protect his father?  Who would protect Iris?  And their baby?  His stomach dropped at the thought of his helpless family being threatened by his brothers.

They would let him live, but would they let his father live?  What about Iris?  

Luther’s breath hitched.  None of his brothers would like Iris for the sheer reason that Luther had chosen her over Beks, whom they loved.  

But he should have his own say in his marriage, shouldn’t he?  And it wasn’t as if he was the one who broke the engagement.  It was Beks who broke it because she didn’t want to be the Wife of Convenience.  She even had a royal order from Laurence approving of her doing so.  How did she even get such a thing?

The more he thought about it, the more he felt it wasn’t fair.  

He was more than willing to honor the engagement and marry Beks.  He was in a position to do so. She would’ve been a legal, honored wife.  And, as the Wife of Convenience, she would have more political and royal power than Iris.  Wasn’t that enough for her?  

If she married him, she would still be able to enjoy the honors she was promised, and could still engage with governance, as she was trained to do.  She wanted to keep power when Laurence was in a coma, so why didn’t she do so when given the opportunity?  

They had discussed having other partners before.  Shouldn’t she be happy that he fell in love?  

A knock came from the door.  Luther didn’t answer at first. 

“Your Majesty, the two royal guards are here to report.”

Luther raised his head.  Before they left, Luther had told the two royal guards two things: first, make sure Chamberlain Wilton was safe and returned alive, and second, assess the enemy camp.  It wasn’t the most honorable thing to do, but it was the most prudent.  His father told him to have more than one source of information and to cross-reference what he learned.  

“Let them enter,” he said, straightening up.  He opened a drawer and put the letter from Beks into it before closing it as the door opened. 

The two civilian dressed royal guards bowed their head at him.  “Your Majesty.”

“Rise,” Luther said.  “How was the enemy camp?”

“We were caught by their patrols well before we reached the camp, but they escorted us in and kept their eyes on us the entire time,” the first guard replied.  “Though it doesn’t seem very big from the city walls, the current camp is quite large.”

Luther frowned.  “Exactly how large?” 

The two men glanced at each other and seemed to hesitate.  “Your Majesty, it is possible that if every individual in that camp were to take up arms, they would be almost equal to the amount of royal guards protecting the royal grounds.”

Luther’s frown deepened.  “Has their entire army arrived?”

They paled at this and shook their heads.  “No, Your Majesty.  We heard some Jasper-speakers in the camp speak of others, meaning there is one or more groups of the army that have yet to arrive.”

“How much more?”

“We don’t know, but they were clearing space in the field.  If I was to guess, at least double or more.” 

Luther wanted to swear.  He swallowed the lump in his throat.  “Do they have siege weapons?”

“No, Your Majesty.  They were mainly heavy calvary and foot soldiers.  We suspect them to be the missing prime battalion that had been led by the Second Prince.”  

“Did you see my brothers?” he asked.

“We were told who the Second Prince was and we...we were taken to meet King Laurence,” the second guard told him.  He furrowed his brows, almost unsure.  “We suspected he was an imposter, but....”

“It really is him, isn’t it?” Luther asked.

The two guards nodded.  They weren’t young men, nor were they too old.  However, they were old enough and high enough of a rank to have had a chance to guard Laurence, and were thus familiar with him.  

Though Luther’s initial instinct was to deny it, after hearing Chamberlain Wilton’s testimony, he was starting to doubt what he knew. 

“King Laurence is alive, Your Majesty.”  The first guard’s words drew him out of his thoughts.  Luther blinked.  

“Do you know how he survived?” Luther asked.  They shook their heads.  “What about the Second and Third Princes?”

“The Second Prince seemed to have gone into hiding, which would explain why his battalion disappeared.  The Third Prince was not present,” the first guard replied.  “The Duke and Duchess of Caroline were there, as was Lady Rebecca.”

“Princess.” The second guard spoke, somewhat distracted.  Once the word left his lips he tensed and at up straight, his lips in a tight line as if to show that he hadn’t said anything.

The first guard sent him an annoyed look as Luther narrowed his eyes and leaned his head a bit forward over the desk.  

“Princess?”  The two guards were tense and the room had heavy air.  Luther frowned.  “Speak!” 

“Your Majesty, we were escorted out of the tent and left the Chamberlain alone to discuss with King Laurence, and as we were being taken to an area just outside the camp to isolate us, we overheard many people talking about ‘the princess’, but Kadmus doesn’t have a princess.”

This was true.  The late Queen’s direct line above her had been killed and no female child had been born since.  Lady Eleanor, if she had married Laurence while they were outside of Kadmus, would have married him when Laurence had the title of ‘king’, thus she would’ve been Queen Eleanor. 

Iris also married him when he was already king, so she was titled Queen Iris.  Beks didn’t have any royal title.

Did he have a family member he didn’t know about?  Confusion filled his face. 

“What princess are they talking about?” he asked, looking at the two guards as if they had been the ones to misunderstand.  “There are no princesses of Kadmus.” 

The two guards seemed more uncomfortable than ever.  They avoided his eyes and looked anywhere but at him.  “The...the Second and Third Prince....”

“They were married....”  Even their voices seemed to want to brush it off, but Luther frowned more so.

“My Second and Third Brother were married?  When?”

The first guard grimaced.  He swallowed hard as well.  “I asked around and was told that they signed formal marriage documents when they were in Langshe.”

“So, they’re both married?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“To whom?”

“The same woman.” 

Luther’s head jerked back.  “What?  Can they do that in Langshe?”  He seemed to shake his head in disbelief.  He knew the customs there were different, but not that different.  “And they married the same woman?” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Well, was she there?” They continued to look reluctant to tell him and Luther found himself growing impatient.  “Who is she?  What is her name?”

The two guards seemed to try to keep their mouths closed for as long as they could, but under Luther’s demanding look, the second guard cracked.  

“Rebecca of Caroline.” 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

“Do you love me?” He was six or seven when he asked her this.  He was just an ignorant child with no deep knowledge for something as complex as love, but he’d heard guards and servants speaking to it.  

His own father professed it to his mother almost daily.  

When he saw his father sweep his mother into his arms and then speak of love, his mother’s face would light up.  It made his father happy.  It made him, their son, happy as well.  If love made people so happy it was a good thing.

And he was told that a particular love happened between a pair of adults who would get married. 

He was going to get married.

So, Luther had waited and waited in his villa for her to come find him after her studies so he could ask.  

It had taken her longer than usual.  She said that she had gotten a new book to read and it was interesting, so she had lost track of time.  If ‘Brother Laz’ and ‘Brother Lucian’ didn’t visit her after their riding practice, she would’ve lost all track of time.

“Do you love me?” he had asked before she even took a seat on the ground beneath the tree in his yard.  

His mother’s chubby little foster daughter with her soft, red cheeks, her big gray eyes, and her black hair with that shock of orange had looked at him, confused.  She thought for a moment, making him nervous, and then nodded.

“Yes!” she had said decisively in her childish voice.  Luther’s face had lit up like his mother’s, but before he could revel in the elated feeling, Beks had continued and dampened his mood.  “I love a lot of people.  Mommy, Daddy, Brother Deo, Uncle Timur, Brother Laurence, Brother Laz, Brother Lucian, Melon Cake-”

“Wait, wait, wait!”  Luther had waved his hands in front of her to stop her.  “But you love me the most, don’t you?”

“No, I love Mommy and Daddy the most.”

Though her answer was disappointingly straightforward, he could accept it. After all, he loved his father the most.  “Second to them.”

Beks had pursed her pink lips.  “It is a tie.  I love a lot of people.”  She said this, as if it were such a burden to have a big heart.  

“Well...who do you love more?  Me or your bro-”

“Brother Deo.” 

He had frowned, but persisted.  He decided not to compete against adults or anyone too old, which included his own eldest brother.  “Then...me or my Second or Third Brother.”

Beks had thought for a moment, and then reached out and took his hand.  His heart had quickened and their eyes met.  

“Your brothers.” 

Luther let out a small, bittersweet laugh as he now sat on the ground, at the base of the same tree in his villa yard where they used to play.  He stared at the small wooden swing that he’d had repaired hanging from one of the lower branches.  

He remembered becoming flustered when he heard her answer, but she had tried to rationalize it.  She actually didn’t seem him all that often, which Luther knew.  He stayed with his father often.  In fact, he hardly saw his brothers.

Beks saw his brothers more than he did.  She saw his brothers much more than she saw him.  It was natural that familiarity bred affection.  

At the time, it didn’t matter much to him.  He knew that she would marry him.

Except she didn’t.  

She’d broken the engagement, accepted exile, and then married not one, but two of his brothers.  

For the life of him, Luther didn’t understand why.  

After the guards told him, Luther reacted with immediate denial, saying they were lying or misheard.  After he sent them away, he summoned Chamberlain Wilton and asked. 

A hint of annoyance graced the man’s face.  He said that it seemed that the royal guards heard as well.  Luther wasn’t sure if that flash of annoyance was at the guards or at Beks, but Chamberlain Wilton confirmed it.  

In Langshe, Rebecca of Caroline held the title of Princess Consort of the twin princes, who were the first cousins of Emperor Zhan.  

Chamberlain Wilton said that since they were not formally wed in Kadmus, Beks did not have the formal title of Princess in Kadmus; however, the cavalry members and Laz’s battalion often referred to her as such, choosing to use her higher title as a form of respect.

Luther wondered if she had married his brothers for the title or out of spite for him having wanted to marry a Wife of Choice.  He played with the idea that Beks had married to get back at him.  

But even as he hoped that was the case, a nagging feeling in the back of his mind, and in his heart, told him that Rebecca of Caroline married for love.  

If she wanted the title or power, she would’ve remained at his side.  

She had married someone else for love, and the pain Luther felt realizing this was as if his heart was ripped apart by her bare hands.  

He held back his cries, but the tears wouldn’t stop falling as he curled himself back against the tree trunk and shook.  

Why did she do that to him?  Why did it have to be his brothers?  Were they better than him?  Did she always love them more?  A thousand questions ran through his mind, but he lacked answers.  The pain seemed to contort his insides and part of him couldn’t understand why.

He was in love with another woman.  

Yes, he loved Beks to a certain extent, but it was mostly respect and trust.  They were friends and she was always there to support him.  He had always expected her to be at his side, that even when she pressed that stamp of needles on her smooth forearm to give herself an exile marking, he hadn’t thought that she’d become this distanced from him.

He grasped the sides of his head.  

He didn’t understand why he was so upset.  He was in love with Iris.  He gave his first time to Iris.  He choose her, married her, and wanted to have children with her.

Why did it hurt so much to know that his ex-fiancée married his brothers?  

Now, they would have her support.  They would have her background, her intelligence.  They would have her guidance, her counsel, her trust.  

Luther stared at the empty swing.  

His brothers would have the woman who could make a kingdom an empire.  His body went numb.  

“No...no....”  He shook his head.  He couldn’t accept that answer.  If he accepted it, it meant he made a terrible mistake.  It meant everything he worked for was worthless; that his father miscalculated and doomed them. 

His father strengthened his political support.  His father’s family funded it.  His father spoke up for him, advocated for him.  His father knew he’d fallen in love with the new oracle and arranged for her to come to Kadmium. 

Everything his father did was for him.  

He couldn’t be wrong.

Luther closed his eyes and leaned back against the tree.  He took low, deep breaths to try to steady his rapid heart. 

This wasn’t a mistake. 

His father wasn’t wrong.  

He needed to stay on the throne.  Only by staying on the throne could he confirm that his father was right to guide him and not let all his work be in vain.

Only by staying on the throne could he assure his father’s and his family’s safety.  

“Your Majesty.”  A voice seemed to call to him, piercing the haze of his thoughts.  Luther lifted his head and saw Chamberlain Wilton standing before him with a worried expression.  “You have been in your villa for two days.”  His voice had a hint of nervousness.  “The dawn of the third day is coming.  What are your orders?”

Luther blinked.  Had he really been sitting there for two days?  He vaguely remembered eating and moving around his villa, answering questions, but....

“It’s been two days?”

The uncertainty in his voice seemed to worry the Chamberlain, and the guards and servants behind him.  

“Your Majesty, are you all right?”

“I’m fine....” Luther shook his head once and began to push himself up to prove it.  As soon as he got to his feet, he began to wobble and the guards rushed to steady him.  

“Your Majesty!”

“I’m all right!  I’ve just been...thinking,” he said.

Chamberlain Wilton kept the concerned look on his face.  “Your Majesty, we have a problem and need your orders.  We’re lacking royal guards to guard the royal grounds.”

“What?”  Luther looked up, brows knit and frowning.  “We called back all the royal guards that were in the vicinity.  How can we be lacking?”

“An illness has swept through the barracks as of yesterday evening,” Chamberlain Wilton told him.  “All the royal doctors are on call trying to dispense medicine, but the guards need time to recover.  Time we don’t have.  The dawn will break soon and-”

“How many guards do we have?” Luther cut him off as his heart slammed against his chest.  

“Only about enough for one change of guard, Your Majesty.” 

Luther’s stomach sank.  That was a fraction of the number of guards he’d anticipated.  Once those guards needed to switch out, there was no one to take their place.  What would happen when they faced his brother’s army?

Just a portion of his brother’s army was equivalent to all the royal guards they had on the premises.  

“What about the city guard?” Luther asked. 

“They are securing the city walls, as instructed,” Chamberlain Wilton told him.  “They are the city’s first line of defense.”

Luther couldn’t call them to protect the royal grounds and leave the rest of the capital defenseless.  They were short on people.  If he wanted to even request negotiations with his brothers, then he couldn’t appear to be completely helpless.

“Arm the servants.”

Chamberlain’s brow shot up.  Behind him, the two servants gasped.  “Your Majesty...you want us to-”

“Arm the servants.  Have them concentrated in the Gilded Palace while the royal guard ready themselves to defend from the outer grounds,” Luther said.  

Chamberlain Wilton’s lips were parted, speechless.  “Your Majesty-”

“Do as I say!” Luther shouted, pulling his arms away from the guards.  “Do not forget that I am still your king!”

“But we are grossly outnumbered,” Chamberlain Wilton said.  He took a deep breath and stood up straight.  “Your Majesty, if I may be so audacious as to recommend that we surrender.”

Luther was walking away when he heard him.  He stopped in mid step and slowly looked over his shoulder.  “Surrender?”

“They will march upon the city in a matter of hours with many times more people than we have total within the royal grounds,” Chamberlain Wilton told him with a firm look.  “If you want a bloodless resolution, then we should surrender.”

Luther’s eyes crinkled up.  “Never.”  His breath was short and he shook his head.  He clenched his jaw.  “I became king when no one else could!  I led this kingdom while those before me vanished!  My father worked tirelessly to ensure my smooth transition!  To gain supporters!  If I surrender, what will all of it have been for, Chamberlain?  What?  I will not surrender!”  

He marched back into his room, leaving Chamberlain Wilton behind along with two servants.  One of whom was holding what looked like a white bed sheet.  

He pretended he didn’t see it and left his villa.  

There were fewer guards than normal lining the halls, adding to his unease.  As he reached his study, he found Duke Seneca standing outside, looking exhausted. 

For a moment, Luther felt a bit of hope.  Duke Seneca was the oldest of the dukes and highly respected.  It was thanks to him that most courts would pass smoothly and stay focused. 

“Duke Seneca.”

“Your Majesty,” Duke Seneca looked at him with a gaunt expression.  “We’ve done what we could, but if the army comes, we will be unable to defend ourselves.”

Hearing his words hardened Luther’s heart once more.  He frowned.  “Were there no other suggestions from the court?”

“The court?” Duke Seneca’s eyes widened for just a moment before narrowing.  “Your Majesty, the court has fled.” 

Luther stopped with his hand over the door handle of his study.  He turned his head to look at the old man.  “What do you mean?”

“When orders to close the gates were given, many courtiers supporting you fled the city.”  

It was as if the air was squeezed out of him.  “All of them?”

“I don’t believe all of them-”

“Then call back whoever is left!  We must produce a solution!” Luther stepped into his study and closed the door behind him before Duke Seneca could have a chance to retort.  Inside his study, he paced, his hands shaking as his mind tried to think of a way to at least buy him time.

However, he could think of nothing.  

Chamberlain Wilton knocked on his door, but Luther sent him away in a fury, telling him that he didn’t want anyone to bother him until Duke Seneca called back the remaining courtiers.  Those who remained must’ve been sympathetic towards Laurence, so perhaps he could convince them to stop Laurence’s invading army.  

Perhaps even force his brother to speak to him directly.  

However, his hopes were dashed when Duke Seneca returned.  The old man looked out of breath with sweat on his brow, and appeared more exhausted than he had been when Luther saw him waiting at his door.  

Duke Seneca met his eyes and shook his head.  “Those courtiers whom I was able to contact have either stated that they support King Laurence’s return or insisted that they could do nothing and would protect their homes.”

Luther narrowed her eyes.  “Are you telling me they refuse to come?” 

The old man nodded.  “They refuse to come, Your Majesty.”  

Luther shut his eyes and almost fell back against the door frame.  Chamberlain Wilton, who stood to the side appeared anxious.  

“Your Majesty,” he said in a strained voice.  “The sun will rise soon.  We should surrender.”

“No!” Luther almost stomped his feet on the ground.  “I will not give in to their threats!”  He shoved past them.

“Your Majesty, where are you going?” Duke Seneca called out.  

“To see just how many of them we’re dealing with!”  He went to the west tower.  Beks was right about pointing it out, as of all the towers of the Gilded Palace, the west tower had the best view of the city and could be seen well outside the city walls. 

He climbed up the stairs, becoming out of breath before he reached the top.  A guard led the way with a lantern and offered to help him up, but he refused.  When they reached the ramparts around the domed roof, the royal banner was still flying above.  

Luther set foot on the stone floor and caught a light in the corner of his eye.  He turned his head and walked around the dome to face the east.

A thin sliver of orange broke the horizon.  

“It’s dawn....” Chamberlain Wilton had followed and his breath shook.  

Luther stared out in the distance.  The sight of the sunrise was almost surreal.  

“What was that!?”  Someone shouted behind him, snapping him out of his thoughts.  Luther turned around and rushed back to the west side, following the stunned gaze of the guard who led him there.  Luther’s eyes went wide as he saw flames shooting up into the dark sky in the distance.  

“There!” Chamberlain Wilton pointed to the north as another series of flames shot into the sky, as if in response.

“Lord Chamberlain!” the guard grasped the old man’s shoulder and pointed to the city wall.  

Luther held his breath as flames shot up, forming narrow pillars of fire floating above where each of the gate houses were.  His eyes were drawn to the main gate house, which was on a direct road leading to the front gates of the royal grounds.  He let out a breath and waited.  

A bright flash of white light shot into the sky before exploding like a shower or glowing rain drops.  

“Was that us?” Luther asked as dread wrapped around him. 

Chamberlain Wilton licked his lips and slowly shook his head.  “No.”  

Beyond the walkways on top of the thick city walls dots of light began to appear.  Luther swallowed hard and gripped the stone sides of the ramparts.  

“Those are torches,” the guard said as he turned his head.  He released a trembling breath.  “Your Majesty...Lord Chamberlain....”  He walked in a little circle.  “We are surrounded.”  

Luther’s eyes crinkled up.  “Then...this is it,” he said.  “Chamberlain Wilton, go and secure the royal grounds.  Have everyone who can follow the procedures.”

“Chamberlain Wilton threw him one last pleading look.  “Your Majesty-”

“I will not surrender,” Luther said.  “Iris and my father are not here.  If my brothers succeed, they will not let my family go.”  

Chamberlain Wilton closed his eyes.  He took a deep breath and exhaled before bowing towards Luther.  Without a word, he left the ramparts.  The lone guard with Luther glanced at him.  

“Your Majesty-”

“Go and secure the door of this tower,” Luther told him.  “I will watch from here.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.”  The guard bowed and followed after Chamberlain Wilton.  

Luther stood in place; his eyes fixed on the approaching tide of lights.  As the sun grew higher in the sky, the torch lights moving towards the city went out, but in their place, the sea of soldiers and horses in neat rows were revealed.

The closer they got to the city walls; the more Luther grew anxious.  As the first wave arrived, there were no archers on the city walls.  There was no yelling or the sound of distant battle.  Then, the scenario he feared when he saw the fire pillars and the light came true. 

Across from him, down the widest street in the city, the thick wooden door and heavy portcullis of the main city gate house rose.  

Laurence’s ‘invading army’ didn’t race in.  They didn’t start burning everything to the ground.  The quiet streets had been ready for such, and thus all the doors and windows were barricaded.  

They didn’t need to be.  A wave of warriors on horseback entered the city first.  If Luther didn’t know any better, one would think that this was a parade.  The pace was slow, relaxed.  The horses lined the street, creating a protective barricade before soldiers and riders bearing Laurence’s sigil on hanging banners led the way. 

From that distance, Luther couldn’t make out his brother, but he knew that Laurence was close.  Who else would such pomp be done for if not his eldest brother, King Laurence.  

They reached the central plaza and Luther could make out a wagon being pulled along behind several rows of horses and soldiers.  There seemed to be an endless amount of them.  All the gate houses had lifted their doors and iron bars to let in a parade of soldiers and horses.  They didn’t do any harm; their focus was on getting to the royal grounds.

Luther couldn’t bring himself to move or tear his eyes away.  

The bannermen stepped to the side and Luther caught sight of King Laurence.  His eyes moistened as sourness filled him.

“Brother.”  Laurence was alive.  Luther wanted to scream out and ask him why was he coming back now?  Why didn’t he come back earlier?  Why did he abandon them?  

He didn’t have a chance to even think about how to yell out his words.  With so few royal guards left, they’d come together to focus their defense on the front gates of the royal ground.  Once that gate was breached, there was only a dried-up moat separating the Gilded Palace from the outer grounds.  

Even if the moat had water, it was easily bypassed by a wide stone bridge.  They had no time to disassemble it.  

Luther heard yelling in distance.  A volley of well shot arrows took out the closest row of royal guards and more archers aimed if any grew closer. 

The iron gates were held closed by a thick lock and only the gatekeeper had a key.  The gatekeeper should’ve been armed and inside the Gilded Palace already. 

It turned out, the key wasn’t needed.  Luther squinted.  He saw a man with long, black hair standing on his saddle through the narrow bars and behind the metal plates that made up the lock.  He seemed to be moving something around and then the sound of creaking metal was heard.  

A moment later, several soldiers pushed the gates opened and archers on horseback rushed into to clear the way.  

The man who had unlocked the gate rode back, receiving a pat on the shoulder from Laurence, also on horseback, before turning his horse to ride beside a beautiful woman with black hair and a streak of orange.  

Luther’s heart jumped.  He found himself leaning over the stone wall to get a better look at her only to feel his heart strangled once more when he noticed a man identical to the man who opened the gate riding on the other side of his former fiancée.  

With identical Langshe features, it was easy to tell who they were even after having been gone for years.  

His Second and Third Brother seemed to casually chat with Beks as several paces in front of them, an entirely different scene of chaos was taking place. Royal guards fell with ease against the overwhelming numbers of soldiers and cavalrymen.  They were pushed further and further back.  

Luther shook in place as they turned along the other side of the moat.  A man with a spyglass rode beside Laurence and lifted his hand, pointing to Luther on the west tower.  For a moment, Luther almost ducked behind the wall, but stopped himself.  He couldn’t cower now.  

“Luther!” Laurence’s low voice was filled with authority as he yelled across the moat.  “Raise the white flag and surrender!”  

“Your Majesty!  Your Majesty!”  Chamberlain Wilton’s voice came from the stairwell.  “The flag!” 

Luther rushed to the door and slammed it closed, pulling down the latch to keep Chamberlain Wilton from coming out.  Heavy thuds sounded against the door as Chamberlain Wilton’s muffled voice said something about urgently raising a white flag. 

Luther didn’t answer.  

He couldn’t help but want to be defiant.  He would not be threatened.  He was crowned King of Kadmus!

“Bring out the prisoner!” Luther heard another voice and looked over the side of the ramparts.  

The wagon that had been following the entourage wasn’t one he’d seen before, but from the thick iron bars that crisscrossed across the sides and top, it was clear that it was meant to transport an animal. 

Or a prisoner.

He watched as Laurence stood to one side as his Second and Third Brother stood to the other with Beks between them.  One man had climbed on top of the wagon and unlocked a pair of cuffs that were holding up a man.

The man inside crumpled to the ground, but someone grabbed his ankle and pulled him out.  He nearly fell to the ground as he came out of the back entrance of the wagon.  Luther narrowed his eyes. 

He’d seen those clothes before, though they appeared dirty and unkempt.  

Two guards, one on either side of the prisoner, lifted him up and pulled, or rather, dragged him to the edge of the moat. 

Luther remembered once reading that his mother had executed people on the edge of the moat.  

His heart shook and his stomach twisted.  Dread filled him as another man stepped forward and began speaking.  

“Charged with conspiracy against the crown, he is found guilty.  Charged with assisting in the near death of King Laurence dun Kadmus, he is found guilty.  Charged with assisting in the assassination of Duke Robert of Caroline, Duchess Sybil of Caroline, Lord Amadeo of Caroline, Lady Rebecca of Caroline, Lord Thaddeus of Caroline, and Lady Dorothy of Caroline, he is found guilty!”  

“What? “ Luther shook his head.  His brother and Beks’ and her family were nearly assassinated?  

“What is the name of the guilty party?” Laurence asked as he stood to the side.  

One of the soldiers standing and holding up the feeble man in what used to be expensive clothes, grabbed a fistful of the man’s hair, and pulled his head up.  

All the blood drained from Luther’s body. 

“Petus of Hessing, Third Consort to the Late Queen Leticia.” 

“Father!” Luther screamed, nearly falling off the side of the tower.  “Stop!  Stop, wait!  Brother, no!”

His cries were either unheard or ignored as Laurence announced the punishment in accordance with Kadmus law: beheading.  

“Lord Douglas.”  Laurence stepped aside and motioned for the man who had read the charges to step forward.  

Luther saw the glimmering blade of a sword being unsheathed.  

“Stop!  Don’t!  You’ve made a mistake!” Luther yelled.  

The two guards forced his father onto his knees and pushed his head down.  His father didn’t have the strength to fight them. 

Luther couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  Didn’t his father flee?  When had he been captured that had led him to become like this?

Luther screamed for his father once more.

Laurence and the others might not have heard him, but the Third Consort did.  The man lifted his head, his wavy blond hair matted with dirt was loose around his head.  He looked up towards the tower.  

Towards Luther.  

The gag around his mouth was untied.  Luther leaned forward, tears in his eyes and his vision blurring as he cried out, begging them not to.  His father opened his mouth.

Luther didn’t hear a word.  

Blood spurted into the air. 

Luther could almost feel it hit his cold cheeks as the sword came down and cut through his father’s neck.  The handsome face of his father, caked with dirt and now blood, hit the ground beneath him.

A hundred memories of that face looking at him flooded Luther’s mind.  

His father was loving and kind.  He always supported him, gave him advice, and did everything for him.  

Luther knew his brothers didn’t like his father, but to kill him?  His father didn’t do anything wrong; they were all mistaken!

The hollowness took over.  Luther’s body swayed as a ringing in his ear drowned out all other sound.  For a moment, he couldn’t feel the ground under his feet.

All he could do was reach out, towards his father’s falling body, wanting to catch it before it hit the ground, as if doing so would save his father.

Luther didn’t feel the stone wall against his body as he moved over it, or the cold morning air against him.  His eyes were fixed on his father as he raised his arms out and fell over the side of the west tower.  

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 77 - The Last Great Oracle


                “Don’t watch.”  Lucian prepared to cover her eyes as Lord Douglas unsheathed his sword.  He and Laz stood on either side of her, with Lucian’s hand rising.

“No.  I need to see this.”  Beks stopped his hand before he reached her head and gently pushed it down.  There was some hesitation on his and Laz’s faces as they exchanged looks.  

“What is the name of the guilty party?”  Though it was a question, Laurence was actually asking for confirmation. 

Beks kept her eyes on the fallen old man, comparing him as he was now, on his knees with his oily, matted hair and stained clothes to the memory she last had of him.  It was somewhat satisfying to see that patronizing look on his face and the dismissive light in his eyes replaced with panic.  

“Petus of Hessing, Third Consort to the late Queen Leticia.”  Lord Douglas spoke his name, as if to let everyone know who the traitor was.  

Beks closed her eyes.  The fighting that had preceded them was far enough away, and now mostly consisting of their people keeping the Royal Guards surrounded.  They could do nothing to save the man on his knees, with his head bowed, nor did they shout in protest.

Only one person’s voice rang out across the moat, frantic, if not terrified.  

His screaming for them to stop grew more and more hoarse, becoming almost breathless begging to spare his father.  

If Beks heard it, then Laurence, Laz, Lucian, and the several people around them heard it.  

But all of them ignored Luther’s cries.

Lord Douglas brought down his sword, which she remembered seeing him sharpen the day before.  Laurence could not get his hands dirty to perform the execution himself, nor did he have the strength and precision to.  Laz and Lucian were technically considered family because of their mother, so it was inappropriate for one of them to perform the execution.

Her parents were surprisingly awkward about it.  It wasn’t as if either of them hadn’t killed someone before, which is why Beks was confused.  Though now a duke and duchess, they were once a soldier and a pirate.  All her mother had told her was that they made a vow to the late Queen, which Laurence respected.  

Lord Douglas volunteered as it was within his ability to not only perform a beheading, but to enforce Kadmus laws as the heir to a march.  Beks also suspected there was a bit of revenge, as the Third Consort had a hand in having his sister branded as a traitor.  

Beks held her breath as the sword was gripped with two hands and raised.  Luther’s screaming was drowned out.  For a moment, she could only hear her heartbeat.  

The smell of iron was so strong, she could almost taste it in her mouth.  The Third Consort’s body tumbled forward, the base of his neck, still gushing blood hitting the hard packed dirt before tilting to the right.  The two Wild Dogs who had been holding his arms back released him and tried to get as far away from the blood as possible, but dark red still splattered against their clothes. 

The blood covered head, with blood-soaked, chopped blond hair hit the ground like a heavy, solid ball and rolled to the side.  The Third Consort’s open eyes and open mouth were turned to look across the moat, at the Gilded Palace.

If Beks were being honest, it happened far faster and much smoother than she initially expected.  She thought he’d struggle or scream, possibly profess his innocence, but the Wild Dogs had kept a firm grip on him.  Lord Douglas’ sword was precise and swift, and the gag didn’t come off until the last moment.

The Third Consort likely didn’t have a chance to breathe, let alone talk, before his head was removed from his body. 

She narrowed her eyes.  

While plotting against Laurence while he was king was treason and, alone, enough to sentence the man to death, the Third Consort had a hand in sending paladins to assassinate her and her family.  

In order to play the same trick and indispose the majority of the royal guards with temporary stomach issues to prevent them from joining the conflict, she needed to know how exactly it was done.  Unlike her, the Third Consort didn’t use Chamberlain Wilton plant a cheese that when cooked, caused stomach irritation which would last two days at most.  

The Third Consort had supplied tainted vegetables through the official channels, signing off on them himself.  Of course, he couldn’t hire Temple paladins.  This meant that he had arranged it with the new oracle.  

It was unfortunate that the new oracle had not been captured while fleeing, meaning she’d left well before Lady Seneca’s people were in place and the orders to the city gates were open, or she was still in the Gilded Palace.  In both cases, they’d be a little more reluctant to kill her, as she was still a highly valued member of the Temple.

At least, Laurence would be reluctant to impose such a severe punishment because of that.  None-the-less, this meant that the Third Consort was involved and helped plot against the Carolines.  This was an affront to them and even if Laurence and Kadmus could not be too harsh, as after all the assassination failed, the Carolines would not let it pass so easily. 

To the Carolines, it was only over when they said it was over.  

Even with the Third Consort’s blood on the ground, it wasn’t over.

“What is he doing?” Laz’s frustrated and somewhat annoyed voice said as he took a step away from Beks.  His head was tilted up, looking across the moat, at the Gilded Palace.  

Beks followed is gaze and looked up.  Her lips pursed into a frown.  

Even from a short distance, she could tell that Luther was not well.  He seemed as white as a sheet, and unsteady on his face.

“Where is Chamberlain Wilton?” Laurence frowned and squinted.  “He’s supposed to watch Luther.”

Luther’s been up there on his own since we got here,” Lucian replied.  Beks frowned, as well.

“The door to all the ramparts on the towers can be locked from both the inside and the outside,” she said.  “Luther may have locked Chamberlain Wilton out.”

Laz scowled.  “Then we should get to him before he does something stu-”

“Luther!”  Laurence had been keeping his eyes on the west tower.  Beks snapped her head towards the king and then back to the tower he was staring at.  Laurence had taken a few steps forward, his face draining of color. 

“Dammit!”  Laz swore and began running down the moat’s embankment.

Beks’ eyes went wide.  Laz would not reach Luther in time.  Lucian stepped forward, raising his hand to cover Beks’ eyes so she wouldn’t witness yet another violent death.  

She saw him coming from the corner of her eye and sidestepped him.  

“That idiot!” Her body moved on its own and she darted forward, planted her feet on the ground, and then moved her arms.  She didn’t notice the amount of biha that was collected, nor did she control the force.  

Her hair and clothes fluttered forward as a powerful gust of wind swept past her.  

Luther’s body didn’t struggle as he fell.  It was as if he’d simply tipped over like an inanimate object pushed off a table by a cat.  No failing arms.  No kicking legs.

Not even a single cry.

She vaguely heard someone say her name as the force of her wind uprooted plants on their way across the moat.  

Just as Luther’s body was about to slam into the gravel ground, the wind swept him up from underneath.  His fall was not only broken, but he was pushed back up.  

“Beks!” Laurence gasped.  

It was unfortunate that though limitless and powerful, Beks could not control her wind biha.  Afraid that she’d fling him into the sky, she tried to withdraw some biha and weaken the wind.  Luther began to plummet once more.

Lucian took in a sharp gasp.  “Watch out!”  He darted down the moat, following Laz who was already climbing up the other side of the moat, and rushed towards the west tower. 

Beks grimaced and pushed her arms out, sending another gust of wind forward.  Luther stopped falling, but didn’t go up either.  

Lord Douglas let out a hiss as Luther’s body was slammed and bounced once against the stone side of the west tower.  Luther was a little less than a story up, and just two  arm’s length from the wall, but the force was strong. Beks’ last frantic gust to keep him from falling to his death instead threw him, face first, against the tower wall. 

Beks sucked in a sharp breath and winced.  Once more, she tried to pull back her biha.  

And once more, Luther’s body, with a bleeding nose, dropped to the ground.

Rather than risk slamming him into the side of the tower once more, Beks pasted her arms against her body and restrained herself.  Luther hit the ground with a dull thud.  

He landed on his backside, one arm over his stomach while the other was in an awkward position on his left.  Blood from what was likely a broken nose was streaming down his face, and he wasn’t moving.

The entire courtyard seemed to become silent in an instant as Beks stood in place, her eyes wide and her mouth partially open.  She didn’t mean to push him into a wall.  

“Brother,” Beks’ voice shook a bit.  “I...I was trying to break his fall.”

Laurence closed his eyes and released a low breath beside her.  He gave her a small nod.  “I know, Beks.”

“I...I didn’t think...perhaps my aim was wrong?” She didn’t notice that numerous reluctant eyes were on her.  

“Rebecca,” her mother’s smooth, but stern voice spoke up behind her.  “After this, you are to practice controlling your biha exertion and do precision exercises.”

Beks swallowed hard.  “Yes, Mommy.” 

Across the moat, Laz had reached Luther and skidded to his knees beside him.  He quickly reached down to check for his vitals.  His shoulders fell and he seemed to let out a heavy sigh.  “He’s alive!”

Laurence let out a breath of relief as well.  

“Check to see if he has any injuries,” Lucian said as he knelt down on Luther’s other side.  

Laz cringed.  “Well, his nose-”

“Aside from his nose,” Lucian replied with a dull look.  He began to move his hands over Luther’s shoulders and arm, searching for anything possibly broken.  He grimaced.  “Left clavicle.”

“Right side seems fine...he landed on his left side.  Check his ribs.”

As the twins examined Luther, Laurence looked at Beks.  “We’ll move him back to his villa and have the royal doctors look at them.”  

“Your Majesty!” Chamberlain Wilton rushed out of the nearest side entrance, his face pale and his arms shaking.  He was still gripping a folded white sheet under his arms.  “His Highness jumped-”

“It’s fine, Chamberlain,” Laz called out, drawing his attention to where Luther was laying on the ground.  “Beks broke his fall.  He’s alive.”

Chamberlain Wilton seemed to want to nod, but his eyes fell on the blood all over Luther’s face.  He reached out his hand against the Gilded Palace wall to steady himself.  “Where is all the blood coming from?”

“Ah...he....”  Lucian glanced across the moat at Beks.

“It wasn’t a clean drop and he seemed to have hit the wall on the way down,” Laz replied.  

Chamberlain Wilton looked at Luther with dismay.  “Why did he jump?”

“I don’t think he meant to,” Lucian told him.  He looked towards the old man.  “We beheaded the Third Consort.”

Chamberlain Wilton looked back across the moat, to where Laurence and Beks were standing.  Beks saw him looking at the headless body of the Third Consort as the two Wild Dogs who helped restrain him gathered the head and put it into a burlap sack.  Almost immediately, the color of the sack darkened as blood seeped into the fabric.  

There was no surprise on Chamberlain Wilton’s face.  From his visit days earlier, he’d known that the Third Consort had been captured and was going to be executed.  Beks remembered how the Chamberlain’s face had darkened, but his eyes reddened.  

She’d worried that he wanted them to spare the Third Consort or was about to plead mercy on his behalf, but the Chamberlain’s words refuted her worry.  

“Good,” he had said.  He had let out a small, bitter huff.  “It is about time.”  He had looked at Laurence and then at the twins with wet eyes.  “This will avenge your fathers.”

That night, Beks had contacted Mr. Kesse to look up all the information he could gather on the deaths of the King Consort and Uncle Timur to see if she could confirm that the Third Consort had a hand in their deaths.  

Mr. Kesse’s usually eager look had turned sad.  He had told her it wouldn’t take long at all, because the late Queen had asked them to suppress the information and make sure there was no proof.  

Hearing his words had broken Beks’ heart.  She had a love-hate relationship with her foster mother, and from the start, she knew the late Queen’s hands were unclean, but to find out that she purposely covered up the Third Consort’s connections to the deaths of the first two consorts made her want to rush to the royal catacomb and ask the late Queen’s body if she was crazy.  

Beks had spent the last two days and nights before they marched to the city suppressing her anger and frustration.  

She thought that watching the Third Consort be beheaded would give her a feeling of vindication, but a small part of her was still bitter that he had managed to enjoy life for so long.

“Your Majesty, the royal guards have surrendered.”  The Duke of Caroline was still on a horse when he reached them.  “I am having Gerard lead the Wild Dogs to the barracks to secure them.”

Beks looked back at Laurence.  “All the royal doctors should be at the barracks right now dealing with the epidemic.  You will need to order some to check on Luther.”

Laurence nodded.  “Chamberlain Wilton!”  

The man was making his way down the embankment across the moat on his way to them.  “Yes, Your Majesty?”

“Go to the barracks and summon the head doctor and a second doctor to Luther’s villa.  Have them prepare to see my brother.  I will have my men carry him in,” Laurence told him.

Chamberlain Wilton stood in the middle of the dry moat and bowed his head.  “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Beks’ father rode his horse down into the moat with ease and helped the Chamberlain on to the saddle behind him, before leading the horse down the moat, in the direction of the barracks.  

Laurence looked back his three younger brothers.  Laz was giving instruction on preparing the white sheet that Chamberlain Wilton had been carrying to be used to carry Luther back into the Gilded Palace.

“We should notify the palace staff to stand down and await further instruction,” the Duchess of Caroline said.  “While they are non-combatants, we must ensure that they are loyal to His Majesty first.”

Beks nodded and looked across the moat, towards the entrance.  Standing by the steps, looking towards the bottom of the west tower and the small group of men huddled around the base, was Duke Seneca.

Lady Helen had crossed the bridge and Beks could hear her exclaiming with anger that her father had grown so thin.  

Beks took a deep breath.  “Give me the horse,” she said.

One of the Wild Dogs rushed to hand her the reins.  Her mother looked over at her.  “Now where are you going?” 

“We need to re-establish order and stabilize the return of King Laurence,” Beks said as she mounted the saddle.  She gave her mother and Laurence a small nod of her head.  “The princes and soldiers did their job.  Now, it is time for me to do mine.”
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Despite wanting to return to the comfort of her Old Tower, Laurence forced Beks to take one of the empty villas.  Her parents were to stay at the Old Tower while she remained in the Gilded Palace so that she could be closer for meetings, have discussions at any given time, and function as the head of the royal household until Lady Eleanor arrived.

All their soldiers and warriors needed to be arranged.  Their camps outside the city walls were consolidated by specific military unit, and food, water, and fodder needed to be provided to all of them daily. Considering the amount of resources required, money was also needed.

Beks spent several hours each day speaking to an urapearl with Mr. Kesse and the Grand Duke of Aceria to arrange for resources to be purchased, shipped, and distributed.  

Laz was assigned to deal with the royal guards and was heavily assisted by her father.  The royal guards were under the direct order of the king, but with the king having changed, they needed to restate their loyalty to King Laurence and then be observed.  

For the most part, the fact that Luther had taken power because Laurence was ill and then considered dead, it wasn’t completely upsetting to the royal guard that Laurence had returned.  The popular belief was that it was right to remain loyal to Laurence and that had he remained on the throne, they would have continued to follow his orders.

Lucian and Deo reorganized the city wall.  The original city guards had been displaced in order for their people to take their places and let their army waltz into the city unobstructed.  As much as Lucian and Deo’s teams tried to take over without much struggle, there were inevitably a few injured city guards who were caught in small scuffles.

They were temporarily held in the private guard apartments that were built against the city walls.  Food and drink were provided, though only the interior apartments with no windows to the city were ushered to prevent city guards from being heard. 

The first thing Laurence did when he entered the Gilded Palace was to return to his office and used Beks’ urapearl to call Lady Eleanor and update her.

Next, Laurence began writing royal memorandums and orders.  He sent out official notices to local governing bodies that he had returned and that his brother had ‘stepped down peacefully’.

Deo had snorted and said “yes, he certainly stepped down...an entire tower.”

Despite himself, Laz had nearly choked on his laughter.  

The entire retaking of Kadmus had been smooth with a few minor skirmishes mainly because citizens were confused and caused conflict as a result.  The worst of the fight had been with the royal guards on the royal grounds, and even then, there were no fatalities, just some injuries, the most serious of which was a broken leg and a handful of men who needed to be stitched up.

Beks focused another part of her energy on the palace staff.  Until they and the royal guards were cleared after observation, Laz had assigned Wild Dogs to act in place of the royal guards.  Palace staff was carefully monitored, though most were familiar faces and with Chamberlain Wilton, keeping them inline and loyal to Laurence wasn’t as time consuming as Beks feared.

But she still had her fill of paperwork.  

Paperwork that facilitated the payment of food and basic other necessities for the Gilded Palace.  Paperwork authorizing payment for the employees both inside the house and on the grounds. 

Then, there was the rage-inducing task of reviewing all the court and governance records taken in the last year, since Luther took power.  

It was a slow, laborious, and angering process.  Duke Seneca tried to help her, sorting by things he had no control over, things he had some control over, and all the ones he managed to keep from being applied.  

Beks could only imagine what it would be like if the Duke of Seneca hadn’t stayed.  She glanced across her desk at the old man with the bags under his eyes, but the determination on his face, and felt a bit of distress.  Though he was given permission to rest, Duke Seneca did not.  

He handed her a document.  “This should be retracted and the original policy reinstated as per the verbiage of the policy text.”

Beks reached across the desk to look at the documents.  “This is the changes made to the support programs for the military.”

“I have failed you, Your Highness,” the old man said with disappointed, tired eyes.  “They would not listen to reason.”

Beks shook her head.  “It was never about reason or ethics.  It was about greed,” she replied.  “It was about taking money from a budget to bloat their own pockets.”

Duke Seneca shook his head with even more disappointment at her words.  “While acting as his council, I repeated my concerns and tried to dissuade the Fourth Prince over and over to reject the proposal, but his cousin had drafted it and they had support from those affiliated with the Hessings.”

Beks flipped over a page, her lips remaining in a tight line.  “You did what you could to keep the kingdom from falling apart under the Fourth Prince’s misguided rule, Your Grace.  For that, Kadmus owes you a great thanks.”

He shook his head.  “It is my duty as the Duke of Seneca to ensure that the governance of the land is maintained.”  He frowned.  “This is why I had been adamant against allowing the Temple to work with us to provide aid to the people.”

Beks paused.  “I heard that was approved.”

The Duke of Seneca gave her a wry smile.  “It is not only kingdoms who wanted to flatter the new oracle for favor, Your Highness.  Plenty of nobles and aristocrats did as well.”

Beks let out a small scoff of agreement.  Once more, she thought of the new oracle who was nowhere to be seen when they searched the Gilded Palace and the royal grounds for several days.  

She closed the folio and placed it on her desk.

“I think it’s time for a break, Your Grace,” Beks said with a tired sigh.  She leaned back against her chair and put her arms on the arms of her chair.  “Let us take a break and reconvene in two hours for fresh eyes.”

Duke Seneca rose to his feet and bowed.  “Yes, Your Highness.”  

Beks had to give the old man credit.  She watched as he left the room without a hint of reluctance.  There were plenty of people in court who, if reminded to take a break, would take it as an affront to their ability.  As if their thinking wasn’t jeopardized by fatigue at all.  

The door closed behind Duke Seneca and Beks closed her eyes, releasing her slow breath.  

For the first three days, and then occasionally for another four days after, the Wild Dogs had combed the royal grounds, from the Gilded Palace to the gardens, to the guest houses and beyond, in search of the new oracle. 

There were plenty of traces of her presence, especially in Luther’s villa.  Plenty of women’s clothes, jewelry, shoes, and various religious text, but that was all.  All that was left were things they could not carry when they fled.  

There were no traces of correspondence, her robes from the Temple were gone, and so were the basic clothes and adornments of her attendants.  All that was left of their belongings were small trinkets and serving tools.  

Anything that couldn’t be prioritized to be stuffed into a saddle bag before fleeing.

Luther was still unconscious, so she couldn’t ask him when the new oracle had left.  The remaining staff, when questioned, all said that they didn’t realize that the new oracle had left, though they had wondered why she hadn’t been asking for food for her and her attendants and paladins.  

Beks had frowned and asked why the new oracle still had paladins in the Gilded Palace.  Once she was married, royal guards could protect her.  The paladins couldn’t stay in the Gilded Palace and would’ve been relegated to vacant rooms outside the ground.  At least, they were before Beks was exiled. 

She hadn’t found or heard of any change to that policy, until a young woman who served her when she was in the Old Tower told her that the new oracle didn’t have paladins, plural.  

“There was a paladin who was the captain of her paladin escort that often returned and left, but the last few weeks, he had remained in the Gilded Palace.”

“A single paladin?  How did he look like?”  Beks had a suspicion.  The maid furrowed her brows and tried to recall the man.  

She pointed out that he had seemed to have been injured and walked with a slight limp.  She then called other servants in Luther’s villa to confirm.

Beks almost didn’t speak the entire time, but instead confirmed that it was that paladin who tried to kill her in the Great Temple.  Thinking about him again, she wasn’t surprised that he survived.

Once she escaped, even if he couldn’t find the hidden wall that Sister Levina dragged her behind, all he had to do was toss aside all those books that blocked the exit and leave.  As a paladin, he wouldn’t face the same restrictions she would moving around the Great Temple.  Of course, if he came to the new oracle in Kadmium after their last conflict, then he must’ve told the new oracle that she was alive and well.  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  Did that mean the new oracle knew she was alive?  And would she have figured out that Beks had something to do with the damage that the Great Temple received that night?  After all, it was unexpected that Beks would have been there instead of with the Second and Third Prince.  The fact that she was present was suspicious.

“Then again...it isn’t as if they can prove it.”  Beks muttered to herself.  She wondered how much the new oracle knew about what happened at the Great Temple.  She tapped her fingers on the desk and stood up.  

She walked out of her new office, which was located across from Laurence’s, and closed the door behind her.  

“Your Highness.”  Two Wild Dogs currently acting as royal guards bowed to her and stepped forward from their positions on either side of her office door.  They looked ready to escort her.

“One of you stay.  When the Duke of Seneca returns, tell him that I have cancelled the rest of the afternoon as something has come up.  I will respond to any of his concerns by morning,” she told them.  “The other can guard me.  I’d like to go to the Hall of Eloquence.”

They saluted her and one stayed rooted by the door while the other followed her.  With the number of staff still under observation, only a skeleton group staffed the Gilded Palace.  It was hard to find someone to call for errands, so they’d been using the Wild Dogs.  

Beks called for someone to prepare a transport cart, which was a two wheeled covered cart drawn by a horse meant to take royal family members to different locations around the royal grounds.  In this case, Beks needed to get to the Hall of Eloquence, which wasn’t as close to the Gilded Palace as the Old Tower. 

One was ready under the eaves of the west entrance and Beks climbed on.  Her escort guard sat on a bench in the back, outside of the carriage, and gave the order.

The Hall of Eloquence was the guest manor where both the previous oracle and the new oracle resided when they stayed in the city as guests of the royal family.  Beks was told that the new oracle officially moved out when she married Luther, but had been living at his villa with her attendants for months before.

It wasn’t as if anyone could stop her and there were no rules prohibiting their cohabitation before marriage.  It wasn’t seen as socially appropriate, but when did Luther take societal norms to heart?

They arrived at the front steps of the guest manor.  Under normal circumstances, each guest manor had a pair of royal guards guarding its main entrance, but with the current shortage, there was no one.  

“Your Highness, the doors are locked.  Should we call for Chamberlain Wilton?” her guard asked.

Beks shook her head.  Chamberlain Wilton was so busy, she doubted he slept.  “It’s fine.  I have the key.”  She dug into the pockets of her skirt and took out a ring of metal keys almost as large as her hand.  She sorted through them to find the one inscribed with the location and unlocked the main entrance.

“Your Highness, His Majesty has ordered that a security sweep of the environment be done for safety before you enter,” her guard told her.

Beks gave him a small nod and stood to the side.  The driver of the transport cart walked up the stairs and opened an umbrella to shade her while her guard checked all the major rooms to make sure that there was no one hidden within.  After a while, he came out and allowed her in.

Beks first went to the study.  

She’d already checked the new oracle’s study in Luther’s villa and found nothing of importance, but she had yet to check her previous residence.  The Hall of Eloquence was cleaned after the new oracle moved out, but that was mostly wiping, dusting, and making sure everything was in order or emptied, like trash and wardrobes.

The guard stood by the door and Beks started at the shelf immediately to the left of the entrance to begin her methodological search for anything that could tell her more about the new oracle.

She had to admit, Sister Levina’s words made her doubt that Iris Elpidah was a real oracle, much less the next great one.  If that was the case, who was Iris Elpidah and what did she have to gain from being the next oracle?  

A small voice in the back of Beks’ head scoffed.  She couldn’t ignore the possibility that Iris Elpidah sought to become the next oracle to get closer to Luther.  However, considering that she’d been a priestess in training at the Great Temple and had met Luther there, thus beginning their affair, wouldn’t it have made more sense to stay a priestess in training instead of becoming an oracle who had numerous expectations placed on them?

Iris Elpidah didn’t go about her duties as the previous oracles did.  According to Sister Levina’s private records of previous oracles, after being identified, they would serve at the Great Temple for a few years.  It was only when they were in their mid-twenties that they would begin traveling around the continent.

And it wasn’t a continuous travel.  The Great Temple was always their home.  Their base.  They would do a tour of a country, do blessings, give guidance, and speak of things that were to happen, either big or small, and then return to the Great Temple to take their seat on the Temple Council. 

Beks frowned as she ran her fingers down the row of book spines, looking for an anomaly amongst them as she knew that the last Great Oracle had written a lot, but not all her work reached the Great Temple.  

Iris Elpidah, though young, should have been involved with the Temple’s Council of High Priests and High Priestesses, the very top of the Temple’s hierarchy.  That was an amount of power most members of the Temple would never reach.  

It gave her private guards, the paladins, which she already had, but wealth, and incredible influence.  If Iris Elpidah wanted power, she wouldn’t have followed Luther to Kadmium.  

Beks paused for a moment and raised her brow.  Did that mean that Iris Elpidah was simply deeply in love with Luther and was willing to lose everything for a chance to be with him?  

Beks’ eyes crinkled up.  “They were made for each other, it seems....”  

She shook her head and continued to search the shelves for anything that might have been out of place.  

Halfway through the room, she reached the wooden desk and began to check all the drawers.  There were some unused pens, nibs, an unopened jar of black ink, and a stack of parchment and envelopes, but any letters she hoped to find to and from the new oracle weren’t found.  

Sighing, Beks took a seat on the plush leather chair behind the desk.  She looked towards the closed, single dark wood door across the rooms and the various books and room decorations.  

Perhaps the maids had already removed anything that belonged to the oracles.  Nothing seemed out of place and since this was a guest manor, there were no secret places to hide things.

Beks paused.  She sat up straight.  

“Except the bed.”  She pushed herself out of the chair and marched out of the room, her guard following her from two paces back.  As she climbed up the stairs, Beks remembered that the bedframes in the guest manors had once been bedframes in the Gilded Palace’s predecessor building.  

When the new Gilded Palace was built, the furniture inside was still of excellent quality and a waste to throw away, so they were reassigned to the guest manors so that important guests could still have royal luxuries, though outdated.  The rooms in the Gilded Palace furniture was all new and more elaborate and luxurious than before. 

Except for Laurence’s bed.  

She hadn’t thought about it because she didn’t think to compare them, but Luther, Laz, and Lucian’s beds were all the newer style.  They were gilded with elaborate carvings and hooded canopies.  There were two sets of bars on the sides and at the foot of the bed that held up the drapes that surrounded it.  The inner bar held up the thinner, more sheer pale curtains while the outer bar held the thicker, embroidered, and elaborate drapes. 

Laurence’s bed was similar, but it was older, without any of the expensive flourishes of other beds.  

There was one more bed that had a similar style, though smaller, and it was hers in the Old Tower.  

Both had something in common: the compartment beneath the mattress.  

The other day, while searching Luther’s villa, she’d checked for a secret compartment in his bedframe, only to find none.  There was nothing under the bed, either.  Her new villa’s bed also lacked that secret compartment, and she now she was wondering if those secret compartments only existed in the old bedframes.

She pushed open the door to the largest bed chamber in the manor and walked towards the bed.  The room had been aired out and, like some of the other rooms she passed, large pieces of furniture were covered by sheets to keep dust off until the next use.

The bed had also been stripped of its sheets, cases, and blankets.  Even the pillows were put away, revealing the flat, cushioned mat made of cotton, straw, and fabric.  

Beks knelt down beside it and reached under the edge of the mattress to lift it up. 

“Your Highness, do you need assistance?” 

“No, I’m fine.  You can wait outside,” Beks told her guard as she sat on the exposed wooden frame and heaved the side of the mattress on her shoulder.  It slumped against her left side as she looked at the paneling beneath the mattress.  

Her eyes lit up.  

It was like the secret compartment where Laurence had kept gold plates and an engagement annulment approval for her.  The pattern of the wood planks and panels beneath the mattress was chevron and if one didn’t know that there was a panel there, they never would notice the shallow line that indicated part of the panel could be removed.  

Beks moved her hand against the panel, looking for some sort of handle or groove she could utilize to lift the panel.  She found that around the lip of the bed frame, there were some grooved patterns.  She slipped her fingers between the lips and moved around looking for any latch or loose piece.  

She furrowed her brows and continued to search until she heard a small click.  One of the panels popped up and Beks leaned forward to lift it up.  The slab of wood was moved to the side to reveal a small triangle-shaped compartment.  It wasn’t as deep or as large as the secret compartment in Laurence’s room, but it was enough for a small, worn velvet drawstring bag.

Beks reached down and picked it up.  She moved the wooden panel back in place and pushed it down until she heard the familiar click.  She then lowered the mattress back and sat on top of it.

She pulled apart the opening of the dark green bag.  After being hidden for who knew how long, there was little dust, meaning it had been hidden well for quiet sometime.  She pushed up a thick, hand-sized leather notebook.  It was unadorned with no flourishes or embossing.  

She could buy a few of these at a stationary store in the city for relatively cheap.  The covers weren’t hard, just thick, but low-quality leather.  It was kept closed by a leather cord that wrapped around the entire book.  

Beks moved it around in her hands.  This wasn’t the sort of low-quality notebook she’d find in a piece of royal furniture.  She would expect it to be afforded by students from moderately well-to do households, but even then, there would be sort of personalization with their initials or a family symbol. 

Opening it up, the pages stuck together and almost fell apart.  Beks hissed and gathered the pages over her lap, straightening them into a neat pile before carefully reopening it.  

Her eyes narrowed at once.  

She couldn’t recognize the language immediately.  At first, she thought it was so old that it was written in a form of Jasper that was no longer commonly used, but it wasn’t.  It was written with an ink pen and the pink was still vivid.  The glue of the book had deteriorated, but the pages weren’t so frail that they’d fall apart.

It was more like the book was worn because it was used so much. 

Beks flipped through the pages and found that the book was filled up until the last few pages.  

The last page would’ve been the last one written and the last sentence wasn’t written in the language she couldn’t immediately identify, but in Jasper.  Modern Jasper, as if someone had written it yesterday.  

“I was born on the 2nd Hesk of Holy Year 2344, died on 3rd Dian of Holy Year 2369, awoken as Fredrika Solken on the 1st Hesk of Holy Year 1998.” 

Her heart tightened in her chest as she clenched the old worn book in her hand.  Was this a joke?  Most countries counted their years by dynasty or country founding, but the Holy Year was how the Temple kept track of the years, starting from when they supposedly ordered by the gods to keep count of the years without referring to who was the leader of the Temple of the time.  

However, because it had maintained their date keeping, Holy Year would be used as a reference point to measure dates.  Kadmus documents included the Holy Year date as well as something like the third day of the fifth month of the sixth-year reign of King so-and-so.  

Beks, of course, knew what Holy Year it was.  

“2076,” she muttered under her breath.  “What does she mean born almost three hundred years from now?  Awoken?”  The math wasn’t adding up.

A knock came from the door and Beks continued to look at the notebook.  

“Beks?  Are you in here?” Laz’ muffled voice came from the hall.

“I’m here,” Beks said.  She flipped through some more pages, but everything else was written in a language she couldn’t make sense of.  She could recognize words and characters, but it was as if Jasper and Langsher had been blended together.  

The door opened and Laz peeked in.  He pushed the door the rest of the way open and looked at her.  He raised a brow.  “Is something wrong?”

“I found a book,” Beks said.  She looked up at him.  “What’s wrong?  Is Duke Seneca asking about me?”

Laz shook his head.  “No, the guard at your door says that Duke Seneca was happy to have the rest of the day off and went to his family’s flat in the city.”  He approached Beks and gave her a quizzical look.  “What made you want to come here all of a sudden?”

Beks looked around the room that was covered with cloth.  “I was looking for something the oracles might have left behind.”

Laz drew his head back and cringed.  “On the bed?  I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

Beks knit her brows together.  “What do you-”  She jumped up off the bed, clutching the notebook against her chest and glowered at the mattress of straw, cotton, and fabric with disgust.  “I didn’t think about that until you mentioned it!”  

Laz crossed his arms over his chest and gave her a knowing look.  “Didn’t you suspect that he was having his affair here?”

“I didn’t suspect,” Beks told him.  “I knew.  And I wasn’t thinking about that.”  She stepped away from the bed.  “I’ll have the mattress burned.”

Laz chuckled and looked at the book.  “What did you find?”

“A small book.  I was hoping to find something that would confirm my suspicions about the new oracle not being a true oracle.”

“As what Sister Levina told you?” 

Beks nodded.  “She certainly isn’t acting like any other oracle on record.” 

“We don’t know the private lives of the oracles.”

“Perhaps you don’t,” Beks said with a small look of defiance.  She lifted her chin.  “Why are you looking for me?  It certainly isn’t to sleep with me here in a strange attempt to get revenge of Luther, is it?” 

Laz drew his head back once more.  “I didn’t think of that, but once you have the mattress burned, I’ll consider it.”

Beks rolled her eyes.  “Really, what’s wrong?  Is it urgent?”

Laz shook his head.  “I don’t think it is, but Lucian and Brother Laurence said I should tell you.”

“Tell me what?” 

Laz took a deep breath and then let out a long exhale.  “Luther woke up.”

Beks brows shot up.  Aside from his broken bones, bloody nose, and what seemed to be some internal injuries, it was expected that Luther make a full recovery.  Still, he had remained unconscious for days after the fall.  

Her mother suggested it could’ve been psychological, as he’d just witnessed his father beheaded in front of him.  Perhaps he lost the will to live.

None of the other brothers and Beks would let him die so easily.  He had a lot to answer and needed to be punished. 

Laurence asked some of the life biha users from Sagittate to feed energy into Luther to keep him alive since he wasn’t eating, and to help heal his injuries.  Luther’s bed chamber was guarded by Wild Dogs, and doctors checked on him multiple times a day.  It was expected that he’d wake up soon.

Even so, the longer Luther was unconscious, the more his health would deteriorate.  Biha alone was not enough to keep a person alive indefinitely.  

“It’s about time,” Beks said with a frown.  “Doctors and biha users are kept busy attending to him.”

Laz grinned.  “Not to mention we have many questions.”

“Well, is he awake and able to answer or questions or simply conscious, and is in some sort of a daze?” Beks said.  “Does he remember anything?  Does he know where he is?  Who he is?”

“He knows who he is, and considering that he started crying, he also remembers what happened,” Laz told her.  “Brother Laurence said I should tell you, but not to force you to see him.  Not that I’d do so.”

Beks nodded her head once.  “I don’t want to see him right now.  It’ll only upset him.”

Laz raised a brow.  “Lucian said he asked about you.”

Beks frowned.  “He can ask about me all he wants.  I won’t come at his beck and call.  And what I’d say to him would only upset him further, so before I do, he should be physically and mentally ready to take it.”

Laz tilted his head to the side.  “Well, what do you want to tell him?”

“Firstly, I want to know where the new oracle went.  We combed the entire royal grounds and the city for her, but couldn’t find her or any of her attendants and paladins.  Second.” Beks took a deep breath.  “He’ll ask me why I let his father be killed.  I have an answer for him and it’ll be an incredible blow.  It’s likely that he won’t accept the answer immediately.  Or at all.”

“About how the Third Consort conspired against Brother Laurence and Lady Eleanor?” Laz asked, uncross his arms.

Beks pursed her lips.  “And about how he conspired against the King Consort and Uncle Timur.” 

She watched Laz’s curious eyes darken and narrow.  “It’s something we always suspected, but never had any proof of.  He hid it well.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  It wasn’t that the Third Consort hid it well.  He was conniving, but he didn’t have that much of a reach to cover up his part in royal deaths.  There was only one person who could make it happen.

“Laz, it wasn’t him,” Beks said in a raspy voice.  

Laz drew his head back and appeared surprised.  “What are you talking about?  The Third Consort was innocent?”

“No.”  Beks shook her head.  “It wasn’t the Third Consort who covered up his crimes.  He was just a son from a noble family that wasn’t particularly powerful, wealthy, or influential.  Their greatest claim was that your maternal grandmother was a daughter of the family.  Someone else found out and to protect him, covered it up.”

Laz’s face paled and he looked at Beks with disbelief.  “Who would do that?  His father?”

Beks shook her head.  “No.  You know who she is.”  

Laz drew his head back.  He slowly shook his head.  “No...no, they were an arranged marriage, but they were friends-”

“It wasn’t that she disliked her consorts, it was that she wanted to protect the man she loved,” Beks said, unable to hide the bitterness in her voice.  The feelings she had when she found out surged through her once more.  Even though she didn’t personally know the King Consort, she still felt betrayed.  

Laz leaned back against the wall and looked down, searching the ground in front of him.  “Addah and Father...they did so much for her.  They helped solidify her rule.  Even if it was purely political, they had a bond that was forged through blood on the battlefield.  They trusted her.”

Beks understood that, but she also understood that the late Queen didn’t sanction such actions.  She found out about both conspiracies after Uncle Timur died.  She cared about them, but she loved her distant cousin more.  

Beks laughed and Laz turned his head towards her.  She lifted her hand to silently tell him that she wasn’t laughing at the death of his father.  “Luther is really her son, isn’t he?” Beks said with some resentment in her eyes.  “At the cost of everyone else who gave her loyalty, she chose to side with another...because of ‘love’.  Like mother like son.” 

Laz shut his eyes and let out a low breath.  He walked towards Beks and leaned forward, putting his head against her shoulders.  “My own mother...protected the life of the man who arranged my father’s murder.  How do I tell Lucian?  Brother Laurence?” 

“Brother Laurence already knows,” Beks said.  She tilted her head and rested it against Laz’s.  “Who do you think calmed me down when I found out from my sources?  Brother Laurence said he suspected it.  After all, who else would have enough power and resources to cover up a royal’s murder?” 

Laz stood there and didn’t move.  “I suddenly don’t want to see Luther, either.”

“Then, you can keep me company.”  She felt him nod against her shoulder. 

“What are you reading?” he asked, his eyes red.

“I’m not sure.  I can’t really make out the text and the only part I can read doesn’t make any sense.”  She showed the last written page to Laz.  He squinted.  

“Who is Fredrika Solken?  I don’t know anyone or any family with Solken as a name,” Laz said.

Beks chewed her lips a bit and look at the notebook.  “She didn’t go by Fredrika Solken when she was here,” Beks replied.  She closed the book and looked at Laz.  “Fredrika Solken is who she woke up as, but she maintained her original name.”

Laz looked even more confused.  “Who was she?”

“The last Great Oracle.” 
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                Laz tilted his head to the side and furrowed his brows, appearing uncertain about what she was saying.  “If I recall, the last Great Oracle’s name was Patrika Heryan.  Even Addah used to call her Rika in casual situations.” 

Beks nodded.  “Yes, she woke up and called herself Patrika Heryan.  This is recorded in the collection of documents on the oracles that Sister Levina let me memorize.  However, read this.”  

She held up the small notebook open to the last written page.  Laz read the contents aloud.  “I was born on the 2nd Hesk of Holy Year 2,344, died on 3rd Dian of Holy Year 2,369, awoken as Fredrika Solken on the 1st Hesk of Holy Year 1,998.”  He lifted his good hand and carefully moved the frail pages.  The further back he went, the more confusion appeared on his face.  He squinted and began to frown.  “What is this gibberish?” 

“You can’t read it either,” Beks replied.

Laz raised his eyes to look over the notebook.  “If you can’t read it, why do you think I’d be able to do so?”

“Because my husbands are so smart.”

Laz cracked a small smile and leaned forward to plant a kiss on her lips.  “I’m flattered, but we weren’t the ones Brother Laurence trusted to write government policy.” 

Beks sighed and lowered the book.  “The rest of the pages are like this.  I can make out words and characters, but it’s all jumbled up.  Like this sentence....”  Beks was about to sit down on the edge of the bed, when she stopped herself with her knees bent.  She frowned and stood up, crossing the room to the small settee closer to the door. 

Laz chuckled.  “You know, they might’ve also-”

“Don’t ruin this seat for me.”  Beks gave him a stern glare and he raised his arms to concede.  He followed her and sat on the settee beside her as she looked at the notebook on her lap.  “These characters start off in Jasper, but then start to blend in with Langsher.  She arrived...then something about a cane...something about a lecture.”  

Laz followed her finger as she moved across the characters written on the page.  “This character is ‘cane’ in Langsher, but aside from meaning a literal cane, it’s also slang for being beaten.” 

Beks lifted her head to look at her husband.  “Where did you hear that?”

“When we were in Langshe.  It was mentioned as a punishment.  The term came to be associated with the word because-”

“Punishments included corporal beatings with canes,” Beks concluded.  She looked back at the entry and narrowed her eyes.  “So, she arrived at a lecture and was beaten?”

Laz tapped on another character.  “Late.”

“What?”

“I’ve been brushing up on my Esuser.  Isn’t this the character for ‘late’?”

“Well...it’s the base character, but an extra stroke is missing....”  Beks trailed off. “No, wait, it blended into the characters for ‘cane’.”

“That explains why she was beaten.  She arrived at a lecture late.”

Beks stared at the book for a bit longer and then looked up at her husband.  “I told you my husbands are smart.”

Laz chuckled and gave her a quick kiss once more.  “Flattery won’t get me to help you decode this.  I’m getting a headache just trying to figure out a single sentence.  Lucian will help.”

“You don’t think he’ll be bored?”

“Yes.  Spending countless hours with our beloved wife in close quarters.  How terrible for him.”  Laz rolled his eyes as Beks let out a small snort.  “At any rate, there is a practical reason.  Laz has a much better handle on Esuser, both modern and classic.  He was formally schooled in liturgical Esuser, as well, so we shouldn’t ignore a valuable resource.”

Beks nodded.  “If we can crack Besup, we can figure this out.”  

Laz let out a hum of agreement.  He looked back at the document and narrowed his eyes once more.  “I’m sure there is a pattern to this.  If it was the late Great Oracle who wrote this, she likely wrote it in code.”

“You think it’s a code?” Beks asked.  

“It seems like a mixture of languages, so she may have picked and chosen different works to confuse the reader.”  He paused and looked at her.  “How did you find it?”

“I read that while she was staying here towards the end of her life, the late Great Oracle wrote quite a bit, but when she left, she didn’t seem to be carrying any books or notes she might have written.  Notes regarding her return before she died also said that she only returned with what meager belongings she brought with her when she left the Great Temple.  Her clothes, religious texts, and ceremonial accessories,” Beks replied.  “So, either they burned her work before they left, or it was hidden.”

Laz raised a brow.  “You make it sound as if there was so much, but you only found one book.”

“The Hall of Eloquence has been reused many times since the last Great Oracle left.  Anything she left behind, if it didn’t appear to be of value, would likely have already been tossed out, if not disposed of.  It can’t be left to clutter a guest manor for the next guest.” 

Laz furrowed his brows.  “One would think that if they found texts written by the last Great Oracle, those would be incredibly valuable.”

“I’ve overseen the audits of the royal warehouses and libraries, and haven’t read of anything that was kept belonging to the last Great Oracle,” Beks said.  “So, I thought that if the pieces weren’t burned, perhaps they would be hidden in the manor.  After all, there are plenty of places to hide them here, if one was careful.”

“Like putting this book amongst the book shelves?”

“Or the secret compartment hidden in the old bedframes.”

“The what?”

“It’s nothing.  The point is that while I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary in the study downstairs, I did find this book here,” Beks replied.  “Aside from the jumble of words, I don’t know if the one part of it that I can read is being serious.  Holy Year 1,998 does match with the date the late Great Oracle awoke after being bedridden with an illness.”

“She was bedridden with an illness?”

“Yes, aside from the similarities of having another name, the Great Oracles only insisted on being called by another name after they woke up or recovered from a serious illness.  Many times, they were unconscious.”

Laz frowned.  “And this is a coincidence amongst the Great Oracles?”

Beks looked at him and raised a brow.  “When it happens to pretty much all of them, I’d hardly call it just a coincidence.”  

“All right, but how does that relate to the first sentence.  She was born in the Holy Year 2,344.  This year is only Holy Year 2,076.  We’re looking at around two and a half centuries of difference.  She must’ve been joking with you.” 

Beks looked at the small notebook in her head.  “The weight I feel from this book doesn’t seem like a joke.”  

Laz kept an arm around his wife and let out a tired breath.  “Then, perhaps she was authoring a story.  Wouldn’t all her writing and then not bringing it with her be explained if she was writing a story or something that wouldn’t be approved of by the Temple?”

She frowned with a serious look.  “You mean heresy?” 

Laz paused for a moment.  “I was thinking of something else inappropriate, but yes, that’s likely more damning.  If she wrote something that was disapproved of by the Temple or Temple doctrine, then it makes sense that none of the writing she’d done here would be brought with her, where the Temple would scrutinize it.”  

“That’s true....”  It wasn’t unheard of for a member of the Temple to have some criticism of the Temple.  Though it was all the same fate, there was a hierarchical structure that would inevitably lead to some conflict.  There were plenty of people who had joined the Temple because of faith, but plenty more people who joined where faith was just a byproduct.  

Even Lucian hadn’t joined the clergy of his own volition.  He was sent there and essentially forced into it by his mother.  Sister Levina joined because she was an orphan. 

Laz looked at her as she sat beside him, contemplating the small book.  She didn’t even know if it was written throughout the life of the last Great Oracle or towards the end of it.  

However, Beks was certain she wrote it. 

“You found it in a bedframe?” Laz asked.  Beks nodded once.  “How did you know it would be inside?”

“It’s a good hiding place.  People often hide things under their pillow or in a compartment hidden beneath the floor, behind some books, or a hollowed-out object.” 

“If you didn’t find it, this relic might have been there forever,” Laz told her.  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “I would’ve found it.”

“You’re confident.”

“I know the history of the furniture and layout of this guest manor.  If I searched, I would find it.”  Beks lifted the book in her hand.  “And I did.”

Satisfied with what she found, Beks didn’t continue her search.  If there was more, as long as she didn’t order the Hall of Eloquence to be cleaned outside of dusting and airing it out every few weeks, anything else that might have been hidden would remain so.  She could continue her search some other time, but now, she wanted to focus on decoding the notebook. 

Beks kept it in the little drawstring back and tucked it into one of her pockets before leaving the Hall of Eloquence on the transport cart with Laz riding his horse beside her.  When they reached the main entrance of the Gilded Palace, Chamberlain Wilton was waiting for them with a tired look on his face.

“Your Highnesses.”  He bowed his head to them as Laz helped Beks off the cart.  “Prince Luther refuses to eat until Her Highness goes to see him.”

Beks frowned.  

Laz scowled.  Before Beks could answer, he spoke up.  “Then let him.  We can keep him alive for the time being with life biha users.  We have no shortage of them or of usable biha,” he replied in a sharp voice.

Beks raised her hand to rub her husband’s arm to calm him.  She looked towards Chamberlain Wilton.  “Tell him that I am busy undoing all of the travesty that his court created.  I will see him when I have time.” 

Chamberlain Wilton nodded once and bowed his head.  “Yes, Your Highness.”  He turned and left.

Laz frowned and looked at Beks with displeasure.  “You’re too kind to him.”

“I will feel guilty if I beat him when he’s already weak,” Beks replied.  “Let him be at least somewhat healthy first.”  She pulled her husband up the stairs.  “Then, I won’t need to hold back when the time comes.”

Laz appeared somewhat satisfied and held Beks’ arm as they returned to Beks’ villa.  While Laz and Lucian’s villa had remained well kept during the time they were away under the late Queen and Laurence, the last year under Luther’s rule, it was allowed to be ignored and needed to be cleaned before use.  

The twins decided to live with Beks in a clean and ready villa.  Even after their villa had been cleaned and any repairs made, they continued to live with their wife.  

Beks’ things in the Old Tower were a bit ransacked, and anything of value had been hidden before she announced to the kingdom that she was ending her engagement with Luther and subsequently imprisoned and exiled.  It didn’t matter if any books, documents, or notes were destroyed, she had told Laurence when he expressed his frustration at the loss of her things, because it was all in her head anyway.

“I’ll go ask for someone to bring us a meal,” Laz told her as he saw her to her study.  “I’ll be back soon.”

He kissed her cheek and walked out, leaving Beks to sit at her new desk.  Before she tried to crack the code of the notebook she’d found, she closed her eyes and reviewed what she had read of the last Great Oracle.  

In addition to the more intimate notes on the last Great Oracle’s life, there was also records of Fredrika Solken.  Like the other oracles Beks read about, she was an orphan.

Fredrika had been found washed up from a shipwreck along the coasts of one of the southern coastal principalities.  She was five at the time and had been wearing fine clothes.  It seemed she had been from Freysha from the language she was speaking when she was found.  It was assumed that she had been with her family sailing to Sevoy when a storm hit.  

Unfortunately, it seemed that she had no surviving family.  She’d remained at a local Temple-run orphanage for two years with nuns hoping that someone would come to claim her.  After two years of waiting, she was deemed an orphan.  At seven years old, Fredrika Solken had learned the local pidgin, in which Jasper was used, and Esuser, which was taught at the Temple.  

Her quick advancement learning the language caught the attention of the Mother Superior of the orphanage, who then recommended her to the Great Temple to further her studies and join the Temple.  

Everything seemed pretty standard.  Standard Temple education for a prospective young priestess.  Standard volunteer service.  

Then at fifteen, Fredrika caught a chill while clearing the snow from one of the main plazas at the Great Temple Complex.  The snowstorm the night before had been sudden and the clothes for winter had not yet been prepared, so Fredrika became vulnerable to the chill.  She had a fever, became delirious, and then slept for two days.  

On the third day, Fredrika woke up.  That was when she insisted that her name was Patrika Heryan and spoke her first prophecy.  

Beks opened her eyes.  The last Great Oracle followed the typical timeline and actions of previous oracles.  She felt legitimate. 

The new oracle, Iris Elpidah, did not follow the same path as previous oracles.  Beks couldn’t help but wonder why the Temple didn’t question this.  After all, there was such a clear process that happened with each previous oracle.  If Iris woke up one day and began spouting prophecies, but didn’t go through the same process, Beks would’ve thought it strange.

Then again, oracles were held in high esteem and valued by the Temple.  They were not only representative of the Temple’s divine powers, but they wielded influence in other countries that was beneficial to the Temple.  

Therefore, anyone who could give enough correct prophecies was an oracle.  Iris Elpidah did so.  

Beks drew her lips inward.  

“Beks, are you all right?” Lucian stepped through the open doorway of her study, and she looked up.

“I’m fine,” she said.  “Is something wrong?”

“You didn’t come to Luther’s and Chamberlain Wilton said you were busy.  Normally, if someone was ill, you’d come at once if there was a change,” Lucian said as he crossed the room.  “Do you not want to see him?”

Beks took a deep breath.  “Did you see that nightmare of a pile of paperwork in my office that requires attention?” she asked.  “Does he have any idea of the financial damage done?” 

Lucian rounded her desk and knelt down beside her seat.  “I’m not complaining that you don’t want to see him.  He doesn’t deserve your attention.”

He adjusted her chair, so she faced him and then leaned forward, wrapping his arms around her waist as he rested his head on her lap.  

“I’m not going to go back to him, Lucian.”

“My rationality says that, but I still have my fears,” Lucian replied as he closed his eyes.  “I don’t want to share you.”

“Well, that’s a shame, as she has two husbands.”  Laz let out a small chuckle as he arrived.  Lucian grumbled and buried  his face in her lap.  “I asked them to bring your meal here, too.  Did that pathetic excuse of a prince make you leave, or did you escape?”

“I escaped when Chamberlain Wilton arrived.  Luther kept asking why his father was beheaded and didn’t seem to want to listen to the truth that Brother Laurence tried to tell him,” Lucian replied as he finally pulled away from Beks.  “Luther wanted to talk to Beks and started having trouble breathing through his cries.  Laurence has assigned Chamberlain Wilton to watch over him in case he does anything ridiculous.”

Beks huffed.  “I’m surprised he did, considering his wife is missing.”

“About that,” Lucian said as he leaned against the side of Beks’ desk.  “He doesn’t remember falling.  He doesn’t even know how he ended up as he was.  He seemed to have lost consciousness and fallen.”  Lucian let out a heavy breath and frowned as he crossed his arms over his chest.  “Brother Laurence let it slip that you were the one who saved him.”

Beks tilted her head back and let out another heavy sigh.  “I stopped him from falling because he needed to face punishment, but now I’m worried that he thinks I stopped him from falling for another reason.”

“He did,” Lucian replied.  “That was why he is so insistent on seeing you.” 

Beks shook her head.  “I don’t want to see him.”

“Brother Laurence reiterated that if Luther is to meet you, it will be on your terms, and he will not force you.  If Luther threatens us with his health, then Brother Laurence said it’s his choice whether or not to see his wife again,” Lucian told her.  He let out a slight click of his tongue and looked towards Laz.  “Brother is quite fed up with him.”

Laz snorted.  “Aren’t we all?”  

A knock came from the door and one of the Wild Dogs who was guarding their villa stood just outside the doorway. 

“Your Highness, His Majesty King Laurence requests your presence at lunch,” he said.  “And the Fourth Prince will not be present.”

That was acceptable.  Beks nodded and stood up.  She took each husband by the hand and pulled them forward.  

“Will our in-laws attend?” Lucian asked.

Beks shook her head.  “No, they’ve gone to the Port of Black Sands.  They left this morning and will be back in a few days.  A few biha users are returning and some people from Aceria are arriving.  Mommy and the others will escort them back.” 

“The Grand Duke is coming?” Laz asked. 

“We’ve been working on absorbing Aceria as part of the Gurani Territory and it’s best he’s here,” Beks told them.  “Also, Sister Levina is coming along with some of the children.  I have questions on the education of prospective priestesses that she may be able to answer.”  

“What do you need to know,” Lucian told her.  “Perhaps I can answer them.”

Beks shook her head.  “There are no male oracles.”

“Why should that matter?”

“I suspect the knowledge that oracles have started with what they learned as prospective priestesses,” Beks replied as she narrowed her eyes.  “The Temple has strict roles for men and women, boys and girls, so some things may have been taught to one group that weren’t taught with another.”

“For example...?”

“Tell me, how much history did you learn?” 

Lucian appeared a bit taken aback by this.  “History?  Of the Temple?”

“The Temple, the countries on the continent, any relations between them....” 

He furrowed his brows and thought for a moment.  “We mainly studied liturgical history, starting from the Temple’s founding, when the Great Basin was settled...I can recall some points where the Temple negotiated with other kingdoms.”

“Where there any points of conflict studied?” Beks asked.  Lucian squinted and looked ahead of them.  

“Not that I can recall.”

“Sister Levina studied a lot, including when she was living at the Great Temple in secret,” Beks told them.  

“Did you find something that might relate to the history of the Great Temple?” Lucian asked.

“I’m trying to come up with a motive,” Beks replied.  She tugged on his arm and kissed his cheek.  “When I have a better understanding, I’ll let you know.”

They walked towards the dining hall.  Laurence was already there, seated at the head of the table and rubbing his head.  

“What did he say that gave you a headache this time?” Laz asked as they entered.  Laurence lowered his hand and lifted his eyes, giving his younger brother a helpless shake of his head.  

“Well, being yelled out of his room as a murderer who hates him is a start,” Laurence replied.  He looked at Beks and gave her a nod.  “And you are under no obligation or order to see Luther.”

“I know,” Beks replied as Lucian pulled out her seat.  Laz sat on Laurence’s left while Lucian sat on the right with Beks.  “I knew from the start that he wouldn’t be able to accept that his father had taken part in our attempted assassinations.  The Third Consort we are familiar with is far from the father he knows.”

“I don’t know how to explain it to him without explaining every small part his father had,” Laurence told them.  With the three seated, the servants stepped forward and placed plates in front of them.  

Under their watch, a thin silver needle was inserted into each pile of food, through the meat, and skewered a vegetable, then checked for any reaction.  The current kitchen staff were handpicked by Laz from their army.  Where they lacked in delicacy and presentation, they at least made up for in taste and trust.  

Still, checking for poison was customary and no one thought it strange.  

Once the food was checked, Laurence picked up his utensils, thereby signaling the others to eat.  

“Perhaps you should explain every small part the Third Consort had to Luther,” Laz said.  “He should know why his father was beheaded.”

Laurence took a deep breath.  “Having a hand in my assassination should be enough of a reason for him to understand why his father was beheaded.  I am the king and he tried to have me killed so his son could ascend the throne.” Laurence glared at his food as he moved elegantly to eat.  

“You said that the night you slipped, nothing seemed strange.  The floor wasn’t particularly more slippery than usual.  I’d checked the bathing room myself and nothing was amiss.  Despite Iris Elpidah predicting you’d die with a body of water, it seems like it was an accident,” Beks told him.

“If the Inheritor believes with all the knowledge, she possesses that it was an accident, it must be so,” Laurence said with a slight smile.  “You’re thorough with your investigation and if something was amiss, then you would’ve had a feeling.”

Beks raised a brow and looked at him.  “As if I wasn’t under enough pressure.”  Laurence laughed and continued to eat.  

“The only thing that was amiss was that the clerics sent to heal me weren’t doing their job,” Laurence told them. 

“The Third Consort arranged for the clerics,” Beks said.  “I believe he arranged for them with Iris Elpidah.”

“Who is Iris Elpidah again?” Laz asked.

“The new oracle,” Beks replied.  “And technically, your sister-in-law.”  Laz made a disgusted face and Lucian chuckled.  “There was also assassination attempts on me and my family.  Iris Elpidah lacked the influence to switch out all the escort guards to paladins.  She needed an insider with such power, and following the paper trail, it leads back to the Third Consort.”

“It was fairly easy to investigate, but at the time, Beks was out of power.  She couldn’t have done much, even if she reported it to Luther herself,” Laurence said.  His eyes narrowed and he almost sneered, which was unlike him.  “Like son like mother, I suppose.”

Laz snorted once more and the air in the room seemed to grow colder.  

Lucian looked up from his meal and furrowed his brows.  “Like son like mother?  Luther is hardly like Mother.”

Laz took in a sharp breath and Laurence froze.  Beks lifted her head and looked at Lucian.  She hadn’t told him yet.  It seemed that Laurence hadn’t either.  

Lucian looked around the table, appearing to notice the awkwardness of his family and began to frown.  Beks swallowed hard.  “We...we had some information revealed recently,” she said with some hesitation as she lowered her head.  

Lucian’s eyes crinkled up.  “What kind of information?”  

“It is regarding the death of my Father and Addah.”  Laurence closed his eyes, his shoulders falling just a bit as his hands holding his utensils rested on either side of the dish.  Laz kept his eyes fixed on his plate as Beks looked up and towards her husband on her right.

Sensing as if something was very wrong, Lucian lowered his own utensils and looked around at his brothers and Beks.  “What is it?”

“We had requested an investigation of what happened, and we received more than enough evidence to convict a man,” Laurence said.  

Lucian drew his head back, looking a bit surprised.  “Already?  It was so long ago, I thought it would be more difficult.”

“It was years ago, but so was it when the investigation took place,” Laurence told him.  “We didn’t need to launch our own, nor do we have the time or resources to do so right now, but the information was ready.”

“Then, what did you find out?  He had a hand in it, didn’t he?”

“He did.  What we received were mainly payment records in ledgers, confessions from people involved, and a few eyewitnesses to the dealings that took place leading up to the deaths of the late King and Uncle Timur,” Beks told him.  

Lucian’s surprised expression began to fade to displeasure.  “Then, if there was that much proof at the time, why hadn’t the Third Consort been arrested and imprisoned, if not killed?” he asked with distaste.

Laurence took a deep breath and tried to measure his words.  “Someone stepped in to have evidence be buried and rumors quelled so as to save the Third Consort.”

Lucian’s frown darkened.  He opened his mouth, as if to ask who was at fault, but just before he could speak, his eyes went wide, and his brows shot up.  Denial and disbelief filled his face as he looked at Laurence, then towards his brother across from him, who avoided his eyes, and then back to Laurence.

His two older brothers didn’t seem to want to meet his incredulous look.  

“Why?” His voice spoke in a breathy whisper.  

“She has always had guilt towards the Third Consort,” Laurence replied, staring at the food on the table in almost a daze.  “Especially when she chose to marry your father as her second husband instead of the Third Consort, whom she’d always professed to love.”

Lucian’s eyes crinkled up and his lips tightened into a line.  “You’re saying that for her guilt and love, she was willing to let our fathers’ murderer not only live, but to go unpunished and even get exactly what he wanted?” 

He looked around the table, and finally at Beks, who slowly nodded her head.  “My sources told me that they were given an order to quell any rumors that might’ve linked the Third Consort to their deaths, and to cover up any information that may have led to them.  Very few people were entrusted.  They were made to take blood oaths not to reveal what they knew.”  

Lucian put his utensils down and leaned back against his chair, as if unsure what to say or think.  His eyes began to redden as he seemed to see his mother in a new light.  

Laurence looked at him with painful eyes.  “Lucian....” He trailed off, unsure of what to say.

“I had hoped that she wasn’t so brainlessly in love with that bastard that she wouldn’t compromise the rest of her family, but it seems my prayers were not answered,” Lucian said with a small, bitter laugh.  “No wonder Laz and I were sent away so soon after Addah’s death.  That bastard couldn’t wait to get rid of us.”

Beks bit her lower lip, as across from Lucian, Laz clenched his jaw.  “One son was sent to the military to die.  The other was sent to the Temple to waste away,” Laz said.

Lucian let out an incredulous breath.  “It wasn’t simply to waste away,” Lucian said, his face reddening at the thought.  “It was to ensure that I couldn’t have children.  She knew what would happen if I became a priest.”

Beks grit her teeth.  Most monarchs would want to have their bloodline passed on, but the late Queen pressured Lucian to join the Temple and become a priest.  This wasn’t something that was hidden.  The late Queen had actively spoken of Lucian as a future priest when he was still studying. It was fully expected that he would become one. 

“Did our mother hate us?” Laz lifted his head hesitantly, as if unsure if he wanted to hear the answer to his question.  

“No,” Beks replied.  “But she wanted to please the Third Consort.  You were the children of the two men who were chosen before him.”

“Then, perhaps she didn’t hate us, but she didn’t love us either,” Laz told her.  His voice was laced with hurt and anger.  

“Laz could’ve been killed, and I can’t have children,” Lucian said in a choked voice.  “In fact, Laz was almost killed multiple times.  And I....” 

Beks could only understand a bit of how he felt.  Though they were apart for more than half his life, Lucian did honor his mother and did whatever she told him to do.  The late Queen was a pragmatic woman, but there was nothing pragmatic about finding a way to end the two bloodlines of the second and third in line to the throne.

As she searched her mind for the words to say, Laurence spoke up. 

“You can still have children,” Laurence told Lucian. 

Lucian shook his head, brushing off his brother’s attempts to console him.  “Brother, I’ve already taken the Water of the Covenant.”  

Laurence shook his head.  “No, you haven’t.” 

There was a firmness in his voice and it drew their attention to him.  At that moment, he was like a king speaking to his subjects.  

Lucian’s brows knit together once more.  “What do you mean?”

Laurence looked back at his food, his expression almost satisfied.  “I’m sure it was blessed, but it wasn’t Water of the Covenant.”  Three pairs of eyes looked at him, silently urging him to say more.  “Water of the Covenant is blessed water with a poison that will render any man infertile.”  Laurence cut into his chicken.  “I had arranged for your water to be switched with regular water.  The poison was never mixed with the water, and thus, you are not infertile.”

“Is that possible?” Lucian sat up straight and looked at his eldest brother with wide eyes. 

“Yes.”

“How?” Lucian asked, as if too afraid to believe it to be the truth.

Laurence raised his eyes towards him.  “I paid some people to assist me,” he replied.  He met Lucian’s dumbfounded eyes.  “And no, the late Queen didn’t know.  I didn’t tell her.  She didn’t even know I knew when your ceremony was.”  

Lucian’s eyes dilated.  They began to grow moist as relief filled Lucian’s face.  “Brother....”  He swallowed hard.  “Are you certain?”

“I’ve had someone I trust check on your health.”

“Who?” 

Laurence looked at Beks.  “The Duchess of Caroline.  She can detect abnormalities using her water biha.  She confirmed what I had suspected about my own concerns.”

Lucian drew his head back.  “When would she have time?” 

“On the island,” Beks said.  “Remember when Mommy had you show her where the laundry pools were and you said that you could call someone else to do it, but she insisted?  I saw you wading in the laundry pool with her.  I initially thought she was tricking you into washing clothes, but it seems she had an ulterior motive.  As long as Mommy touches water, she can command her biha through it.” 

Lucian stared at her.  “That’s...that’s amazing.”

“What’s more amazing is that now, we will both be able to give Beks children,” Laz said, his eyes equally red, as if part of him had also been restored after hearing the news.  “Congratulations, Lucian.”

Lucian let out a small laugh and nodded.  “Thank you.”

Beks put her hand over his and gave him a squeeze.  Lucian wove his fingers through hers and lifted her hand, kissing the back of it.

Laurence smiled at them and looked at Laz and then at Lucian and Beks.

“Work hard, you three,” he said as he grinned as he reached for his wine glass and then gave them a little toast.  “My child will want a playmate.” 
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Beks leaned against the arched stone doorway, looking at the figure seated on the floor, behind the iron bars that separated the catacomb corridor from the chamber, where the stone sarcophagus of the late Queen lay between the sarcophagi of her first and second husbands.

Originally, there was a spot reserved for the sarcophagus of the Third Consort at the head of the Queen’s.  The stone platform was already there, as had been prepared after the King Consort passed.  

However, after Laurence learned that his own mother had let the man who arranged his father’s death live without consequence for over two decades, he decided not to honor his late mother’s wishes.

“Hasn’t everyone honored her wishes for long enough?” Laurence had said with some vindictive bitterness when they watched the unadorned, rustic coffin made of wood be carried from the same cold room where his imposter had been brought, and across the moat.  “At the expense of my father and Addah, nearly at the expense of your life, your family’s lives, and mine.  This bastard doesn’t deserve a royal burial, let alone any sort of honor.  He is a liar, a thief, and a murderer.” 

Luther could only watch from the west tower as his father’s body and head were cremated on a stone slab across the moat, where his father had been beheaded.  Laurence wouldn’t let him come, concerned that Luther would lose his mind once more and try to jump into the fire.  

Chamberlain Wilton and four Wild Dogs remained with Luther in the west tower when they had watched the cremation.

As for the ashes, Laurence allowed them to be sent to the Hessing Estate, which was under house arrest while being investigated for corruption.  The Hessings were already set to lose their noble title, and Beks was waiting for their wealth to be confiscated.  The treasury really needed the money.

For Laurence to allow the ashes to be returned for entombment at the Hessing Estate was as much as he would do for Luther’s sake.  Laz had told them that the late Queen should be satisfied that they didn’t desecrate his body and throw him to the animals. 

Lucian hadn’t said anything regarding the way the Third Consort’s body was taken care of, but every night since he found out his mother had covered up for the Third Consort’s part in their father’s death, he’d come to the late Queen’s tomb to stare at it in silence.

Beks and Laz didn’t disturb him.  They took turns waiting by the entrance of the catacombs and then held on to Lucian when he came out, inevitably with red eyes.  

“Do you think she’s angry?” Lucian asked without looking back at her.  Beks didn’t answer immediately.  Lucian took a deep breath.  He turned his head to look towards her.  “Is it terrible that I don’t care if she is?”

“No,” Beks told him.  “She should’ve known this would be a possibility when she allowed him to get away with it.” 

Lucian looked back at the three inside the burial chamber.  “I know Addah didn’t marry her because he was in love her, but he did respect her and care for her.  They supported her through her most turbulent period, saved her life multiple times, and brought benefits from their respective countries to Kadmus.”  Lucian narrowed his eyes.  “What did that bastard do for her?”

Beks left her spot by the entrance and quietly made her way towards him.  She bent down and dusted off the ground before sitting beside Lucian and leaning against him.  

“Perhaps only he could give her the love she desired,” Beks said.  “The King Consort married her for political reasons.  Uncle Timur was also married for political reasons.  There is no excuse for what she did, but it seems that she wanted to spare the only man she thought loved her as a woman.”

Lucian narrowed his eyes.  “I can’t forgive that.”

“Neither can I.”  Beks agreed as she took his hand and wove her fingers through his.  She looked at the sarcophagus on the left-hand side of the late Queen.  For a moment, she remembered the handsome middle-aged man who used to read her stories and throw her into the air with a warm laugh.  In a place where she had no father, he was as close as she got to one.  And he was ripped from her small arms, too.  She shut her eyes tight as she found the tears filling her eyes.  In shaken Langsher, she whimpered.  “Uncle Timur, we have avenged you.”  

Lucian looked at her, his eyes also growing wet as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  

Another warm body sat on her other side and another pair of strong arms wrapped around the both of them.  “You should call him Addah now,” Laz said.

Beks shook against them.  “Addah,” she choked out.  She opened her crying eyes and looked at the inscription in Langsher engraved on the foot of his sarcophagus.  Father, husband, general, Prince of the Langshe Empire.  “We have avenged you.”  

She finally couldn’t seem to contain her sorrow and wailed a cry that filled the length of the catacombs.  

On either side of her, her husbands held her tight.  It was an almost surreal living mirror to the placement of the sarcophagi inside the burial chamber.  Maybe there was a time when the late Queen was also in such a position, comforted during a loss or recovering after an attack.  

“You should tell Addah that you will take care of her his precious Beks.”  Another man’s voice spoke up from behind them.  Laurence’s eyes were red as he looked at the trio seated on the ground.  His Langsher was a bit poor, but they understood him.

“Addah knows,” Laz said, giving Laurence a teary smile.  “We came here as soon as we could.”

“The first words out of Laz’s mouth was ‘Addah, we married Beks’,” Lucian said with a slight laugh.  

Laurence smiled at them and nodded.  “Good,” he replied.  He walked towards them and stood just behind where they sat.  He bowed his head towards those entombed within.  “Father, Addah, Your Majesty.”  After his short greeting, he looked at the three.  “All right, get up.  The Carolines returned with Eleanor and the others.  Lloyd just came to inform me that they’ve entered the main city gate and will be here soon.”  The trio pulled themselves up and Laurence looked them up and down.  “Clean yourselves up first.”

“Yes, Brother,” Laz and Lucian chorused as Beks nodded.  

They followed him out and servants were called to prepare some damp towels to wipe their faces.  

By the time the entourage from the Port of Black Sands reached the main gates of the royal grounds, all four of them stood just before the steps outside the Gilded Palace.  The sun had set, but the weather was still warm and attendants with lanterns lit the area.  

“What we need are light pearls,” Lucian said as he stood in place.  

“How do we go about getting those?” Laz asked.  “I’m so used to the light pearls at the island that manually lighting a flame has become inconvenient.” 

“Gurani spoiled you two,” Laurence said with a slight grin.

“So, Brother doesn’t want any light pearls?” Lucian asked.

“I didn’t say that.” 

The four of them chuckled.  “The Grand Duke says that he heard that light pearls were harvested from biha rich pearls growing in biha rich places, usually around warm or hot waters, particularly by geothermal sources.  In fact, he theorizes that different pearls from different types of oysters can create pearls for different purposes; light pearls, urapearls, this.”  She lifted her hand to show them her dark pearl ring.  “This was from a pearl around a volcanic island.”  

“Well, we’ll count on you to develop that industry,” Laurence told her.  

Three carriages and a very large, covered wagon came through the gate and were driven towards the front of the Gilded Palace.  They lined up in front, and the first door that swung open came with a tired sigh.

“Finally!  My butt hurts from sitting from so long!” Wrath jumped out of the carriage with Sunny behind her.  “Sister, I’m hungry.”

A hand pushed her head down in a bow as Thad came after her.  “Greet His Majesty first!  Don’t just ask for food!”  Thad flushed and bowed to Laurence.  “Your Majesty.”

“Rise, Thad.  This is informal,” Laurence said with a smile.  He saw the second door open, and his face reddened.  He quickly stepped forward, abandoning his spot as the King to offer his hand to the woman inside.  “Your Majesty.”

Eleanor’s laughter filled the air.  “Your Majesty,” she replied with a cheeky smile as she took his hand.  Her brother had accompanied the Carolines to meet her and helped balance her when stepping out from within the carriage.  

“Careful...watch your belly,” Lord Douglas told her in a firm voice.

“I’m not that big.  Or big at all,” Eleanor rolled her eyes, but was still careful to be almost lowered on to the ground by the two men.  Laurence looked down and saw the slight lump on her stomach.  His eyes reddened.  Eleanor raised a brow.  “Do you miss me or the baby?”

“I miss you both!”  Laurence embraced her at once.  He seemed to bury his face in her hair and take a deep breath, as if to engrain the scent of his wife.  

Beks and the twins bowed to greet her.  “Your Majesty.”

“Tsk.”  Eleanor clicked her tongue.  “Don’t bow if it’s not formal.  Besides, we’re not technically married yet.  Come, come, give me a hug.”

Beks went to embrace her once Laurence stepped back.  “Sister, how was the journey?”

“With the people your mother sent?  It didn’t feel anything like sailing.  I didn’t even get sick!” Eleanor puffed out her chest.

Beks looked over at her mother.  “I also asked.  She’s telling the truth,” Sybil replied. 

“Beks, come here!”  The Duke of Caroline beamed as he waved his daughter over.  “Come see what, Daddy had them bring you.”

Beks cocked her head to the side, barely having time to greet Sister Levina and the Grand Duke of Aceria before being dragged to the wagon.  “Gifts from the island?” she asked.

“A gift.”  The Duke of Caroline looked over at the two Thirnir at the back of the wagon.  “Let him out!”

Beks’ brows shot up.  Her heart slammed against her chest as she pulled away from her father and rushed to the back, knowing immediately who the ‘him’ was.  

The Thirnir stood back as a glistening white creature emerged from the massive wagon.  Beks’ eyes widened as she screamed.  “Snowflake!”

“Oh, wonderful,” Laz said.  “Now our wife will ignore us.”  

“I missed you so much!” Beks reached out as Snowflake coiled around her and nudged her head affectionately.  “My sweet baby!  Were you cramped inside the wagon?  Did you do okay on the ship?”

“The ship?” Eleanor almost choked out.  “Beks, he swam across the ocean.”

Beks paused from where she had climbed on Snowflake’s back.  “Swam?” 

“We wanted to bring him, but he could only sit on the deck,” Eleanor told her.  “Every time he moved, if he went too far, things would shift, so we were going to leave him.  When we told him, we thought he understood.  Snowflake is very smart, after all.”

Beks nodded.  “Yes, he is.”

“The night we left, we thought he was seeing us off, but he wasn’t.  He followed us into the water.  Did you know he could swim?” 

Beks nodded.  “Yes, snakes can swim, so I’m not surprised a horned serpent can,” Beks said.  She looked at Snowflake and nuzzled the base of his head, behind his horns.  “You must be so tired.  And hungry.”

“Brother Your Majesty!” Wrath called out.  “Snowflake, Sunny, and I would like to eat!”  

Deo gave his youngest sister some side eye.  “You just had to include yourself in that....”

Laurence laughed and patted Wrath’s head and Sunny’s.  “Of course.  What do you three want to eat?”

Wrath looked at Sunny and then looked at Snowflake.  She nodded, as if she’d received an order.  “Sunny would like one roasted chicken!”

“Done.”

“And Snowflake can go with deer or a medium sized pig.”

“We can get him a pig,” Laurence said, directing his answer to the giant serpent.  He looked back at Wrath.  “And what about you, Lady Wrath?”

Wrath clapped her hands together.  “Well, I am in the mood for-”

“She will have whatever we’re having for dinner,” the Duchess said, clamping her hand on her daughter’s shoulder and giving her a stern look.  

Wrath’s eyes crinkled up.  “Yes...whatever we’re having for dinner.”

Defeated, Wrath trudged up the steps of the Gilded Palace as everyone else was also ushered up the steps.  Beks remained on Snowflake’s back to take him to the back courtyard to eat.  

“By the way, Sister Levina!  When you have a moment, can I trouble you to talk?  I have some questions about your education as a priestess at the Great Temple,” Beks said before they slinked away.  

Sister Levina enthusiastically nodded her head.  She made a motion for Beks to wait while she replied on her little slate.  Beks squinted to read it.  “Well versed in all continental history from settlement at Great Basin.” After Beks read it aloud, Sister Levina patted her chest with confidence.

Beks paused after reading it and nodded.  “You mean, all the continent’s history?  Not just the Temple’s?”

Sister Levina nodded.  She wiped her slate to update her answer.  “Yes!  Very important.  All promising priestesses learn.”

“If it’s so important, then don’t prospective priests learn as well?” Beks asked as she motioned towards Lucian, who was waiting with Laz a few steps away.  

Sister Levina shook her head.  She updated her answer once again.  “Not for priests.  Only priestesses.”

“Why?” If it was so important, why wouldn’t half the clergy be taught?  She watched the woman scribble a new answer.  As Sister Levina flipped the slate around, Beks felt a chill go through her body.  She swallowed hard.  

“Because only priestesses become oracles.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 79 - All This Focus Requires Sweets


                Beks sharpened the last of a half dozen pencils and placed it on her desk, opposite her, along with a stack of papers.  Sister Levina was used to using her slate to communicate, but considering that Beks had a lot to ask her, which would undoubtedly require a lot of writing to respond, she figured it would be easier for Sister Levina if she didn’t need to constantly erase to reuse her slate.

At the coffee table between her desk and the door of her study, Lucian brewed coffee to serve.  

“Should we ask for snacks?” Beks asked with comfort in mind.  

“The biscuits aren’t enough?” Lucian asked, raising his eyes to meet hers as she stood by the desk. 

Beks wrinkled her nose.  “I suppose we can take a break for a real meal.”  

Lucian sighed and stood up straight.  “Until we hire some new employees for the kitchen, I’m afraid there won’t be much in terms of specialized food, like pastries and snacks.”  

“I like those glutinous rice cakes,” Beks said.  “Sister Levina even asked for more to be sent to the Hall of Tranquility.”  

Since Beks was still wandering in and out of the Hall of Eloquence in search of more hidden works by the late Great Oracle, their two new guests were assigned to the other guest manors.  Sister Levina had the smallest of the guest manors on the royal grounds, the Hall of Tranquility.

While the smallest building, it had a beautiful garden Beks thought she’d like.  

The Grand Duke of Aceria was staying at the Hall of Deliberation, which was historically used for visiting dignitaries and had room for a dignitary’s entourage.  Perhaps it was the Grand Duke’s age, but he got along famously with the Duke of Seneca.  So much that after only a day of rest, Duke Seneca took advantage of his time off to take the Grand Duke around Kadmium.    

Although they still had much to do, Laurence issued an order to rest for two days before returning to work.  Part of the reason was he wanted to spend time with Lady Eleanor, who’d just returned, and begin discussing their wedding under the circumstances they were in.  They didn’t have much to spend, and with some tension with the Temple as Iris Elpidah was married to Luther, they had yet to arrange for the religious portion of the ceremony. 

For the time being, despite a two-day rest, Chamberlain Wilton was still reviewing various nobles who had sided with Luther along with the Duke of Caroline and Marquis von Glasser.  Those nobles were under house arrest, but would still need to be further fined.  

Laz had lost a coin toss to Lucian to see who would accompany her today.  Begrudgingly, the older of the twins accompanied the entourage guarding the Grand Duke of Aceria.  Beks placed a lot of importance on the old man, as he and the Mahin family were one of the only descendants of Gah-ruhn Beks knew of. 

A knock came from the door and Beks looked towards it.  “Enter.”

The door swung open and one of the Wild Dogs guarding the room saluted her.  “Your Highness, Sister Levina has arrived.”

Beks gave him a nod.  “Let her in.”

Lucian began pouring coffee when the guard stepped to the side and motioned for Sister Levina to enter.  She walked in wearing a simple dress and a lace veil over her face.  She looked around the room curiously as she entered.  

Lucian looked up, about to greet her when he furrowed his brows and looked past the woman’s shoulders.  Beks also raised a brow in question as a second person entered after Sister Levina. 

“Thank you for coming,” Beks said, turning her calm gaze back to Sister Levina.  “I hope you were able to get some rest after such a long journey.”

Sister Levina nodded with enthusiasm.  She lifted her slate, which had been attached to a leather chord across her body, and scribbled.  “Well rested!  Thank you for giving us a day to rest.”

Beks shook her head.  “A day is hardly enough.  You had a sea journey and then another carriage ride.” She motioned towards the seat across from her desk.  “Please have a seat.  Would you like some coffee?”

Sister Levina nodded.  She reached up to remove her veil and began to fold it neatly on her lap as Lucian placed a small cup on a saucer and brought it towards her.  She reached up and took it, putting it on the table before reaching up to touch the top of Lucian’s head in thanks.  

She then took a sip of her coffee and nodded, satisfied.  She scribbled another word on her slate.  “It’s good!”

Beks walked around her desk to take a seat on the other side.  “The Grand Duke brought us some beans imported from Freysha.”  She sat down and craned her neck, looking past Sister Levina to the man still standing by the door.  “By the way, why is Jonas here?”

Sister Levina seemed to gasp and lower her cup.  She turned around in her seat and looked at Jonas, who stood patiently near the door, as if waiting to be given instruction.  

He remained standing upright and bowed his head towards Beks and Lucian.  “I am escorting Sister Levina today, Your Highness.  Should I step out?” 

Beks narrowed her eyes a bit.  “It’s not necessary, but weren’t you escorting her all of yesterday?” 

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“And escorted her from the Gilded Palace to the Hall of Tranquility after their welcome dinner?” Beks bore her eyes into the man, whose ears began to turn red. 

He maintained a smile.  “Yes, Your Highness.”

“And now again, as well?  Do you not have a rest day?”

“We are short staffed, Your Highness.”

It was a reasonable explanation, but there were other Wild Dogs to escort Sister Levina.  Not to mention that such a duty would not have been left to a battalion’s Lt. Commander. 

Beks squinted.  “Does Laz know you’re here?”

Lucian also gave Jonas a questioning look.  Jonas tensed a bit and let out a small cough.  “I see you are busy.  I will take my leave and wait outside, Your Highnesses.”  He bowed and turned on his heel, slipping out the door and closing it behind him.  

Lucian raised a brow at the closed door.  “It seems that’s a no.”

“It’s certainly a no,” Beks replied.  She looked towards Sister Levina.  “He isn’t bothering you, is he?” 

Sister Levina immediately began shaking her head violently and grabbed her slate.  “No, he’s good company!  Very helpful!”  

Beks didn’t need to read her answer.  She pretended she didn’t see Sister Levina’s flushed face.  While Sister Levina wore her veil in more public places, she removed it while eating and had seemed to have forgotten to put it back on after their meals, happily being led away by Jonas who filled the silence between them with ramblings on Kadmus, the city, and the Gilded Palace.  

Since she seemed very comfortable with, or at least very welcoming, of Jonas escorting her, Beks didn’t have a problem with Jonas doing so.  However, she made a mental note to discuss with Laz, as Jonas oversaw the bulk of battalion paperwork and was essentially Laz’ personal secretary.  

“That’s good.  I’m glad he’s helpful,” Beks replied.  She motioned to the stack of sheets and pencils.  “Don’t worry about having to wipe your slate.  Please feel free to use all the materials in front of you.  I have many questions, so this may be easier.  Also, take your time writing.” 

“Sister Levina, our day is free, but if you are tired or have additional plans later, let us know.  Beks and I will also schedule a meal,” Lucian told her.

Sister Levina nodded and pulled the leather strap that was attached to her slate off, placing it on a corner of the desk.  She picked up a pencil and adjusted it in her disfigured hands.  Despite the awkwardness, her handwriting was immaculate.  

“What do you want to know?” She looked proud as she slid the sheet across to Beks, eager to be of help.

“I read the books I memorized in your room at the Great Temple Complex.  There were files included on the oracles chronicling their history, remember?”  Sister Levina nodded at Beks’ question, so Beks continued.  “In several instances, it says the oracles, while still priestesses in training, had history classes in their schedules on the history of Sevoy beyond the Temple.  When I asked Lucian, he says he didn’t learn much of the continent’s history, unless it directly involved the Temple.” 

“When Beks asked you when you arrived, you said only priestesses become oracles,” Lucian said, standing beside Beks’ chair.  “Does every priestess in training go through such classes?  I remember priests in training had a few classes separate from the priestesses in training.”

Sister Levina shook her head and wrote.  “It applied to older students.  Only the best student priestesses took advanced history classes.”  She paused for a moment and continued to write.  “All students, male and female, must take general history of the Temple, but only the most important points.” 

Lucian nodded and let out a hum.  “But the advanced history classes was selective of students?”

Sister Levina nodded once more before writing.  “Advanced classes are very detailed, but it is not on the entire history of the continent starting with the founding of the Temple.  It is only recent history.” 

The word ‘very’ was underlined twice, to emphasize its importance.  However, Beks focused on another word.  “How recent?”

Sister Levina started writing on another piece of paper.  “Within the last three hundred years.  We learn about all the countries the Temple is involved with, everything about their rulers, important people, what the Temple has helped them with, and where the Temple has struggled with them.”

Beks furrowed her brows and frowned a bit.  “Everything about their rulers?” 

Sister Levina wrote quickly to reply.  “It is a cultural lesson so that we, as future priestesses, would know how to get along with them.”  She paused once more, as if trying to align the words to best describe what she’d seen.  “We learn about their habits, likes, dislikes, and their families.  We must learn what is accepted and what is taboo.  If the Temple and a country or important person has conflict, we review why and then discuss how we could’ve made it better.”

“So, a sort of conflict resolution?” Beks asked. Sister Levina nodded and began on another sheet.

“My superiors asked what we would have done to make the relationship between the Temple and the other party better.  The Temple is surrounded on all sides and doesn’t have a large population.  It is in a very fertile location, so the Temple must avoid being attacked.”  Sister Levina didn’t look up from where she was writing.  She pushed her latest answer forward and continued writing in a fervor.  “The Temple only has so many paladins.  They said that having an army will look bad, as it would make other countries suspicious, so the Temple cannot have one.  The Temple and everyone associated with it must have a good reputation.”  She underlined ‘must’.  

Beks nodded her head thoughtfully.  “That is a good and valid reason.  With the amount of influence the Temple has as a religious institution, if it gained too much power, the other countries would be wary and not want them to enter.  They may even be forcibly pushed out of a country.”

Sister Levina nodded, pointing at Beks as if to say she understood it perfectly.  

Lucian rubbed his chin.  “But I don’t remember any instance of the Temple being rejected by a country.  There is some resistance to any prospective involvement in government, but the only place on the continent it hasn’t spread to is Langshe, as Langshe practices differently.”  

“Aceria only allowed for one chapel to be built, but it’s a small dukedom and doesn’t have much political power in the region,” Beks replied.  She looked at Lucian.  “Are you sure they’ve never been pushed out of another country?”

Sister Levina and Lucian both nodded.  Sister Levina pushed another piece of paper to Beks.  “It has not happened yet!  The Temple does a lot of good deeds in other countries and helps with emergencies to gain support.  Oracles are also very important.  They have a lot of influence, and everyone wants to please an oracle.  They are very revered, but they are also to be completely dedicated to the Temple.”  Sister Levina made an annoyed face as she wrote one more sentence.  “They told us that to become an oracle is the ultimate sacrifice.  Everything is given up to the Temple.  Life.  Body.  Soul.”  

Beks raised her brows, surprised.  “I’ve never heard of that.”

Lucian looked equally surprised, if not disturbed.  “I’ve heard of that for paladins, but not for oracles....” 

Sister Levina’s expression was serious.  “It is a very intense education.  Our superiors said that the willingness to die for the Temple and what they believe is the greatest show of faith.  Many cannot accept it.” 

Lucian took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “I’ve heard such words before.”  His hand clenched at his side and Beks reached to grasp his hand.  

She looked at Sister Levina.  “Do oracles always come out of that advanced class?” 

Sister Levina shook her head before writing.  “No, only a few.  No one can predict who will be an oracle.  Oracles usually start receiving their prophecies as a young teen and it can be anyone.  The older they get, the more impactful their prophecies.”

“Yes, I remember reading that.  Prophecies became significantly more impactful with age,” Beks muttered.  “They start with ten prophecies, right?  A prospective oracle must give ten significant prophecies first before they are recognized to make sure that someone didn’t make a lucky guess or two.”  This was the case of Iris Elpidah.

Sister Levina nodded.  

Lucian, still holding his wife’s hand, frowned as he thought a loud.  “I suppose learning about other countries and how to have positive relations with them is important, as if one becomes an oracle, they will travel often outside of the Great Basin and will need to maintain relations between the Temple and foreign countries.”

“Yes, but Sister Levina confirmed that not all oracles are from that advanced class,” Beks replied.  “If they were, then it would make sense that they’d all be forced to learn this sort of historically backed etiquette, but even then, it’s not all priestesses who are taught.  It’s just a select few that had excelled.  Oracles appear by chance and can be anyone.”

  Sister Levina tapped her lip and then wrote on another sheet.  “I counted.  Only five of the oracles recorded came from an advanced class.”

“Five?” Lucian almost balked.  “Then far more have come from outside the class.  What’s the purpose of making you learn so much?”

Sister Levina shrugged and had an almost deadpan look on her face.  “It was very boring, too.” 

Beks leaned forward, suddenly interested on what exactly had been taught.  “Why was it so boring?  What was the content?”

Sister Levina let out a sigh.  “It was incredibly detailed information.  In my class, we learned about the late Queen of Kadmus.  She was right-handed with a sword.  She had close relations to her cousin before her arranged marriage.  I learned Aceria does not like the Temple getting involved with even emergencies, but they are small, so the Temple does not interfere.”  

“The latter I can understand, but the former....” Lucian had a bit of disgust on his face.  “Why would you need to know such personal details as to who her affair partners were?”

Sister Levina wrote an answer easily.  “To know their personality so as to predict how they would act with the Temple.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  She leaned forward and put her arms on the table.  “What did they know about me?” 

Both Lucian and Sister Levina looked at her with surprise.  Sister Levina then knit her brows together, mulling over her thoughts before she continued to write on a new sheet. 

“I don’t know how much was taught after I was punished,” Sister Levina began with an apologetic look.  “But from my classes, only what we know of the prophecy and your great importance to the late Queen.” 

Lucian let out a bitter scoff.  “That makes one of us.”

Beks squeezed his hand and brought it to her lips to kiss the back of it in comfort.  “It wasn’t always wonderful in that position.” Lucian shut his eyes and let out a low breath.  

Sister Levina pushed forward another piece of paper and lowered her eyes.  “I am sorry.  I only had two years of the advanced class, then I was punished.  I did not think to listen on it while in hiding.” 

Beks shook her head and Lucian’s eyes reddened a bit.  “Sister, you are free now.”

“And no one will hurt you again,” Beks added.  

Sister Levina’s eyes turned red and nodded.  She scribbled once more.  “Thank you, both.”  

“It is natural,” Lucian said with reassurance.  Beks nodded in agreement.

She leaned back against her chair with a perplexed look.  “For such an institution that is so keen on having a good reputation, they can be quite brutal.”

Sister Levina nodded.  “Those who are deep in the Temple believe that what must be done, must be done.  No matter what the consequence.  If you go against them, you are punished.”

Lucian’s eyes darkened as he seemed to look at Sister Levina.  “Even if you don’t go against them, but merely show signs of standing out in a way they don’t approve of, you will be punished.”  

Beks frowned.  Across from her, Sister Levina continued to write with a concentrated expression.

“Even to those they approve of, they tell you not to be scared to die.  If the gods see that you die for the sake of the Temple, they will give you a glorious rebirth.”

Beks jerked her head back upon reading the paper.  She looked up at Lucian.  “Did they tell you this?”

Lucian wore a blank expression as he looked at the sheet in front of them.  “No...no.” He shook his head and frowned.  “I’ve never heard anything about a glorious rebirth.  What gods would make such a promise?”

Sister Levina scribbled one more word on top of the sheet.  “Xeria.”

Lucian’s eyes widened.  “The goddess of chaos and rebirth?”

Beks perked up.  “She was the one with the six priests and priestesses whose relics became the Muil Stones, isn’t she?”  

Sister Levina looked surprised and nodded.  “You have heard of them?” 

“When we were investigating some of Luther’s supporters, the history of one of the families had a son who went missing on an expedition searching for a Muil Stone,” Beks replied.  She pursed her lips.  “I read that of the six, two were still missing.  Or rather...three now.”  

Sister Levina cocked her head to the side.  “I have not heard of a third lost.  The High Council would be in a panic if they knew.”

Beks’ eyes narrowed further.  She turned to Lucian.  “You don’t know who took it, do you?”

Lucian looked even more confused.  “Why would I know?”

“Because you were there,” Beks replied.  “It’s the petrified hand of St. Cormac.”  Sister Levina gasped across from her and began furiously writing once more.  

Lucian slowly shook his head.  “I’ve never heard of the Muil Stones....” 

Sister Levina shoved a piece of paper towards them.  “Muil Stones are the name of a set of six relics.  The heart of St. Ingrid and the jaw of St. Cyric, known as the great orator saint, are missing.  The other four: the hand of St. Cormac, the heel of St. Geogiere, the arrow that pierced the eye and head of St. Yephan, the sword containing the blood of St. Myriagnus are all in shrines.” 

Lucian leaned over the desk to read over the reply.  “Now that it’s on a list, I realize that the first four stand out.  All other relics are usually items that belonged to a saint, not an actual body part.  I’ve heard of several weapons, robes, staves, books...but not an arrow that went through an eye and head.”

“I’m more curious about how a sword contains blood,” Beks told him.

“The Sword of St. Myriagnus is in the Great Temple Complex, on display in a shrine in the Great Temple of Xeria,” Lucian told her as Sister Levina continued to write so fast, the paper almost smoked.

On the same sheet of paper, Sister Levina noted the locations of all the known Muil Stones.  The sword was at the Great Temple of Xeria, the arrow was in the Monastery of the Pillars, watched over by the Order of St. Yephan.  The heel was in the St. Geogiere Shrine, within the Great Cathedral of Xeras, the capital of Paraxes.  

The other three were missing.  

“Are all of the body parts petrified?” Beks asked.  

Sister Levina nodded.  “The Temple has a way to artificially petrify body parts.”

Beks made a small face.  “Well, that’s terrifying....why did these four saints have parts of their bodies used while others had things that belonged to them?”

Sister Levina shrugged.  “I think because perhaps they were early saints and the custom of using an item they owned had not been in place?”  

“But I doubt the arrow that shot St. Yephen was his,” Lucian said, motioning to the paper with frustration.  

“Perhaps he kept it as a souvenir?” Beks asked.  Lucian gave her an affronted look.  

Sister Levina wrote some more.  “The arrow is made of semi-precious stone.  The sword belonged to St. Myriagnus, who was the last of the six to die.” 

“Legend has it that the grip was replaced with a hollowed-out crystal that carries the remains of St. Myriagnus’ blood,” Lucian told Beks.

“It is said that after St. Myriagnus saw the deaths of the other five priests and priestesses, she killed herself with her own sword as a sacrifice to Xeria,” Sister Levina wrote.

Beks frowned more so.  “I thought the Temple doesn’t condone human sacrifice.”

“Now they do,” Lucian said.  

Sister Levina nodded in agreement.  “It was allowed in the Temple’s early years.  The sacrificial site is still used today, but not for human sacrifice.  St. Myriagnus chose the site of the Great Temple Complex, but in order not to desecrate it with her sinful blood, as she came from a violent past, she killed herself elsewhere.  It is now a sacred site.”

Beks nodded.  “Where is it?”

Sister Levina wrote another word and Lucian craned his neck.  At once, he drew his head back in disbelief.  “Strahnroc?  Where the new year’s blessing is done every year?” 

Sister Levina nodded and Beks looked at the two of them.  “You know where it is?” 

“Know?  I’ve been there to assist with the blessing,” Lucian told her.  “It’s in the southernmost point of the Great Basin.  There are hills there and the river goes around the hills on one side.  Strahnroc is on the highest hill, but on a good day, you can see the Great Temple complex in the distance.  

Sister Levina pushed another piece of paper that she’d been drawing on forward.  She tapped it, as if to draw their attention to it.  There was a hill with a river and on top of the hill was a round disc.  

“What’s this?” Beks asked, pointing at the circle.

“That’s Strahnroc.  It’s a stone slab in the center of a small spring.  It is said that it is where St. Myriagnus stood when she sacrificed herself.” 

Beks drew her head back.  “And this is where the new year’s blessing is performed?” 

Lucian nodded.  “Six members of the High Council of High Priests and Priestesses wade into the spring and stand around the stone.  They then pour red wine mixed with spring water into the grooves.”

Beks looked up.  “Grooves?”

Sister Levina looked more concentrated than ever as she drew markings on a circle.  Lucian shrugged.  “I couldn’t get too close as I was still just a priest in training at the time, so I couldn’t get a good look.  It should have the archaic symbol of Xeria, but there were some more engravings I couldn’t see from my angle.  It’s a piece of black stone and the ceremony is held at dawn.”

Sister Levina continued to write and the two watched until she was finished.  She pushed the paper forward and Beks found that a round symbol surrounded by six smaller circles, each connected to the lines that lead to the center of the circle, where even more circles overlapped to create a six petaled flower.  Each petal pointed and had a line connecting it to one of the small circles outside, which Beks figured to represent the six original priests and priestesses.

“This is her symbol?” 

“All circles for rebirth.  The smaller ones outside the big circle are her for priests and priestesses,” Lucian said.  “Another thing is that the spring the stone is on is the most biha rich place I’ve ever been in the Great Basin.”  He tilted his head to the side.  “Now that I think of it, it may be because it’s the closest point to it.”

Beks ran her fingers along the circles.  “Close to what?”

“It’s the border of the Temple’s holding, but beyond it is an area that leads to the Forbidden Valley.”
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“What are you two doing?” An amused voice came from the entrance and Beks lowered the book in her hand and turned to look over the railing of the upper level of the Gilded Library.  On the ground floor, there was a long wooden table used for studying and two unexpected children and a fire drake were seated opposite each other, almost surrounded by a small fortress of books.

Soon-to-be Queen Eleanor chuckled as she saw Thad, Wrath, and Sunny were flipping through thick books.  Sunny was more laying on the edge of the table, sleeping, than flipping through books, though. 

“We’re helping Sister!” Wrath said, taking a piece of paper and wedging it into a book before continuing to turn to the page.  

It was a vague answer, but thankfully, Thad gave some more clarity.  “Sister asked us to put these slips of paper in the pages where Xeria the goddess of chaos and rebirth are mentioned.” 

“Or one of her six priests and priestesses!” Wrath added.  

Eleanor drew her head back and blinked.  “Why is she looking for information on Xeria?”  Beks could almost feel the confusion in Eleanor’s voice, as typically, Beks would’ve been immersed in research about governance and policy.  Sometimes ancient civilizations or animals.  

Before Beks could interject to answer, Wrath replied once more, full of confidence.  “I don’t know!”  

Thad stopped looking over the book open in front of him as Beks rubbed her forehead.  She sighed and leaned over the edge.  “I’m trying to find out what is so important about the Muil Stones; the relics left behind by the six priests and priestesses.  They’re so important that apparently the Temple is constantly looking for them.” 

“Brother Lucian’s pilgrimage caravan was attacked and one of the Muil Stones, the hand of a saint, was taken.  Now it’s missing,”  Thad told them.  

Eleanor furrowed her brows.  “But aren’t all relics important to the Temple?  It would make sense that they’d put a lot of effort into finding them.”

“Yes, but the Hand of St. Cormac didn’t originally need to be found,” Beks climbed on top of the large horned serpent that had draped part of his body on the upper floor. She slid down Snowflake’s back and landed near the table.  “Most relics are left where they are found, and a shrine is built around it.  There shouldn’t have been any reason St. Cormac’s hand was taken by the Temple.”  

She originally wanted to ask Sister Levina to come and help them look for mentions of Xeria and her six priests and priestesses, as Beks had full confidence that she would be able to find them quickly, but she felt a bit guilty for taking up all of the woman’s time.

Sister Levina’s main reasons for coming was to further teach Lucian light biha techniques, as well as get her own paperwork done for Kadmus citizenship and residency in what Laurence called the Gurani Territory.  She also needed to prepare the paperwork for each of the children. 

It turns out that orphans who were taken in by the Temple only had a single document in which to identify them as an orphan who lived in the Temple.  When an orphan became an adult, and if they decided to leave the umbrella of the Temple, they would need to apply for citizenship in another country with a letter of introduction from their orphanage’s superior.  

It didn’t matter if that child was returning to the country where they had been found.  

To Beks, it was a depressing thing to think about.  Not to mention, frightening.  One’s entire fate was in the hands of the Temple.  

It also meant that in the case that something happened to the child, such as what happened to Sister Levina, there was no way for her to apply for citizenship elsewhere, which would make it difficult for her to settle unless she married someone.

Which brought Beks to another reason she was hesitant to take up Sister Levina’s time.  Jonas was pursuing the woman so hard; Sandra was concerned that her brother was going to scare Sister Levina off.  

But did he?  

No.  To Sandra’s shock, Sister Levina was more than open to Jonas’ advances.  The man was accompanying Sister Levina everywhere, which also meant that his work for Laz had come to a near halt.  Laz had cornered Jonas and forced him to work while Sister Levina was teaching Lucian.

“It’s useless for you to sit there and just gawk at her awkwardly while she’s teaching, so you might as well get some work done!” Laz had yelled the last time Beks saw Jonas.  Two cavalrymen had been assigned to make sure Jonas stayed in his assigned office to work.

Sandra told Beks she wasn’t sure what Sister Levina saw in her ‘boring’ brother who only liked to read and do paperwork.  Beks was sure that’s what drew Jonas to Sister Levina; Sister Levina was extremely well read.  After all, what else could she do while hiding out in the long-forgotten tunnels and walls of the Great Temple Complex?  

She could only eavesdrop on the priests and priestesses so much.  At the very least, Sister Levina had a great deal of what would’ve been confidential information.  It was why she was surprised that the loss of the hand of St. Cormac hadn’t caused more concern.  She also didn’t know why it had been taken from its shrine.

“That’s true...” Eleanor rubbed her chin.  “I’ve heard that some nobles donate money to the Temple specifically to fund these expeditions to find them.  They can earn many blessings from the Temple for doing so.”

“Isn’t that just buying favor?” Thad asked.

Eleanor ruffled his hair.  “I can’t argue with that.” 

Beks walked towards the table with another book and put it on the stack of books that had yet to be looked over.  “Sister Levina and Lucian said that Xeria is a major god in the pantheon, but she isn’t talked about much because aside from rebirth, she’s also known as the goddess of chaos.  Usually, it’s her priests and priestesses that are talked about because they were essentially the founders of the Temple, which puts more stress on other gods.” 

Eleanor tilted her head and gave Beks a curious look.  “But you think she’s important.” 

Beks raised her brows.  “Isn’t it a bit too convenient that the Temple was founded by her priests and priestesses?  I have a strong feeling about this.”

A wide smile filled Eleanor’s face.  “Ah...so it’s your magical Inheritor powers.”

Beks took a seat next to Wrath and opened one of the books.  “When you put ‘magical’ in front of it, it doesn’t sound serious.”  She glanced up at Eleanor.  “And what are you doing in the library?  I thought you and Brother Laurence were trying to get the arrangements finalized for the wedding?” 

At this, Eleanor huffed.  She pulled out the chair across from Beks and sat down.  

“We tried to speak to the Archbishop of Kadmium to oversee our wedding, but he’s no longer at the Kadmium Cathedral.  At least, that’s what we’ve been told.  The priest presiding in his place has spoken kind words to our faces and sounds very encouraging, but has avoided any confirmation of presiding over our wedding.  He insists that we wait for the Archbishop, but doesn’t know when the Archbishop will return.  We don’t even know if he’s just avoiding us, if I’m being honest,” Eleanor replied with a scowl.  

Beks frowned and sat up straight.  “Then, what about a priest from your family’s march?  Can’t they come to preside over the wedding?”  She didn’t think it was possible, but Eleanor’s scowl deepened.

“Did you know that clergy assigned to a location cannot do any ceremonial blessings or officiations in a location with a pre-existing clergy?” Eleanor asked in a sharp voice.

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Is that a real rule?”

“Apparently so!  It was the first I’ve heard of it!” Eleanor crossed her arms over her chest and seethed.  “They said doing so would be disrespectful to the clergy of Kadmium.  They made some ridiculous reason that it would be as if one clergy was trying to take over another’s territory.” 

Beks lowered her hands from the book.  “Then, that would mean that whoever is invited can’t perform the ceremony.” 

“They told us that only a priest assigned to Kadmium can do such an official ceremony.”

“What about Brother Lucian?” Thad asked.  “He isn’t assigned to Kadmium, but he isn’t assigned to anywhere else either.” 

Beks perked up at once.  She knew that it wasn’t as if Eleanor and Laurence wanted a perfect religious ceremony.  It was that it was customary for them to be married in such a ceremony for their marriage to be seen as legitimate to the public.  

“Lucian hasn’t been excommunicated, and he is still technically a priest.  He’s had all his rights done to the knowledge of the Temple,” Beks said.  

“And since he isn’t assigned to a location, it can’t be said that he is trying to take over another,” Thad told them.

Eleanor’s eyes dilated.  “That’s right...I forgot about Lucian!”

“You did, but I didn’t,” a man’s voice said from the entrance of the library.  They turned their attention towards the open double doors to see Laurence walking in with Lucian beside him.  

At first glance, Beks could tell that the two had talked about the matter already.  Lucian gave Eleanor a small bow of greeting before going to Beks’ side.  Laurence went to stand beside his soon-to-be wife, as well.

“The Temple should not have excommunicated me.  In fact, I’d be surprised if they remembered me at this point, but we should act quickly.   We won’t announce the date and time of the wedding to prevent any interference,” Lucian told them.  “We’ll throw an extravagant party under the guise of Brother’s return to the throne.  We can call it his coronation, and I will marry them then and there.”

Laurence nodded in approval.  “By the time word of our marriage reaches the Temple, it will be too late.”

“Blessings and officiations performed by a priest or priestess before excommunication are still valid,” Lucian said, looking at Eleanor to reassure her.

Eleanor’s face lit up with joy.  “Lucian, thank you!”  

“This is the least I can do for you,” Lucian said, as if his efforts were none at all.  

Laurence put his hands on Eleanor’s shoulders.  “We’ll need to work quickly.  Call your family here as soon as possible for the event.  It will be scheduled in less than a week’s time.” 

“What about the legal paperwork?” Eleanor said, turning her head to look up at him.  “We never had them redone after we left.”

“They don’t need to be redone,” Laurence replied with a smile.  He motioned to Beks.  “She has secured all the paperwork.”

Eleanor’s opened mouthed expression turned to Beks with awe.  

“You should still both give it one last look before you sign it.  It can be reviewed and signed at any time.  It doesn’t have to be signed at the Temple-related ceremony,” Beks said.  

“Duke Seneca and Duke Caroline have agreed to be our witnesses.”  Laurence kissed the top of Eleanor’s head.  His eyes were filled with deep affection.  

“Then, we should at least have a large dinner to celebrate after,” she told him.  Laurence nodded.  

“Wait!  What about your wedding dress?”  Wrath’s voice came from over the small wall of books that surrounded her.  “Aren’t you supposed to wear really nice clothes?  I went to a wedding once and they made me wear a dress so fluffy, I couldn’t move.” 

Beks wasn’t sure if her sister was complaining or not.  Thad sighed.  “That was buy design so you wouldn’t run rampant....” he muttered under his breath.  

Eleanor laughed.  “Dresses are the least of our worries, Wrath.  And don’t worry, you won’t have to wear anything uncomfortable.”

“You are a good and righteous Queen!”  Wrath’s satisfied voice praised shamelessly, making the adults in the room laugh.  

Beks stood up.  “Then, if you’ve decided, I’ll assist Chamberlain Wilton with any necessary household arrangements.  If we’re going to have a large event, we’ll need to hire more staff.”

“Laz and I have asked the cavalry if anyone would be willing to take a temporary job at the palace for Brother’s somewhat informal coronation.  There are plenty of volunteers.  It’ll also ease the work of the Wild Dogs,” Lucian said.

Beks nodded with a thoughtful look on her face.  “That reminds me, Efran wanted to do some work in the palace and assist me.  I had this plan, as well, but Rid Callan is making him train.”  She let out a helpless sigh.  “He’s going to be transferred to the island.  He doesn’t need to take so much of Efran’s time now to train.”

“He wants to focus while he can.  Once he goes to the island, he’ll have his children to look after when he’s not doing his duties,” Lucian told her. 

“It will be busy for him as a first time father of two children.” 

Eleanor chuckled and looked down at her belly.  Even sitting there was only a slight curve.  “Children....”

Laurence’s face softened.  He knelt down beside her and put his hand over her stomach, looking at both her and her stomach fondly.  

Beks looked towards her husband.  “Do you need anything for the ceremony?  If so, I’ll arrange it.”

“No, there are supplies in the cathedral on the royal grounds I can use,” Lucian told them.  “I’ll go check later.”

“If you need anything, though the priests at the Kadmium Cathedral have been avoiding us, we can probably get some supplies such as blessed wine and vestments from them with a donation.”

Eleanor let out a slight snort and glared at the table.  “All they want is our money....”

Laurence rubbed her shoulders to relax her.  “Well, it seems that they need it because something....”  He looked pointedly at Beks.  “Happened to the Great Temple Complex and the damage is extensive.”

Beks’ eyes darted to the side, avoiding his gaze.  “That is a shame.” 

Eleanor grumbled.  “They’ve been asking their biggest patrons for donations recently.  Many of whom were supporters of Luther who still need to be fined.” 

Thad looked up from his books.  “They are the dominant religious institution on the western half of Sevoy.  Why are they getting donors here?  They should know what Kadmus’ situation is right now.” 

Eleanor shook her head.  “It doesn’t seem to matter.”  She paused and frowned.  “Actually, the priest we spoke to mentioned an expedition was taking place.  They are so busy gathering funds, that it was one of the reasons the Archbishop isn’t here to oversee our wedding.” 

Beks furrowed her brows.  “Is now the time to go on an expedition considering how costly one is and that the Great Temple Complex has to be repaired?” Not to mention that entire sunken paladin training area.   

“It’s probably because the Great Temple Complex has to be repaired that they’re having an expedition,” Lucian replied.  “Expeditions mean a new relic is going to be sought out.  It’s cause for fanfare.  It’ll also distract from what happened at the Great Temple Complex.  It’s a show of strength that they’re able to spend resources on searching for the relic.”

Beks pursed her lips.  “What relic are they looking for this time?  St. Cormac’s hand is still missing.” 

“Beks!”  A loud voice came from the hall just outside the library.   “Is she in here?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” one of the guards at the door replied.  

Laz peeked into the room and upon seeing them, nodded, and entered.  He gave his brothers and soon-to-be sister-in-law nods to acknowledge them before looking towards her.   “Beks, someone from the Dawn Company was waiting outside the gate.”  He lifted an envelope.  “It’s the bill for this week’s feed and fodder.”

Beks didn’t let her reaction reach her calm face.  Her eyes settled on the envelope, knowing it wasn’t a bill.  Nexus took care of paying for the resources ordered using money earned from various investments.  This was something else.  

Beks thanked him and took the envelope from his hand.  As she opened it, Laurence leaned forward.

“How much is it? When we have money in the treasury again, we will begin to reimburse you.”

Beks shook her head and read over the two sheets of paper that, while an itemized list of resources used to feed their military, contained the words ‘please contact us to confirm payment’.  

“We’ll deal with it when we have money,” Beks said.  She looked at her siblings.  “Thad, Wrath, take a break.  I need to call them about a discrepancy.”  The two children let out heavy sighs and seemed to melt back against their chairs. 

“Finally....” Thad said.

Wrath patted her stomach and looked at Sunny.  “Let’s go eat.” 

Beks climbed on top of Snowflake.  “Back to the villa!”

“Do you want us to come with you?” Laz asked as Snowflake slithered past them with Beks on his back.  She shook her head.

“No, it’s just a call.  I don’t want to spend unnecessary money,” she said.  “Do me a favor and go to that bakery I like.  Get a cake for me and my brother and sister.  All this focus requires sweets.”

“Sweets!” Wrath threw her arms in the air in triumph as Beks slid out the doors. 

Snowflake’s arrival at the Gilded Palace didn’t disturb the Wild Dogs, who were very used to the large serpent.  Many even welcomed him and praised him for coming so far.  However, the existing staff that had returned to work were taken by surprise by the massive white horned serpent. 

A few had been scared out of their wits the first time they saw Snowflake, usually because they’d caught a glimpse of part of him, and not his head, where Beks was often walking in front of or riding behind. 

It had been several days, and a few maids still jumped, or avoided Snowflake all together the moment they saw him coming.  

It was a relief to Beks that Snowflake fit perfectly through the halls of the Gilded Palace.  If she lived in the Old Tower, Snowflake wouldn’t be able to even enter at his size, but the wide halls of the Gilded Palace were large enough to accommodate the sacred beast.  

They went down the familiar corridors and into Beks’ villa, which her husbands moved into.  Snowflake took her directly to her study, but as he couldn’t fit his entire body inside at once without displacing the furniture, he crossed the room, cutting through to exit through the double doors leading out to the garden to sunbathe.  Once he had coiled up outside, Beks closed the doors.

She retrieved her urapearl, and Mr. Kesse answered at once. 

“Good afternoon, Your Highness.  Did you read the letter?” he asked. 

Beks let out a low breath.  Aside from instructing her to call them, there was a line about searching for something that was found.  

“When did they start?” she asked.

“From what we could gather, they have been searching for St. Cormac’s hand since it went missing, though it was confidential.  However, recently, it has been found in a storage room at one of the satellite temples at the Great Basin.  There is no reason we found as to how it got there.”

Beks narrowed her eyes as she leaned back against her chair.  “Then four Muil Stones have been found.”

“Two are now at the Great Temple Complex.”

“But the other two can’t be moved.  Relics aren’t just removed from their shrines.”

“Perhaps not moved, but they can be put into storage to avoid damage or when there are concerns for their safety,” Mr. Kesse told her.  “It hasn’t been announced, but we have found that the Heel of St. Geogiere in Xeras and the arrow of St. Yephan at the Monastery of the Pillars have both been put into storage citing concern for their safety after the attack on the Great Temple Complex.”

Beks scoffed.  “That happened weeks ago and they’re just now storing them for safety concerns?”

“There is no news on the sword at the Great Temple Complex being removed from its location, but the expedition you may have heard of by now is for the Jaw of St. Cyric.”

Beks took a deep breath and exhaled.  “Even if they are using this to take attention away from the attack and show the strength of the Temple, do they know where to start?  I heard the last expedition was a failure and the entire expedition party went missing.  If they knew where it was, why would they just be searching for it now?”

“Your Highness...it seems that they know where to find it,” Mr. Kesse said with some reluctance.  “They were told where.”

Beks frowned and drew her head back.  “So, they are going to believe anyone now?”

“Most with have their doubts, but it seems that it was the same person who told them where to find the hand of St. Cormac.”  

Beks felt her stomach drop as dread began to fill her.  “It isn’t....”

“I’m afraid so, Your Highness.  The new oracle, Iris Elpidah.  It seems she has made another prophecy, and this time, it is to where the Muil Stone will be found.” 
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                “I want to know where Iris Elpidah is, who she is with, and what she is doing,” Beks said as her eyes narrowed.  “And if at all possible, what the Temple’s opinion of her is after she returned from Kadmus.”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “We are keeping an eye on her, Your Highness.  She was seen entering the Great Temple Complex and was almost missed.  She was dressed as a pilgrim with a small group coming for pilgrimage.  No paladins were noticed with her, nor did she have the two attendants who follow her.”

This meant that Iris Elpidah was deep in disguise to hide from them.  It was likely how she got so far without being discovered by Lady Helen’s people.  She was even willing to leave behind her attendants who served her hand and foot.

“Her paladins may be in disguise.  Do not drop your guard,” Beks said.  “As soon as you have any news on Elpidah and the Temple, let me know, no matter how small.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Mr. Kesse said with a slight bow of his head.  “And what of the relics?”

“At best, we can observe.  The expedition will attract a lot of attention, but we have yet to understand how important the relic will be or for what it will be used.  According to Sister Levina, when recent relics are found, they are first brought to the Great Temple Complex to be recorded and studied, but ultimately returned to the location where they were found and a shrine is built to properly house the relic,” Beks replied.  “Continue to observe, but do not interfere.  Find out what you can about the Muil Stones.”

Mr. Kesse nodded, and the call ended. 

Beks took a deep breath and leaned back against her chair.  She closed her eyes and began to sort through the information on the Muil Stones she had collected, but inadvertently, her mind drifted to Iris.  

Luther would not tell Laurence, or anyone, where Iris went.  It seemed he was smart enough to know not to open his mouth and risk the safety of his wife.  Despite his resistance, it was fairly obvious that Iris would go to where she would be the safest: the Great Temple Complex.

Or at the very least, the Great Basin, where she could hide.  

At least, Beks thought she would hide.  Being active and instigating a Temple-led expedition for a relic would out her general location.  

It didn’t seem as if Iris Elpidah wanted to hide.  

At the same time, Beks couldn’t get her hands on her easily, either.  If the Temple was protecting Iris Elpidah, then Beks wasn’t willing to try another small group-led raid to get her.  The Temple was now on guard after the havoc Beks and the others created that destroyed not only parts of the complex, but the paladin training grounds.

Paladins from all over had been ordered to return to the Great Basin, and with them, all the high-ranking clergy they were escorting.  Nothing was impenetrable, but some things were more difficult than others.

Then, there were the Muil Stones.  Beks was convinced that Iris Elpidah was not a real oracle after what she’d read.  If Iris Elpidah was not a real oracle, then the ‘prophecy’ she spouted wasn’t a random divine vision of the future.  It was a targeted suggestion, but to what, Beks wasn’t exactly sure.

The Muil Stones were important.

They were related to the priests and priestesses of Xeria, the goddess of chaos and rebirth.  

She suspected that the Temple was collecting the Muil Stones and consolidating them in , and that Iris Elpidah helping them do so meant that there would be of some benefit to her.

But what and how? 

“You look angry,” Laz’s voice could be heard from the entrance of the room.  “Are they over charging you?”

“We had it cleared up,” Beks replied.  She opened her eyes and looked at her husband.  She saw that Lucian was behind him, also entering her study.  “I can’t rid myself of the feeling that those Muil Stones are important and related to oracles.”

Laz raised a brow as he crossed the room.  “If you have a feeling, then it means you are going in the right direction.”

“That is why I’m worried about it.  It reeks of danger.”  Beks stood up and ran a hand through her hair.  She raised her arms and Laz and Lucian encircled her.  

“I will ask Sister Levina to help with your research on the Muil Stones,” Lucian told her.  

“We can also return to the Hall of Eloquence to check for anything else the last Great Oracle might’ve left that may help,” Laz added.

Lucian nodded.  “Yes, if the Muil Stones have something to do with oracles, then she may have had a clue.” 

“I sent Gerard to pick up the cake you wanted,” Laz said as he brushed her hair back.  “Take a break if you can and then return to it.”

Lucian nodded. “Sometimes, you need to clear your head a bit when facing a problem.”  

She sighed and nuzzled her head against Lucian’s shoulder as her grip around Laz tightened.  “I am very thankful that you were the ones I married.”

“I was thinking about that,” Laz said as he furrowed his brows.  “Relating to why the late Queen sent us away.  When you were young, we were the closest to you.  Not Luther.”

Lucian perked up as he heard this.  His eyes narrowed, understanding what his brother was suspecting at once.  “She might have also separated us from Beks because she was afraid that we would take her from him?”

Beks frowned at this.  She didn’t want her existence to be part of the reason her husbands were sent away with hopes of a miserable fate.  “Did she not want me to follow her lead and continue an affair with another while engaged to her precious son?” 

Lucian cracked a slight smile, amused at the undisguised irritation in her voice.  “You sound angrier than us.  It could just be one of many reasons.” 

“I’m sure she had multiple reasons, but it didn’t hurt that she would isolate Beks,” Laz replied.  “If she’s isolated....”

“I’m easier to control,” Beks said, lowering her eyes.  A bitterness filled her.  “I know she loved me, but the more I learn of what she’d hidden, the more I believe the love comes from the wrong place.” 

Lucian took a deep breath and released it.  “It’s not important right now.  We need to find out what the Temple is planning if they are unsettling you.”

Beks let out a hum and pulled away from her husbands.  She opened the door to the garden.  “Snowflake, we’re going to the dining hall. Do you want to come?”  Snowflake flicked his tongue, but kept his eyes closed and didn’t bother moving.  It was a decisive ‘no’.  “All right, I’ll leave the door open for you to come in and out of.”  

She went to the dining hall to wait for her cake, calling out to her siblings to join her.  The books they were tagging for research were left in the library, as after her afternoon snack, she joined Chamberlain Wilton in preparing for Laurence’s coronation and wedding.

With the treasury depleted, all the funding came from Laurence’s private savings, which Luther and his court did not know about, and the twins.  Laz and Lucian had plenty of gold left over from their inheritance and decided to give a generous gift to their brother and sister-in-law.  

Beks’ gift was her foresight.  Before Eleanor had fled the Gilded Palace with Laurence, Beks had done her best to hide as many of the items Laurence prepared for their wedding as she could.  This included clothing for the ceremony, jewels that Laurence purchased himself, as well as the legal paperwork.  

She assumed that Laurence’s things would be the first plundered, and she was right according to Chamberlain Wilton.  However, the things she had hidden deep within the hidden tunnels and walls were spared.

Beks was only irritated that she didn’t hide her own wedding dress better, allowing it to be found by Iris Elpidah.  At the time, she wasn’t thinking about her wedding dress at all.  In fact, marrying Luther was the last thing on her mind.  

In order to bring as many of Eleanor’s relatives to Kadmium as possible, the rokhs were employed to make several flights.  

While not as extravagant as originally planned, Beks was relatively satisfied with what she and Chamberlain Wilton could prepare in terms of a coronation for Laurence.  

The usual representatives of the Five Great Houses were invited, along with various high nobles who opposed Luther’s rule and remained staunch supporters of Laurence.  Though Luther’s father and supporting ministers tried to minimize the influence of those nobles, they couldn’t ban them completely from participating in government without a good reason.  

During the coronation, Laurence was to be blessed by a priest or priestess, but there was no response from the clergy at the Kadmium Cathedral.  

Laurence had laughed when he told Beks and the others.  “Do they think they can stop me if they refuse to perform a blessing?  Kadmus practices in line with the Temple, but we are not governed by the Temple!”

The Grand Duke of Aceria had replied that what was important was a sense of ceremony and a legal document.  Everything else was ‘jewels on a chest’, an Acerian saying about unnecessary excess on something practical.  

“It’s best that they don’t get involved,” Lucian reiterated as they sat around for dinner.  “In this way, I can go directly from coronation blessing to wedding ceremony.”

Tomorrow was the day of both events; one widely spread and the other a well-kept secret.  

Beks looked at her half empty wine glass in silence.  Tonight was meant to be a quiet dinner with just their few guests and close family and friends.  Nothing too rowdy, as everyone had an early morning with the preparations for the coronation and wedding.  

Eleanor had insisted on a small dinner instead of a large party stating those reasons, but Beks knew it was because she didn’t want to spend money they didn’t have.  Beks pretended she didn’t realize this, and while the guests were fewer in number, the food and drink were not lacking.  She’d even had everyone dress up for it and gathered musicians from Nexus to play background music as entertainment.

Even so, it wasn’t as extravagant as they had originally planned Laurence’s coronation and wedding to be a year earlier.  Beks couldn’t help but be resentful that two undeserving people got what should’ve belonged to Laurence and Eleanor.

“Yes, I look forward to tomorrow.  It’ll be a smooth transition, although it won’t be a good day for our opponents,” Laurence told them.  Several pairs of eyes turned to him, with the exception of Wrath gnawing on a chicken drumstick at the far end of the table.  

Eleanor lowered her utensils and knit her brows with concern.  “Because they were not invited?” 

Laurence let out a small chuckle, reaching to his side to put his hand over her’s.  “Because tomorrow, their punishments will be official.  All the resources that were seized during the investigation will be transferred to the treasury.  The sentences for those imprisoned will be finalized, and their titles will officially be stripped, their family names removed from the register of nobles.”  

Beks nodded.  While they were in transition, though Laurence had authority to rule, on paper, the punishments for the dissidents would not officially start until he was coronated.  After the late Queen died, any orders he gave would automatically be official as well as enacted as he had been named heir on official papers.  

This time, he was retaking his throne from his brother, who remained alive.  Only when a monarch died could their successor’s reign officially begin.  As Luther continued to live under the grace of his eldest brother, a formal transition of power was required. 

It was a painful time for those who had been part of Luther’s regime, as their property and money had already been confiscated, essentially freezing their day-to-day spending.  In addition, they were kept on house arrest or, if their part in taking power was deeper, imprisoned in the East Tower, waiting.  

“Their sentences didn’t include the time spent imprisoned or under house arrest,” she said with a solemn nod.  “Some will be arrested from their homes and taken to a more secluded prison.”  

“Except Luther,” Laurence replied.  He took a deep breath and exhaled.  “He will remain on house arrest in his villa.  At the moment, he is not in a position to leave.”

Beks and the others frowned a bit at this.  Luther didn’t seem to have any regards to his health since he woke.  Sometimes, he refused to eat.  Beks didn’t know if it was in protest, to gain pity, or if he wanted to die.  

She cut through her meat on her plate.  “Have you given him his official sentence?” 

Laurence took another deep breath and sighed, both reluctant and disappointed.  “No, not yet.  In truth, I am unsure how to tell him as he is.”  

‘As he is’ was bedridden and weak.  Luther was willfully ignorant and naive, but to Laurence, he was still his youngest brother and was hesitant to be cruel while Luther was in such a weak state.  

Unfortunately for Luther, Beks was not.  

“I will tell him his sentence.”  She reached forward and grasped the stem of her wine glass and brought it to her lips for a sip.

On either side of her, Laz and Lucian looked up from their meals and turned to her.  Laurence looked towards her with a bit of surprise in his eyes. 

“Beks, you needn’t go to announce his sentence on my behalf,” he told her.  She could see the gratefulness in his eyes, but knew he didn’t want to put her in an odd position. Since Luther fell off the Western Tower until now, Beks had refused to see him.  She ignored the pleas he sent, his hunger strikes, and even his threat that he’d jump again, but she refused.

She knew it would be a surprise to everyone that she was suddenly willing to see him.  She took another sip of her glass before taking a deep breath and placing it back on the table.  

“Beks, are you sure you want to do this?” Lucian asked with a worried voice on her right. 

She nodded.  “There is no point in avoiding him forever.  I still haven’t been able to punch him in the face as he’s been bedridden since he fell from the tower.  Telling him that he is stripped of his title and will never set foot outside of the Gilded Palace again in this life will be enough to satisfy me for now.”

Laz appeared satisfied with her answer.  “In that case, when will you go?”

“After the ceremonies,” Beks replied.  “Before we have the reception banquet.”

“That’s a good time to go,” Eleanor said from across the table.  She remained sitting up straight with a proud look on her face.  “Let him see you in all your finery as a Princess of Kadmus and see with his own eyes the greatness of the woman he betrayed.”

Her words seemed to be of comfort to Laz and Lucian, who held some reluctance on their faces when she said she would go.  

Laurence looked to Beks once more in a silent ask for confirmation.  She nodded her head once and Laurence returned it.  “Then, you shall read his sentence tomorrow.  Chamberlain Wilton, prepare the order.”
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The coronation process began in the morning.  Beks was awake before dawn not only to dress in the most elaborate gown she’d worn since she returned, but also to walk through the venues and confirm the details with an equally formally dressed Chamberlain Wilton.

The procession would begin from the front steps of the Gilded Palace.  Though it was a short walk, Laurence would take the most extravagant carriage to the separate, ornate building that was where religious and formal ceremonies took place.  

It was where the late Queen lay in state, waiting for her last husband and youngest child to return before she was entombed.  It was where Luther was crowned and later married.  

Beks didn’t know how it was decorated for those events, but she’d made sure that the decoration was not lacking for that of a royal family member.  Orange flowers were adorned with ribbons of intertwined white and green.  Those same colors were streamed across the ceiling of the interior and dozens of white lanterns were hanging down, suspended by thin metal cords that weren’t visible from the floor, making it appear as if the lanterns were floating.  

All the Wild Dogs involved in guarding were issued formal royal guard uniforms, with those who were part of the ceremonial arch of swords having gilded ceremonial swords to match. 

All the pathways that would be used were decorated, all leading up to the coronation throne at the foot of the sanctuary.  The crown, draping cape, and scepter were cleaned, and for further effect, Beks had instituted a dress code of men in black and women in the brightest colors they could wear, but little jewelry.  

She wanted all the attention to be on Laurence and Eleanor.  

As for herself, as a member of the royal family, Beks wore clothes and jewelry chosen for her by Eleanor.  Though the color of the Kadmus royal family was orange, since Beks already had the orange streak in her hair, Eleanor selected a dark blue-purple dress with a high neckline that was tight around her upper body and flared into a sea of layers at her natural waist.  

The gold embroidery included orange flowers that matched her orange streak, and gold jewelry shaped like thin leaves were placed on her wrists and ears.  The gold tiara was made to look like a crown of flowers and leaves, with dark blue stones in the center of the flowers.  Her hair was partially up in the back, with gold ornamental hairpins gifted to her from the Emperor of Langshe in holding the bun in place.  The hair framing her face was let down, allowing the orange streak to be displayed at its fullest.

On either side of her, Laz and Lucian were in formal dress befitting of their rank.  The layers of fabric were heavy, and she could see a thin sheen of sweat across their foreheads in the summer heat, despite the cool air prepared inside by her family’s biha users.  

They stood in the grand foyer of the Gilded Palace, looking out the open double doors at the orange carpet laid over the steps and the carriage waiting for them.  Chamberlain Wilton seemed to check the time before nodding to himself and stepping partway inside.  

He rooted himself by the right side of the open door and stood up straight.  

“Your Highnesses,” he said as he looked at Beks.  

She gave him a nod as a husband on each side of her took her arm.  “Begin.”

He gave a small signal, and the trumpeters outside blew their horns.  She began to walk in step with Laz and Lucian, elegantly making their way down the steps as beyond the gravel entryway, past the moat, and on the other side of the long iron fence that surrounded the royal grounds, the city that was waiting for them to emerge let out yells of excitement.  

Today was a day of celebration and rest for the city.  Free food was distributed near the royal grounds, funded by her and the twins to display the benevolence of their brother.  The city’s main corridors were decorated with orange banners, flower garlands, and musicians were hired to perform at the main public squares.  

The mood was joyful and exciting.  

The carriage Beks and the twins were on arrived few steps away, at the start of the walkway that led to the small cathedral on the grounds.  

When she set foot on the orange carpet, the procession of nobles within had already begun entering.  For a moment, she remembered the last time she’d been in this position.  She had entered with her family along with the other representatives of the Five Great Houses.  

They reached the entrance when Laurence and Eleanor’s carriage arrived behind them.  

“His Highness Prince Lazarus.  His Highness Prince Lucian.  Her Highness Princess Rebecca!”  

They walked down the aisle to take their seats at the front.  After Beks and Laz reached their seats and remained standing, Lucian slipped around the side to return to the foyer.  There, he slipped into the vestments of a priest, his long hair was tied at the base of his neck, so the headpiece fit on his head. 

Since the Kadmus Cathedral inadvertently refused to help them, there were no young priests or priestess to hold the sacred objects and oils.  Instead, the positions were given to Lady Helen’s eldest son and Thad.  They followed behind Lucian, who followed behind Chamberlain Wilton, who held the documents to be signed in an elaborate wooden box. 

Eleanor followed behind, with a thin forest green cloak bearing the insignia of the von Glasser March, hiding the white and orange wedding gown beneath.  She wore her mother’s headpiece and had the honor of holding the ceremonial sword in her arms.  

Once they took their places in front, the trumpeters blared again.

“His Royal Majesty, King Laurence dun Kadmus.”  

All at once, everyone in the room turned on their heels to face the back.  Laurence took a steady step forward, a calm expression on his face as he wore a thick, gold circlet, and held the scepter of the monarch.

As he passed, the guests bowed their heads in his direction, only standing after the two guards following him passed.  

Laurence reached the sanctuary, climbed up two steps, and then turned to face the crowd.  Somewhere in the back a heavy bell was hit three times.  

Duke Seneca, as the highest Kadmus noble present, stepped forward to give the coronation speech.  He stood in front of Laurence, reading out from a thick book the duties and responsibilities Laurence was expected to fulfill.  

“Do you, Laurence Thomas dun Kadmus, son of Leticia Matina dun Kadmus and Alexios, King Consort of Kadmus, accept these duties and swear to fulfill them with honor, until your dying breath.”  

Laurence didn’t flinch.  “I, Laurence Thomas dun Kadmus, accept these duties and swear to fulfill them with honor, until my dying breath.” 

Duke Seneca shifted the book to the side and opened the wooden box with the coronation document still held in Chamberlain Wilton’s arms.  The document was placed on the small, adorned table in front of Laurence, along with an ink well and a pen.  A small, gilded bench with an orange cushion was placed before the table. 

“Will the first witness of this coronation step forward!” Duke Seneca said.

Robert, Duke of Caroline, rose from his seat.  He stepped out in the aisle, his steps stiff and measured in a formal walk rather than the relaxed gait he usually had.  He stopped in front of the table and bowed to Laurence behind it before standing up straight.  

“Robert Lodewijk, Duke of Caroline, will witness this coronation,” he said in a booming voice.  He moved to the side, vacating the space in the center.  “Will the second witness of this coronation step forward!”  

Duke Seneca stepped forward, taking Robert’s space.  He bowed to Laurence.  “Maximillian Augustine, Duke of Seneca, will witness this coronation!”

Laurence returned their bows with a subtle nod.  He placed his scepter horizontally above the document and reached for the pen.  He wrote his signature across the bottom and returned a pen.

Beks stepped forward, holding a small oil lamp with a flame and an orange candle that an awaiting guard held in preparation for her part.  She stopped beside the table and melted the top of the wax candle with the oil lamp until there was enough wax liquid.  She then dropped several droplets in one place next to Laurence’s signature.

Without complaint, he pressed his thumb into the melted wax and held it.  

Once it was solidified enough, he carefully removed his thumb to reveal his thumbprint.  Beks bowed her head and stepped back, but didn’t return to her seat.

Chamberlain Wilton dutifully turned the document around to face the two dukes, who then stepped forward.  First was the Duke of Caroline.  He picked up the same pen and signed his name.  Beks returned, melted some more wax, and waited until her father pressed his thumb into it.  Robert then bowed his head to Laurence, who remained on his knees, holding the scepter in his hands.

The Duke of Seneca mirrored Robert’s movements, signing his name, and then pressing his thumb into the hot wax.  

After bowing to Laurence, he stepped back.  Beks bowed as well, and returned to her seat, handing off the tools to a guard.

“He may rise.”  With this, Laurence rose to his feet.  The guard quietly pulled the small bench away.  

Duke Seneca picked up the document and held it out for the guests to see as two more guards carried the table away.  Chamberlain Wilton stepped forward, this time holding a soft pillow with the heavy ceremonial crown resting on top. 

Robert stepped forward, having put on a pair of white gloves, and approached Laurence.  While Duke Seneca held up the document, Robert removed the circlet from Laurence’s head, placed it on an awaiting pillow held up by the Duchess of Latana.  When she stepped back, Chamberlain Wilton took her place. 

Robert carefully picked up the crown and raised it high before placing it on Laurence’s head.  

Once it was set, the Dukes of Durmott and Enidmore stepped forward, each holding a side of a thick fire orange cloak made of fox fur and bordered with silver wolf fur.  They affixed the cloak on to the unmoving Laurence.

“The Blessing of the Gods!”  Chamberlain Wilton stepped back and Lucian, who had been standing to the side with two children holding sacred objects stepped forward.  

Lucian made a small show of blessing the oil and the incense before he opened the glass jar, dipped his fingers, and wrote a symbol on his brother’s forehead.  He then took the small incense container from Thad’s pillow and circled around Laurence.  

“May the gods hear your prayers and give you guidance.  May your reign be blessed, and your kingdom and people protected.”  Lucian spoke in Classic Esuser.  

He then stepped back and bowed his head.  Thad and Lady Helen’s son mirrored his movement before turning to their positions.  

“He may take his throne,” Duke Seneca announced.  The coronation throne was located just behind Laurence.  With the aid of two guards adjusting his cloak, he took his seat, sitting up straight and facing his people.

With the document placed into the gilded box, Chamberlain Wilton stood in front of Laurence, lifted it as if in offering.  Behind him, the five heads of the Five Great Houses took their positions in a row.  

All at once, the five of them knelt on to their right knee and bowed their heads, placing their fists over their chests. 

The shuffling of clothing and bodies was heard as everyone in the room knelt in front of Laurence.  Beks adjusted her skirt and lowered her head.  

Chamberlain Wilton remained on his knee as he shouted.  “May His Majesty King Laurence’s reign be just!”

“May His Majesty King Laurence’s reign be just!” The bellowing voices of nobles and guards filled the room.

“May His Majesty King Laurence’s reign be wise!”

“May His Majesty King Laurence’s reign be wise!”

“May His Majesty King Laurence’s reign be long!”

“May His Majesty King Laurence’s reign be long!”

“All hail His Majesty King Laurence Thomas dun Kadmus, King of Kadmus!”  

“All hail His Majesty King Laurence!”  

“Stand!” Laurence replied to the salutes and the room filled with the noise of shifting clothing and rising bodies.  

The five dukes and duchess remained kneeling, as did anyone present who was the head of a house, including Marquis von Glasser and the Grand Duke of Aceria.  The heavy bell rang ten times to signal the start of the reign. 

When the bell finished ringing, the five dukes and duchess rose to their feet.  At this point, the procession to leave would usually begin, and from the attention of most of the guests, they were ready to leave.  

Lord Douglas had quietly, and subtly, taken the sword from his sister.  Beks slipped away with Eleanor, going through an exit to the side while everyone was rising.  

“Efran, the flowers!” Beks said as she and Eleanor rushed through a narrow corridor.  

“I have them, Your Highness!”  Efran and Sandra were waiting to assist with the second portion.  Eleanor’s thin forest green cape was removed to reveal a stunning white and orange dress.  Beks carefully removed her family tiara and replaced it with one from the royal vaults.  As soon as it was affixed, Efran handed her the flowers.  

Sandra unpinned the extended train of the dress.  In the foyer, behind the closed doors of the main chamber, Eleanor’s clothes were straightened out.  

Beks stood in front of her holding a light pearl.  Traditionally, as the banner woman for the bride, she was to hold an elegant lantern or oil lamp to signify the light she would bring to the family, but since the Grand Duke had a light pearl, Beks opted to use the light pearl instead. 

The two guards at the door were Jonas and Gerard.  

“Sister, are you ready?” Beks asked, glancing behind her.  

She heard Eleanor take a deep breath and exhale.  “I have long been ready.” 

The corners of Beks’ lips curled up.  She gave a nod to Jonas and Gerard.  The two men grasped the iron handles of the doors and pulled them open. 

From the upper floor, musicians drew everyone’s attention to the back of the room. 

The sound of a small, sharp bell rang and Beks began the procession, holding the light pearl in her hands.  

The gasps around her didn’t register as she walked down the aisle, step by step.  

The positions of those who were at the front had shifted.  Lucian was now in the center, preparing to do the marriage ceremony, while Laurence stood below, turned towards the double doors.  Beks almost wanted to laugh.  It was like she was invisible with how he looked at Eleanor, but that only made Beks happier.  

Two people were finally, after much tragedy and frustration, getting married. 

Though it seemed that everyone’s attention was on the bride behind her, Beks felt two distinct gazes.  Her eyes moved over to meet the blue eyes of her husbands. The gentle smiles on their faces were not for Eleanor, but for her.  

Due to the financial situation, they refused to have a formal wedding.  Instead, they had signed the legal documents without any pomp.  In fact, when they signed them, Beks wasn’t even wearing a dress.  Laz and Lucian just wanted to make it official in Kadmus as soon as possible.  

Perhaps for some time, seeing her walking towards them with a light pearl and in a dress as dark as the clear nights over Gurani was as close as they would get to a wedding of their own. 

She resisted the urge to pass Laurence and kiss Lucian.  She stood opposite where Laurence and Laz were standing and smiled as she watched Eleanor, with red eyes and a flushed face unable to contain her joy, reach Laurence’s side.  

A quick sweep around the room showed that everyone seemed to mirror this joy and excitement.  

“With the blessings of the gods, I am here today to wed Laurence Thomas dun Kadmus and Eleanor Delilah von Glasser.”  Lucian held out his arms and smiled.  

The rest of the ceremony was beautiful, but Beks was concentrating on keeping the light crystal up.  Perhaps it was a mistake to opt for the larger light crystal.  Lessoned learned, she supposed.  Before she knew it, the procession to leave began under the ringing bells, the cheering crowds, and some tears from the von Glasser men as they watched their once boy-ish sister, now draped in an orange fox fur cloak and the crown of a Queen Consort.  

Laz might’ve noticed her arms tremble, so he took the light pearl with his left arm and hooked her arm with his right one.  Lucian stepped down, putting aside his position as the priest, and held her right arm.  The two escorted her out of the cathedral and to a carriage.  

Following Laurence and Eleanor’s carriage, they were brought towards the fence, where they slowly rode by waving out the windows and accepting the cheers of their people waiting outside.  

Outside the main gates, rows of Wild Dogs dressed as royal guards lined the main street and cleared the space in front so that the gates could open, and the two carriages could parade through.  

“I can’t help but wonder,” Beks said as she smiled and waved.  “If this was the same as the crowd when Luther got married.”

“I had asked Chamberlain Wilton,” Laz replied.  “They did not do the wedding procession across the city.”

“That’s surprising,” Luther told them, also waving out the window on his side of the carriage.  “I would think that such a spectacle would be someone they want.”

“The Chamberlain said that on the day of the wedding, there were so few people at the gates, that there were more guards standing at the ready than people.  It was too embarrassing.”  Laz did bother to hide the mirth in his voice.  

Beks’ smile grew wider.  She wasn’t too surprised.  As a Temple supported oracle, Iris Elpidah should’ve enjoyed immense popularity, but in Kadmus, so did Beks.  Luther lacked the popularity of Laurence as a monarch, and the attitude of the citizens was displeased that he had an affair while engaged to Beks.  

Nexus spread the rumors, emphasizing their untrustworthy, scheming natures, and then further aggravating it with Kadmus’ declining wealth.  Needless to say, the campaign to lower their reputations worked.  The best part was, they weren’t based on lies.  

The wedding procession lasted for about an hour before they returned to the Gilded Palace.  Their guests were currently enjoying drinks and light snacks in the garden.  Laurence and Eleanor went to join them before the wedding banquet later, but Beks went elsewhere.

Still in her coronation finery, with her husbands following her, Beks walked the familiar route to Luther’s villa.  Now, there were no servants lingering around to serve him.  The guards were not there to protect Luther, but to make sure he didn’t leave. 

Not that he could, as his attempts to extort her into seeing him with his health had made him weaker.  Beks wanted to shake her head.  Perhaps he hit his head too hard against the wall when she ‘saved’ him.  

“Your Highnesses.”  The guards at the door saluted them.  

“Unlock the door.  We will speak to the Fourth Prince,” Laz said.  One of the guards quickly unlocked the door.  

Beks hadn’t stepped through after Laz yet, when she smelled the musty scent of spoiled food and stagnant, but somehow pungent body odor.  She narrowed her eyes.  

Aside from a lantern hanging high up, so that no one could reach it without a ladder, the room had no other lantern.  The windows didn’t have any curtains, so there was plenty of light coming through to make up for the lack of lanterns.  If they had come after sunset, it would’ve been difficult to see.  

The large bed chamber wasn’t a mess at all, despite the odd smell in the air.  In fact, it was rather bare.  Much of the spaces that should’ve had some sort of decoration; a painting, a vase, a small sculpture, were empty.  The books that should’ve filled a shelf were gone.  The additional lanterns that would’ve lit up the room were also gone. 

This was to avoid any items being thrown as weapons or broken in a fit of rage.  It was also so they couldn’t be used as a tool to commit suicide.  

The only real piece of furniture that was being utilized was the chamber pot in the corner and the bed, and even then, the once gaudy covers were replaced with simple ones and the several layers of pillows were reduced to four.  

Beks knew that a maid came twice daily to clean.  There were no dirty clothes anywhere.  Beks crinkled her eyes.  Did that mean the pungent scent came from Luther?  

“When was the last time you bathed?” She hadn’t been sure what she’d say to him when they met, but the most natural words slipped out of her mouth before she could stop herself.  

Laz drew bit his lip to keep from laughing as Lucian sighed.  

“Do you want something to cover your nose?” he asked.

“No, this won’t take long,” she replied.  She saw a movement on the bed and the figure laying down turned his head towards her.  For a moment, she was taken aback by how thin his face had become.  The last time she saw him, just weeks earlier, when he was carried off with a broken, bloody nose.  His face had been far more fleshed in then.  

She couldn’t help but frown.  She knew he was suffering from emotional and mental distress, but he wasn’t starving.  Not to mention, life biha users also came every other day after he woke to try to keep up his health.  

His gaunt brown eyes widened at the sight of her.  She tried not to show the irritation of his face.  How dare his eyes light up as if he’d seen his savior after what he did?  

“Beks....” His voice was hoarse, but it was filled with joy.  “You came.”  The corners of his lips tugged up.  “You look beautiful.” 

Laz and Lucian remained behind her and didn’t speak.  Luther seemed to ignore them; his gaze fixed on her.  Beks looked over Luther.  She could make out his figure beneath the thin sheets.  He wasn’t emaciated, but he’d gotten thinner than when she last saw him.  

“As you should be aware, today, His Majesty King Laurence was crowned.”  Her voice was matter of fact and she maintained an attentive posture about an arm’s length from the bed.  There was no readable expression on her face, as she had been taught to do when negotiating.  

Luther’s eyes crinkled up and he began to let out a low rumble.  A wheezed laugh came from his dry lips as he smiled.  “You are still so formal.”

“I am here as a formality,” Beks replied.  She lifted her chin just a bit.  Her voice dropped, becoming more formal as she made her announcement.  “Luther dun Kadmus, for your participation in the usurpation of the throne of His Majesty King Laurence, rightful king of Kadmus, you have been sentenced to a lifetime of house arrest limited to the walls of your villa, until further time that you are well enough to be transferred to a private courtyard to spend the remainder of your life there, under strict guard.  You will not be permitted to leave with the penalty of death if you so try.”

The light in Luther’s eyes dimmed.  He seemed to have expected this and turned his head away.  “I see-”

“In addition, your belongings, both privately held and received from a royal source, have been confiscated by the royal treasury,” Beks continued, not wanting him to interject.  “Lastly, the name Luther dun Kadmus will be removed from the royal records from this point on.”

“What?” Luther snapped his head towards her, his eyes wide and his pale face even paler.  “No, my brother wouldn’t-”

“By order of His Majesty King Laurence, Luther dun Kadmus is stripped of his title and position as Prince of Kadmus, reverting to the name of his paternal line as Luther Hessing.  Luther Hessing, formerly dun Kadmus, can no longer claim the title, royal name, or receive royal benefits; he will not be allowed royal burial; and his progeny will be ineligible for royal and noble status until such a time that a descendent is deemed to be worthy after having honorably served the king and country once more.”

“No!”  The loud protest caused Luther to start coughing.  The three standing in the same room as him didn’t move, watching as Luther tried to reach for a glass of water at his bedside, only to knock it over and spill a half glass on the carpet.  

Beks took a deep breath and gave Lucian a nod.  

“Guard!” Lucian called over his shoulder.  The door flung open at once.  “Assist Mr. Hessing in drinking.”

The guard didn’t ask who ‘Mr. Hessing’ was.  He walked to pick up the fallen glass and filled it halfway with water before grasping Luther’s arm and hoisting him into a seated position.  He pressed the cup against Luther’s lips and Luther had no choice but to drink.

Water spilled out from the corners of his lips.  The entire glass was emptied before the guard stepped back and placed the cup on the table.  

Laz gave him a nod and he retreated, leaving the four in the room alone once more.  

Luther wiped his mouth and looked at Beks and his brothers with dismay.  “You are lying...Brother would not-”

“Brother has,” Lucian cut him off.  He finally seemed to get Luther’s attention.  “You will be removed from the family records.  You will be listed as a child of Petus Hessing.  As you should know already, the Hessings have also been stripped of their nobility and the family’s wealth seized.”  

“It’s good they should’ve.  Frank Hessing embezzled quite a bit of money that belonged to us,” Laz added, never taking his eyes off of Luther.  

At the mention of his father, Luther’s body almost crumbled.  His bony hands gripped the thin sheet over his body as his eyes watered.  “Did Brother really refuse to let my father be buried with mother?”

“Yes.” Beks maintained her even voice.  

Luther shut his eyes.  “Then...even if my father had been wrong, even if I had acted against my brother...can he not spare my child?”

Laz and Lucian narrowed their eyes as between them, Beks’ expression didn’t fade.  “I didn’t know Iris Elpidah is pregnant.”  Her calm words seemed to send a bolt through Luther.  He seemed to realize what he had just said and tensed.  “Oh?  Is it not Elpidah?” Beks’ voice carried a hint of mockery.  “Did you have another affair?”

Laz let out a small smirk as Lucian crossed his arms over his chest.  Luther flushed and looked at Beks angrily.  “Iris is the woman I love!  I would not betray her!”  He almost began coughing with how fast and loud he’d spoken.  He covered his mouth and cleared his throat before shooting them a glare.  “I was always loyal to Iris.  I would never touch another woman.”

“Sometimes, Luther, I wonder if you are only acting like a fool or if you really are one,” Lucian said beside Beks.  She looked over at him, surprised he’d said something like that to Luther.  “You speak of love and loyalty to a woman, as if you would know what it really is.”

“How do you know I don’t?” Luther demanded. 

Three pairs of eyes looked at him as if he were an even larger clown than the jesters in the plazas.  

“Are you forgetting that you were engaged for over twenty years to Beks?” Laz asked with a sneer.  He drew his head back with disgust.  “No wonder she broke your engagement.”  

“You really are your mother’s son.”  Beks looked at Luther with a dull gaze, no longer surprised.  

Luther grit his teeth.  “Beks, how I love Iris is different from how I love you-”

“Don’t ever speak of loving me.” Beks cut him off in a cold voice.  “The very thought of you feeling anything for me fills me with disgust.  You do not love me.  Never loved me.  Like your father, like your mother, you were using me.  What you loved was what my being your fiancée brought you.” 

Luther’s mouth remained open for a moment, as if he wanted to speak, but didn’t know how.  His eyes crinkled up as he looked at her.  His eyes met hers and suddenly looked as if they were filled with pain at something they didn’t understand.  A ragged breath escaped him, but he didn’t take his eyes from Beks.  

“I’m sorry.”  

Beks shook her head.  “I made my peace.  I am relieved that I broke the engagement.  I was free to marry who I wanted.” 

Luther’s eyes brimmed with tears.  He looked towards his identical brothers on either side of her, as if they had been the ones who betrayed him.  “Do you love them?” 

“How can I not love the lips who spoke my name in comfort and the arms that held me when I was the most vulnerable?  If the gods tried to take them from me, I would make the heavens bleed.”  

Laz and Lucian both turned to look at her with a warmth in their eyes that couldn’t be contained.  Lucian put his arm around her, and Laz looked at Luther, taking a half step in front of Beks as if to shield her from his disgusting eyes.  

“Even if Iris Elpidah is pregnant with your child-”

“I never said she was!” Luther rushed with a flash of fear and panic on his face.  He was always the worst of the late Queen’s sons at hiding his emotions.

“You didn’t have to,” Lucian replied. 

“Your child, born from any one, will have no royal rights.  No title.  No inheritance.  Not a single claim,” Laz told Luther in an icy voice.  

“And to avoid any young man appearing one day claiming to be your son, don’t worry,” Beks said.  “We will make sure Iris Elpidah knows.”

Luther narrowed is eyes and seemed frozen in place.  “You...you caught her?” 

“No,” Beks replied with a small, sadistic smile.  “But I do know she is currently residing in the east apartments of the high priestesses at the Great Temple Complex,” Beks said.  Laz and Lucian turned their heads to her in surprise, and on the bed, Luther tensed.  The somewhat stubborn expression on his face was replaced by worry.

“You’re lying.”  His attempt at a brave front was rather weak.  “You’re lying to me to try to trick me into telling you where she is.”

“I don’t need to trick you,” Beks told him.  “I know exactly where she is.” 

Luther seemed struck by this, but continued to shake his head in denial.  “If she is where you say she is, then she is safe from your wrath.  The Temple will not extradite her.”

A smug smile reached Beks’ lips.  “Who needs her to be extradited?  Currently, the paladins are spread thin, and she no longer is protected by a retinue of paladins.  Her two attendants are no longer at her side.”  She leaned forward, her smooth low voice speaking over him. “You know, Luther, it actually isn’t that hard to enter the complex.  It’s even easier to move around inside.  One could be in and out before anyone can find something amiss.”

This time, Luther’s head snapped towards her.  His wide eyes were filled with fear and barely restrained panic.  “Don’t.”

Beks tilted her head to the side and gave him a quizzical expression.  “Don’t what?”

“Don’t hurt Iris.”  Luther’s voice trembled.  “I will not resist any punishment.  I will do whatever Brother orders me to do.” 

Beks raised a single brow at him.  “Your love for her is sincere.  Surprising.”

His face filled with pain as his hoarse voice began to beg.  “She is innocent in all this.  She didn’t hurt anyone.”  

“You really didn’t listen to Brother when he came to speak to you all those times, did you?” Lucian said, with a hint of pity in his voice, as if the person he was speaking to be a lost cause.  “The clerics who were supposed to heal Brother Laurence didn’t.  The people who massacred my pilgrimage caravan and chased me were paladins.  The man who cut off Laz’s hand was a paladin.  The Carolines were all escorted to be executed at the borders by paladins.” 

Luther squinted his eyes and shook his head, refusing to listen.  

“That has nothing to do-”

“Captain St. Moore.”  Beks cut him off and she saw him freeze.  “I stabbed him in the hand when he and his paladins pushed my carriage, with me in it, off a cliff.  I would recognize that bastard anywhere.  And I recognized him taking my wedding dress to be blessed for Iris Elpidah to wear.”  

Luther’s voice trembled.  “You...you made a mistake.”

“I’m sure Beks can recognize her own wedding dress,” Laz said with a sneer.  

“That’s enough.” Beks held out her arm to pull Laz back.  “I have given him his sentence.  Let us go and greet the guests.” 

Lucian turned her around and escorted her to the door.  Laz looked towards Luther and sneered once more.  “I’ll have them send you a slice of dessert to celebrate my brother’s coronation and marriage.”

Luther immediately looked confused. “Marriage?”

Beks stopped Laz from replying and pulled him through the door.  She looked back into the room and gave Luther a single, curt nod.  “Good-bye, Mr. Hessing.”  

The guard closed the door and locked it.  Beks let out a low breath and turned around.  

“Are you all right?” Laz asked as he leaned closer.

“No matter how angry I am, I can’t bring myself to beat a bedridden man,” Beks replied, annoyed.  “Stuff him with food.  As soon as he can walk around normally, I’ll pay him another visit.”  

She cracked her knuckles in her hands and Laz chuckled.  

Beside them, Lucian’s brows were furrowed, and he looked down.  “Do you think Iris Elpidah is really pregnant with Luther’s child?” 

Laz frowned.  “If that is the case, Brother will be even more troubled.  He isn’t one to let an innocent child suffer.” 

“Whether or not Elpidah is pregnant isn’t our concern,” Beks said.  The two opened their mouths to argue, but she continued on.  “I read the health report made by my family’s healers when Luther was unconscious.  They were checking for internal injuries after he hit the tower wall. They found something else, too.  I am certain that Iris Elpidah’s child was not conceived with Luther.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 81 - The Temple is Not as Good as It Wants the World to Believe


                The folio of medical reports compiled by the healers from Sagittate on Luther wasn’t thick.  Just a few sheets of paper, including five sheets which were outlines of a human body, and one of the head, littered with markings to show where actual injuries from his fall and Beks’ ‘saving him’ had occurred.

The full body front diagram had several areas circled ranging from slight fractures to bruises.  Beks had assumed that slamming him face first into a stone wall would have done some damage, but she didn’t expect so many bruises.  

Luther had also landed on the ground, but at the very least, the ground around the base of the tower had originally been tended to as a flower bed, so it was as ‘soft’ a surface had Luther could be lucky to land on.  

He didn’t have any fatal injuries and his health had deteriorated to where it was now because of his refusal to eat and unwillingness to get treatment unless he was forced.  

“I don’t recall him being seriously injured as a child,” Lucian said as he read over the medical reports with critical eyes.  “He never had any serious illness either.”

Laz shifted through the several diagrams, as if memorizing where of Luther’s injuries were.  “If he did have a serious illness, it wouldn’t be something we’d know, would it?”

“Perhaps not you three or even Brother Laurence, but I would’ve known,” Beks replied as she smeared some butter on a piece of bread before piling on some scrambled eggs.  

Laz raised his eyes over the papers to look at her seated across from him.  “He told you?”

“Shouldn’t the keeper of the favorite son know of his weaknesses so that she can make up for them?” Her blase answer earned the attention of her mother and father seated further down the large dining table with her youngest siblings.  

Robert narrowed his eyes at his daughter’s response.  “The more I hear about her concern for the Third Consort and their son, the more I suspect that she was preparing you not to support His Majesty as ruler, but to one day have a resource for her youngest son if the opportunity fell upon him.” 

“Daddy, I don’t think that’s too far off,” Beks replied with a slight bitter smile on her lips.  

“That being said, were there any illnesses he had as a child?  Prolonged or short?” Sybil asked.  

Beks took a deep breath and shook her head.  “A few colds when he disobeyed and insisted on playing, catching a chill and the like.  However, nothing that would’ve been so devastating as making him bedridden for several days, if not weeks.  He sprained his wrist once, and that was kept hidden from the late Queen.”

Lucian looked over at her.  “Why did he hide it from the late Queen?” 

“It was his dominant arm’s wrist.  Because of it, his father didn’t let him write for days,” Beks replied.  “And it was during a time when Luther was required to study and write reflection essays on several important government policies in an effort to force him to understand them.”

“And he told you about his wrist?  No.” Laz shook his head once.  “Hessing allowed him to tell you?”

The corner of Beks’ lip curled up in a slight sneer.  “Someone needed to write those reflection essays.” 

“I thought those were better written than the usual simplified essays of his that the late Queen made me review,” a voice said from the open double doors to the dining hall.  “When I questioned them, she said that it was a sign that Luther had gotten smarter.”

“To think she paid that much attention to Beks and couldn’t recognize her writing to cover for her son,” Laz said with a slight snort.  He collected the medical documents back into the folder and looked at the bright and relaxed Laurence with a beaming smile on his face entering the dining hall.  “What are you doing here so early?  I thought you’d stay in with the Queen after your wedding night.”

Laurence paused as he approached one of the stewards who stepped forward to take his orders.  For a moment, Laurence’s eyes widened, as if stunned, before softening and smiling at Laz.  “Say it again.”

“What are you doing here?” Laz raised a brow.

“No, call her the Queen,” Laurence replied with a bit of sourness in his voice as he seemed to try to hold back his joy.

Across the table, the diners smiled.  Laz laughed and matched his brother’s beaming smile.  “I thought you’d stay in with your beloved Queen Eleanor this morning.  The gods know you both deserve it.”

A flush filled Laurence’s face.  Beks chuckled.  It wasn’t as if the happy royal couple wasn’t already expecting a child, but she supposed the novelty of finally being married was something new and exciting.  

“Your Queen is still sleeping, but I wanted to come down and put in orders for our meals today.  We’re still understaffed, especially with much of the support staff off today to celebrate,” Laurence told them.  Laurence declared it a holiday for the next two days during the procession the day before.  “I will be in my villa today and tomorrow.  Don’t worry, I’m still working-”

“Working?” Laz frowned.

Lucian mirrored his look and pushed the medical records away.  “Brother, you were just married yesterday.  Take some time to rest.”

Laurence gave his two younger brothers a knowing expression.  “Oh?  Did you take time to rest after you signed your marriage documents?” 

“That’s different,” Beks said, looking up from her half-eaten breakfast.  “We didn’t spend an entire day going through the ceremonial motions of both a wedding and a coronation.  We only signed documents.”

“Yes, but what were you doing before you signed those documents?” Laurence asked with an air of triumph around him.

“I know!” Wrath said, raising her arm high into the air.  “Sister and Brother-in-laws were on a military march and had entered the city to conquer it!”

“Excellent memory, Lady Wrath.  They did indeed spend months in a military camp, marching towards the city,” Laurence replied.  He looked back at his siblings.  “And while I appreciate your enthusiasm for my rest, there are still plenty of things I need to do.  Isn’t that right, Beks?”

She wrinkled her nose and gave him a look of protest.  “One day to spend with your wife isn’t going to delay much, if anything.”

“It isn’t as if we’re not working today, either,” Lucian said.  “Laz is going to deliver the official punishment and fine notifications in the city today.  I have a meeting with the cavalry on their return to the Forbidden Valley later.”

Laurence nodded and looked towards Beks, whose mouth was half stuffed with breakfast.  She chewed her food and met his gaze quizzically.  She swallowed her breakfast and knit her brows together.  

“I’ve already corrected the most damaging of the policies during Luther’s reign.  If you have nothing else for me to do right now, I had planned to continue my research on the Muil Stones and the Oracles,” Beks replied.

Laurence cocked his head to the side.  “I thought you already know where Oracle Elpidah is?” 

“I do, but there is something more pressing that I can’t seem to dismiss as minor,” Beks told him.  

Laurence furrowed his brows.  “Did you tell Luther you know where his wife is?”

“I did,” Beks replied.  “He is relieved to know she is at the Great Temple Complex, but is concerned that we will continue to seek to punish her for her part in the usurpation.” 

“It’ll be difficult to get to her if she’s seeking shelter at the Great Temple Complex,” Laurence said with a frown.

“Difficult,” Robert said after tapping his mouth with a napkin.  “But not impossible.”

Sybil smirked a bit.  “Far from impossible.”

“Yes, but I don’t want to go into trying to extract and punish her right now.  It’s not worth the trouble and I don’t yet have enough information to make a decisive course of action,” Beks replied.  “The Temple is planning something; I can feel it in my bones.  I just need to find out what.” 

Laurence nodded.  “If there is anything we can help you with, inform us.”  He gave a nod towards her parents and the children before turning to the steward to relay their meals for the day.

Once he was done, Laurence returned to his villa. 

“Why didn’t you tell him about Luther’s condition?” Robert asked after a few moments.

“It’s nothing that can’t wait.  Also, we don’t yet have a reason as to why,” Beks said.  

Sybil nodded.  “It could be almost anything.  Perhaps it is simply a natural birth defect, it could be the result of his mother and father being cousins.  The Hessings do often marry extended relatives.  It could be a mutation or have eaten something we don’t know about.”

“His father certainly couldn’t have caused it,” Laz replied.  “Neither would the late Queen.”

Lucian frowned a bit.  “If it is hereditary, what are the chances that we are affected?”

Laz shook his head.  “The military requires physical examinations.  If neither they nor Mother-in-law diagnosed us with an issue, then we’re fine.”

“Isn’t that only for you, Your Highness?” Robert asked with a raised brow.  

“When they were close enough, they liked to switch places,” Beks replied.  

“Yes, I had thought they over looked the Water of the Covenant at first,” Lucian said as he rubbed his chin.  “Or that the effect of it was not detectable.”

This earned them a slight grin from their father-in-law.  “Are you saying that our legions can’t tell twins apart?”

“I purposely went out of my way to act as my brother,” Lucian replied.

“Daddy, can you tell who is who?” Wrath asked.

“Of course, I can.  The way they speak has a slight difference in cadence,” Robert told his daughter.

“Mommy?” Wrath asked, looking at her mother.

“Their biha is different, and I can sense the difference,” Sybil replied.  “It is faint, but it is there.”

“I didn’t know you could do that,” Laz said.  Lucian nodded.

Wrath wrinkled her nose and looked at her brother.  “Brother Thad?”

“Brother Laz moves slightly different from Brother Lucian.  If you watch them long enough, you notice,” Thad said as he finished his breakfast.

“What?  Am I the only one who couldn’t tell the difference?” Wrath puffed out her cheeks.  

“You still can’t tell?” Lucian asked with an amused chuckle.

Wrath’s face reddened.  “It took me a while, but I got it!”  

“Hmm...well, you’ve been working hard lately helping me with running messages and my research,” Beks said, looking across the table.  “You and Thad can take a break until I call you back.”

The two looked up with undisguised excitement on their faces.  “How long is our break?” Thad asked.

“At least three days-”

“How about a week?” Thad asked.  

Beks raised a brow.  “A week?”

“We’re bored here.” Wrath gave her sister a serious look and Thad nodded.  Beks sighed. 

“All right, a week and a half.”

The two looked at each other and nodded. “We have a month until we leave, this will give us plenty of time to get what we wanted in the city.”

“Mommy, Daddy, what are your plans?” Beks looked towards her parents.

“While I’m here, I’m meeting with the other dukes and discussing the review of the legions now that His Majesty has returned to power,” Robert said.  “Your mother has been tasked with reviewing the naval commands, as the Admiral under Luther was discharged.” 

“I’ll leave for the Port of Black Sands tomorrow and will likely remain there until we leave for the Duchy.  There was a lot of damage to those ships and many of those sailors will require review,” Sybil told their daughter.  

Beks nodded, disappointed that her mother had to leave earlier, but pleased that the navy review was in good hands.  

“And I spoke to Sister Levina yesterday.  She’ll assist you with your research on the Muil Stones going forward,” Lucian told her.

“What about your light biha training?” Beks asked.

“There are only so many lessons that can be done before I have an acceptable level of competence for what I’ve learned so far,” Lucian told her.

Laz raised a brow.  “So, you’re not progressing fast enough and need to practice before you have enough ability to proceed?”

Lucian met his brother’s eyes, embrassed.  “That is one way of putting it.”

Beks smiled and reached towards him to gently pat his hand in comfort.  “You are progressing very fast already.”

A smile filled his face, and he leaned forward to kiss her.  “As long as you think so, my love.”  

Laz rolled his eyes from across the table before finishing his meal.  A sizable entourage was waiting for him to begin delivering the notices to the sentenced families.  It wasn’t that they expected a lot of resistance, as most of the assets of those families, including money to pay for guards and servants had already been seized.  

Regardless, a firm show of power was needed to remind those nobles that Laurence had returned, and he had strong support.  

Lucian escorted Beks to the library and waited until Sister Levina arrived to then take Jonas, who had not left the former priestess in training’s side.  Beks watched with amusement as Jonas tried to assert his place.  

“Your Highness, while as a member of the royal family and your words are near paramount, I must remind you that as a Wild Dog, only the Battalion Commander and his superiors can give me an assignment,” Jonas said, standing up straight and trying to appear confident in his argument.

Sister Levina looked a bit concerned at the confrontation and wanted to raise her hands and calm Jonas down, but Beks grasped her arms and led her back to the table.

“It’s fine.  Lucian will be fine.”

Sister Levina shook her head and quickly scribbled on her slate.  “It’s not Lucian I’m worried about.” 

Beks held back a muffled snort and then patted the older woman’s hand to comfort her.  “Just watch.”

“Jonas,” Lucian said as he looked at the soldier with dull, unimpressed eyes.  “While I am not your direct commander, I am still giving you an order both as a prince, and as a messenger relaying an order of your Battalion Commander.  I understand your reluctance to obey me, but in all honesty, I don’t have time to argue.  You can either report to the command office and do the tasks Laz ordered you of your own free will, or I can take you there myself.”

Beks took a deep breath and narrowed her eyes.  “He’s so attractive when he speaks like that.” 

Sister Levina scrunched her face and looked at Beks with dismay, as if silently asking her if now was the time to be thinking such things.  

Jonas met Lucian’s eyes as a heavy silence settled between them.  Beks could tell that he was weighing his options.  On the one hand, if he refused on the technicality that it wasn’t Laz himself giving him the order, he could stay with Sister Levina...for however long Lucian would allow it.  

On the other hand, he could go through the rest of his day unharmed, with the possibility of returning to Sister Levina’s side after working hours.  

Despite the reluctance of his face, Jonas chose the latter.  His shoulders slumped just a bit as he swallowed hard.  He took a deep breath and turned around to face Sister Levina.

“Lele, I’m going to go work.  I’ll come by at lunch and then after my shift, I will come to walk you back to the Hall of Tranquility.”

Sister Levina nodded solemnly and watched as Jonas seemed to sulk out of the library.  Beks raised a brow.  “Lele?”

The older woman’s face flooded with color, and she shyly turned her head away.  She let out a slight cough and motioned towards the piles of books on the library table.  Beks chuckled and began telling her what she was looking for.  

Using another pile of paper and some pens, Sister Levina admitted that she had not heard of any importance of Muil Stones aside from religious artifacts.  They were symbols of the saints, and despite all the mysticism and reverence, the Muil Stones didn’t carry any special powers, such as healing.  

Touching one was supposed to bring a blessing, but what the blessing was had no tangible explanation.  Safety, perhaps?  Something psychological?  

It didn’t matter if they did, as in order to preserve relics, the Temple enshrined them behind glass or in a room or fenced off altar to avoid being touched and accidentally damaged by a pilgrim.  Seeing the relic and being in the same vicinity as one was as close to being ‘blessed’ by it as possible. 

“But their main purpose is to be symbolic and remind believers of the sacrifices for faith that these saints have made,” Lucian said.

Beks squinted in her eyes.  She never really thought too deeply about it, but when he said it like that, she couldn’t help but dwell on the fact that relics were from those who died, when they died.  Any item belonging to a saint when they were alive wouldn’t do.  A relic had to be in use or worn the moment a saint died to be considered as such. 

“It is a reminder of mortality?” Beks asked in a low voice.

Sister Levina wrote something down and then slid the paper across to her.  “Dying for the Temple is worth it and can prove your devotion.”  She seemed to carry a look of disapproval.  

Lucian released a low breath and nodded.  “I don’t believe the gods would want us to die for the Temple.”

“What about the human sacrifice to the gods?” Beks said.  

Sister Levina scribbled earnestly.  “It was rarely done and only continued in the early Temple years.  It was picked up from various sects, but was not prevalent.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “What sects allowed for human sacrifice?”

Sister Levina thought for a moment.  “I think it also depended on the region, not only sect.”  She tapped her pencil before continuing.  “It was practiced in the sect that St. Ingrid was born into.”

“St. Ingrid the first priestess of Xeria of the six who founded the Temple as we know it today,” Lucian said.  

Beks knew the general story.  Not the exact details, but as the Temple was the dominant religious institution on the western half of the continent she knew.  The Temple had grown after organizing the religious practices of various sects and creating a ritual and order to them that was easy to follow and spread. 

Before the Temple as they knew of it today, the pantheon of gods, goddesses, and spirits were worshipped in different ways depending on which deity was at the forefront, was considered a patron, or was needed at a particular time.  The method or worship also depended on region.

Gah-ruhn was best described as animistic, with everything in the world having souls and biha.  Reverence was given in the form of dance, song, and burning offerings of food.  According to the records Beks found, Gah-ruhn did not practice sacrifice of human or animal life.  

There were periods of fasting and inaction of a certain practice, such as hunting or sailing, as a way to give reverence, but the taking of a life to show devotion was considered a form of sacrilege.  

Thinking about this, Beks furrowed her brows.  “Sister Levina, do you know anything about or have heard of the Temple’s relationship to the ancient civilization called Gah-ruhn?  It was a country on a peninsula and islands south of where Kadmus is today.” 

Sister Levina returned to the sheets to write.  “I heard on the ships to and from Aceria that it is your island.  Is it Gurani or Gah-ruhn?”

“They are interchangeable for the most part, but in modern times, we call it Gurani and Gurani Island, but in reference to the ancient, original civilization of the region, we refer to it as Gah-ruhn,” Beks replied.

Sister Levina nodded and continued to write.  “I haven’t read anything with either name, but!”  She underlined ‘but’.  “There are old books that mention a land to the south that was tropical.  People told me that Gurani is tropical.”  

Beks wasn’t surprised at this.  Sister Levina, like many others after this entire ordeal, planned to move to the island along with the children she’d brought with them from the Great Temple Complex.  

“Could they have been referring to Gah-ruhn?” Lucian asked, looking over at his wife. 

“It’s possible,” Beks replied.  “Sister Levina, did they write anything else about that place?”

Sister Levina slid them another slip of paper.  “It was sunk into the sea as punishment for disobeying the will of the gods.” 

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “All right, it seems they were referring to Gah-ruhn.”

“The story we’ve heard in legend and passed down through Aceria don’t mention a punishment for disobeying the will of the gods,” Lucian said.  He looks up at Sister Levina.  “Is this what the Temple believes?”

Sister Levina gave him a slight, helpless shrug before replying.  “It is all I can remember reading.  There is not much, but it existed before the Temple was founded.”

“That matches up with the history passed down in Aceria,” Beks replied.  “Gah-ruhn was a thriving civilization when the Temple was just a fledgling religion.  Gah-ruhn was set in its religious practices, as well.  Unlike the disjointed sects, they had a unified ritual system.  They would not have adopted the Temple’s teachings easily.  Also, the Temple only worships deities and saints, right?  Not...well, bihar?”

Both Lucian and Sister Levina shook their heads.  “There are gods to various natural phenomenon and concepts, but not to bihar.”  

“Bihar is essentially energy from nature and living beings absorb it to turn it into biha.  In a bihar-rich place like Gah-ruhn, this would’ve been exceedingly important,” Beks told them.  

Sister Levina narrowed her eyes and then continued to write across a blank sheet.  

“The Temple absorbed and ritualized the practices of the sects in the region, organizing them so the practices and rituals around each god was standardized.  This made it easier to practice, but there is always resistance to what is new.  Not all practices of every sect in the region were absorbed.  Some were even labeled as disrespectful or redundant.”

Lucian leaned back against his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.  “Resistance to the new isn’t new itself.”

“Neither is using brute force to replace the old,” Beks said, reading over Sister Levina’s text.  “It’s possible that those groups that resisted were silenced one way or another.  We never hear of practices that stray too far from the norm now, even with the differences in region and environment.  You can go to any shrine to a specific god or to a Temple in Kadmium, Paraxes, and the Great Temple Complex, and the rituals will be similar, if not identical in all those places.”  

Lucian suddenly sat up straight in his seat.  He whirled to look at Beks with wide eyes.  “Gah-ruhn was a powerful country at that time that rejected this new, for lack of a better term, cult.  The Temple could never grow if it faced such opposition.”

Beks closed her eyes and nodded her head slowly.  Now more than ever, she felt the visceral anger she had for the Temple that the Grand Duke and his people had.  She swallowed hard and tried to calm herself.  Her hand began to twitch, as if itching to take up a weapon and avenge a civilization that disappeared thousands of years ago.  

Lucian grabbed her hand.  He squeezed it hard before bringing it to his lips and kissing her knuckles firmly, lingering there until their eyes met, and hers regained their calm.  

“They will not take Gurani from you,” he told her in a low, soft voice.  “You are bound to it, and it is bound to you.”  

Beks took a deep breath and exhaled twice before nodding.  

“At least now, we seem to have a motive,” she replied.  She looked back at Sister Levina, whose concerned expression didn’t wane. “I’m fine, Sister.”

Another slip of paper was pushed towards Beks.  “The Temple is not as good as it wants the world to believe.”

A wry smile reached Beks’ lips and she nodded.  “I know.”  

Lucian kept a firm grip on her hand and looked back at the piles of books on the table. “Sister Levina, since we’re trying to understand the Muil Stones, can you tell Beks the history of each one?  As in, who each saint was?  Perhaps there is something more that connects them.”

Sister Levina nodded.  

“It starts with St. Ingrid.” 

During a period where different regions were led religiously by different sects, St. Ingrid was born on the southwestern part of the continent, on the mainland.  She was the daughter of a Sejah, an ancient holy man or woman who led the community in religious matters, including prayer and sacrifice to their gods.  

As a child, St. Ingrid was plagued with visions of volcanic eruption, forest fires, earthquakes, and a slew of natural disasters.  The place where St. Ingrid lived didn’t have volcanos and no one had told her what they were, so the fact that she knew without ever being told of one was a good reason her Sejah parent believed that the gods had chosen her. 

In St. Ingrid’s visions, the natural disaster would always be followed by a period of healing. Animals and flowers would return, sometimes growing from the ashes left behind.

The Sejah told their daughter that because she dreamt of destruction and rebirth, the  visions must’ve been sent to her by Xeria, the goddess of destruction and order through rebirth, as a sign that she was a chosen one of the goddess.  St. Ingrid was told that she had a holy calling. 

She was to go and spread the teachings of Xeria; do not fear destruction or death, as rebirth will bring about order and peace.  It was said that she had told her parents that she was not afraid to die, Xeria would give her rebirth to do her duty once again.  

Moved by her visions and strong belief, St. Ingrid left home for neighboring villages before she was in her teens to proselytize.  A young warrior woman, whom she saved from death as a ‘vision from Xeria’ after the warrior was captured in a skirmish with another group, accompanied her.  The woman would eventually become St. Geogiere, another of the first six.

St. Ingrid collected the other four in her travels slowly, and unifying the religious beliefs of the area.   St. Cyric was a scholar and orator.  He was credited with standardizing the basic rituals and practice and spreading them where they went, laying the foundation of what would become the Temple.

St. Cormac and St. Yephan set up small temples and shrines dedicated to multiple gods at the same time, allowing for pan-deity worship in one place, and giving fixed locations for ritualized practices.  

St. Myriagus was the last of the priests and priestesses.  She was a mercenary left to die, but was saved by St. Ingrid.  That explained the rather extraordinary relic of blood in a sword.  St. Myriagnus was convinced of her ‘rebirth’ after being saved by St. Ingrid, and became her protector.  

“Early texts say she was the most fanatical of the six,” Sister Levina wrote.  “She was very protective whenever St. Ingrid was concerned.”

“Well, she owed St. Ingrid her life after all,” Beks replied.  It wasn’t very strange to think someone would become protective over the one who saved their life.  

According to the founding story, they spent ten years wandering the area from what was now the lower west coast of Kadmus and down to the archipelagos of Paraxes in the south. In that time, they had not gone further east than the edges of the forests before the steppes.  

Sister Levina made no more mention of Gah-ruhn.  It seemed that the ancient civilization with all its advancements wasn’t more than a footnote in the Temple’s history.   

Am I being a bit sensitive because of my ties or does that seem somewhat strange that such a civilization wouldn’t be mentioned more?  Beks nodded, listening to Lucian add his thoughts while her own mind wandered.  

“...fell to her death.  It was sudden and apparently everyone was surprised,” Lucian said. 

Beks perked up and looked at him.  “Who fell to their death?”

“St. Ingrid.  She was not only the first, but the youngest,” Lucian replied.  “She wasn’t even thirty when she died.” 

“And she fell?” Beks asked.  She tilted her head to the side, looking from Lucian to Sister Levina and back.  “Were they in hostile territory and she lost her footing in a panic?”

“They were climbing a mountain, as St. Ingrid had a dream that from the top of the mountain they’d see the future home of the Temple, that is, the Great Temple Complex,” Lucian told her.  “St. Ingrid fell, and St. Myriagnus didn’t get to her in time.”

Sister Levina pushed forward a piece of paper.  “It is said that when St. Myriagnus found St. Ingrid, St. Ingrid was pointing into the Great Basin.  From the mountain, St. Myriagnus could see the island where the Great Temple Complex was built later.”

“St. Myriagnus also consecrated the ground by burying the first Temple saint there,” Lucian added. Beks nodded and paused.

“The first Temple saint is St. Ingrid?”

“Yes.”

“And she’s buried under the Great Temple Complex?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes narrowed.  “Then why is her relic, her heart, missing?” 

Sister Levina nodded her head, understanding her confusion.  She wrote some more to answer her.  “After the death of St. Myriagnus, who requested to have her sword buried beside St. Ingrid after her death, the tomb was exhumed.  St. Ingrid’s body had long deteriorated, but her clothes had shifted.  She was buried with gold adornments, so they checked to see if anything was stolen.  Her chest had been cut open and her heart removed.”

Beks drew her head back and let out a low hiss.  Her right hand rose over her chest.  “Did no one notice?”  She couldn’t imagine that anyone was allowed to walk into the first saint’s tomb unescorted for long enough to open the tomb and mutilate the body. 

“I suppose not,” Lucian said.  “They never found the heart.”

“The heart is the most important part,” Sister Levina wrote.  

Beks pursed her lips.  “Well, what about the other priests and priestesses, how did they die?”  Lucian looked towards Sister Levina for guidance on the subject.

Sister Levina replied in order of their deaths.  

St. Cyril was old when they met, and he died on the road going north to spread the word of the Temple.  He wasn’t traveling alone.  At this point, the priests and priestesses traveled with a small entourage for both company and protection.  St. Cyril’s, like all the original six, was to be buried at the Great Temple Complex with St. Ingrid. 

In transit back with the body, they were attacked, and St. Cyril’s jaw was lost. 

St. Yephan died in the midst of a war.  He was shot with multiple arrows and his relic was the arrow that went through his eye.  The arrow was kept at the monastery built in the mountains near where he died, but St. Yephan’s body was brought back to the Great Temple Complex.

St. Geogiere vowed to continue doing what St. Ingrid did and pressed further south.  She had also been caught in a battle.  She was captured and to escape, she cut off her own foot to free her from her chains.  She only made it as far as the last group of converts before she died, giving them instructions to return to the Great Basin.  

“Her last group of converts were a mercenary group,” Lucian told Beks.  “They would become the first paladins.” 

“This is quite an origin story,” Beks replied.  “What about St. Cormac?”

“He was also killed in battle in the desert.  He was close with St. Ingrid and St. Ingrid had asked St. Myriagnus cared for him should something happen to her, so St. Myriagnus, after she construction of the Great Temple Complex began and the temple to Xeria and the shrine to St. Ingrid were completed, went to guard St. Cormac,” Sister Levina wrote.  “But not a few months later, she returned with St. Cormac’s body.  His hand was missing, and no one knows why.”  

“And the last one to die was St. Myriagnus,” Beks said.  

Lucian nodded.  “It’s a famous story and it’s often told to us when we were students.  St. Myriagnus wanted to join the others in death.  She went to what she considered a sacred place and used the sword gifted to her by St. Ingrid, and offered herself as a sacrifice to Xeria.” 

The sacred place in question was Strahnroc that Lucian and Sister Levina had told her about before, where the current Temple held their new year’s blessings.  

Beks lowered her eyes for a moment.  “Why did she consider Strahnroc sacred?”  She narrowed her eyes as if she had a guess.  She shook her head. “Well, now we know about where each relic came from and where it is or went missing.”  She looked up at the other two.  “But there is nothing outstanding about the Muil Stones that set them apart from the relics left by later saints, right?  Aside from that some of them are body parts.”

Lucian thought for a moment and Sister Levina shook her head.  “The relics are considered sacred because believers believe them to be.  There is nothing about any special powers they have.”

“Oh, but touching one or being near one is said to bring blessings,” Lucian said.

Sister Levina made a dismissive motion with her hand.  “Blessings are not tangible and can be said to be in one’s mind.  How do we know if it is a blessing or just luck?”

“That’s a good point,” Beks agreed.  “But I suppose it does give peace of mind.”  Sister Levina nodded in agreement.  “When did the term Muil Stones come into use?”

Lucian grimaced.  “That’s something far too detailed-”  Sister Levina held up a piece of paper with the answer and Lucian sighed.  “Or perhaps I’m just ignorant.”

Beks let out a small chortle and stroked his arm.  She smiled and looked at the answer.  “Two hundred years after the Temple was founded?”  Sister Levina nodded before writing more.

“Another priest had died and became a saint with a gemstone ring as his relic.  The name ‘Muil Stones’ was given to relics left by the first six.”

“At the time, weren’t some of them missing?”  Beks asked.  Sister Levina nodded.  “They just named missing relics as relics?”  Sister Levina nodded again and Beks squinted.  “Why?”

Sister Levina shrugged.  She didn’t know either.  

“Then, it seems that the only reason they have a special name is to identify them as the relics left by the original priests and priestesses,” Lucian said.  Sister Levina shrugged again, but this time with a small nod, suggesting that it was the likely case.

“At least this highlights their importance.  What relics could be more important than those left behind by the original six,” Beks said.  Even as she said it, she felt that something was missing beyond the surface level explanation, and it bothered her that she didn’t know what.  Why the delay before they were given an official name?  Why did they decide on relics that were missing when the bodies of all the six were buried at the Great Temple Complex?  

And what made St. Myriagnus chose Strahnroc?  A random mountain top?  
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Her eyes flew open, and she shoved the man on top of her off. “It’s where Ingrid died!”  

Lucian let out a cry as he stumbled off and landed on the cushions, bounced once, and rolled off the bed.

“Beks!”  Laz crawled out from her other side, scrambling to the edge where his brother had fallen off, and looked down.  “Lucian?”

“Lucian!” She suddenly remembered where she was and who she was with.  She crawled to the edge and looked down. 

Lucian was pushing himself up from the floor, his bare legs tangled with some sheets as he squinted, as if trying to make sense of how he ended up where he was.  

Beks slid off the side of the bed and knelt down beside him to pick him up. 

He blinked and looked up at her.  “I’m fine...what...?”

“A thought just came to me, and I got excited.”

“Who is Ingrid?” Laz asked as he pulled the sheets off of Lucian’s legs so he could stand unobstructed.  Beks brushed off her younger husband’s side and checked for any injury.  

“St. Ingrid, the first saint and priestess of the Temple.”  Hearing that, Laz gave her a tired look.  

“You’re still thinking about that?  Now?” he asked.  Lucian rubbed his side and gave Beks a tired, hurt look.

“Was I not enough to keep your attention?” 

Alarm filled her.  She quickly wrapped her arms around her husband and kissed his lips, his jaw, and his neck in succession before burying her face against him.  

“No, not at all.  I’ve been distracted and the thought suddenly popped into my mind.”  Beks pressed her lips against his flushed neck once more, lingering there for a few moments as one hand played with his hair and the other ran up and down the side of his body that had hit the floor when he rolled off the bed.  “My Lucian is always very satisfying.  It’s me who is inattentive.  I’m sorry.”   

Lucian seemed to pout a bit, but grabbed onto her thighs.  He picked her up, hooking her legs around his waist as he returned to the bed.  As he sat down with Beks on his lap he drew his head back to look at her. 

“The Muil Stones are disturbing your peace this badly.  It’s cause for concern,” he said with a heavy voice.

Laz sat down beside them.  “This is about the Muil Stones?”

He had been spending most of his time the last week visiting sentenced nobles in the city.  Aside from informing them, he also had to oversee the collection of any fines, and then an array of paperwork following up.  

Before the wedding, Deo had been there to assist him, as well as look over the royal guards, but Deo was leaving for Sagittate earlier than everyone else and had no time to help with the sentencing.  

Beks reached over and cupped the side of Laz’s head.  “You’ve been busy and exhausted.  I have been researching the Muil Stones and the original six priests and priestesses of Xeria, but the results have been the same.”

“Then, what’s this about St. Ingrid?” Lucian asked.  His arms were fixed firmly around her, and he rested his head on her chest.  

“I kept wondering why St. Myriagnus selected Strahnroc to sacrifice herself.  Sister Levina and you both said that she had chosen a ‘sacred’ place.  There must have been a reason it was sacred.  What makes a sacred spot?  A miracle happened there, there was a religious ceremony that was held there, or-”

“Someone important died there,” Laz said, his eyes growing large.  He looked at his wife with furrowed brows.  “Did she choose to die in the place where St. Ingrid died?” 

“That would certainly make the site sacred if a saint died there,” Lucian replied.  “Although, she fell to her death.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Can she not fall to her death on Strahnroc?”

“Well, anyone can fall off a mountain and die, but Strahnroc itself is on a spring at the peak of the mountain,” Lucian told them.  “The top of the mountain hasn’t changed since the Temple’s founding.  With that in mind, it was likely that St. Ingrid fell from Strahnroc.  She didn’t land on it.  She couldn’t have.” 

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  After a few moments she looked at Lucian.  “Is it possible for non-clergy to visit Strahnroc?”

Lucian paused for a moment.  His brows knit together as he met her gaze.  “There is a pilgrimage site at the base of the mountain where Strahnroc is located, but the peak is reserved for clergy.”

“How well guarded is it?” Laz asked.  That was her next question and Beks couldn’t help but look at her husband, pleased.  

“There is a single road leading up to the spring, and only the entrance which is located at the back of the pilgrimage site is guarded.  However, on festival days or the new year, when there is a procession going to the site, there are more paladins on guard along the route,” Lucian told them.  “The next festival that would have a procession there is for the summer solstice, though it’s not as elaborate as the new year’s blessing.”

“Do you think the Temple will have the procession considering their current situation?” Laz asked.

His brother let out a small, disgruntled scoff and nodded.  “Of course.  They’ll never pass up a chance to show off their strength.  By having a procession for the solstice, it’ll give the appearance of normalcy.”

Laz nodded his head.  “I can’t say I don’t admire their determination.”

“Can laymen watch the procession?” Beks asked.

Lucian shook his head.  “Only from the pilgrimage site with a spyglass.  Only clergy and paladins are allowed past the gate and only clergy are allowed at Strahnroc.”

Laz seemed to watch her face before a knowing smirk appeared on his.  “Don’t tell me you want to take the rokhs there to watch.”

“I’ve already committed so much sacrilege against the Temple, trespassing on to one of their sacred sites to watch a secret religious procession and ceremony won’t matter,” Beks said with a proud, defiant look. 

“Yes.”  Lucian once more rested his head against Beks’ chest and turned so he could meet his brother’s eyes with smug ones.  “What is a little more sacrilege?”

Laz rolled his eyes.  “Do also keep in mind that the Temple is still reeling from your last visit.  They may extend their caution towards any outside processions, which would mean more paladins than normal.”

“The chance to witness a ceremony may be of help to what Beks is trying to figure out,” Lucian replied.  “If we can sneak in and out, and remain hidden in between, Beks can observe and perhaps come to a conclusion as to why the Muil Stones are important.”

Laz nodded, appearing convinced.  “Then, you have to prepare her well, since you’re the only one of us who has been there.  How is the terrain?  Are there places to hide?”

Lucien let out a bit of a hiss.  “Therein lies the problem.  The peak has no trees, no stone outcroppings.  It's only defining feature is the spring and the stone slab marking where St. Myriagnus died.”  

Laz crinkled his eyes with disapproval.  “All the shadow biha in the world is not going to hide her when there are no shadows to begin with.”

“I know, I know.”  

“What is the landscape like?” Beks asked.  “In terms of foliage.  Is there grass?  Is it tall?”

“You want to hide in the tall grass?” Laz gave her a look of disbelief.  

“There are low lying shrubs along the cliffside.”

“There is a cliffside?” Beks looked back at the man beneath her.  “Hold on.  I want you to draw this out for me.”  She put her hands on Lucian’s shoulders and unwound her legs from his hips.  

“Right now?” Lucian clamored to keep hold of her, wearing an abandoned expression as she slipped away.  

“Before we lose focus.”

Lucian tilted his head back as he leaned against his arms and let out a heavy sigh.  “I think we already lost focus....” 

Laz elbowed him.  “Let her be excited.  You know how she is when she’s excited.”

Lucian thought for a moment and nodded.  Beks was already halfway to a desk against the wall and fished out some paper and a pencil.  She presented it to Lucian, who had no choice but to sketch out the side view of the mountain and the overhead view.  

“The road is enough for a small, narrow single horse drawn cart.  It winds up the southwestern side of the mountain, which has the gentlest slope.  The northern side of the mountain is the side that faces the Great Basin.”

If Beks took what Sister Levina wrote, it was likely that St. Ingrid fell from the cliffside.  First, it was the most drastic place to fall from and had the highest chance of death.  Second, if she was found with her hand pointing towards the location of the future Great Temple Complex, she needed to have been pointing north.

“How much time does Beks have until the procession?” Laz asked.  

Lucian took a deep breath and was quiet for a moment.  “Solstice is in two weeks.”

“That’s more than enough time to fly over with the rokhs, do reconnaissance on the area, and prepare a place to hide,” Laz replied.  He looked at Beks.  “What do you think?” 

She nodded.  “Give me two days to finalize my work for Brother Laurence.  We can leave at night.”  

“We should bring Sister Levina,” Lucian said.  “She may be able to understand more things than I can.  She’s far more well-versed and well-read on Temple history and practices than I am.”

“Then, we’ll need to take both rokhs,” Laz replied.

Beks shook her head.  “No, someone needs to remain with Brother Laurence.  My parents will leave soon.”

Laz froze and looked over his shoulder at her.  “You want me to stay?”

“There is still a lot for you to do.  The royal guards, the legion reorganization,” Lucian said, naming off a few things.  “Sister Levina and I are the best choice to go with Beks.”

“Have you nothing better to do?”

“You said so yourself that I was the only one who had been there.” 

“It shouldn’t take long.” Beks assured her oldest husband. “We won’t engage with them during the ceremony.  Once they leave and the sunsets, we will also leave and return.”  

Laz took a deep breath, his clear disapproval on his face.  “Do you swear to me you won’t engage?” 

There were too few people to fight with and Beks’ main purpose was only to observe.  Even if she did have a moment where all her questions were answered and the secret of the Muil Stones, their connection to the oracles and gods were revealed, unless it was urgent, she would step back to prepare further.

“I am not confused,” Beks replied.  “I know my limits.”

Laz pursed his lips and nodded.  “I will have the nearest battalion to the location move as close as they can.  If you need to get away in a hurry, escape to the battalion.  Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

Beks smiled and nodded, but Lucian sighed.  

“She smiles and nods, but we should accept one thing,” Lucian said.  “To Beks, any risk she takes is necessary.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 82 - She Didn't Expect to See Her Outside At All


                “You know if you die here, you’ll never see your wife again, right?” Beks’ deadpan voice filled the room that had all its windows open to air out.  At least it smelled better than the first time she came.  On the bed, Luther was sitting up with his back against the headboard, and a wooden table was placed across his lap, over the bed, with a tray of food.

A stern faced, middle-aged man who reported directly to Chamberlain Wilton stood to the side, waiting for Luther to touch his now cold food.

The man with the sunken face turned his head towards the door. 

“Beks, you’re here.”  He seemed to try to force a smile, but with his gaunt face, it was almost frightening.  

Beks remained standing just in front of the entrance.  “Is there a reason why you are refusing to eat?”  

Luther turned away, avoiding both her and the plate of food.  “I am not hungry.”

“You have to eat even if you are not hungry.  You are not a child,” Beks replied.  “You know very well that you need to eat to recover.” 

He looked back at her with some wonder.  “You wish for me to recover?”

I won’t be accused of bullying the weak if I wait until you’re healthy to punch you back to unhealthy.  “I do.”  She was sincere.

Luther seemed to notice that, and he perked up a bit.  He sniffled and nodded once, his thin hand reaching for the spoon.  “You want me to recover....” She heard him whisper this to himself a few times before he took his first slurp.

After he swallowed his first spoonful, she raised a brow.  “How is it?” 

Luther nodded.  “It’s good.”

“The kitchen can make it again if you like it.”  As long as you eat it, you depressing turnip. 

The corners of his chapped lips pulled up a bit.  “Okay.”

Beks didn’t move from her spot, crossing her arms and watching until the wide, shallow bowl of a thick soup was consumed.  “Eat the bread.”

“It’s too much.”

“Just take three bites.”  Wrath was less difficult to feed than Luther.  He picked up one of the slices and took three bites, slowly chewing each and swallowing before putting the half-eaten slice back.  Beks looked at the servant waiting.  “Fill his water cup and you may take the dishes and leave.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”  The servant poured water from a pitcher into a clean glass and then pushed the table to the foot of the bed before gathering the tray.  He bowed to Beks before passing, leaving the two alone in the room, though the door was left open.

Luther fidgeted in place, glancing at his hands tugging the thin blanket across his lap before stealing glances at Beks. 

“Why...why did you come today?” He seemed to hold his breath. 

“The delegation from the Caroline Duchy will be returning at the end of the week.  This includes the majority of the life biha users we have who are healers,” Beks told him.  “Without them periodically strengthening you, you will deteriorate much faster if you refuse to eat.  Brother is concerned for your health.”

His eyes lowered, trying to avoid her seeing the disappointment in them.  “Only Brother?”

Beks clenched her jaw to keep from retorting with a cold ‘who else?  Your father’s dead.’  She took a deep breath.  “Laz and Lucian want you alive.”  

Luther drew his head back as he knit his brows, as if unsure what to say.  He drew his lips inward and bit them before looking back at her.  “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Do you want me to live?”

She narrowed her eyes.  Beks fought down the strong urge to reply that he could not be punished and suffer if he were dead.  Instead, she held her tongue and gave him a nod.  

She caught the immediate spark in his eyes and spoke to quell any hope.  “We are family now, I suppose.  Title or not.  I would not wish death on my own brother-in-law.”  But I can wish suffering....

His new title seemed to have a strong effect.  He drew back, as if she’d struck him and tensed up.  A pained look graced his face and Beks wanted to physically slap it off of him.  “I am just your brother-in-law....” His voice became hoarse.  “I see....”

She gave him another nod.  “In the coming days, try to eat more and build up your strength-”

“I told you I love you.  Did you ever love me?” His sudden question cut her off and Beks snapped her mouth shut.  

She narrowed her eyes.  “You’re asking me this now?” 

His chest rose and fell with tight breaths as he looked at her with reddening eyes.  “Even after you left, after you went into exile willingly, I thought there was some part of you that loved me.  Then they told me you married my brothers.”  He squinted at her.  “Do you really love them?”

“Yes.” 

“They are not here,” Luther’s voice seemed to plead.  “You don’t have to lie.”

Beks looked at him as if he didn’t seem to understand.  “I’m not lying.  You know that when we were children, it was Laz and Lucian who were closest to me, but they were sent away after their father passed.  They would send me letters and gifts.  I knew they loved me.  When we met again, as adults, they not only loved me, but they were also in love with me. 

“You can understand that, can’t you?  After all, even after over two decades of engagement and your claim that you loved me, you bedded the first woman who had fallen in love with you.  I don’t hold that against you.  Hadn’t our plan always been to have a marriage of convenience; to show mutual respect to each other, and keep any affairs private?”  

Luther shook his head.  “I would’ve married you, too.”

“You didn’t respect me.”  Her voice lowered.  “When I was trying to keep control for Brother Laurence, you sided with the opposition.  I was trusted to keep the kingdom running, and you allowed them to push me out.  You wanted to use me to govern, but take all the credit for doing so.  I couldn’t even be given the righteous honor of a Wife of Convenience.  Why do you think everyone in that ballroom looked at you strangely when you introduced your Wife of Choice?  Are you that stupid?” 

Luther threw his hands down in protest.  “But I wanted to marry her!” 

“You were parading around the city with her before Brother’s accident while I was working all day doing work for you,” Beks sneered.  “Everything I tried to teach you was ignored.  Everything I tried to do for you was taken for granted.  I should’ve known sooner that you couldn’t be depended on.  Brother certainly knew.  That was why he had prepared a royal order to break the engagement.”  

A trembling cry came from Luther as he covered his crying face with his hands.  “I didn’t want you to leave me....” His muffled cries reached her hardened ears.  “I needed you there.  You were supposed to be there.”

“I was not the one who had me exiled!” Beks lifted her chin and looked at him, disgusted.  She gave him more chances than she should’ve, but he constantly disappointed her.  Where did he get the audacity to be angry at her for leaving?  “You let the court laugh at me for trying to hold power; allowed them to strip me of any influence.  You let the palace; the city laugh at me for having a fiancé who was openly sleeping with another woman.  You cannot abandon someone and expect them to remain at your side to support you.”  

“I didn’t abandon you!” Luther told her, insistent but still upset.  “I gave you a chance to stay!”

“Who would want to stay?” Beks raised an elegant brow.  “You would want to stay and be humiliated and exploited?  You may be as stupid as a garden vegetable, Luther, but I am not.  You disappointed me, and your brothers, so much already.  Don’t continue to do so.”  Her gaze hardened.  “Eat well and regain your strength.  Remember, if you die here, you’ll never see Iris Elpidah again.” 

She turned around, preparing to leave, but Luther cried out for her.

“I still love you!”  She stopped in her tracks and shuddered.  Luther’s voice shook as he spoke.  “It isn’t the way I love Iris, but I love you.  You were my only friend and the partner I trusted.  I thought you’d always be there, so I did take you for granted.  I should’ve paid more attention.  I should’ve learned.  I’m sorry.”

“You apologize so much, it’s lost all meaning,” Beks told him with her back to him.  “You’re only sorry because you are where you are now.  If you were still on the throne, with your wife at your side, and a child on your lap, and everything that has happened had still happened, you wouldn’t be sorry.”  

Luther’s trembling, broken breath escaped him.  “I don’t want us to be enemies.”  There was a sincerity in his voice and a hint of fear and panic.  She didn’t doubt him.  His father was dead.  His courtiers were gone. His wife was taking shelter in another country.  

In that large, golden palace, Luther was alone. 

But she couldn’t feel sympathy for him.  She tried to help him.  His brother tried to help him.  His mother tried to help him.  And he still made one nonsensical, impulsive, misguided decision after another.  

“We’re not enemies, Luther,” Beks said as she took a step out the door.  She didn’t see Luther’s head perk up when he heard her.  She didn’t think he heard the last half.  “You are not worthy of being an enemy.”  

The door closed.  Beks passed the two guards stationed at the door before stepping out into the hall.  

A man about her height was brooding in his royal finery.  His eyes downcast, appearing lost in thought.  When she reached him, he lifted his eyes.  “Will he eat?”

“As long as you don’t promise me to him, encourage him to eat because I don’t want to see him wasting away in bed,” Beks told the older man.  “Threats won’t work well on him.  He’ll only become more reclusive and starve.”

Laurence let out a low, heavy breath and lifted a hand to rub his head.  “He is my blood related brother, but he is more troublesome than you who married into the family.”  

“He has always been more troublesome than Beks,” Laz’s irritated voice said.  Beks looked over her shoulder and turned to face him as soon as she saw him.  “What is the use of telling her he loves you?  Did he love you when he was inside another wom-”

“Laz.” Laurence gave him a silencing look.  “None of us take Luther’s affections seriously.  Even if he wholeheartedly believes it, his actions and instinct say otherwise.”   He looked back at Beks and gave her a nod of gratitude.  “Thank you for coming to see him, Beks.  I know you’re leaving soon, but I’m worried about his health.” 

“Daddy is leaving two life biha users to remain to heal him if the situation becomes dire,” Beks replied.  Before, the Gilded Palace would depend on the clerics, the life biha users belonging to the Temple, but they didn’t exactly have the best record with the royal family.  

Laurence nodded his head once.  “I will give him my thanks.  Are you still leaving tonight?”

“The rokhs are ready,” Beks said.  She initially only wanted to bring one, but Laurence ordered her to bring both, as well as Rid Callan and Gerard.  With Rid Callan’s official transfer to guard Beks approved, he no longer had to return to Sagittate, though planned later to organize his move to Gurani.

Beks chose him out of the three assigned to her because earth biha was particularly useful on a mountainside.  Also, Efran appeared to really need a break from training.  Laz had only given Gerard a look and Gerard announced that he would ride with Rid Callan on the male rokh, Cloud.  No asking for permission to come or clarifying his duty.  He was merely going to join, as if it were natural.

Laz held her arm in his and squeezed close to her as they walked to the inner gardens, where the rokhs had finished their meals.  A small crowd was standing around, waiting to either leave or see off those who were leaving.  

Near the basket tied to Cloud, a small family was particularly eye-catching.  

“Gerard, as your brother-in-law, you must give me this chance.”  Beks had never seen Jonas plea before, especially not to his brother-in-law.  Gerard and Sandra next to him looked unmoved.  

“You have been following Sister Levina since she arrived.  Give her room to breathe,” Sandra smacked her brother’s arm and shot him a glare.  

“No, she likes me in the room!” Jonas said, stubborn.

Beks squinted.  Was this the same calm and composed man she’d spent hours with in a records room in Gurani?  He didn’t even get that excited when they cracked the language.  

Sister Levina was in the next basket over and nodded.  She held out her slate with white words in chalk written clearly.  “I do like him in the room!”

But it was too late.  Those who were going had already been settled.  Laz smirked as he looked at Jonas.  Beks could almost hear him thinking that if he had to suffer, Jonas could suffer with him.  

“Jonas.” Laz’s low voice made both Jonas and Gerard stand to attention at once.  “Gerard is the one who is used to escorting my wife.  His wind biha has also improved greatly.”

“Yes, what of your earth biha?” Sandra wouldn’t let the opportunity to poke her brother pass.  “You stay holed up in an office all day...there are so many master biha users around you, for months, and you do nothing to improve.”

“I have a job!” Jonas retorted with a glare.

“Enough,” Beks said, raising her hand.  The three went quiet and gave her a bow of their heads.  “Sister Levina will be safe with us, Jonas.  You are better suited to remain here and assist your Battalion Commander.” 

In addition to the work pending regarding Laurence returning and the reorganization of military and royal guards, Laz was also in the planning stages of transferring out of the Legions in order to put his efforts into his role as Prince of Kadmus, who would move to Gurani with his wife and brother.  

There was a lot of paperwork involved, not only for Laz, but for the Wild Dogs who wished to follow him as personal guards for him and his family.  It was unheard of that the entire battalion would request to transfer, but Laurence had agreed, as he felt manpower was also needed in Gurani in order to properly join it to the kingdom.  

The Archduke of Aceria had accepted the title of Governor of Aceria, with Aceria now being a province of Gurani, which itself was a territory of Kadmus.  Though not announced outside, the Grand Duchy of Gurani was part of Kadmus.  

Due to the nature of Inheritors being born at random, the ruling family of the Grand Duchy would share control, but mainly focus on politics, infrastructure, and trade with heavy guidance from any future Inheritors.  

The Archduke, escorted by contracted Maritime Legacy ships, had returned to Aceria to prepare the handover, and to move those who wanted to resettle in Gurani.  

“Everyone is leaving,” Robert said as he approached his eldest daughter with his arms raised.  

“I wish I could see you off, Daddy,” Beks said as she embraced her father.  

Robert sighed and nodded.  “I know, but you have a job to do.  As do we.”  He held his daughter tight and kissed the top of her head.  “I’m so proud of you, Snow Flower.  Regardless of that ridiculous prophecy, you were bound for great things.  Athar’an Stry; Stry’an Vena...”

“Vena’an Ul,” Beks replied.  “I will miss you, Daddy.  Tell Mommy I will miss her, too.”

“We will visit you on the island once we settle the duchy,” her father stroked her hair as he took a step back.  “Trust your instinct.”

Beks nodded.  Once her father stepped back, her two younger siblings hugged her. 

“Sister, take care.  We will visit the island soon,” Thad said.  “I will come there for my training.”

Beks chuckled and touched the top of her youngest brother’s head.  “Training in a tropical paradise?”

“I can be of use.”

“I know,” Beks assured him with a smile.  

Wrath kept her arms around Beks’ waist and buried her face on Beks’ thigh.  “Sister....”  Her small voice was pleading, making Beks’ heart melt.  

She stroked her sister’s hair back.  “Yes?”

“Take me with you.  I don’t want to go home.  It’s boring.” 

Robert took a deep breath and exhaled deeply before bending down and prying his youngest child from Bek’s legs.  “Are you not going to miss your sister?”

“Of course, I will miss her!  Sister does exciting things!” Wrath exclaimed.  “Every time I’m with Sister, it’s an adventure!”  She flailed her arms around, as if to emphasize the excitement and looked at Sunny next to them.  “Right, Sunny?”

Sunny let out a small huff of smoke and jumped like an excited dog.  Beks rolled her eyes.

“When we’re settled here, I will take you and Sunny to the Quartz Lake Shrine to speak to the beast speaker monk who gave me the book I gave you,” Beks said.  “He can answer any of your questions-”

Wrath gasped.  “I can become a disciple.”

“Don’t make things difficult for others,” Robert said in a deadpan voice.  

Beks touched her sister’s face.  “You and Sunny be good.  Maybe Daddy can take you.”

Wrath’s wide, somewhat predatory eyes, turned to their father.  

“Father-in-law.”  Laz and Lucian, who had been putting supplies in the basket, came to greet them.  “Little Sister-in-law, Little Brother-in-law.”

Robert gave them a small, curt nod of his head.  “The safety of my daughter is in your hands.”

They clasped their fists over their chests.  “We will not disappoint you, Father-in-law!”

Beks hugged Snowflake, who encircled her for just a moment in protest of her leaving.  “Snowflake, you have to protect Sister Eleanor.  She is with child and needs to be guarded when she’s outside, all right?”

Snowflake nudged her head and flickered his tongue in acceptance of his task.  Beks kissed the tip of his nose and hugged him once more.   

After she stepped back, Beks confirmed with Laurence and Laz their route and schedule before climbing into the basket.  She waved as Wisp rose into the air, pulling the basket up with them.  
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While traveling with the rokhs wasn’t a secret, at least not in the majority of Kadmus, in order to avoid being spotted and speculated on, they continued to travel at night.  In addition, the rokhs, who were affiliated with shadow biha, had more strength and stamina at night, so though the night was short, the distance covered was greater. 

Before they crossed the eastern border, they stopped at one of the Southern Legion battalions that was closest to the location they were flying to.  

“Rest assured, Your Highnesses,” Battalion Commander Wyatt Gatlin said as he had them in his tent for dinner.  “We will remain here and wait for your return.  Dun Kadmus has instructed us to ask of your timeline.”

Beks nodded.  “It will take us another two nights to fly at our current pace to the site.  That will give us the following day to survey the area.  The process will start on the morning of the following day.”

“The ceremony itself is an hour long,” Lucian told him.  “But the procession up and down the mountain will take the entire day.  Once we’re settled in, we won’t be able to leave until dark to remain unseen.”

Battalion Commander Gatlin nodded his head with a serious, attentive expression.  After having seen the man interact with her other husband so informally as to argue like children on a playground, it was a bit surprising to see him react so seriously.  

Then again, he must’ve gotten his rank somehow.

“Can we approximate two nights to expect your return, Your Highness?” the Battalion Commander asked.

“That’s about right,” Lucian agreed.  “If we do not return within five nights, you can act.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Beks sipped her wine, not bothering to ask what ‘act’ meant.  Whatever it was, it involved protecting them.  

At sunset, the group took flight again.  They remained high, with Lucian giving direction. 

Beks peered over the edge of the basket, into the darkness below and wrinkled her nose.  She still couldn’t adjust her sight at night with her biha.  It was just one of the many things she wanted to learn on her growing list.  

Her hand moved over the ring her Great Aunt gave her.  Beks had spent her entire life wishing to use biha somehow, and now she had the ability to channel all known forms.  She narrowed her eyes.  Yet, in some cases, she still couldn’t do the simplest things.  

Sister Levina reassured her that she needed time and Beks was very busy, so it was understandable that she could not fit in all the training she wanted.  

However, Beks had always been a quick learner, so this was frustrating.  

She sighed and crossed her arms over the top of the basket.  She sighed, but before it was released completely, she felt the hairs on her arm stand.  She tensed and stood up straight as she sense a faint energy in the air.  

“What is it?” Lucian put his hand on her arm and gave her a concerned look.  

“How close are we to Strahnroc?” Beks asked. 

Lucian looked ahead of them.  “I can see the mountain peak from here, and the black stone on top that is the ceremonial site.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “So, that’s what it is....” The tingling sensation she suddenly began to feel was bihar.  Strahnroc was bihar-rich, and it was spreading into the air around it.  

“Dawn won’t be for another hour or two, but we still have a day and a night to survey the area,” Lucian said as he looked at her and Sister Levina, who was munching on some nuts on the bench.  “Because of the angle of the mountain, people in the surrounding lower levels can’t see the peak, but we should still be careful not to draw attention to ourselves.”

“The procession won’t reach the peak until tomorrow morning, but when do the paladins arrive to line the procession route?” Beks asked.

Lucian’s lips tightened into a line and his voice lowered.  “They’re already here.”  

Sister Levina narrowed her eyes and frowned at this.  She put the still shelled nuts in her hands into a cloth bag.  Before, there had been a rhythmic cracking as she broke apart the shells to get to the meat.  She lifted her twisted fingers to her lips in a sign that she understood to be quiet.  

“We’ll land on the southeastern side.  It’s steep, but not too steep, and the ground is firm.  After the rokhs drop us off, Rid Callan will stay with you two while Gerard and I survey the area.  When we assess that it’s safe, we’ll come get you,” Lucian told them.  “Rid Callan will be able to help secure the ground on the northern cliff face to prevent us from falling, but he’ll have to do that at night.”

“Once we’re situated, we won’t be able to leave, will we?” Beks asked. 

Lucian nodded.  “Not until the procession leaves.”

Sister Levina touched her stomach and frowned.  Beks nodded and looked back at Lucian.  “What about food and other...biological needs?” 

Lucian’s eyes widened and even in the darkness, Beks could sense that he had blushed.  He leaned towards her and lowered his voice.  “Beks, we’re not alone-”

She pushed him back and glared.  “Not that kind of need.  The need that comes after the end of eating.” 

His brows shot up.  “Oh!  Um....we’ll figure it out.  We’ll prepare before dawn.” 

“Still, we’ll need to be in our spots until dark, as the northern cliff face is visible from the pilgrimage site at the base of the mountain.”

“We’ll figure something out,” Lucian told her.   

The closer they got to Strahnroc, the more bihar was in the air.  Beks couldn’t help but narrow her eyes and wonder if the spring was connected to an aquifer connected to the Forbidden Valley.  The bihar was exceptionally rich.  

The tingling she felt lingered even as her mind refocused elsewhere once they landed.  Lucian helped her and Sister Levina out of the basket before tugging one of the ropes as a sign for Wisp to fly off.  

Not far from them, Gerard and Rid Callan did the same.  The two men stayed low to the ground and rushed towards them.  It was dark, but Beks could feel the slope beneath her.  Just standing, she had one foot higher than the other and had to adjust her weight to keep steady.  

However, this side seemed to be grassy, and while firm, Beks couldn’t feel any harsh protrusion of rocks.  

“I will stay here, Your Highness,” Rid Callan said as he crouched down.  Beks and Sister Levina followed his movements and took a seat on the sloping ground.  

“Remain hidden here until we return.  Should there be any problems, we will come back at once,” Lucian told them before he led Gerard up the mountain side.

As the morning sun began to rise, Beks made out the details of the mountain.  From where she sat, the mountain was steep, but not rugged.  A simple trail zigzagging up the mountain wouldn’t be too trying, although Lucian had been right.  There were no trees visible at the peak. 

Along the side where they waited, there were wild grasses and low-lying shrubs, but the nearest trees were further down and in small patches.  

Sister Levina wrote on her slate, or rather, drew a map of the mountain as she’d seen it when they were flying over.  

She pointed behind Beks to tell her that was where the road from the pilgrimage site was.  It had a gentle zigzag but on that face of the mountain.  The other side, behind Sister Levina, had a continuation of the slope where they were seated, but on the other side, on the north, was the cliff. 

From the diagram she drew, Beks thought that if the mountain was a cake, a slice would’ve been taken out of the northern side, resulting in a jagged cliff.   

Rid Callan seemed to want to avoid speaking, so he motioned to Sister Levina’s slate.  She handed it to him, and he wrote.  His handwriting was surprisingly nice.  “The air is bihar-rich; we should do breathing exercises here.”

Sister Levina’s eyes lit up and she nodded, enthusiastic.  She didn’t bother to take her slate back and immediately closed her eyes and began to take deep breaths.  Rid Callan held on to the slate and crossed his legs, sitting on the ground and closing his eyes.  

Beks sighed and leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest as she lay on the grass and looked up at the clear sky above.  She closed her eyes and took low, even breaths.  She hadn’t slept much that night or the day before.  When they landed, she didn’t feel the slightest bit sleepy.  

She didn’t expect that almost as soon as she closed her eyes, she seemed to sink into the earth and have the bihar wash over her like a thick blanket.  Her eyelids were heavy, and though they were in enemy territory, she was confident in who was guarding her.  

Without realizing it, she stretched out her biha to extend the length of her senses.  

Is that water?  Her skin had bumps at the thought that she could sense the bihar-rich water of the spring before she could even see it.  She searched more.  The mouth of the spring wasn’t very wide, but it did come from deep below the mountain.  

There was something that seemed to be obstructing the flow, but that could be expected if it was a site that was frequented for a specific use by people.  They couldn’t risk sudden flooding or degradation of the site.  

As she sank deeper into her senses and gradually slipped into sleep, she began to hear the wind around her.

No one seemed to be talking, although she could hear Sister Levina’s breathing and the faint, controlled exhales of Rid Callan that were almost unheard.  The even sound coaxed Beks to sleep.

“...mean that you love him?”  Someone sounded both shocked and disgusted.  

“I’ve been thinking about it for some time....” The second voice also belonged to a woman, but it was softer, yet filled with determination.  “I know I never planned to marry.  To devote myself to Xeria, but-”

“What did he tell you?”  The first woman’s voice became frantic.  “What did he do to you?” 

“Sister, you’re hurting me-”

“Tell me!  A man like him isn’t suitable for you!”

“What is wrong with Cormac?  He is one of us-”

“He’s a lewd man of a low background!  How can he be worthy of you?  You know who you are-”

“I am just an ordinary woman, Sister!  I can love who I want-”

“No, the others won’t agree-”

“The others already know!”  There was a pause in the argument.  The second woman’s voice softened.  “And I know you know that he and I are close.  Closer than normal....” 

The first woman’s voice grew lower.  “Did you let him touch you?”  There was silence.  “You let him touch you...how dare he-”

“Sister-”

“I will kill him-”

“Sister, no!”

The voices in her dream became jumbled and incoherent.  There was a sharp gasp and then the first woman’s voice cried out.  She began to cry. 

“Wake up!  Wake up!”  

“Beks, wake up-”

Her hand flew up and grabbed on to the first person she could.  Her wide gray eyes were frantic and disoriented as they flew around, expecting to see the owners of the two voices just a few steps away.  

Instead, she saw Lucian’s surprised blue eyes look back at her.  One hand clasped her wrist.  “Beks?”

“Are we alone?” she asked in a breathy voice.

Lucian raised a brow and glanced from one side to the other.  He loosened his hold on her wrist and lowered himself against her.  She felt his leg rub against hers as his smooth, low voice whispered.  “We can be.”

She narrowed her eyes.  “Am I not showing you enough affection?  I don’t remember you being this needy.” 

He chuckled and put his head against her shoulder.  “We haven’t had any chance to be alone since we left.”

“When we return, I will make up for it.” 

“You will make it up to Laz first, since he could not come,” Lucian said.  Beks nodded.  That went without saying.  Lucian rose to his feet and helped pull her up.  “When did you fall asleep?”

“Not long after you left,” she replied.  She saw Rid Callan, Sister Levina, and Gerard further up the mountain, standing but with their backs to them, as if they were pretending that nothing was going on behind them.  

“We were talking, and you didn’t wake up,” Lucian said, his brows knitting slightly.  “Which is unlike you, unless you’re tired.  Has the trip exhausted you?”

“Not enough to sleep through a conversation happening around me,” she replied.  She was a bit surprised, too.  “Did I hurt you when I grabbed you?”

“No, but you were startled.  Did you have a bad dream?” he asked.  “Wrath also thrashes around when she has a bad dream.”  He knew this because both Beks and Thad had complained about being hit by their youngest sister when the child was sleeping.  

Beks furrowed her brows and looked down.  “No....”  She didn’t see anything, only heard voices.  “It wasn’t a dream.”  She squinted.  “It was just voices.”

“So, that’s why you asked if we were alone,” Lucian said.  “No one has come up since we arrived.  The paladins are already at their posts along the route, but they haven’t come up this high.  The peak is supposed to be out of view because it is so sacred; even those paladins cannot come up.”

Beks took a deep breath and exhaled.  Sacred?  Those voices weren’t faint.  I could hear them clearly.  As if they were standing in front of me.  She narrowed her eyes.  They were also spoken in a noticeably clear Kadmium accent that she was used to and had.  Everything was clear, as if it was set up to be heard. 

Lucian took her hand and led her up the mountainside.  Beks’ eyes scanned the area.  They were the only five people on the mountain.  Beks had heard two women and of all the women there, only she could talk, and she had been the one listening.  

She drew her lips inward.  The energy around them was still strong, but there was more than just natural bihar in the air.  

Rid Callan had stopped ahead of them, his lips pulling into a tight line as he looked ahead.  “I can see why this is considered sacred.”

“You feel something, Rid Callan?” Gerard asked.  The older man nodded.  

“People have died here.” 

“We know that,” Gerard said, raising a brow.  “The last of the original six priests and priestesses of Xeria killed herself on this mountain top.”

Sister Levina shook her head.  She scribbled on her slate.  “Unwilling death; like in the cells beneath the Temple.” 

Despite the sun on her skin and the warm summer weather, Beks felt cold all over.  Her arms rose and wrapped themselves around her.  

She reached the summit and laid eyes on a shiny black slab of stone carved in a circle.  It was the size of a round table large enough to seat ten or twelve people around it.  It sat in what appeared to be a pool of water that extended out the length of the stone slab, and was surrounded by river plants that were flourishing.

One couldn’t hear the usual trickle or bubbling sound of moving water, but there were slight ripples on the surface, indicating that the water was moving.  Beks was certain that the way it was set up now wasn’t as it always was.  

“The procession will come from here.”  Lucian released her hand and walked towards a worn in path of dirt coming from the side of the mountain.  The patch of dirt circled the spring and stone.  “The attendants, such as priests and priestesses of a lower level, will fan out around the circle,” he said as he walked around the dirt patch.  He stopped across from them.  “When the priests and priestesses who are facilitating the ceremony wade into the water, their attendants will stand behind them to hold towels and tools for the ceremony.  They are to hand them over when needed.”

“How many go into the spring, Your Highness?” Rid Callan said as he knelt down and gently pushed aside some plant leaves to get a good look at the slab.  

“Six.”

“Look at the carvings,” Beks said as she followed Rid Callan and knelt down beside the edge of the springs.  The water was clear, and not as shallow as she initially thought.  She could see the rocks at the bottom and estimated that she’d be up to her thighs if she waded in.  

“This is volcanic glass,” Rid Callan said as he squinted and looked at the stone.  “It should have been brought here from elsewhere...and it seems to be used to plug the spring and restrict water from overflowing.”

“Sister Levina.”  Beks looked towards the other woman who was standing stiffly to the side, who was staring with intensity at the stone.  Beks frowned and stood up.  “Are you all right?”

Sister Levina’s lips pulled tight, and she wrote on her slate.  “This is a sacrificial stone.”

Lucian nodded.  “Yes, during the ceremony, along with prayers, they offer incense and flowers-”

Sister Levina shook her head and waved her hand in front of him to stop him.  “No!  This is for human sacrifice!” She underlined and then circled ‘human’.  

Lucian looked surprised.  “Are you sure?”

She nodded.  She frantically wiped at the slate and continued.  “Sacrificial stones look the same; based on the same thing.  All round, all engraved with prayers, but human stones have the grooves.”

“Grooves?” Gerard asked.  

Sister Levina nodded and Beks stared at the stone.  Now that she looked at it, the surface appeared just like any other stone used for offerings.  There were deep grooves originating from the center that appeared to separate six areas, but there were smaller, faint groves connecting them all leading to the northern point, where there was a hole the size of a coin.  

Beks felt her stomach sink.  “The grooves are for the blood to drain.”

Gerard sucked in a sharp breath and Lucian drew his head back.  “When I was here, only flowers and incense were offered.” 

“It could just be that there was an earlier purpose for those grooves that are no longer in use,” Beks told him.  

“Where does the blood drain to?” Rid Callan asked as he walked around the spring.  “There are no spouts around the slab.” 

“Is the slab hollow or has a chamber inside to collect the blood?” Gerard asked.  They looked towards Sister Levina and Lucian.  Both shrugged, appearing just as confused.  Sister Levina wrote on her slate.  

“First time seeing one in person.  Temple banned human sacrifice.  No more stones; only in pictures in books,” she told them.  

No wonder she’d been so stunned to see one.  

“Let’s not panic,” Beks said.  “I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation.  This is a very sacred site where St. Myriagnus died and the stone is massive, as well as rarely used.  I’m sure it wasn’t worth it to get rid of it, so it remains here.”

The others nodded, but didn’t seem to completely believe her.  Beks was unconvinced and she was trying to explain it.  Rationally, it shouldn’t have been nerve-racking.  The stone was a relic of the past.  It wasn’t as if they were caught, they would be sacrificed. 

Rid Callan was the first of them to shake themselves out of their surprise. “Your Highness,” he said looking at Lucian.  “Can you show me the cliffside?  I may be able to create a cover for us along the edge that’s safe.”

Lucian nodded and motioned for him to follow.  Beks and Sister Levina continued to study the pool.  Beks knelt down close to the water and extended her hand to touch the liquid.  It was cool and made her senses tingle at the amount of bihar in it.  

She pulled up the sleeve of her shirt and leaned forward, sticking her hand in the water.  She closed her eyes and released biha, directing it through the pearl on her finger.   Her brows shot up.  Beks wasn’t sure what she’d find by doing so, but the biha acted like a hand, moving around, and noting where the walls of the spring were, where the floor was, and the source of the water.

She narrowed her eyes and found that the volcanic glass that was the stone was only part of the structure.  It ended about a hand’s length below the water surface, but it rested on a bed of stone pillars as thick as her leg that acted like table legs.  

One of the pillars seemed to almost plug into the main hole of the spring, severely limiting the water that came out.  

“Is there anything strange, Your Highness?” Gerard asked.

“This entire place is strange,” Beks replied in a droll voice.  She withdrew her arm from the water.  “The slab is resting on pillars, but I didn’t sense a tap where the blood would drain out of it.”

Gerard’s face twisted with disgust.  “Then it drains into an internal chamber?”

Beks made a disgusted face as well.  “Sister Levina, did all human sacrificial stones drain into an internal chamber?” She looked over at the other woman who shrugged and wrote on her slate.

“The book I read had few examples, but it appeared as if they drained out to the sides, to a ridge or into a bowl on the floor.”

“Your Highness, I’d like your opinion!”  Rid Callan came back from near the cliff’s edge.  The front of his clothes had dust on it from having laid on his stomach to crawl to the edge, in order to prevent being seen from below.  

Beks stood up and followed him to the edge, then crawled down on to her stomach to get an idea of what he was talking about. 

She, Rid Callan, and Lucian remained on their bellies discussing how Rid Callan would alter the landscape a bit in order to create a hole large enough for them along the edge, then cover the top with earth, leaving just small gaps close to the ground that would give them a good view of the Strahnroc with little obstruction from the low shrubs.

Since Strahnroc was only visited a few times a year by a tiny delegation, they were confident that the minor change in landscape wouldn’t be noticeable, even to a returnee.  

It was agreed upon, but because he’d have to work along the side of the cliff, they could only work at night.  

The rest of the day, Beks spent it trying to burn the area and the engravings on the slab itself into her head.  She drew them out clearly on Sister Levina’s slab.  As expected, each of the six main sections matched up with sigils of the original six priests and priestesses.  

The prayers were the main prayers associated with them, as well.  

“What about the engravings on the side?” Gerard asked.  

Beks had spent the most time exploring around the spring, and even waded into the water, to get a better look at the engravings along the sides of the slab.  

“It’s not Classic Esuser, as the rest of the engravings are,” Beks replied.  “Neither Sister Levina nor I recognize it.” 

An irritated look was on Sister Levina’s face after having spent most of the day trying to decode it.  However, without context or something to compare it to, they couldn’t figure it out.  

“Perhaps you’re looking in the wrong place, Your Highness,” Rid Callan suggested.  “If I recall, your research showed that the current ritualized practices of the Temple were taken from the surrounding area.  Perhaps the written language was from one of those populaces.”

Gerard perked up and nodded his head.  

“Brother may recognize it,” Lucian said.  “You know Brother has a heavy interest in ancient civilizations.”

Gerard nodded.  “Yes, Jonas said that His Majesty learned High Berup quickly.  Should we write it down and show it to his Majesty later, Your Highness?”

“No need, I have the image memorized,” Beks said.  Gerard sighed.  It was so convenient to have such a memory.

They ate a dinner of dried meat and flat bread.  Nothing could be cooked, as smoke would be visible.  At the very least, the spring water was safe to drink.

By the time the sun set, the lights in the pilgrimage site at the base of the mountain had spread out further than they had been the night before, suggesting that the visitors had more than doubled if the number of lights was saying anything.

Lucian said that every time there was a ceremony, the pilgrimage site would have an influx of visitors, as a ceremony meant that several High Priests or Priestesses would be in attendance who would bless the pilgrims. 

Torches were also lit along the procession site to mark the six locations of where the paladins were guarded.  The peak remained untouched, but that gave Rid Callan enough time to push out the stone by the edge and create a large space deep enough for them to stand and wide enough for them to move about freely.  

It was essentially a small cave when he was through with it.  The length of the hiding place almost took up the area around the cliff’s edge, which would allow them views of at least half of Strahnroc.  Gerard and Lucian helped move some shrubbery around, arranging what foliage there was to melt in with the altered landscape to make it blend in.

Inside the hiding place were benches, including a piece of stone that jutted out for them to sit on when peering outside the narrow, horizontal strips that appeared as shadows cast by low stone peeking from the ground.  From afar, no one would notice that these black shadows were windows.  

Rid Callan needed to take his time and be precise, as he didn’t want to weaken the integrity of the stone.  Roughly an hour before sunset, Lucian and Sister Levina made sure any evidence of them at the peak was gone before they all climbed into their new cave through a narrow opening facing away from the spring.  Rid Callan sealed it closed.  

Now they could not leave until the ceremony was over and night had returned.  

Gerard sat down and Sister Levina peeked through each narrow window to check the view from each one.  Rid Callan also sat down to do breathing exercises in the bihar-rich area.  

Lucian and Beks decided on which window they’d take and sat in front of them.  They nibbled on some food, already lapsing into silence in case anyone appeared unexpectedly.

They didn’t need to worry about being taken by surprise.  When the sun had fully risen from the horizon, Rid Callan’s eyes opened.

“The procession has begun.”  

Despite herself, Beks’ heart quickened.  It would take some time for the procession to even reach the summit, as the health and age of the priests and priestesses needed to be taken into consideration.  There was also usually the single horse drawn carriage with ceremony equipment and offerings.  

Rid Callan gave them each a tap on the shoulder and pointed out the windows sometime later in a silent signal to let them know that the procession had arrived.  Beks leaned forward and looked out the window.

She began to hear the steady drumming and bells ringing that preceded the procession.  She expected to see attendants with instruments arrive, but at one point, the music didn’t get any louder.  It seemed to linger partway down the path, meaning that whoever was playing could not come up to Strahnroc.  

Surprisingly, the horse pulling the cart did.  

Two young priests were leading a white horse that pulled an ornate wooden carriage behind it.  It wasn’t excessively big; quite narrow with only two wheels instead of the usual four.  Along with them were young priestesses, each carrying bags.  

Beks watched as they moved the horse and carriage to the side.  The other attendants continued walking and fanned out around the spring, just as Lucian had said earlier.  Once they had taken their places, six figures in loose white robes with gilded embroidery along the hems and cuffs ascended the peak.  

They kept their heads down with hoods falling over their faces.  

Beks didn’t need to ask who they were.  Those were the High Priests and Priestesses.  Three of each.  The High Priest leading them swung around a brass incense burner.  He stopped in front of the spring and the High Priests and Priestesses behind him stopped as well, all standing in a neat line perfectly distanced apart.

He began to say a prayer in Classic Esuser.  

It was nothing shocking.  The standard asking for a blessing, explaining that they were there that day to make an offering, all the usual things.  

Once the prayer was spoken, he began to chant.  He’d sing a single line and all the others on the hill save Beks and her people hiding sang the same line in an echo.  As they changed, he continued to swing the incense and go around the spring, from right to left.  

When he reached the same place where he started, he handed the incense to one of the attendants and stopped chatting.  

He made a few hand motions, repeated a prayer to bless him, and removed his leather sandals.

He didn’t remove anything else and stepped into the water.  His thin white robes immediately became soaked, but he kept his hands clasped together in a prayer position as he circled the slab, wading through the water from right to left.  

One by one, the other five followed him into the water.  

He reached the space closest to the entrance and engraved with prayers and symbols of St. Ingrid as the last priestess stepped in and took two steps to the space dedicated to St. Myriagnus.  

They all kept their heads down and their hands clasped together.

Beks counted at least six separate prayers were done, with each prayer causing the priests to move one station to the right, to the next most saint’s space.  When the head priest returned to the space of St. Ingrid, he bowed, resting his head on the cool black slab, prompting the others to do the same.  They lingered there for a moment. 

“Raise your heads,” he said.  

Beks watched, both curious at the ritual and memorizing it to be dissected later.  The High Priests and Priestesses still in the spring stood up and lifted their hands to their hoods that had soaked up some water.  

Beks’ eyes landed and fixed themselves on the last priestess, who had returned to the space of St. Myriagnus.  Her heart shot to her throat.  She didn’t expect to see that woman in a spot reserved for High Priests and Priestesses.  In fact, she didn’t expect to see that woman outside at all. 

Her hand shot out and grasped her husband’s forearm. Lucian furrowed his brows and gave her a look that asked what was wrong.  Beks glanced at him and then back out the narrow window, at Iris Elpidah.

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 83 - May or May Not Involve Human Sacrifice


                Beks couldn’t help the irrational feeling that she was insulted because Iris Elpidah was not cowering away in the bowels of the Great Temple Complex, hiding from her.  Beks thought that since Iris Elpidah fled Kadmium as soon as she could, she had done so fearing being captured, and would remain hidden as long as she could.

Beks didn’t expect her to be gallivanting outside in a very public ceremony.  

Granted, Strahnroc was within the territories of the Temple, and there were paladins and high ranking priests and priestesses with her, but the fact that she was confident enough to come outside, knowing she had a part in the near downfall of Kadmus, and the ruination of the Carolines and the three older princes, Beks could not help but marvel at the sheer audacity.  

Did she think she was safe as long as she was under the Temple’s umbrella?

Or did Iris Elpidah just not see Beks as a threat. 

Perhaps, she didn’t think that Beks wouldn’t try to get her with so many Temple clergy around, which unfortunately, was correct.  Attacking them at the moment didn’t feel like the best course of action.  

Beks felt Lucian’s hand tighten around hers as she leaned closer to the window and strained to hear what they were saying.  They spoke in Esuser, and it wasn’t just her who was listening intensely to what they were saying.

Sister Levina’s eyes were narrowed, and her lips were in a tight line.  She almost seemed to glare outside the window.  Beks didn’t know how the priests and priestesses just a few paces away couldn’t sense the animosity radiating from Sister Levina.  

“High Priest Jung, about the sacrifice to Xeria-”

Iris Elpidah was silenced by a single hand raised in front of her by the man who appeared to be the head High Priest, Jung, who led the ceremony.  His back was to Beks and the others, so she couldn’t see his expression, but if he was silencing Iris Elpidah, it was likely stern. 

“Wait until the ceremony concludes,” he said in a firm voice laced with some admonishing.  Iris Elpidah drew her lips inward and bit them before lowering her head.

It seemed that even as an ‘oracle’, it wasn’t her turn to lead the Temple.

The head priest raised his arms, spoke one more prayer and then bowed over the obsidian again, his motions mirrored by the other priests and priestesses.  The attendants waiting around the spring handed the priests wine and the priestesses bundles of herbal flowers to place on the sacrificial stone. 

Beks thought they’d just leave the items there, but the flowers were doused in red wine.  The empty wine jugs were returned to the attendants, and replaced with thin sticks with a small flame.  The offerings of flowers and wine were set on fire. 

Beks drew her head back surprise and turned to look at Lucian, who had his eyes narrowed while watching, but didn’t seem to indicate that there was something strange about the ceremony.  The fire itself didn’t last long, and once it burned out, the remaining ashes were washed away with handfuls of water from the spring.

The ash-filled liquid slid through the little grooves and into the drainage hole in front of the first priest. 

The attendant behind him began to ring a bell to conclude the prayer.  After ringing it ten times, the priests and priestesses in the water began to wade out, starting with the head priest and the others following behind him. 

As they climbed out of the spring, the attendant who was behind them stepped forward, coordinated, and unraveled a long towel for them.  Beks turned her head and noticed at the far end, just before the path turned down the mountain, the attendants with the horse drawn cart had set up two tents, likely for the priests and priestesses to change.

Beks expected all of them to leave, but the head priest stood to the side and watched the others pass.  He held up his hand and Iris Elpidah stopped beside him.  She didn’t go any further, though their attendants were leaving.  

They stood there in silence as all the attendants and other priests and priestesses reached the tents to change or wait on their seniors.  Beks craned her neck to try to hear them better.  

“High Priest Jung,” Iris Elpidah said once more, bowing her head.  She spoke with real subservience in her voice, not the fake one she spoke with in Kadmium that encouraged others to feel pity for her.  It seemed that the head priest was someone she had to answer to and her status as an ‘oracle’ had limits.

The head priest looked past her, back at the stone slab and the spring.  “The jaw of St. Cyric has yet to be found,” he said in a low voice.  Beks could barely hear him talking.  “If you want better control of when to return, you need all the Muil Stones.”

Beks narrowed her eyes.  

“Are all six of them necessary?” Iris asked.  Though her voice was laced with hesitation, there was an underlying urgency.  

The head priest didn’t look at her and continued to stare at the spring.  “With the blessing of Xeria, we have all the time in the world, Oracle Elpidah.”  The old man turned towards her.  “You should be patient.”

Iris Elpidah drew her lips inward and nodded, lowering her head in acquiesce.   

“Yes, High Priest Jung.”

“The expedition has already left to collect the jaw of St. Cyric.  It is the last piece needed.” 

At this, Iris Elpidah’s head shot up.  Her brows knit together as she gave the older priest a confused look.  “The last piece?  What about the heart of St. Ingrid?”

High Priest Jung didn’t seem to falter.  “The jaw of St. Cyric is indeed the last piece.  There is no need for you to worry about the rest.  The Temple is burdened with the duty to guard the spring,” he told her.  “You need only have your sacrifice ready.”

Iris Elpidah nodded.  “Yes, High Priest Jung.”  

With that, the High Priest turned towards the path leading back down the mountain, and began to take measured steps towards the group waiting there.  Iris kept head bowed, tightening the towel around her half-soaked body, and followed behind.

Beks moved to the far end of the tunnel to watch them leave.  

“Your Highness,” Gerard whispered as he approached her.  He motioned his head out the narrow windows and moved his hand across his neck, in a ‘slitting the throat’ motion.

Beks shook her head.  As tempting as it was to kill off everyone there, as it didn’t take a genius to know that they were not innocent, she had to consider the repercussions of doing so.  Even though their paladins had been severely reduced and they were trying to rebuild from the fires, influence-wise, the Temple still had a strong hold over good portions of the western half of the continent.

This included the naval power of Paraxes.

The Emperor of Langshe would assist them if needed, she would bet money on it.  But Beks didn’t want to drag her cousin-in-law and Langshe into a foreign mess, especially so soon after Emperor Zhan ascended the throne.  To move his armies for his foreign relatives would not gain him any popularity, and Beks was not going to make him look bad.  

Besides, if those High Priests, Priestesses, and Iris Elpidah were killed, they’d only be replaced.  Furthermore, Beks had even more questions after she heard the two talking.  It was clear that the High Priest didn’t want others to hear them. 

Perhaps the other High Priests and Priestesses knew what they were talking about, but lower-level clergy did not.  Lucian certainly didn’t know and looked confused and suspicious when High Priest Jung mentioned the Muil Stones.  

Until Beks figured out what was going on, the sources of information needed to stay alive instead of being silenced. 

Gerard looked a bit disappointed when she shook her head.  Beks sighed. 

“You can cause them a little trouble,” she whispered.  

His face lit up and he nodded.  He turned towards the window and narrowed his eyes.  Rid Callan had made their hiding place wide enough for people to move around without bumping into each other, so Gerard was able to his body to collect biha and focus it.  

The hairs around Beks face flew up as a gust of wind swept past them, almost whistling against the opening of the windows before flying towards the path.  

Screams and yells filled the air further away as the tents that had been set up were blown upwards and toppled over.  There hadn’t been so much as a breeze earlier, so the changing tents were not secured to the ground.  

Beks shook her head as Gerard and his possibly future sister-in-law Sister Levina snickered with glee as they watched the priests and priestesses scramble.  

 The procession down was delayed, but they weren’t planning to come out of their hiding place until well after dark.  It was entertaining enough to watch the frazzled priests and priestesses rushing around, trying to get the tents and the spooked horse who was surprised by the tumbling tents.  

When the night came, Rid Callan split the earth once more to let them climb out.  

“Are you sure you don’t want to capture Iris Elpidah?” Lucian asked.  Beks nodded.

“She is involved in something, and I need to know what.  Capturing her now would alert the Temple and it would be more difficult to find out what they were hiding,” Beks replied.  “It’s clear it can’t be spoken out loud around just anyone.”

“What do we do now?” Gerard asked.  

“Call for the rokhs,” Beks told him.  “And get us back to the battalion camp.  I need to make some calls.”

Sister Levina tugged on her sleeve and held up her slate.  She gathered some light biha in her hand that was just enough to make out the letters.  

“There have been no expeditions for the heart of St. Ingrid.”  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Ever?”

Sister Levina nodded.

“From what the High Priest said, is it possible that the Temple has always had it and the theft of her heart was just a rumor?” Lucian asked.

Beks frowned.  “But why would they make such a rumor that made it seem as if such an important artifact was stolen from under their noses? Wouldn’t that only make them seem incompetent?”  

He took a deep breath and shrugged.  “They’ve done much stranger things.”

“Putting aside the heart of St. Ingrid, it would mean that the only Muil Stone missing now is the jaw of St. Cyric,” Beks replied.  “And it’s the last piece of something important.”  

“Is it a festival or some sort of religious ceremony?” Gerard asked. 

“Yes, some places parade around their relics during holy festivals which accompany religious ceremonies,” Rid Callan confirmed.  

Beks looked towards Sister Levina, who carried a contemplative look.  She chewed on her lower lip and then wiped her slate with her sleeve to write her answer. 

“I don’t know of any ceremonies that require all six Muil Stones,” Sister Levina told them.

“In that case, perhaps it isn’t something that is kept secret,” Beks said.  “That only a select people know.”  

“The High Priests and Priestesses on the council,” Lucian replied.  “And there is always an empty seat on the council that is held for the oracle.  When there is no oracle, the seat is not filled.”

“Then Iris Elpidah has a seat at the Temple’s council?  But she hasn’t earned the title of Great Oracle.” Beks raised a brow.  Both Lucian and Sister Levina nodded.  Beks clenched her jaw.  “No wonder she wasn’t afraid of coming out.”  She let out a low breath.  “I need to find out where the jaw of St. Cyric is.”
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“I thought you would ask about that, so we had our people watching,” Mr. Kesse told her from the urapearl.  “The expedition was supposed to leave from the Great Temple Complex, like they’ve done in the past.”

Beks raised a brow as she leaned back against her seat.  “But they didn’t?”

Mr. Kesse inhaled deeply and narrowed his eyes.  “An expedition did leave from the Great Temple Complex, but whether it was a real expedition, or a decoy is uncertain.”

Beks frowned.  “What do you mean decoy?  Why would they have a decoy expedition....” She trailed off and closed her eyes, sighing heavily.  “It seems that the Muil Stones are more important than we gave them credit for.”  

“Our people were eyeing the major trade routes for any suspicious caravans, but I’m afraid we do not have enough eyes to watch all the minor routes, Your Highness,” Mr. Kesse said with some regret.  

Beks shook her head, waving off the thought.  “We are not all knowing.  Even with an entire country watching, it is possible to miss something.  I don’t blame you or Nexus.”  

Mr. Kesse looked a bit relieved, but quickly perked up, determined.  “If we cannot find them leaving, perhaps we can find them returning.”  He sighed.  “However, that may be too late.”

Beks nodded.  By the time the Temple had the jaw of St. Cyric in their hands, it could be too late.  Too late for what, Beks wasn’t sure, but it certainly wasn’t something she wanted to happen.  

“If you feel the expedition that left from the Great Temple Complex is only a decoy, make sure someone is noticed ‘watching them’.  As long as they believe they are leading someone away, then they will be confident that their ploy is working.  As for the real expedition, we can only continue to search in secret,” Beks told him.  “Listen for any news regarding money or supplies of any sort sent out.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”  

“Mr. Kesse, also, send someone to watch Strahnroc,” Beks said.  “It’s the holy mountain peak at the southern edge of the Great Basin.”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “Is there anything we should be aware of to prepare?”

“Non-clergy are not allowed to go up the mountain, but there is a pilgrimage site at the base of the mountain.  The route to the top is guarded, so it isn’t necessary to go up.  However, it seems that whatever ceremony is to happen may happen there.”

Mr. Kesse cocked his head to the side.  “Strahnroc is for seasonal blessings, is it not?”

Beks shook her head.  “It may be for something more.  When we were there, Iris Elpidah seemed impatient to hold a ceremony, but was told to be patient.  If she mentioned it there, the ceremony may be there.  Pilgrims can’t stay for more than a few days at the pilgrimage site, but a cycling set of a eyes will do the job.”

Mr. Kesse nodded once more.  “I will also have people stationed on the routes leading to it, Your Highness.  If there is an unexpected change, I will contact you at once.”

“Thank you, Mr. Kesse.”  The call ended and Beks leaned back against the chair, tilting her head back and taking a deep breath.  Every time the Temple did something, she couldn’t help but feel it was suspicious.  

Beks sat up and glanced at the bag next to her urapearl.  She reached forward and dug through her bag to take out the small notebook she’d found hidden in the secret compartment under the bed in the Hall of Eloquence.  

She’d managed to roughly translate over half the book, but there were more than a handful of places where she’d had to circle the word, as it didn’t seem to fit into the sentence.  She assumed these words had different meanings to what she knew them as.  More time was spent trying to narrow down what those words meant than actually translating the book into something that made sense.

She turned to the first few pages, which read like a story following a girl born in the border grasslands of Paraxes, which was far less populated than the coast and its islands.  Beks never paid attention to such a region.  The girl came from a farming family and lived in a fertile area that used to have a lot of floods, but dams were built to control it.  

She was the oldest daughter with seven younger brothers and sisters.  The family was extremely poor, as Paraxes allowed for all inherited land to be split amongst all heirs, resulting in smaller and smaller plots of farming for each generation.  Even if Paraxes only allowed boys to inherit land, the more male heirs a family had, the smaller their inheritance land.  It was mentioned as unfair, as the other territories didn’t have to abide by such a law.

The girl’s father came from a family with many sons, who were the sons of a father who had many brothers.  A once sizeable plot of land had become a sliver in three generations.  

The girl’s family was struggling to survive, and when the girl’s mother was pregnant with her fifth child, the eldest daughter was sent to the Temple for both food, shelter, and a small stipend to be sent to her family.

“Is that something that Temple does?” Beks had asked Sister Levina.

Sister Levina had shaken her head, but wrote, “The Temple only takes in orphans, with no stipends, but families with money can send a daughter.  Or families with beautiful children.”  Sister Levina had rolled her eyes and sneered.  “I’ve heard this done recently, because if the children are beautiful, they will become beautiful ambassadors for the Temple.”

Beauty sold even in religion, Beks summarized.  

The notebook didn’t mention anything about the girl’s looks, but the stipend could’ve been seen as a way to lure good-looking young people into the Temple.  

Sister Levina also noted that since there were so many orphans and patrons, the Temple didn’t need to use incentives to get clergy to join.  Being part of the Temple was the incentive.  

Which led Beks to the question why the girl in the story seemed to go through a process that was well practiced and unquestioned.  

“Beks, are you done with your call?” Lucian’s voice came from outside the tent.  Beks moved her hand to deactivate the leviathan scale.  

“Yes, I’m finished.”  The flap of the battalion tent they were borrowing swung open and Lucian walked in.  

“Did you get any answers to your questions?” he asked.

Beks shook her head.  “If anything, there are more questions.  The expedition the Temple is funding to find the jaw of St. Cyric that started at the Great Temple Complex may have been a decoy.”

“Why would they need a decoy?  Finding a relic is an incredible accomplishment.  I would think that they’d have fanfare wherever the expedition went,” Lucian said as he began to roll out the sleeping mats.  He paused and looked over his shoulder at her.  “Unless they don’t want anyone to know they actually found the relic.”

“So, the heart of St. Ingrid is a secret, the jaw of St. Cyric is a secret, and the two that were on display at their shrines have been put into storage for ‘safety’ concerns.  They’re collecting the Muil Stones for something.”

“At first, I thought the Muil Stones had a symbolic meaning, but after hearing High Priest Jung, I can’t shake the feeling that there is something more they do than provide symbolic significance.”

“Good.  Hearing you say that means I’m likely not losing my mind,” Beks said as she crossed her legs.  “I initially wanted to follow the expedition searching for the jaw of St. Cyric, but now, it may be useless to do so.  All we can do is wait until they actually find it and return.”

“To the Great Temple Complex?”

“Or Strahnroc.”

Lucian tilted his head to the side and gave her a curious look.  “You think something is suspicious about Strahnroc, too.”

“Which one of us who was hiding there the other day didn’t?” Beks said, almost throwing her arms in the air.  “The obscure ceremony that is kept secret from the public, a human sacrificial stone that is still used despite the Temple’s ban on human sacrifice, and now the Muil Stones and whatever they have to do with Iris Elpidah.”

“The sacrificial stone did have spaces for the original owners of those Muil Stones,” Lucian replied.  He nodded slowly.  “Your guess on Strahnroc is correct.”

Beks ran a hand down her face.  “In addition, the bihar there is rich.  Extraordinarily rich, it’s almost as if I was in the Forbidden Valley.  Bihar is energy and the thicker it is, the more it carries.”

Lucian spread out the blanket.  “Carries, as in energy?”

“Yes, but not just other bihar or biha,” Beks said.  She leaned forward.  “The Grand Duke of Aceria, I mean, Governor Mahin, told me that bihar rich places carry traces of energy of the past, present, and future.  In Gah-ruhn, such particularly bihar rich places were sacred.  They were places of ritual and meditation.” 

“And Strahnroc is like that?”

Beks nodded.  She narrowed her eyes as her shoulders relaxed.  “Lucian, do you remember when I woke up after sleeping in the hillside and asked if we were alone?”

Lucian’s head snapped up from where he was puffing pillows.  “Yes!  We are alone now-”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.”  She gave him a deadpan expression and he let out a low, disappointed huff.  He lazily continued preparing their sleep mat.  “I asked if we were alone because I heard voices.”

“Then, you did hear us.”

“No, it wasn’t you, Gerard, or Rid Callan,” Beks told him . “They were women’s voices.  Sister Levina is the only other woman there and she doesn’t speak.”  Sister Levina spoke, but it was gruff and difficult to understand without her tongue.  She had once written that she sounded like an old man who was choking, so she preferred to write.  

Lucian rose to his feet and met her eyes as he unbuttoned his outer shirt.  “Are you sure you weren’t dreaming?”

“It was a dream, but it was just voices,” Beks said.  She slumped against the back of the chair.  “I’ve never had a dream like that.”  

“Perhaps it is unique to Inheritors.” 

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “I recall reading that Inheritors had divine intuition, but it has to come from somewhere.  Perhaps they sense things in the environment that normal people cannot?”

Lucian carefully folded his clothes.  “I can believe that.  You notice things many of us don’t and are able to make connections and theories faster than anyone else, as if you’re able to piece together a puzzle quickly,” he said.  He turned around to look at her.  “It’s getting late, and we had flown almost non-stop from the Strahnroc.  You should rest-”

“Hello, Governor Mahin.”

“Good evening, Your Highness Inheritor!”  The former Grand Duke’s cheerful old voice replied from the urapearl, stopping Lucian from coaxing her to bed.  He sighed and fell back on to the mats, ignored by his wife.

“Governor, I had some questions on bihar and thought I’d ask you if there is anything that you may now passed down from Gah-ruhn,” Beks said. 

Governor Mahin’s eyes lit up.  He nodded, full of enthusiasm at the prospect of answering her question.  “I will tell you whatever I know, Inheritor.” 

Beks nodded, not minding the title from her own people.  At the Gilded Palace, he referred to her as ‘Your Highness’, but in person, he would simply call her Inheritor.  

“You said before the bihar rich places can carry the energy of the past, present, and future.  How does this manifest?” Beks had tried to figure out how to say it and this was the best, least crazy way she knew how.

Governor Mahin thought for a moment.  “I have heard of stories where there would be visions, voices, a fleeting foreign energy that only those sensitive to it can see, hear, or feel,” he replied.  “We still hold such things sacred in Aceria.  Sejehala, we call them.  Sacred messages.” 

“Sacred messages?” Beks repeated. 

“It is believed in Aceria that under times of great duress, one can meditate or rest and hope to hear the voices of the ancestors, or the spirits, to guide us,” Governor Mahin told her.  He paused and gave her a curious look.  “Did you perhaps have a dream or hear the voices in the air?”

“Voices in the air?” Beks asked. 

Governor Mahin nodded.  “Dreams are the most common, but sometimes, we will hear voices just as we rest, according to my family’s belief.”  He sighed with disappointment.  “Although, there is no such place in Aceria that is bihar-rich enough to do so now.  Anyone who has had such an experience was elsewhere.”

Beks lowered her eyes, her mind racing.  “The voices...they are from ancestors or spirits?”

“It is also possible that they are remnants of the past in that location,” Governor Mahin told her.  “The owner of the voice may have had a lot of biha and released it, allowing it and their last memories to linger in a location.  There is a legend about that in Gah-ruhn that is told in Aceria.  It is about how an Inheritor solved a murder case by listening.” 

Beks felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand as she sat up stiffly in her seat.  “A murder case?”

“Yes, a victim didn’t want their murderer to go unpunished, so upon their death, the biha user released all their biha along with the memory of their last moments, hoping that someone would feel the anger and resentment in the area and find out who killed them,” the Governor told her.  “Years later, an Inheritor would find the location.  All of Gah-ruhn was bihar rich, so the Inheritor sensed it in the air.  They fell asleep and had a dream of what happened in that area.  The murderer was already an old man, but they punished him.”

Beks nodded.  “How long do those dreams or voices last?”

“I haven’t a clue, Inheritor.  It likely depends on how sensitive you are and how strong the lingering biha is.”  

Beks nodded her head once more.  “And can this be experienced by anyone?”

“In theory, yes, but all the legends are about Inheritors,” Governor Mahin replied.  “After all, you are the one with divine intuition fed by divine sensitivity.”  He chuckled.  “Inheritor, have you had a sejehala?”

“Perhaps,” Beks answered, truthfully.  

“It isn’t anything strange, if you think about it,” Governor Mahin told her, as if noticing her disbelief.  “An Inheritor is connected to all the bihar around them.  Like a scent triggers a memory, the energy in the air will give you a reaction.  It is ultimately up to the individual whether or not to listen to what they experience, but it is our belief that if it was shown to you, there is a reason it was.”

It was somewhat mysterious, but Beks nodded.  She thanked him for his time and ended the call.  

“Is it frightening?” Lucian asked behind her.  

From her seat, Beks nodded her head.  “A bit overwhelming.”

He moved across the room and knelt down beside her.  “Do you want to tell me what you heard?” he asked softly.

Beks turned towards him and nodded her head.

“There were two women,” she told him.  “They seemed to be arguing.  One of them sounded upset with the second one.  The second one was in love with a man and the first one didn’t agree, going as far as to threaten to kill the man the second one was in love with.  Then the voices were lost and the only thing I heard next was the first one telling the second to wake up.”  She paused and pursed her lips.  “Then again, that could’ve overlapped with you when you woke me up.”

Lucian didn’t look at her as if her ‘dream’ was insane.  Rather, he seemed to seriously consider what it meant.  He looked down, his own lips pulled into a tight light.

“It couldn’t have been recently...only ceremonies happen at Strahnroc.”

“The mountain is older than the ceremony, Lucian.”

“Well, I know, but how old can that vision be?” he told her, raising his eyes to meet hers.  “Even if the location was once a place for human sacrifice, such a conversation would be out of place in such a situation, don’t you think?”

“I don’t think Governor Mahin knows how old a sejehala can be,” she said to her husband.  

“And your intuition tells you it is a sejehala?”

“It makes the most sense considering the circumstances, as crazy as that sounds,” Beks told him, squeezing his hands.  “Of course, the last thing I need right now are more questions about something irrelevant.”

Lucian shook his head slightly.  “Perhaps it’s not irrelevant.”  This time, she gave him a questioning look.  He stood up and pulled her to her feet.  “Can you tell me what you heard word for word?” 

She didn’t think that would change anything, but she recited what she heard, even going as far as to change how high or how low her voice was depending on the character speaking.  She tried her best to imitate the intensity, finally ending with a begging ‘wake up’.  

Beks looked back at Lucian to see if he could figure anything out from what she heard.  Lucian’s eyes were crinkled up.  His lips were tight, and he seemed to be thinking.  

“Lucian?” 

He lifted his head.  “I think we need to tell Sister Levina.”

He turned to leave, but Beks didn’t let go of his hand.  “Wait.” 

“What is it?”

“Put your clothes on.”
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“What do you think?” Beks sat on the bed mat on the floor with Sister Levina seated on her chair, her brows knit, and her expression concentrated.  Beside Beks was Lucian, in his pants and tunic, also looking at Sister Levina with some expectation.

Sister Levina chewed her lower lip for a moment before reaching for her slate.  Without the luxury of paper and ink, Beks had a damp rag prepared for her to make it easier. 

“It is likely to have happened before it became Strahnroc.” That was, before it was considered a holy place.

“So, before St. Myriagnus killed herself there.”

Sister Levina shook her head, erased her slate, and continued to write.  “St. Myriagnus already considered it a sacred spot.”  She paused.  “Someone else died there.”

“Another holy person, perhaps?” Lucian asked.

Sister Levina hesitated in the midst of wiping her slate.  She took a deep breath and spent some time writing.  She turned her slate around and handed it to Beks.  Her writing was smaller to try and fit in as much as possible.  

“The name of the man the second woman loved is Cormac, like the saint.  The six varied in ages, with St. Ingrid being the youngest and St. Cyric being the eldest.  The one closest in age to St. Ingrid was St. Cormac.  Early records hint that he converted for her because he was in love with her.” 

Beks brows rose as she read the reply.  “That’s unexpected.  I didn’t know he could do that.”

“Did you think saints can’t fall in love?” Lucian asked with a slight chuckle.

“I assumed that their devotion to the Temple was fulfilling enough.”

Sister Levina chuckled and wrote on her slate.  “You can’t choose who you fall in love with.”

“Ah....” Beks grinned.  “It seems you miss Jonas?”

Sister Levina’s face flushed.  She quickly scribbled something else.  “You miss Prince Laz!”

“Of course, I miss him.  He’s my husband and I’ve grown accustomed to two people beside me,” Beks replied, unabashed.  Sister Levina gave her a dull look.  She sighed and wiped her slate clean, pretending she didn’t hear Beks’ reply.

“St. Myriagnus was very protective of St. Ingrid.  She did not like men around St. Ingrid,” Sister Levina wrote.  

Beks drew her head back, the joking grin on her lips receding.  “Wait a moment....”

Sister Levina wrote on the back of her slate and flipped it around.  “The death location of a saint is also considered a sacred place.”  

“St. Ingrid died on Strahnroc first, then St. Myriagnus killed herself there.  The first saint to die and the last of the six,” Beks said.  

Sister Levina flipped the slate again.  “Do you know how St. Cormac died?”

“Violence in an area where he was proselytizing,” Lucian replied. 

Sister Levina pointed to his sword leaning against another chair and then made a motion across her neck.  Beks frowned.  “They sliced his throat?”  The older woman nodded.  

“They must’ve gotten in close to be able to do that-” 

“No, no,” Beks said.  She’d studied that civilization with Laurence. “St. Cormac died in an area where the main fighting forces were chariots.  Arrows or a spear, but it’s strange that they would’ve gotten close enough to have his throat cut.  And he had an entourage to protect him, didn’t he?”

Sister Levina wrote once more.  “There are few that would’ve been close enough to kill him.  His guards.  His peers.”

Beks sat up straight.  “You think St. Myriagnus killed St. Cormac?”

Sister Levina nodded and replied.  “The voice was angry that he touched the second voice.  Touched with what?  Hand.”  

Beks gave her a strange look, subconsciously cupping her right hand with her left.  “Sister Levina, these are saints, not one of those dramas Jonas took you to see in the city or one of Sister Eleanor’s romance novels.”

Sister Levina scrunched her face.  “Saints were people, too!” 

“But to insinuate that St. Myriagnus killed St. Cormac because he was having some affair with St. Ingrid is a bit hard to believe,” Beks reasoned.  “Even if she was angry with him, he was a saint; one of their own.  She wouldn’t have killed him.  St. Ingrid wouldn’t let her.”

Lucian knit his brows. “But at that point, St. Ingrid was already dead.  She fell off the cliff.”

“Or St. Myriagnus and her got into that argument I heard when I fell asleep, inadvertently causing St. Ingrid to fall off the cliff, killing her.”  

Beks snapped her mouth shut as soon as she spoke.  Initially, it started out as a dark joke, but now that it had been spoken aloud, it seemed like an actual, plausible thing to have happened.  

The room was quiet for a moment.  Sister Levina swallowed hard.  She wrote a few lines on her slate.  “St. Myriagnus was known for having a temper and being impulsive.”

Lucian shook his head. “But to kill the saint she revered so much?”

“Accidentally kill,” Beks corrected him.  She took a deep breath.  “Now, I’m convinced that that whatever ceremony with the Muil Stones needs to be done will be done at Strahnroc.”  It was a good idea to have Nexus watch it.  

Lucian frowned.  “Does that mean we need to wait nearby to intercept them?” 

Beks frowned, as well.  They still had many things to do in Kadmium, she still wanted to go to Gurani, and she didn’t know how long it would take for the Temple’s expedition to find St. Cyric’s jaw and bring it to Strahnroc.  

Sitting nearby and waiting was a waste of time, but if they left, they could miss intercepting the ceremony.  She supposed she could always have people watching, but they couldn’t just station an army at the base of the mountain in a show of aggression.  

Sister Levina held up her slate and Beks turned to look at it.  She squinted.  “You want to go to Paraxes?” 

Sister Levina nodded.  She flipped over her slate.  “The second oldest Temple library is in its capital.  The Great Library of St. Geogiere.”

Beks took a deep breath.  Lucian nodded.  “St. Geogiere was a warrior, but she collected a lot of religious texts compiled by the other saints.  They are said to be housed at her library built in her honor.” 

“What about the Muil Stones and Iris Elpidah’s suspicious ceremony that may or may not involve human sacrifice?” Beks asked. 

“We can have the cavalry on standby near-by, and have them act as pilgrims around the area,” Lucian said.  “They will, at the very least, be able to delay anything.”

Beks nodded.  She opened her mouth to agree when the urapearl behind Sister Levina began to glow.  Beks craned her neck and then stood up.  She wasn’t expecting a call.  Sister Levina rose from her seat to give Beks a place to sit. 

Sister Levina motioned towards the exit and Beks nodded, giving Lucian a motion to see her out.  As they headed towards the door, Beks answered.  

Laurence’s face appeared almost annoyingly energetic, though for some reason, one hand was covering his eyes. Beks squinted. 

“Brother, what are you doing?”

“Just...avoiding awkwardness,” he replied.  “Is Lucian dressed?”

Beks rolled her eyes and Lucian, from the entrance, glanced back and scowled.  “I’m dressed!” 

“He’s dressed, Brother,” Beks replied.  Laurence waited a moment before lowering his hand.  “Good evening, Brother.  Why are you calling so late?  Didn’t Laz already tell you we arrived at the battalion camp?”

“He did, but this isn’t about him,” Laurence said with a dismissive wave.  He lifted up a small stack of papers excitedly.  “I’ve finished translating the half of the notebook you gave me!” He almost waved it in front of the urapearl, as if asking for praise. 

Beks didn’t restrain herself.  “You already finished?  It’s only been a few days.”

He opened his mouth, but Eleanor’s voice could be heard behind him.  “Once he started translating, he lost track of time.  If Chamberlain Wilton didn’t come to remind him to work, he would’ve finished translating faster!”

Laurence flushed and chuckled, sheepish.  “Ellie, I wasn’t that bad-”

“You haven’t slept with me for three nights!”  

Beks and Lucian both crinkled their eyes and seemed to avoid eye contact with the image of Laurence in the urapearl.  Beks let out a small cough.  “Brother, it seems you are busy-”

“No, no!  Let him speak!”  Eleanor’s irritated face filled the urapearl.  “If he doesn’t tell you now, he’ll never get to sleep!”

Beks took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  “Then, let’s proceed,” she said.  “Brother, how did you translate some of the words?”

“I noted the ones you said didn’t seem to make sense with what their placement in a sentence was.  I had that sent around to various contacts of my own to find what those words could mean, idioms, slang, and so forth.  I did the same with the words I couldn’t place as well.”  The King of Kadmus looked more pleased with himself than when he was crowned.  “You were right in that it’s a story of a girl, but it’s quite sad.”

“He was crying when he translated part of it!” Eleanor’s voice shouted.

“You were crying, too.”

“It was sad!”  Eleanor reappeared on the urapearl. “Beks, this poor girl...she gave her life to the Temple, but couldn’t leave until she finished her studies as a priestess.  When she finally was able to leave and visit her family, the entire valley had been washed away in a flood.”  

Beks frowned.  “In my half of the notebook, the valley had dams to lessen the chances of a flood.”

“The dam broke,” Laurence replied.  “She said she would do anything to go back and change it.  Then, she wrote of how she could only count on the goddess Xeria and prayed to her.”

“And then what?” Lucian asked.

“Then....we have to look for a book.” 

Beks linked.  “A book?”

“A sequel,” Laurence replied.  

Beks stared at the urapearl.  “Brother, you’re not making any sense.”

Laurence sighed and waved the papers in the air once more.  “The last Great Oracle said that she will go on a journey to plead with the goddess Xeria for rebirth.  Then that last page you gave me said to look for the sequel.” 

“Are you serious?” Beks asked. 

“This is a waste of time.”  Lucian frowned.  “Beks spent so long looking for notes from the last Great Oracle and managed to find that notebook.  Now, her little novella demands us to search for a sequel?  What more could a sequel have?”

“How and if she was able to gain favor from the goddess Xeria.  It will also answer the question of if she was able to save her family,” Eleanor replied.  “That is the dilemma in the story, isn’t it?  Her choices lead to the death of her family, so she hopes to go back to make different decisions.” 

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “How did her choices lead to the death of her family?  She left so there would be more resources left for them and a stipend from the Temple.  What does that have to do with the dam breaking and flooding the farm where they live?”

“The Temple caused the dam to break,” Laurence replied.  “Water needed to be released to ease the pressure, but there was a ceremony behind it.  The Temple continued to postpone the ceremony and the pressure became too much.”  

“The Temple should not have that much power to influence the delaying of a safety measure,” Beks said with a frown.

“Yes, we know that, but the Temple exercises its influence when it can.  We’ve already seen that despite them claiming they don’t get involved in politics and government, they have subtle ways to influence it,” Laurence told her.  “That aside, I’ve had Laz go to the Hall of Eloquence to pull any books of similar binding, unmarked spines, and the like to look over.  I believe the late Great Oracle hid the sequel in the Hall of Eloquence, as well.”

“I don’t understand why she didn’t keep the two books together,” Beks said.  

“Perhaps she didn’t want her final treasure hunt to be so boring or end too quickly.”

“Brother, I know you think this is fun, but we have a serious matter on our hands,” Beks replied with a deadpan look.  “Didn’t Laz brief you?”

“He did.  And speaking of Laz, when are you coming home?” he asked.  “He’s restless.”

“Laz isn’t a wild animal, Brother,” Lucian replied with a chuckle.

“You forget how he is without you or your wife,” Laurence retorted, narrowing his eyes.  “It was always Laz with the most reckless ideas as a child.”  He paused and seemed to glare at Lucian.  “And you were the one who only made them more reckless.” 

“Brother, we may have to go to Paraxes with Sister Levina,” Beks said.  “Or at least arrange for her to go before we leave.  We also need to keep watch over Strahnroc, as we suspect that woman will do something that will negatively impact us in that location.”

Laurence frowned at this.  “I will have Laz send Jonas with Sister Levina as soon as Elder Arash arrives.”

Beks drew her head back.  “Why is Elder Arash coming?”

“She wants to see you.  She says there is something important that the Inheritor must know,” Laurence replied.  “She is coming with some guards and one of the adult rokhs.”  

“Then, I really should return to Kadmium....” Beks trailed off.  “Can’t it be discussed by urapearl?”

“You will need to speak to her in person,” Laurence told her.  “If you want, I can send her directly to your location once they are able to pick up Jonas.”

“Then, we’ll remain here and wait for them,” Beks replied.  

Laurence read a few more excerpts from the notebook, with Beks furrowing her brow and nodding.  She didn’t ask any more questions, just listened until Laurence was pulled away by Eleanor to rest.  

“You’re still thinking about the notebook,” Lucian said as he pulled the blanket over her.  “Still so obsessed with ancient civilizations.  You really are more Brother’s sister than we are his brothers.”

Beks rolled her eyes and gave him a gentle elbow.  “The notebook mentioned a lot about what was happening in the Temple, but didn’t some of those cases sound strange to you?” 

Lucian sank into the bed mat beside her and furrowed his brows.  “I have to admit, it’s strange that they would need to lure people into the clergy.  The Temple has always been popular and influential.  Why would they be lacking clergy?” 

“They spoke of old temples, cathedrals, and churches,” Beks said.  “And there was a note about how they were performing religious ceremonies for money.  Is the Temple in the story lacking money?”

“If they lacked money and were using ceremonies to earn them, why didn’t they release the pressure of the dam when they should’ve?”

Beks raised a brow and rolled over to look at him.  “It sounds almost calculated, doesn’t it?” 

Lucian frowned.  “They’d hold back their blessings and flood a valley and kill all those farmers?”

“Or the flooding was an unexpected byproduct of extortion.  We’ll never know,” Beks said.  “The Temple in the notebook isn’t written as gloriously as I thought it would be written by an oracle.”  

“If the Temple’s refusal to do a blessing inadvertently killed your family, wouldn’t you hold some bitterness?”

“The Temple supporting Iris Elpidah inadvertently nearly killed my family.  Bitterness is an understatement.” 

Lucian let out a small hiss.  “That’s true.”  

“Tomorrow, try to contact the cavalry and give the assignment.  We’ll be here a few more days until Jonas and Elder Arash arrive,” Beks said as she scooted closer to him.  

He wrapped his arms around her and nodded.  “This is the only thing we can do until we figure out what Iris Elpidah is doing.”  

Beks took a deep breath.  “Perhaps she’s doing what the girl in the notebook is doing.”

“Joining the Temple to survive?”

“Seeking rebirth from the goddess Xeria.” 

Lucian sighed. “That’s not how it works.”

“We are not divine, Lucian.  We don’t know how it works,” Beks told him.  “She is the goddess of order and rebirth, isn’t she?  Order through death, destruction, and then rebirth.”

“Yes....”

“But in all I’ve read about her, in all I’ve been told about her, it is never made clear when the rebirth happens.” 

Lucian drew his head back a bit and opened his eyes.  “It’s in reference to the next life.”

Beks shook her head.  “We presume it is in reference to the next life,” Beks told him.  “But the girl in the notebook wanted to seek help through rebirth so she could make different decisions.  Rebirth then becomes born again, in the same body, in the same life, with the goal of changing the future.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 84 - This Must Be How Luther Feels


                Laz’s urapearl was brought over from Aceria and had features that her urapearl did not. Urapearls usually only focused on the face of the caller, which was then transmitted to the urapearl they were connected to.  Laz’s urapearl could detect the area around him and once his face was registered, he could walk around a room and the urapearl would track him, keeping him in sight while on its base.

Beks watched the older of her husbands walk back from second to last shelf in the study, holding several books in his arms before taking his spot on the floor, surrounded by pillars of books that he’d removed from the shelves to look over.  

“If we don’t find anything after this shelf, I’ve run out of ideas on where to find that second book,” Laz said, sounding rightly tired as he placed the books on his left and picked them up one by one.

Each book had one of the features that Laurence told him to look for.  Something handwritten and as close to the last Great Oracle’s handwriting as possible; possibly no title on the spine; and nothing that looked too old or expensive.  Laz had seen his fair share of old books and anything that looked like it was going to fall apart or had been wedged in its spot for ages was ignored.

The last Great Oracle’s second book must be between a quarter to a half century old, as it must’ve been placed there sometime during her stay in Kadmium.  From the pile surrounding him, Laz seemed to be singling out books of similar quality as the last Great Oracle’s notebook.

However, despite combing the Hall of Eloquence’s library and now the study, he hadn’t found anything. It had been three days since his search began and every day Beks watched him, he grew increasingly frustrated.  

“Is there no one who can help you today?” Beks asked.  The previous days, he managed to get help from Sandra and Rid Norddottir, but both women had other work to do.  

Jonas was the ideal assistant for such a task, but as he was going to go with Sister Levina to the Great Library of St. Geogiere once Elder Arash and the rokh arrived, he was trying to finish as much work as possible.  It was all work that needed to be done, so Laz didn’t give him the order to help search for a book.

After all, how hard could it be to find a single book in a limited area?  

The last of the books he had gathered was tossed to the side with irritation.  Laz let out a heavy breath as he leaned back against his arms and tilted his head back.  

“Had I known it was going to be this difficult, I would’ve gone with you and had Lucian remain.  He’s much better at this sort of thing,” Laz said, exhausted.

Beks’ expression softened.  “Both my husbands are very competent and smart.  This is not a measure of your ability, Laz.  Even Brother said that finding the book wouldn’t be easy.  After all, the first notebook wasn’t out in the open.”  If she didn’t have prior knowledge of the features of a piece of furniture, she wouldn’t have found it unless they tore apart all the furniture in the building, which never crossed her mind to do.

Laz squinted.  “Then, perhaps we should search as you did and tear all the furniture apart.”

“No.”  Beks answer was immediate and she gave him a dull look.  “Many of those pieces are antiques and have a royal history, Laz.  They need to be preserved.”

Laz groaned once more.  “We’ve checked every shelf in the library and now the study.  I don’t know where else to look.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  “Perhaps we should look beyond the library and study.”  She hesitated.  “Did you check all the rooms?”

A pained expression filled Laz’s handsome face and Beks wanted to reach out and stroke the side of his face to soothe him.  

“This manor has over thirty rooms.  Do we have that much time to spare?” he asked with helpless eyes.  

While the other rooms had much less books that the library and study of the Hall of Eloquence, searching them would take time and if the language the second book was written in was the same as the mixed language as the first book, then it needed to be given to Jonas to be brought down to the battalion camp where Beks and the others were waiting.  

Jonas was set to leave after the rokh carrying Elder Arash had enough rest, which, if they arrived on time, would be a few hours after arrival.  

“When is Elder Arash scheduled to arrive?” Beks asked.

Laz let out another heavy sigh and looked out the window.  “This afternoon.”  He lifted his good hand and ran it through his hair.  “We don’t have enough time, Beks.” 

She clenched her jaw.  “Then, you need additional eyes.  Call for Efran.  He should be studying while I and Rid Callan are gone.  He has proven proficient in multiple languages and may be able to verify the second book.”

“I knew I should’ve called him from the start.” Laz pushed himself up into a standing position.  Beks watched him walk towards the entrance of the study and called out.  “Go get Efran.  He should be studying in the Gilded Palace’s main library.”  

“Yes, Your Highness!”  Beks heard one of the guards reply and then rushed away before Laz returned to his spot.  

Laz looked at her from his end of the urapearl.  “Is there any news on your end about the real expedition for the jaw of St. Cyric?”

Beks took a deep breath and shook her head.  “There are simply too many caravans of clergy moving around the western half of the continent to single one out.  There doesn’t seem to be any suspicious movement that could give one away.”

Laz ‘s frown deepened.  He stood in place and rubbed the side of his head with his right numb. “I hate that we don’t know what the enemy is doing or where they’re going.”

“The best I could do was focus my people’s eyes in the area around the decoy or directly opposite in the direction they’re going.  Those feel like the likeliest places.”

“Beneath our nose or steering us away completely....” Laz replied.  He shook his head, disappointed.  “It’s not enough.  Information is crucial to plan ahead.”

“I know.  I’ve already spent the last few days reviewing scenario after scenario and making countermeasures for as many of them as possible,” she replied.  She felt just as frustrated and helpless as Laz. As an Inheritor, she needed information to make her decision and without information, she was adrift without a paddle.  

Laz ran a hand down his face.  “While we wait for Efran, I’ll check the last shelf.  Are you going to stay connected on the urapearl?”

Beks nodded.  “I’ll at least wait for Efran.  I’ll try to think of anywhere else in the Hall of Eloquence the second book may have been hidden.”

The couple came to a consensus and drifted into silence.  Laz walked back to the shelf at the far end of the room.  When Efran arrived, they would have a good set of eyes working for them.  When he wasn’t training in earth biha with his master, or running errands for Beks, he was studying different languages.  He had told her that as her assistant, he needed to be able to communicate with her well.  

She couldn’t help but feel a bit proud of him.  In the last few months following them around the continent, he’d improved in all aspects, but remained diligent, enthusiastic, and as kind as he was when she met the skinny young man outside a canyon at the Giant’s Ridge.  

She was confident that he’d be able to spot a book that was unlike the others.  For one thing, much of the written work in the Hall of Eloquence was in Jasper, but there are also other texts there in different languages, as many foreign guests had been housed there during their visits to Kadmium. 

Beks closed her eyes and visualized the Hall of Eloquence.  Before she left, she had spent a lot of time there searching for things left behind by the last Great Oracle.  She knew not only the floorplan, but the placement of furniture down to the color of the drapes in each room.  

In silence, Beks mentally walked through the corridors and rooms of the Hall of Eloquence.  She and Laurence were certain that wherever the second book was hidden, it was hinted at in the first notebook, so they pored over each line on their end, nearly working through the last few nights, to narrow down possible locations.  

If the last Great Oracle wanted her work to be found, she would’ve left hints instead of placing the book arbitrarily in a random spot in the expansive manor.  

Everyone seemed to have their own theory on where the second book could be hidden,

Laurence said that since the girl in the story was from a farming family, to check the shed in the garden of the Hall of Eloquence.  The only things in the shed were gardening supplies and bird feed, as expected, and the nest of one of the farm cats on the royal grounds.  There was not a book to be found even after the shed was emptied and cleaned, much to the chagrin of Pumpkin the fat, orange farm cat. 

Eleanor suggested the last Great Oracle’s bed chambers, where Beks found the first book, but after spending an entire morning turning that room inside out and upside down, Laz and his men doing the heavy lifting found no second book.

Lucian suggested the library of the Hall of Eloquence.  Sister Levina agreed, theorizing that the second book could be hidden amongst all the other books.  She instructed them to open every book to see if there was another book hidden within to keep it hidden.

Rid Norddottir and Sandra helped Laz scour the library, as he didn’t trust most of his men to properly search and find a suspicious book that met all the requirements they had.  Searching the library took nearly an entire day, and in the end, nothing else was found.

Now, Laz was combing the only other room with a large book repository in the Hall of Eloquence: the study.  

It was possible that the late Great Oracle hid the second book before she left.  Laz not only checked all the books, but he started off nearly dismantling the desk and chair.  He’d removed all the drawers of the desk, climbed underneath to check for any secret compartments, and even removed the cushions off the chair.  

He’d methodologically walked around the room, opening every cabinet and drawer of the build in shelves.  He removed every piece of art from the wall to check for anything behind them.  

Laz did indeed find two secret compartments; one under the cushions of the bay window bench, which was empty, and one a corner cabinet with hidden alcohol that appeared to be a paneled decoration rather than an actual cabinet door.  

With all their guesses incorrect, Beks supposed the only thing they could do was go through each room one by one to look for the book.  Aside from the library and study, there were far fewer books in the other rooms, but if there was another hidden compartment, a significant amount of time would be consumed. 

“Your Highness, I’m here!” A familiar young man’s voice came from the urapearl.  Beks opened her eyes, unsure how long she’d been mentally walking through the entire ground floor of the Hall of Eloquence.  She narrowed her eyes and looked into the pearl.  A moment later, in the background of the urapearl, Beks made out a thin, tall figure in loose robes looking around from the foyer until he caught sight of Laz in the study.  “Your Highness, how can I help you?”

Efran looked refreshed and energetic.  She could almost feel his excitement to help coming from the urapearl.  

“Efran, good afternoon.”

Efran was halfway into the study when he heard her speak from the urapearl.  His face lit up and he quickly bowed.  “Good afternoon, Inheritor.”  

“I’m here, too,” Laz said lazily from the floor.  Efran flushed and quickly bowed to Laz.  

“Good afternoon, Your Highness!”

Laz chuckled and Beks spoke up. “Efran, we need your help to find a book.”

“Yes, Inheritor.”  He nodded at once as he stood up straight.  “What kind of book am I looking for?” he asked, looking from her to Laz and back.  

Laz held up a similar book in his good hand.  “Something handwritten, modest-looking, and possibly in a foreign language.”

Efran cocked his head to the side, appearing a bit confused.  “Which foreign language?”

Beks nodded to herself.  Efran’s mother tongue wasn’t Jasper.  Jasper was considered foreign to him.  He spoke it with an accent.  If Jasper was a foreign language to Efran, then so were all others.  

“Esuser, Paraxer...even Langsher.  Perhaps an amalgamation of all of them,” Laz told him. 

Efran knit his brows together and nodded his head.  “And what is the subject matter, Your Highnesses?” 

“It’s a story of sorts.  It is about a young girl who becomes a Temple priestess,” Beks replied.  “It is the sequel to an existing story.  In the previous book, the girl’s family is tragically lost while she is studying in the Temple.  A dam breaks, sending a lot of water through a farming valley, killing nearly everyone, including her parents and half dozen or so siblings.”

“She doesn't find out until later when she goes to visit them that the valley had been destroyed and its inhabitants dead,” Laz told him.  “Gripped with sadness and anger, she seeks aid from the goddess Xeria to change the circumstances leading to her family’s death.” 

The story from their mouths seemed intriguing enough for Efran.  He nodded, carrying a look of interest.

“Where should I start looking?”

Laz let out a sigh, knowing how much time had already been spent searching for a single book.  “I’ve already covered the ground floor.  Why don’t you go to the next floor up?  Start with the closest room on your left, and check every book in the room, checking one room after another.  Look for any hiding places a book may be in, too.”

Efran wrinkled his nose, as if already understanding how tedious the process would be.  “All right, Your Highness.”

“Wait a moment, Efran,” Beks called from the urapearl.  Efran didn’t know why they were searching for this book.  “If you were writing such a book that covers what happens after the story we told you, and wanted to hide it, where would you put it?”

It didn’t hurt to try to get a guess from Efran.  

The young man drew his head back and lowered his eyes, his brows together as he contemplated his answer.  

“In this situation, do you want to keep it hidden forever?  So that no one can find it?” he asked.  

“You want one particular person to find it,” Beks replied.  “Sort of like the scavenger hunt of sorts that we played with Wrath once.”

Efran cringed at once, his eyes squinting and his lips pulled back.  “Yes...Lady Wrath is very...determined.”  

Beks raised a brow and brushed off his assessment.  ‘Determined’ was hardly enough.  “You can say tyrannical, Efran. We all acknowledge this,” she told him.  “The first book may have some hints and we’ve tried to make guesses based on the character and the writer, but everywhere we’ve checked, we haven’t found the sequel.”

Efran nodded his head slowly.  He rubbed his chin and looked back towards the urapearl.  “What was the last scene, Inheritor?  The hint should be at the end in order to bridge the story to the next book.”

Smart boy.  Beks had made the right decision to bring him.  

“The young priestess returns to her family’s farm, only to find that the entire farm had been washed away and be told that her family had drowned in the flooding waters,” Laz told him.  “No one told her this happened while she was studying, and she regrets leaving.  She wants to plead with Xeria for rebirth to save her family.” 

Efran’s eyes perked up at once.  He wore a bright, earnest smile as he looked at Laz and then Beks. “Oh, then did you check the royal cathedral’s refectory?” 

Beks train of thought came to a screeching halt.  Laz raised his head to look at Efran with wide eyes.  “Where?”

Efran made an awkward motion in the direction of the small cathedral built on the royal grounds.  “The refectory in the royal cathedral,” he repeated.  “During His Majesty’s coronation and wedding, Madam Sandra and I waited in the back rooms.  There was a lot of time to wait, so I wandered around.  The refectory in the back rooms, where the clergy assigned to the cathedral had lived and worked, has a wall of books, which I suspect are theological.  They’re ordered by general scriptures and then by dedications to various gods.

“If the story ends with the young priestess seeking the goddess Xeria, then in real life, perhaps the next book would start off where the goddess Xeria is most likely to be found; a holy place with her shrine.”  

Beks’ eyes widened.  She looked toward Laz, who in turn, looked at her through the urapearl.  

Xeria was a major god in their pantheon, and though the cathedral was not specifically dedicated to her, as it was a shared place of worship for all the gods and goddesses, and like those other gods and goddesses, symbols of her adorned the various carvings and decorations within the cathedral.  

This made the entire cathedral a place where she could be worshiped and prayed to.

It was also a place where the last Great Oracle had frequented during her stay,

The last Great Oracle lived on the royal grounds as a guest years before she left to die at the Great Temple Complex, but she didn’t spend all her time in the Hall of Eloquence.  She wasn’t a prisoner.  

According to what Beks had heard, the last Great Oracle occasionally traveled around the city, but the place she spent the most time at outside of the Hall of Eloquence was the cathedral on the royal grounds, where Laurence was crowned and married days earlier.  She would do the majority of her prayers there and even take part in religious celebrations.

Efran made a good point.

The last Great Oracle, despite her bloated title, was still considered a priestess, and her first instinct when it came to appealing to a deity would’ve been to go to a place of worship to do so. 

Beks’ eyes crinkled up with self-disgust.  “I have vastly overestimated my abilities as an Inheritor.”

Efran blinked.  “Pardon, Inheritor?” 

Beks raised her hand and ran it down her face, releasing a heavy sigh as she did so.  “This entire time, we’ve been focusing on where the last Great Oracle lived when she was there in Kadmium.  She was a guest, not imprisoned in the Hall of Eloquence.  She was well known for going to the royal cathedral to do prayers.  Of course, we should’ve considered that she hid it in the cathedral.”  She was complaining more about her own ignorance than anything else. 

Laz had already jumped up and reached for the urapearl.

“I’ll call you from the cathedral refectory, Beks!  Wait a moment!  Efran, let’s go!”  Laz seemed to have grabbed the urapearl for the call ended.  

When her urapearl darkened, Beks groaned and leaned forward.  She kept her arms at her side as she gently tapped her forehead against the wooden surface of the table, feeling like an idiot. 

 As she lowered her head to hit the table a third time, a hand slipped between her forehead and the wood, making the dull thump sound end.  

“Beks.”  Lucian was at her side gently pulling her up.  “What’s wrong?  Are you all right?”  He knelt down beside her and studied her face, looking for any sign of distress.  His face was flushed and still glistening with sweat from running around outside.  

Beks’ dulled gray eyes looked at him.  

“I’m a fool, Lucian.  I completely overlooked something so obvious,” Beks replied.  She turned her head and slumped over the table once more.  “This must be how Luther feels.”

Lucian held back a small chuckle.  He smiled and pulled her back up, cupping her cheeks and making her look at him.  

“What’s wrong?  What did you overlook?” he asked as his thumbs caressed the corners of her eyes.  

“I was hyper focused on the Hall of Eloquence.  I didn’t consider that the late Great Oracle could’ve hidden her second book elsewhere.”

Lucian drew his head back, his lips pursing as he seemed to consider this.  “Where else would she have hidden it?” 

Her defeated expression didn’t falter.  “The refectory of the royal cathedral.”  Lucian’s mouth opened a bit and for a moment, his gaze went blank.  Beks nodded.  That was how she felt, also.  “Efran made a guess based on the hints in the first book and may have figured out where the second book is.” 

Lucian lowered his eyes.  They slowly became clearer, but at the same time, embarrassed.  It was obvious why Efran would’ve guessed to check for the second book at the royal cathedral.

His face slowly twisted with disgust.  “Then, I am also a fool.”  He rose to his feet and tilted his head back, groaning in frustration.  “I studied to be a priest for more than half my life, and I couldn’t even think that she would hide it in a damn refectory?”  His voice began to rise with each word, making Beks feel a little better that she hadn’t been the only person who missed it.  

She cracked a small smile.  If she considered it, they were likely too invested in the location to even consider another glaringly obvious place.  Efran making the deduction made sense.  The reason he may have thought outside of the Hall of Eloquence was because he didn’t know much about the last Great Oracle or her stay in Kadmium.  

To him, the last Great Oracle could’ve gone anywhere.  

He only guessed based on the information he received, which didn’t give him a limited area to consider.  

Though this all made sense, Lucian was still bothered that he, as a priest, completely disregarded the obvious answer.  

He grumbled as he paced behind her, removing his damp, sweaty clothes after having participated in the battalion’s training.  He poured some water into a metal bowl and dipped it in a small towel before wringing it out so he could wipe the sweat and dirt off his body.  

Beks sat on her chair, her back turned to the urapearl as she distracted herself from her failure by ogling her younger husband moving the damp towel across his firm torso.  

“Beks.”  A voice called behind her and she turned in her seat to look back at her urapearl.  Laz’s head could be seen adjusting the urapearl on its stand with his hand and arm as he looked into it.  “We just arrived.  Wait a moment while we search the refectory.”

Beks nodded and turned her attention to the urapearl.  Lanterns had been lit in the refectory and Beks could see Efran lighting more lanterns.  The refectory had few windows, and though they were open, they didn’t provide much light.

When they returned to Kadmium, the royal cathedral was vacant.  Though on royal grounds, it was a consecrated building and was a place of worship overseen by the Temple.  It sent and assigned clergy to run the cathedral; oversee the ceremonies, do prayers, clean it.  Essentially treat the cathedral as any other place of worship.  

However, after Laurence returned, and there was a sort of schism, none of the priests or attendants that had been assigned from the Kadmium Cathedral in the city to the royal cathedral remained.  They didn’t only leave, they fled.  

Perhaps they were worried that Laurence would seek to punish them because they were part of the same institution as Iris Elpidah.  Laurence hadn’t considered them, and was somewhat surprised that upon their return, there was no one in the royal cathedral.  

Those who were once there fled as soon as they could.  Beks knew this because when they were cleaning the cathedral in preparation for the coronation and the wedding, the living quarters had been left as is.  As if the occupants dropped everything and left before Laurence set foot in the city.

There were piles of laundry, unmade beds, and rotting food in the cells and the refectory.  At the time, Beks had been annoyed that they’d abandoned the building and fled without taking their things, or likely putting out any of the fires, as they’d found melted candles pooled on tables and the bases of lanterns.  

Now that they were checking the refectory for the second book, Beks was relieved that those clergy and their attendants left everything as it was.  They hadn’t taken anything but the clothes on their backs.  

All the items for ceremonies remained.  

Wine in jugs and heaps or candles for consumption also remained neatly stacked in the cellar.  Most importantly, none of the written work had been removed from the premises.  Beks had received notice from Chamberlain Wilton during the coronation preparations that the holy book which the assigned priest would read from during prayers was still on the table, in the sanctuary.

The page it was one corresponded with the last prayer given before the clergy and their attendants fled. 

Knowing this, Beks couldn’t help but let her hopefulness grow.  If none of the books on the refectory shelves had been removed, there was a good chance that the last Great Oracle’s second book was still there. 

She watched the images in the urapearl with intensity.  Laz and Efran had split up to cover more ground.  Efran stood to the left, starting his search from the top of the bookshelf, and working his way down before moving to the next one.  Behind him, searching the opposite bookshelf, Laz was plucking book after book, flipping through the contents, and then returning them when they weren’t what he wanted.  

“Breathe,” Lucian said as he pulled up a chair to join her.  One hand grasped hers as the other rubbed her back to calm her.  “They’ll find it.  Just give them time,” he told her in a soft, reassuring voice.

Beks nodded, though her heart was slamming in her chest, filled with anticipation.  

Laz finished one book case and moved on to the next.  Behind him, Efran was a bit more careful, taking more time to go over each book he pulled, glancing at the first few pages, and then returning it with a slight frown when he determined it was not what they were looking for.  

“Your Highness,” Efran called out without moving from his spot.  He leaned forward, scanning over a shelf at eye-level.  “This bookcase has books regarding Xeria.”

Laz dumped the books in his hands on to the nearest shelf and rushed across the room.  

“What did you find?” he asked.

Efran moved his hands along the spines of the various books.  “These books are on Xeria, her priests and priestesses...some are on ceremonial practices.  A few books are compilations of stories about the goddess.”

“You keep checking there.  “I’ll look over this next case,” Laz told him.  Efran nodded as Laz moved one shelf over.  Beks held her tongue, suddenly unwilling to speak for fear of ruining their concentration.  

Efran seemed to be scanning the titles on the spines of the book, occasionally pulling one out to check its contents before frowning with disappointment and returning it.  As he picked another book, he lowered his head and released it before plucking another out of the shelf.  

The book was less than a finger’s width and a little larger than his hand.  His eyes widened as he turned the cover of the book towards him.

Beks’ felt her heart leap when she noticed.  “Did you find something, Efran?” 

Laz looked over from where he stood as Efran held the book in his hand and seemed to re-read the cover, in disbelief.  “Yes, Your Highness Inheritor.”  He turned the book around so that the cover would face the urapearl, but from his distance, she couldn’t make out the text on the cover.  “Most of the books here are in Esuser, with a few in Jasper, but so far, this is the only one which has a title in Sagittater, so it stood out.”

Beks sat up straight.  While certainly an anomaly in the refectory, as Sagittater was a very niche language only spoken natively in one location far from the Great Basin, it didn’t have any resemblance to the first book.  

Regardless, she was curious as to why a book in her mother tongue was in a Temple-run building.  Even in the Caroline Duchy, religious texts that were studied were typically in Esuser.  

“What does it say?” she asked.

Efran walked closer to the urapearl with wide eyes.  He held up the book close so she could make out the title.  

Beks’ brows shot up at once and she let out a breathy laugh of disbelief.  

Laz and Lucian, on opposite ends of the urapearl, both spoke.  “What’s wrong?”  One voice came from the urapearl, the other from her right.

Beks shook her head, her eyes wide with wonder as she looked at the script.  “Nothing is wrong.  The title is in Sagittater.  Do you know what it says?”

Laz’s eyes darted to the side and he let out a small cough.  “I have, um...just started learning....”

She let out a small huff.  “The title says ‘hej’va ar’leare’.  Dawn of the Empire.”  

Laz knit his brows together and pulled his lips down.  “That doesn’t sound like a religious book.”

“Because it’s not,” his brother replied.  He pulled a chair closer so he could sit beside Beks and look into the urapearl.  “Laz, the title has two important things mentioned: dawn and empire.  Both the dawn and an empire are associated with the prophecy the last Great Oracle made about Beks.”  

Laz seemed to tense.  His wide blue eyes looked back at the book, stunned.  “And it’s in Sagittater.  Beks’ mother tongue.”  

Beks let out another breathy laugh, still in partial disbelief.  “I’m starting to think she expected me to find it.” 

Lucian grinned and looked over at her.  “Is that so?” 

“Efran, open it,” she told the young man still holding the book.  “Check to see if it’s handwritten.” 

Efran nodded and turned the book back to face him.  Laz pulled a chair forward and motioned for him to sit before adjusting the urapearl on him.  

“It is handwritten, Inheritor,” he replied, turning the book around to show her.  

Laz leaned forward.  “The characters are different, but the style is reminiscent of the writing of the last Great Oracle in the first book.”  

In order to check if the handwriting in a book was the last Great Oracle’s, Lucian had traced over the writing in the first notebook and given it to Laz to check against.  They couldn’t use it this time, as the language was different, and therefore the written word was, too, but it seemed authentic.  

Efran put the book on the table and opened the pages.  He flipped to a page written in full and Laz nodded.  

“Do you think she wrote it?” Lucian asked.

“I’d say there is at least an 85% chance.  I can’t confirm since the characters are different, so there is no exact baseline,” Laz replied.

“85% is good enough,” Beks told him.  She turned her gaze towards Efran.  “Efran, can you read it aloud?”

Efran nodded, but flushed.  “My Sagitatter is still aching, Inheritor.  I will give it my best attempt, but please forgive me if I mispronounced something.”

Beks shook her head. “There is nothing to be forgiven, Efran.  Learning a new language is difficult and I’m already impressed with how far you’ve come.  Don’t forget, you’re not only learning Sagittater.  You’re learning other languages, too.  A few mispronunciations is nothing, and can be easily remedied with practice.”’

Encouraged, Efran nodded and lowered his head.  He touched the rather thick pages and cocked his head to the side.  

“Now what’s wrong?” Laz asked.

Efran shook his head.  “Nothing.  It’s just that only part of the book, about half, is in paragraphs with actual sentences.”

“What’s the other half?” Lucian asked.

Efran squinted and turned the book around so they could see.  “They appear to be recipes for pastries.” 

Laz let out a small hiss.  “That’s right...the last Great Oracle had a sweet tooth.”

Beks sighed.  “Aside from the recipes, Efran, can you read the contents?  You can read them in Sagittater or translate them.  Whatever is easiest for you,” Beks told him.

“It may be easier for me to read them in Sagittater.  If I try to sound out the words I don’t know, you can correct me.”

“I understand.  Proceed.” 
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Efran had read slowly and carefully, occasionally stumbling over words with Beks having to correct him.  He read for what seemed like hours, and though they couldn’t understand, Laz and Lucian remained listening, enraptured.  

The ‘story’ didn’t pick up from where the first notebook ended.  

At first, it sounded like another story all together and Beks had wondered if they assumed incorrectly that this was the second book.  

It started with some insights on a woman referred to as ‘Her Imperial Highness’.  At first, it didn’t say which royal family in what country she was from, but it was clear that Her Imperial Highness had long died by the time the narrator was born. 

Her Imperial Highness may have died much earlier, but she had a legacy that continued on to when the narrator was alive.  

“The last of the principalities has joined the Sevoy Empire after the...negotiations?  Yes.  negotiations,” Efran had said, nodding to himself before continuing.  “The negotiations outlined the rights of the people of the new territory that have been agreed upon and made to align with the empire-wide policies covering the rest of the empire.”

From what Beks gathered, the Sevoy continent in the book had become unified to form the Sevoy Empire.  The start of the unification?  The work of Her Imperial Highness, the scope of which spanned nearly three centuries to get to the point where the last principality had joined.  

Credit was given to Her Imperial Highness for her guidance in facilitating treaties, accords, and her superior statesmanship.  A step-by-step outline she created was followed after her death by the heirs of her original home kingdom of Kadmus and the Langshe Empire.  

When Beks told the twins this, they were taken aback.  For thousands of years, Langshe had stayed within its borders, content to maintain its’ flourishing economy and peace with its neighbors as the dominant country in the region.  To hear that it was part of the unification process was surprising.  

So much work went into doing so, not to mention the time, and the money.  

It didn’t sound as if there was too much violent resistance, as the book mentioned that countries that joined the unification tended to do so willingly not only for the protection from Langshe and Kadmus, but because of the resurrection of technology discovered in an ancient kingdom that strengthened the unifying empire, both internally, and in the eyes of the other continents.

“They must be speaking of Gah-ruhn’s biha technology,” Lucian had said after Beks translated.  “In that case, whatever technology was revived was enough to make others willingly join it.”

“Or they were not allowed to use it unless they joined,” Beks had countered.  No independent country would so easily give up their rights and territory, even with superior technology.  

But if superior technology threatened to ruin them, and they were unable to use it, putting them in a serious disadvantage, joining would ensure a better chance of survival.  As long as the leaders didn’t want their entire country and culture to disappear, they would willingly join, even if the threat was never voiced aloud. 

The rise of technology meant a better standard of living for many people.  More attention and efforts went to attaining technology, maintaining, and improving it.  As a result, the second book took note that with the rise of the Sevoy Empire, the Temple suffered greatly.  

Territory was lost as the empire became unified.  Influence was lost as the Temple fell behind the aid given by the empire to those in need.  Who needed to pray for rain when elaborate irrigation was in place to ensure that droughts were well mitigated?  

In less than three centuries, the power and influence of the Temple had shrunk.  

This tied back to the description of the Temple’s ruined and dilapidated structures mentioned in the first book.  

Despite that, the second book said that the Temple still existed and had many followers.  It was still the main religious institution of the south and the southwest of the continent.  It simply was nowhere near the peak of its power.  

It might as well have been a complete loss, as what the Temple had was not enough. 

“As I am, they are seeking Xeria,” the second book wrote.  

The second book began to paint a picture of what a blessing from Xeria truly meant.  

“If they gain her blessing, this peace on the continent may not happen.  The advancements that have saved and improved the lives of many may not happen.  But what does it matter in the face of greed?  So long as the Temple keeps their power, nothing else matters.”

It was an ominous premonition followed by the determination of the narrator.  

She could not allow them to have any more power.  

“With what little they had, they allowed so many to die.  Entire villages and my family.  I have decided, though I want to save my family, I cannot allow them to regain their power and allow for others to die.  I will seek the blessing of Xeria and ensure that Her Imperial Highness will live.”

The Imperial Highness spoke of in the previous pages was given a rightful identity at the end of the of the passages, just before the pastry recipes began.  

It was dedication written in Sagittater, as if it had always been meant to be read by her.  

“To the daughter with dawn in her hair, I have ensured your safety as best as I can.  All I ask is that you follow your destiny, and ruin this wretched, evil Temple.” 

Beks had felt a wave of heat sweep over her, as if her body was feverish without cause.  She blinked.  At least she thought she had.  When she opened her eyes, she was lying on a bed mat in the tent, with Lucian above her and Sister Levina pressing cold damp towels against her flushed skin.  

“She’s talking about me,” Beks rasped in a dry voice.  Lucian rushed to get water for her to drink.  

“Moisten your throat first,” Lucian said as he held up a cup for her to sip from.  Has he supported it with one hand to ensure she didn’t drop it, he spoke.  “Laz refused to remain.  He and Efran are coming with Jonas and Elder Arash.”  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “How long ago did I pass out?”

“Just a few minutes, Beks,” Lucian said.  He cupped her face, feeling the heat against his skin and frowned.  “I think you were just overwhelmed.” 

Beks swallowed hard as her eyes reddened.  “Lucian,” she said in a strained voice.  “She was sent back to kill me.”  

His eyes grew pained and he lowered his head.  He grasped her hands and brought them to his lips.  “It’s fine.  It’s fine.  She didn’t.  She may have been sent back to do so, but she saved you.  She made sure you would be sheltered and protected.”

“Sheltered....” Beks muttered breathlessly.  She never went out in public, even when the rest of the residence of the Gilded Palace did.  She was kept like a bird in a cage unless sneaking out, her identity unknown.  This was all because the last Great Oracle made a prophecy, making Beks a precious commodity to the late Queen.

“Rest some more,” Lucian said as he gently helped her lay down.  “You’re still hot with biha.”  

Beks nodded and laid back down on the bed mat.  The blankets were moved to the side and Sister Levina continued to press cool, damp towels against her.  

As she stared at the ceiling of the tent, she replayed Efran’s reading of the second book in her head.  It answered nearly all of her questions, and ones she never considered.  

The protagonist of the first book, the farmer’s daughter turned priestess, and the narrator of the second book was the last Great Oracle, or rather, eighteen-year-old Fredrika Solken.  

The first notebook was written in the continent’s dominant language three hundred years in the future, which was further backed by what was written in the second book about Kadmus and Langshe unifying the continent.  

It started with a series of conquests and agreements started by Her Imperial Highness Princess Rebecca of Kadmus.  Every new territory of Kadmus benefited from the kingdom’s advancements in transportation, farming, medicine, and an increased standard of living, which drew attention and power away from the Temple, weakening it severely by the time the Princess died.  

The unification became real with the marriage of Laurence’s grandson to the granddaughter of Emperor Zhan.  It was facilitated by their cousins, Beks’ grandchildren with her two husbands, all of whom retained their royal titles in both countries.  

This only made the Temple lose faster, becoming desperate to regain their influence to the point of ‘buying’ beautiful priests and priestesses in an effort to retain their following.  

However, this wasn’t the first time the Temple had faced a crisis.  At least, not in this lifetime.

Fredrika Solken was a young and promising priestess.  She excelled in history and the advanced classes Sister Levina had spoken of.  Fredrika was charismatic and thought to be devoted to the Temple.  

The day after the last of the principalities signed an agreement to join the Sevoy Empire, the High Council summoned her.  It wasn’t just a few members, but all the seats had an occupant, save the seat of the Great Oracle.  

She was told that she had been chosen to revive the glory of their Temple.  

By doing so, she would become a Great Oracle by the grace of the goddess Xeria.  

Fredrika didn’t understand how that was possible, as she did not have any gift of prophecy, nor had she made any in the past.  

But what she wanted was the grace of the goddess Xeria.  She believed if she accepted, she would be able to plead her case to the goddess to be reborn and start anew so her family could survive.  

Fredrika agreed.  This was what she wanted, as leaving the Temple would’ve been counterproductive.  If she wanted to punish it for allowing her family to die, then she needed to remain close. 

Once she was confirmed, she learned of the Temple’s greatest secret from the mouth of the head priest.

No kingdom, let alone an institution, survived for as long as they did so smoothly.  When she was a young priestess in training, Fredrika assumed this was the Temple’s blessing.  Though there were always those who questioned them, perhaps even to protest or ban them, they pushed forward and survived by the grace of the gods.  

She did not want to believe that the gods would let murders live.  

The Temple survived where kingdoms had fallen and entire civilizations vanished because of a term she heard often while studying history: everything in retrospect.  

Looking back on history, they could analyze where problems arose and how to counter them.  This was the foundation for many of her advanced classes.  If a problem could be prevented from becoming a problem in the first place, the Temple would remain untouched and continue to bask in its power and influence. 

But how could one fix the past?

The blessing of Xeria, or rebirth.  

How it was discovered wasn’t mentioned in either book, but it required human sacrifice.  

Along with the offerings of the six original priests and priestesses’ relics, the Muil Stones, the human sacrifice would be offered to Xeria.  A life in exchange for rebirth.  

Those who were reborn in the past would use their knowledge of the ‘future’ to solve the problems that would hinder the Temple in the future, preventing the Temple’s demise.  Those who were reborn were priestesses like her, who excelled in history and analyzing how to deal with the Temple’s problems.  

Their extensive knowledge would be used as prophecies when they were reborn in the past, giving them the title of Great Oracle.  The prophecies were a way to manipulate others into eradicating the future problem of the Temple. 

As for the human sacrifice, it couldn’t just be anyone.  

A life for rebirth.  

It wasn’t until she lay on the cold stone slab, bleeding through multiple deep cuts on her naked body, did Fredrika realize that she was the human sacrifice.  That she was taught to give up her life for the Temple and that bleeding to death was an honor.  

The details of the sacrifice were described in so much detail, that Beks could smell the blood in the air and taste it on the tip of her tongue while the stunned, breathless gasps of a dying young woman rang in her ears.  

Fredrika, like the priestesses believing they were saving the Temple before her, felt cold.  Her vision had blurred and a white light engulfed her.  The pain she was in disappeared.

But Fredrika described being in the white light as cold and empty.  

She seemed to float as all around her, she witnessed thousands of years of the Temple’s history, and the deaths and rebirths of all the priestesses that were sent back before her to ensure the Temple’s survival.  

She didn’t know how long she had been drifting, but she saw it all.  All the lives that were lost, all the progress that was stopped, and all the suffering that was allowed to happen so the Temple could retain its greatness.  Her heart had turned colder and colder, unable to understand why those who came before her would continue with their mission if they saw what she saw.  

When she woke up, she was in the body of a young priestess in training who had gotten sick and passed out, Patrika Heryan. 

The sacrifice had succeeded.  

Xeria took her life in exchange for rebirth.  

This miracle was terrifying.  

The Temple had too much power, and it was power they would abuse.  

Fredrika was more certain of this than ever, as the last vision she saw before she woke was of the first ‘Great Oracle’.  

Beks shut her eyes as tears brimmed.  Heartbreak swept over her as Fredrika’s vision was tied to her.  

From the very beginning, the Great Oracles’ hands were stained with blood.  Honored in the Temple, and revered and canonized to sainthood, the first Great Oracle, Veera of Tess, did what she was told to do when she was reborn.  

She successfully ensured the Temple’s survival by orchestrating the murder of a three-year-old child.  

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 85 - You'd Be Nervous Too


                She sat on a small stool beneath an awning just outside the entrance of her tent and kept looking up at the sky.  Beks was looking for the faint shape of a bird coming from the northwest.  

Thunder, the father rokh to Wisp and Cloud, was supposed to arrive soon.  As a full grown rokh, he had learned to carry a larger load than his two children.  Six people could comfortably be carried on a larger, modified basket from the originals Laz and Lucian had created. 

Laz was supposed to arrive with Elder Arash and Jonas, as well as the second book.  Efran wanted to come, but they made him stay back at the royal grounds.

Beks took a sip of water from a wooden up her battalion guards offered before looking back at the sky.

“What is taking them so long?” she muttered.

Lucian wiped his face with a damp towel next to her to cool down after practicing with the soldiers.  “They’ll be here soon, Beks.  He told us sometime in the afternoon.  Laz is very good with reading time.”

Beks nodded, distracted.  She took another sip of her water before she heard the distrant shriek. 

She snapped her head up, turning towards that direction and craned her head to listen.  She drew in her lower lip and bit it, waiting for there to be more and validate her hopes.  Beks narrowed her eyes. Just as she convinced herself that she was hearing things, she heard it again.

This time she jumped to her feet.  She held out her hand.  “Spyglass.”

“Spyglass!”  Gerard, who was standing nearby, quickly handed her the object.  Beks squinted, trying to find the rokh in the sea of sky blue.  

In the distance, she managed to make out a small, thin speck.  Or rather two, as something was carrying something below it.  Beks pulled the spyglass up to her right eye and closed the left.

Another screech was heard over head, this time louder.  Gerard nodded to himself with affirmation.  “That sounds like Cloud.”

Lucian gave him a surprised look.  “You can tell the difference between the rokhs by their voice alone?”

Gerard nodded and puffed out his chest.  “Of course!”

Beks jumped up.  “That’s them!” She shouted as she adjusted the spyglass to try to see their faces and who else they were with.  “My husband’s back!”

She waved before handing Gerard the spyglass.  “Make sure the landing area is clear!  Gerard, you’re used to dealing with the baskets on the bird.  Come with us to remove them so Cloud can rest and fly freely to eat later.”

“Yes, Your Highness!”  He followed behind her dutifully, along with Lucian.  

Expecting the rokhs, the battalion had prepared a wide-open area that could stand strong winds without damaging any of the tents or scaring the animals. 

Gerard  rushed out, letting out high pitched whistles to call to Cloud, appearing to guide the rokh towards the landing area.  It was clear he was well practiced, as before the entire battalion could stop to stare, Gerard secured a rope from the wicker basket and began to pull them down and land the basket in an appropriate area.

Before the basket touched down, a figure grabbed the side of the basket and jumped over.  The man’s tunic and long hair flew around him as he landed.  Beks’ heart shot to her throat and she darted forward. 

“Laz!”  

A wide smile filled the blue-eyed man’s face as he held his arms open and happily accepted his wife running into his arms.  Beks was affectionate, but such a somewhat grandiose show of affection in public was rare.  

“Beks.”  She felt his hot breath against her ear as his arms tightened around her and his head pressed against hers.  “I missed you.”  

She shut her eyes and buried her face in his shoulder.  She took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of leather and his favorite fig-scented soap.  

Beks tilted her head towards him and kissed the base of his neck.  “I’ve grown too accustomed to have you both beside me.”

“Don’t worry,” Laz said as he stroked her hair back and kissed her head.  “I will remedy that tonight. 

She cracked a small smile against him before pulling her head back.  “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

His hand rose and cupped the side of her face, caressing the corner of her eye with his thumb.  “I would fight the entire Temple to get to you.”

She chuckled, her hand sliding over his chest.  “It’s good you think so, because that’s just what it may come to.”

Laz smiled, his eyes twinkling with warmth as he looked at her.  “I look forward to it.”

“Brother, I missed you, too!”

His smile immediately fell at the sound of Lucian’s teasing voice.  He looked over Beks’ head and shot a glare at his younger twin.  “Somehow, when you call me ‘brother’ like that, it makes my skin crawl.”

Lucian grinned and Beks pulled away from Laz.  She straightened her clothes and walked around him, giving a small, respectful bow to Elder Arash as the older woman bowed.  

“Good afternoon, Inheritor.”

“Good afternoon, Elder Arash.  Please be at ease.”  

Elder Arash stood up and gave Beks a gentle smile.  “Your eldest husband has been regaling us of your feats on the flight here.  I should remind the Inheritor to be more cautious and take less risks.  Many of us await your return to the island.”

“You have my word that as soon as this entire debacle is concluded, or at the very least contained, I will return,” Beks told her with a helpless sigh.  “No one wants to return to the island more than me.”  She paused and scrunched her face a bit.  “Perhaps Governor Mahin.” 

“Speaking of Governor Mahin, with your permission, I would like to discuss this with him, as well,” Elder Arash said.  “Though our titles are different and half a world has separated us, we are both elders of Gah-ruhn.”  The two had spoken through urapearl many times, to the point that as she was a bit older, Governor Mahin addressed her in a respectful honorific of Elder Sister.  Beks had heard other elders address Elder Arash as such before and it seemed that it was used in Aceria as well. 

Beks nodded in agreement.  “Of course.”  She looked over her shoulder to one of the soldiers Battalion Commander Gatlin assigned to escort her.  “Have someone prepare drinks and a meal for our newest arrivals.”  

The soldier hit his first to his chest. “Yes, Your Majesty.”  He gave a nod to his partner to confirm that he was going to leave and that he was to stay and escort her before rushing off to the kitchen tent.

“Gerard!” Beks shouted.  Gerard looked up from where he was removing the latches of the large wicker carrier basket from Cloud.  “Take Jonas to rest in your tent-”

“No need, Your Highness!  Someone has come for me!” Jonas gave her a quick bow before ignoring his brother-in-law and carrying his bundle towards the woman with a veil covering half her flushed face.  Sister Levina’s eyes were like crescents as she stood to the side, fiddling with her tunic as she waited for Jonas to come to her.  

Laz and Lucian both rolled their eyes.  “With all the work you’ve been giving him, I’m surprised he has so much energy,” Lucian said.

Laz kept one arm around Beks’ shoulder and rubbed her arm up and down, keeping her close.  “It should be obvious.  Despite all the work Brother gives us, do we ever tire of Beks.”

She gritted her teeth and tried to prevent the blush from appearing on her face.  “Stop talking.”

Both men chuckled and leaned in to kiss her, ignored by those around them. 

Beks slipped out of their reaches and motioned for Elder Arash to follow her.  Looking at her husbands over her shoulder as she led the older woman away, she gave them a small nod.  “Have them bring Elder Arash’s food and drink to my tent.”

They gave her a nod, not following in order to give them privacy to discuss.  Once inside the tent, Beks motioned for Elder Arash to take a seat first, as a sign of respect for an elder.  Elder Arash gave her a small nod in return.

“Will we be calling Governor Mahin?” Elder Arash asked.

Beks took a deep breath and nodded.  “First, what is so urgent that you flew all the way here for in order to tell me in person?”

Elder Arash sat up straight and met her eyes.  “Inheritor, during our surveys of the island, we followed the tunnel that Their Highnesses the princes, and the two Lieutenant Commanders, had come to the island through.  We were hoping to fortify it to be used as a tunnel to bring supplies and people to and from the mainland.”

Beks nodded.  She’d seen those reports and everyone had agreed that having a land route in addition to a sea route would be beneficial, so a team, including one earth and one wind biha user from the Caroline Duchy, was assigned to excavate and see if the tunnel could be used.

“Is there a problem with the tunnel?”  She recalled that Gerard and Jonas had to make efforts to make it passable when they first came through.  

Elder Arash pursed her lips and seemed to try to think of how to explain.  “It isn’t that the tunnel itself cannot be used, but that it is not as deep underground as we initially thought.”  Beks raised a brow and Elder Arash moved her hands in front of her, holding them up so they were flat.  One was eye level and the other was chin level.  “We thought that the tunnel sloped downward, so that it ran beneath the sea floor, but the master biha users determined that the tunnel was not underground.”

Beks squinted, somewhat unwilling to believe the statement.  “It is a tunnel.”

“Yes, Inheritor, but the tunnel doesn’t go beneath the sea floor.”  That made more sense.  

“But it is still underground?”

Elder Arash nodded.  “The tunnel runs through a seamount.  That is, a sort of hill that juts up from an otherwise flat sea floor.”

Beks nodded.  She still didn’t see how this would be ‘in-person’ news.  “Will that make it all difficult to use?”

Elder Arash shook her head.  “Perhaps not so much difficult as possibly unnecessary.”  She tugged her worn woven satchel onto her lap and opened the flap to stick her hand inside.  She took out a piece of paper that was folded multiple times in order to fit.  She handed it to Beks and Beks laid it out on the table.

She furrowed her brows.  She recognized Gurani Island at once and the map was drawn in a standard topographical style to show elevations.  Beks narrowed her eyes and leaned forward.  She slid her hand across a series of markings depicting elevation from the northeastern tip of the island all the way to the mainland.  

There were no other markings round them.  If she didn’t know that the map depicted the island and its surrounding waters, she would think that the series of markings outlined a small mountain range.

She looked up at Elder Arash, her hand still over the series of markings.  “What is this?”

Elder Arash looked down at the map.  “Those are seamounts, Inheritor,” the woman told her.  “A seamount range that would connect this area of the island to the mainland.”

Beks drew her head back, trying to find a problem.  “Does the seamount pose a threat to any ships that pass over.”

“No, Inheritor, but our oral history says that Gah-ruhn wasn’t an island.  It had islands in its territory, but the city was on the tip of a peninsula that created a large clam-shaped bay.”  Elder Arash traced the empty area between the island and the mainland.  “It is said that Gah-ruhn sank into the ocean due to a natural disaster.”

Beks nodded.  “Yes...volcanoes.”  She looked at Elder Arash.  “Did you suspect that these seamounts were the peninsula?”

“Yes, Inheritor,” Elder Arash replied  “We spent extensive energy studying it since they were discovered.  We are grateful to the Caroline Duchy for providing such experts.”

Beks nodded.  “My family understands what needs to be done.”

“The earth biha users have studied both the tunnel and the seamounts, with the aid of other biha users and our ships,” Elder Arash told her.  “However, we did come across an issue that made us doubt our theory.”

“What is it?”

“Our oral histories speak of a natural disaster, so we assume it was an earthquake or volcanic eruption,” Elder Arash told her.  “However, the seamounts are not on any faults, nor are there any signs of volcanic activity.  Geysers, yes.  Two more have been rediscovered on the island, but there is no volcanic activity.”  

Beks squinted.  “It was so long ago, perhaps we misinterpreted the natural disaster.”

Elder Arash raised a brow.  “Or the peninsula sinking into the ocean was man made.”

Beks slowly lifted her head to look at the older woman.  Her eyes narrowed.  “Manmade?”  Elder Arash closed her eyes and slowly nodded.  “The island was populated.  Rather densely in certain places.  Why would they purposely sink a land bridge?” 

“Sailors suggested that it would make transport faster, rather than having to go around the island.  Others said that perhaps it was a defensive measure.”

“To isolate the island from an enemy?”  Beks furrowed her brows.  

“There are missing pieces in your history, Inheritor, so I am unable to be certain of anything.  This is one of the reasons I requested to include Governor Mahin in our meeting, as his ancestors were scholars and they have a substantial amount of history, as well.”

Beks nodded her head dumbly.  She looked towards the urapearl on the table.  “Call Cosimo Mahin.”

The old man’s face appeared after a few moments and Beks and Elder Arash told him of the findings.  The more he learned, the more intrigued and excited he appeared to be.  He was almost pressing his head against the urapearl towards the end.

“I am not discrediting your ancestors, Governor, but we need to confirm,” Beks told him.  “Do you have any oral or written history of the appearance and environment of Gah-ruhn when your family fled?”

The Acerian ancestors didn’t migrate; they fled the region for their own safety.  No one would permanently abandon their peaceful, technologically superior homeland so easily.  

The Governor pulled his head back and seemed to lapse into a thoughtful expression.  

He squinted his eyes and licked his lips before finally replying.  “There is a ballad passed down in my family called ‘The Evacuation’.  It gives very vivid detail into the night our ancestors fled Gah-ruhn.  I can recite it for you, but it will be in the old language.”

“That’s fine, Governor.  Proceed.”  

He took a deep breath and tapped his finger on the table to keep the beat.  

The summary was a story of surprise, confusion, panic, fear, and heartbreak.  It started with scholars gathering to review new laws.  Gah-ruhn was having a peaceful day.  However, just before sunset, the earth began to shake.  

In the distance, fire spewed into the air along with hot gas, ash, and debris.  This meant that there should’ve been a volcanic chamber in the area.  

The ballad continued to describe chunks of the land shaken before sinking in the ocean.  By the time the sunset and it was dark, the ballad spoke of watching the city on the hill burn as they sailed away to the sound of people crying, lamenting the loss of their home.  

Beks sat back on another chair, her eyes downcast.  She hadn’t even noticed Lucian and Laz come in with something to eat and drink for Elder Arash.

The old woman’s eyes closed.  “We have a similar story in our histories, but for us, we fled north on foot.”

“How did you get past the crumbling isthmus?” Governor Mahin asked.  Beks wanted to know, too.  From the sound of the ballad and what she knew so far, the land bridge to what was now the island had sunk rather quickly, within a matter of a few hours.  

“My ancestors were from part of the territory on what is now the mainland,” Elder Arash told them.  “But there were earthquakes and rising waters that pushed us back until we migrated north.”

“It seems that our ancestors fled in different directions, whichever took them away from the volatile area,” Governor Mahin said with a frown.  “Earthquakes do cause the tides to rush in much higher and stronger than usual.  We have had a few on record in Aceria.”

“What do you think of this, Inheritor?” Elder Arash asked.

Beks squinted her eyes.  When Gah-ruhn was struck with the ‘natural disasters’, there was no Inheritor.  If she compared what she read, the Inheritor would’ve died, or rather been assassinated, before the disaster.  Since they were born at random, sometimes multiple in the same lifetime, or none for one or two generations, Beks didn’t know exactly how far apart the last Inheritor’s death and the disaster were.  

Her eyes narrowed.  Perhaps she could make a better deduction if she knew how far back in time the great oracles went.  

“Inheritor” Governor Mahin spoke again, drawing her out of her thoughts.  She blinked and looked up.  Governor Mahin was looking at her from the urapearl while Elder Arash and the Twins looked from around the table.  Beks drew her lips inward for a moment.

“Would you believe me if I said that the destruction of Gah-ruhn was not a natural disaster, but a manmade act?” she asked.  It seemed far-fetched, she had to admit, but it was a thought that popped up and the more she thought about it, the likelier it felt.  

She looked around the eyes gazing at her with uncertainty.  “Beks, how would such a large piece of land fall into the ocean?” Lucian asked.

“It would take thousands of people over a prolonged period of time to make such a change to the landscape,” Laz added, his brows knitted.  “The ballad and the history from the Dranga people say that it all happened quickly and people were fleeing.” 

Beks lifted her chin and took a deep breath.  “The survey of the seamount showed that there was little evidence of what would cause earthquakes or volcanic activity.  It’s very possible, of course, just unlikely.  If the disaster was caused by activity further away from the island, why was it only that specific area that was so heavily affected?” She narrowed her eyes and looked at the twins.  “Both of you have flown the rokhs along the coast. The coastline differs around the area we’re talking about compared to further down and up the coast.”  

Both men seemed to think for a moment.  “That’s a good point,” Laz said.  “Once we near the mouth of the river east, the jagged cliffs disappear and the coast becomes gentler.  There are beaches, estuaries....” 

“But what about the manpower needed to accomplish such a feat?” Governor Mahin asked.  “Even the vaults here in Aceria were not created in a year, let alone a day.”

“The vaults are detailed work,” Beks told him.  “Carving them out of the mountain would’ve been meticulous work that required a lot of focus and precision to ensure that the mountain did not collapse when being hollowed out.”

“Yes, and the disaster was anything but meticulous,” Elder Arash said with a serious look on her face.  Her expression darkened.  “It didn’t matter who was hurt or what was damaged.  Everything needed to come down.”

“You suspect it was manmade, as well, Elder?” Lucian asked.

“Reckless demolition can happen in the blink of an eye,” Governor Mahin replied before she could answer.  “I agree with my Elder Sister and the Inheritor.  While Gah-ruhn was populated by biha-users, with many who have reached what we consider mastery, there were other locations with biha-users.”

“Proximity to a bihar-rich source is one of the factors in the chance of having a large biha well,” Beks reminded the twins.  “And if this was man made, it was a surprise attack disguised as a natural disaster.  Man cannot fight such a thing; only minimize damages through preparedness.” 

The tent was quiet as everyone mulled about the question that this led to.  If it was a surprise, manmade attack, who would have attacked Gah-ruhn?   

“The Temple did it.”  Governor Mahin had uncharacteristic vitriol in his voice as he spoke.  His eyes narrowed as he frowned.  “They killed our last Inheritor; they would not be above the destruction of our ancestral homeland.”

Elder Arash nodded her head in silence.  

Beks lowered her eyes.  “I’m inclined to believe the same,” she said.  “They saw Gah-ruhn as a threat to the survival and advancement of the Temple.  That was why they murdered the last Inheritor.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they struck with the disaster not far after, while gah-ruhn was still reeling from her death.”

“But if they used biha-users to sink the peninsula, why doesn’t the Temple have an army of biha-users,” Laz asked.  “They must know how useful biha-users are.  If we didn’t have any, we wouldn’t have gotten so far so quickly.”

“In addition, even Dranga in the north, which had been separated for ages still had some biha-users,” Laz said.

“In the north, our people settled near any source of bihar,” Elder Arash told them.  “One of the reasons why we never advanced past where we had settled was because there was a modest bihar source there.” 

“I concur.  There are no bihar-rich sources in Aceria,” Governor Mahin said with some disappointment.  “While many of us still have a faint ability, it is as good as nothing.”  

“Younger Brother, this may change on the island,” Elder Arash told him with a hopeful look. “Our biha-users have enlarged and strengthened their wells while there.  Our brothers and sisters in Aceria may be able to use their biha again one day.”

Governor Mahin’s eyes reddened.  “I hope for that, Elder Sister.”  

“There is one more thing,” Elder Arash said.  “While diving on the outer side of the island, we found an area filled with oysters and giant clams on the sea bed.  We thought nothing of it at first, but....it looked too orderly.”

“Orderly?  As in, artificially placed?” Governor Mahins’ eyes lit up as Elder Arash nodded.  “Elder Sister, it must be the pearl farms!”

Beks and Elder Arash both looked surprised at this.  “The pearl farms?” they chorused.  

Governor Mahin almost looked like he wanted to jump up.  “All those light pearls must be sourced from somewhere, right?  Inheritor, you have seen our streets and our vaults lined with light pearls.  Aceria is a city state and we do not have enough, but this is technology from our ancestors!  Technology we have not been able to replicate.”

“Growing pearls in oysters and clams?” Elder Arash mulled it over and nodded her head.  “There have been many places on the island where light pearls have been found.  In addition, many things are decorated with mother of pearl.  They needed a source....”

Governor Mahin nodded, enthusiastic.  “And so, they farmed them.”  He clapped his hands together.  “Elder Sister, we must prepare pearl divers!” 

“Yes, if there are pearls there, they’ll be of great use on the island,” Elder Arash said with an agreeing nod.  “Those are oyster farms descended from those of our ancestors.  We must be careful and not damage them.”

“I am certain they are top tier pearls.  My family has specialists on pearls,” the old man said, slapping his hand on his table with a look of pride. 

“I didn’t know you dabbled in the pearl trade,” Beks told him with a little grin.

“It isn’t just for trading, Inheritor, but to care for any of our damaged pearls.  No matter how careful we are, they will still get damaged from time to time,” Governor Mahin replied.  “My family has been carefully caring for pearls for longer than some countries have existed!”

“Very good,” Beks said.  “Unless they need to know, let us keep the existence of the pearl farm quiet for now.  I don’t believe they’re hidden by any trick or biha-fueled illusion, but we will need it as a resource.  Perhaps even continue to actively farm it.”

“Yes, Inheritor.” Both Elder Arash and Governor Mahin replied.

Beks took a deep breath.  “We’ve learned a lot.  I can see why Elder Arash wanted to discuss all of this in person.”  It was easier to understand with her drawings and explanations.  She told Elder Arash she should go and rest, and then ended the call with Governor Mahin.  Gerard was waiting outside the tent entrance and carried the food and drink for the elder to her guest tent.  

When she left, Beks closed her eyes and slumped back against her seat.

“Why did you tell them about the great oracles?” Lucian’s quiet voice asked from behind her as two hands pressed against her shoulders to try to loosen her tension. 

“I have questions about that which I’d like answered before I tell them.  Although, they do deserve to know about what happened to Gah-ruhn.”

“Speaking of Gah-ruhn, Efran has submitted the petition prepared by the Red Iron Cavalry in the Forbidden Valley to have the territory be included in Gurani,” Laz told her.  “Brother and several advisors asked him many questions and he answered them flawlessly.  Did you prepare for him?”

“Just a bit, but Efran generally only came to be for reference,” Beks replied.  “Gah-ruhn was led by the Inheritor, but they were supported by a vast network of family heads and advisors that were trained and skilled.  I plan to have Efran as the first of my advisors.”  

Her husbands smiled.  “It seems that he already is.  Our wife picks well.” 

She smirked and touched Lucian’s arm.  “Yes, your wife does pick well.”

Laz walked to the entrance of the tent and stuck his head out. “Don’t let anyone bother us,” he told them.  “We’ll come out for dinner.” 

“Yes, Your Highness!”

Beks raised a brow.  “Oh, are you planning something that will take up the rest of the afternoon?”

Her husband raised his brows and smirked.  “Yes.”  He picked her up off of the seat and swung her around.  She laughed as he carried her to the bed mat and lay her down.  After removing his boots and his outerwear, he wrapped his arms around her, and as she expected, promptly went to sleep.
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“Jonas, let me tell you right now, that if you cling to Sister Levina and hinder her from her research, I will personally fly to Paraxes and deport you to Langshe,” Beks said in a low voice as she almost glowered over the nervous brown-haired man who was desperately trying to avoid eye contact.

It didn’t help that though Jonas was reasonably tall, he was a hair shorter than Beks, and carried a quarter of her aura.  

Laz and Gerard stood to the side, munching on jerky as they watched Beks send a scathing glare at Jonas.  The other Lieutenant Commander had rested for two days, not once leaving the shared tent with Sister Levina.  

Sister Levina also didn’t leave the tent and food was brought to them.  In the last two days, Beks had requested Sister Levina to discuss some things to research into in lieu of the newly found information from Elder Arash.  Each time, she was informed that they were unable to come.

At first, Beks was lenient.  After all, Jonas had spent a lot of time traveling and she understood the value of rest.  

But when she found out that he had exhausted Sister Levina to the point that she was too tired to get up and was sleeping in, Beks grew annoyed.  They had things to discuss that were urgent and Jonas was holding them back. 

For a planner, this was a source of ire.  

At the same time, Beks didn’t want to drag them out of the tent or threaten them.  

Instead, she opted to give Jonas a ‘warning’. 

As soon as Jonas set foot outside, Beks had him arrested and brought to her and her husbands for a chat.  

Gerard had quietly whispered afterwards that he had known Jonas for years and had never seen the man so terrified.  

“It is the aura of the Inheritor,” Elder Arash had told him.  “Some people are simply born with an air of authority and power around them.”  

Sister Levina tried to defend her beloved Jonas, only to take a step back when it was clear that Beks’ irritation was reaching a peak.  After apologizing, Beks had her sit in a tub of water and released life biha into the pool.  Sister Levina’s eyes had been wide, stunned, when she walked out of the tent not a few minutes later.

All the soreness on her body was gone.  The moment Jonas heard and his face lit up, Beks sent him the most scathing glare of warning Lucian and Laz had ever seen her give.

Now, just as they were about to leave with Elder Arash to Paraxes, Beks gave him one last warning.

Jonas swallowed hard.  “Yes, Your Highness.”

“I am giving the extra urapearl to Elder Arash.  If you need to contact me, you will go to her,” Beks said.

Gerard leaned towards Laz.  “Your Highness, it sounds as if Elder Arash is going to babysit them.”

Laz leaned towards him, also keeping his voice low.  “She is.  That’s one of the reasons she’s going.”

“I will listen to Elder Arash and not hinder their research, Your Highness.  I will focus on it, as well,” Jonas told her before bowing his head.  

“Is he shaking?” Lucian asked as he squinted.

“You’d be shaking, too, if a Caroline was giving you such a warning and order,” Rid Callan replied.   “His Grace and Her Grace are even more terrifying when upset.  When Her Highness was taken away as a child to be brought to Kadmium, in order to quell his anger, His Grace retreated to the Northern Pass.  Her Grace could not help the tidal influx that crashed on our shores for nearly a month.  Compared to them, Her Highness is quite calm.”

“Look me in the eye when you swear something to me, Jonas!”

“Yes, Your Highness!  I swear I will not be a burden!”

“Inheritor, too much fear will not be counterproductive to our research,” Elder Arash said in a calm, soothing voice.

Beks took a deep breath and stepped back.  Sister Levina squeezed between her and Jonas, bowing her head and holding up her slate saying, “He will not be a burden!”

“It’s good that you know,” Beks said.  She looked at Sister Levina, her eyes going up and down the woman.  “You must take care of your body.  If you should meet with any aggressors while in Paraxes and cannot get to Cloud, do not engage.   Go to the Acerian Embassy.”  

“Yes, Your Highness.” 

Sister Levina, Jonas, and Elder Arash nodded and bowed before climbing into the awaiting basket and taking off.  

Beks watched them go higher and higher before crossing her arms over her chest.  Her eyes remained narrowed.  “Was I too much?”

“No.”

“Of course not.”

“It is Jonas’ honor to be taught by you, Your Highness.”  Several voices chorused behind her and she nodded, satisfied.  

“Laz, go and check with Battalion Commander Gatlin to see if there have been any messages sent to me,” Beks said.  Anticipating the news of the expedition, she told Nexus to open ‘all channels’, meaning aside from urapearl, all other viable forms of communication, including through letters, messengers, and even through the military were open lines.

Laz nodded and stepped away.  Lucian and the others went off to continue training, as Rid Callan had also stepped in to teach any biha users in the battalion techniques to focus their biha.  Beks was certain the man had a calling as an instructor.  When he officially retired as her guard from the Thirnir, she planned to ask if he’d be willing to teach young and novice biha-users on the island. 

Beks turned around and with her escorts, returned to her tent.  The soldiers rooted themselves outside the entrance as she entered to review some maps with the last sightings of the Temple’s expedition searching for the jaw of St. Cyric.  

They had narrowed down groups that were related to the Temple to fifteen possible expeditions.  Beks shook her head.  It seemed as if the Temple was really putting in effort to confuse them and lead them away.  

Still, with those fifteen groups, Nexus had eyes following them.  Every night, Mr. Kesse would call to give her the latest updates on where each group was.  She’d then note the locations of each group on a map in hopes of finding any pattern.

She found that a few seemed to overlap, and that while their routes didn’t necessarily follow pre-existing ones, as it was right to assume that they would need to stray from traditional routes if they were excavating a relic, there were those that didn’t appear to be moving towards a particular location.

In other cases, travelers would need to go over mountains or rivers, perhaps cut through a dense forest.  It didn’t make sense that at least half of those groups were going out of their way to avoid them, or at least out crossing or pass in areas there most suitable, as noted on the topography map.

They could’ve crossed here and here...yet they keep following the river, which will go back to the route they were taking originally.  Beks frowned.  There was always a chance that her people were purposely being led on for the purpose of losing them, but from the sound of Iris Elpidah’s voice at Strahnroc, she was impatient to do whatever ceremony it was that was so important to her.  

If it was the ceremony for rebirth, and all the Muil Stones were needed, then finding the last of the Muil Stones was a priority.  The Temple and Iris Elpidah didn’t have the luxury of time to waste.

Beks mentally crossed out the irrelevant groups, leaving her with only five.  

Five is still too much.

“Beks, have something to eat.” Lucian entered with Laz beside him.

“No messages have come in today,” Laz told her as he held the flap up to let his brother come through with a small bowl of food. 

“Thank you,” she replied.  She released a low breath and shook her head, still looking down at the maps.  “I may need a few more days of tracking to single out the expedition from these remaining choices.”

Laz glanced over.  “Five is better than fifteen.”

“But one is better than five,” Beks replied.  He chuckled.  

“Beks, your urapearl is glowing.”  Lucian placed the food on the table and Beks looked up, across the table at her urapearl.  She furrowed her brow and rounded the table.

“I’m not expecting a call....” she muttered as she approached.  She touched the urapearl and the image inside flickered to show Mr. Kesse.

“Your Highness!” Beks held her hand up to silence him. 

Beks glanced at her husbands, who nodded and stepped outside.  She waited until they stepped outside before activating her leviathan scale.  

“Mr. Kesse,” she said with a small nod.  “You’re calling earlier than usual.”

“I’ve been calling for the last few minutes, but no one was answering,” Mr. Kesse replied, somewhat flustered.  “I apologize if I’m bothering you, Your Highness.  I know this is not a scheduled call.”

She shook her head.  “It only means that it’s of importance.”

“It is, Your Highness,” Mr. Kesse replied.  “Do you have the map you were using to track the caravans?”

Beks nodded and motioned for him to wait as she walked to the other side of the table to gather the map.  She held it up.  

“Do you have an update?”

Mr. Kesse nodded.  “Group eight.”

Beks nodded, following the small dots that led to a group that was going north.  There were three other groups moving in the same direction, but those other three had been crossed out by Beks just moments earlier.  

She narrowed her eyes.  “Did they change course?”

Mr. Kesse shook his head.  “No.  Quite the opposite, Your Highness,” he told her.  “They’ve split.”

Beks paused and lifted her head.  “Split?”

“One group continued north, nearing the Giant’s Ridge.  The other half, which numbered about a dozen, remained where they were.  Our people have been watching both groups.”

“The group that settled is Group Eight-One.  The group that continued on is Group Eight-Two,” Beks said, instructing him to in order to keep things clear.  “What is Eight-One doing?”

“They have settled around the foot of the mountains, like a camp,” Mr. Kesse said.  

“And Eight-Two?”

“They have continued towards the Giant’s Ridge following a caravan route,” Mr. Kesse replied.  “If they are trying to enter the Giant’s Ridge, they will be unable to.  Last year, the main canyon pass into the valley within the ridge was suddenly sealed.”

Beks drew her lips inward and bit them.  She knew which pass he was speaking of, as it had been her people who barricaded the pass in order to keep enemies from following the Drangan people when they fled.  

“Do they know about it?”

“We are unsure, Your Highness.”

She nodded.  “Keep an eye on both groups right now.  Watch to see what Eight-One is really doing setting up where they are and follow where Eight-Two is going.  Either one can be acting as a diversion, and we should be prepared.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “Mr. Kesse, has there been any movement at the Great Temple Complex?”

“No, Your Highness.  Iris Elpidah has returned with the High Priests and Priestesses.  She has not left the complex since.”

Beks nodded her head once more.  “That’s fine.  Keep watching her.”  She paused and tapped her fingers on the table.  Her eyes fixed on the map once more.  “I will be in touch.  Thank you, Mr. Kesse.”

He bowed his head and Beks leaned back against the chair.  She narrowed her eyes and deactivated her leviathan scale.  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, allowing her mind to relax and gather bihar from around her.

When her head was clear and in an almost a blank state, her eyes flashed opened.  

“Laz!  Lucian!” she shouted.  The tent flap rose and the two men rushed in.

“Beks?”

“What’s wrong-”

“Get Thunder ready,” she told them.  “We’re flying to the Giant’s Ridge.” 

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 86 - Accidentally Implode a Mountainside


                “You want to find the jaw of St. Cyric before the Temple?” Laz asked, raising a brow.  “Are you sure this group is the real expedition?  What if they’re leading you on?”

“Then, they’ve done an excellent job of doing so,” Beks replied as she carefully folded a map.  “In all honesty, I don’t expect them to be this good at diverting attention.  It also is not as if I’ve had the others stop being watched.  It’s just that more attention is being given to particularly promising ones.  If we take the rokhs, then we can travel at a faster speed should we need to move to get to another expedition.”

Lucian released a low breath and nodded.  “Then we should get moving.  The sooner we get to the site of the eighth’s locations, the sooner we can assess for ourselves what is happening.”

He went to call for the rokh to be prepared.  Gerard and Rid Callan were going with them, as their two biha abilities had proven most useful the last time she was at the Giant’s Ridge.  

Beks carefully packed what she needed, including her maps, urapearl, and  the second book.  She came out of the tent and saw Laz talking to Battalion Commander Gatlin.  From the serious looks on their faces, their conversation was formal and likely in regard to a security or military issue, as opposed to when they bantered like two tomcats in an alley.

“Then, we’ll move further east, as close to the border as possible.  I just don’t like that we’ll be over the mountains.  If we’re attacked and are outnumbered, then we’ll have a difficult time retreating,” Battalion Commander Gatlin told them.

Laz raised a brow.  “They don’t retreat.  Should the Temple’s forces attack you, go on the offensive immediately.  Don’t give them time to reorganize or adjust.  Level the forest if you must.”

Battalion Commander Gatlin raised a brow.  “You understand that we’d be making an enemy of the Temple, don’t you?”

“We’re already enemies of the Temple,” Laz replied in a droll voice.  “It’s just that the Temple won’t admit it.  It has always been either them or the other.”

The other man took a deep breath and nodded.  “I’ll prepare a strategy for offensive upon attack, then.”

The corner of Laz’s lips curled up, and he extended his arm and patted Battalion Commander Gatlin on the shoulder.  “You can do it.  You’re not a Battalion Commander for nothing.”  

The Battalion Commander let out a little ‘tsk’ and sneered before shrugging off Laz’s hand.  “I don’t need you to tell me that.”

Before they could fall back into bickering, Beks cut in.  “Battalion Commander, the defense of this border is up to you.  In the case that we will need storm Strahnroc, you will be our first resource.”

“Storm Strahnroc?” Battalion Commander Gatlin squinted.  “Your Highness, do you plan to invade the Great Basin?”

Beks’ eyes crinkled up with a smile, but she didn’t answer.  Battalion Commander Gatlin winced and tilted his head back.  “I suppose better them than us.”

“Exactly.”  Beks gave him a nod.  ‘

He walked her and Laz to the landing area where the awaiting rokh was.  Sister Levina, Jonas, and Elder Arash had already left for Paraxes on Cloud, leaving the larger and stronger Thunder to fly Beks and four other people to the Giant’s Ridge in the opposite direction.

As they began to climb in, Gerard seemed to be speaking to the massive bird.  “Let's fly over cadmium right now and then when we get closer to the northeast border, we will fly at night to avoid being detected,” he told Thunder.  “Her Highness has filled you with biha and you are well fed and rested.  We will need your hard work, Thunder.”

A loud screech echoed through the camp, causing some people to cover their ears.  Gerard didn’t seem bothered and nodded, satisfied at the rokh’s answer.

The wicker basket that Thunder carried had a small door that opened with some latches.  It was wide open and Beks stepped into the spacious basket.  She tucked her things into the compartment beneath a bench as her husbands followed.  Rid Callan cautiously stepped in and nodded.  

“Quite a bit roomier than Cloud and Whisp’s basket.”

“When they’re fully grown, they’ll be able to carry a basket of this size,” Gerard replied as he finished tying up the ropes on the corners and climbed in.  He closed the door and locked the latch in place to prevent the door from opening in mid-flight.  He then looked over the basket.  “Clear the area!”

Soldiers had come to watch, fascinated by the massive birds.  Battalion Commander Gatlin shouted an order for them to step back and give the rokh some space. 

Satisfied that the area was clear, Gerard took a deep breath, brought his hand to his mouth, and whistled. 

Thunder let out another screech, as if in confirmation of the order, and spread out his wings.  

Beks felt the gusts of wind against her head as Thunder rose into the air.  The cables that attached the basket to his feet rose and grew taunt before the basket was pulled up and off the ground.

“Your Highness!  Wait!  Your Highness!”  A voice screamed as loud as possible and if Beks hadn’t noticed the sudden movement of a soldier darting towards them.  Beks held her hand up and Gerard let out a particular whistle.  

Thunder began to circle in place rather than continue to ascend.  Beks leaned over the edge and Laz squinted.

“He’s from communications,” he said. 

“It must be urgent then,” Lucian agreed.

“What’s wrong?” Battalion Commander Gatlin looked over at the rushed soldier.  The man’s face was flushed as he seemed to have run out as soon as he could.

“Your Highnesses, a message from Her Majesty Queen Eleanor!” the messenger shouted after taking a deep breath.  “Snowflake is missing!”

Beks’ brows shot up and she almost pushed herself back from the edge of the wicker basket in surprise.

“What?” Laz frowned.

“How does one lose a massive white snake?” Gerard muttered with furrowed brows.

“Horned serpent,” Beks corrected him before leaning over the edge.  “Since when?”

“He disappeared two nights before; they assumed he was hunting, but he has not returned, Your Highness!”

Beks drew her lips inward and thought for a moment.  Both Laz and Lucian looked towards her, awaiting her instruction.  

“What do you think?” Lucian asked.

“Do need to go search for him, Your Highness?” Rid Callan asked.

Beks narrowed her eyes.  She took a deep breath and shook her head.  “Snowflake is highly intelligent and capable.  He will be fine!”  She craned her neck down.  “Reply to Her Majesty: he will return.  Leave as is!”

The messenger bowed his head.  “Yes, Your Highness!”

“Gerard, take us up,” Beks said, looking over her shoulder.  Gerard nodded and let out another whistle.  Their basket rose into the air.

“Do you think Snowflake will be all right, Your Highness?” Rid Callan asked with a concerned expression.

“Snowflake managed to get all the way to the island by himself.  Not only did he survive, but he also recognized me, and Lucian, when we arrived on the island,” Beks told him.  “He’s very smart, as well as spiritual.  Wherever he is, I’m sure he has good reason.”

Gerard nodded.  “Like shedding.”

The basket was quiet and Beks pursed her lips.  She was embarrassed to admit that she thought her serpent had gone on some noble adventure rather than the more obvious, and completely natural, purpose of shedding his skin during growth.

Laz knit his brows together and looked at his brother.  “Do horned serpents shed?”

“I’ve never seen him shed since we found him,” Lucian replied.  He looked at Beks.  “Did he shed when he was little?”

Beks shook her head.  “He didn’t stay long enough, I think.  How often do horned serpents shed their skin?  I recall reading that snakes shed once a year or so.”

Lucian let out a low breath.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine.  A horned serpent is not a vulnerable creature.”

“But if one didn’t know any better, wouldn’t you think he was some sort of monster?” Laz asked, crossing his arms over his chest.  “A white horned serpent as thick as some people are tall doesn’t exactly appear harmless.”  

“He doesn’t have to eat often.  One large meal will last him weeks,” Lucian replied.

“I’m not saying that he’s going to eat people, but people don’t know that he doesn’t eat people and may panic if they catch sight of him,” Laz said with a roll of his eyes.  “What if he’s captured or hunted because of it?”

“Isn’t it a bit strange, though?” Gerard asked suddenly.  Several pairs of eyes turned towards him.  “Snowflake is difficult to not see.  He’s white and will stand out against the forest and farm landscape.  How could he have left the royal grounds without being seen?”

Beks took in a sharp breath and her grip on the edge of the basket tightened.   Her eyes went wide as her heart tightened as worry swept through her.  “You think he might’ve been kidnapped?” My baby!

Four gazes looked at her with disbelief.  “Your Highness,” Rid Callan said in a calm voice.  “Who would try to kidnap a giant horned serpent?”

“And how could they without alerting anyone?” Gerard added.

Beks chewed on her lower lip, her mind still envisioning her precious horned serpent tied to the floor of a wood and metal cage, hungry and sad.  

Laz waved his hand in front of her.  “Whatever you are imagining, I am sure that’s not the case.  Snowflake is a legendary beast.  He’s not going to be captured so easily.  I’m sure he’s probably in a secure location, trying to shed his dull skin off.”

Lucian nodded and patted Beks’ back to reassure her.  “You’re right in that Snowflake is intelligent.  I am certain that once his natural serpent needs are met, he will return to the royal grounds to wait for you to come home.”  
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Despite her intuition telling her that Snowflake would be fine, Beks still couldn’t quell her worry.  On the first night they stopped after a day of flighting, Beks contacted the Gilded Palace at once.  Eleanor assured her that she had her father’s people searching for Snowflake, as due to her current circumstance, Laurence didn’t approve of her sending out their already understaffed royal guard.

Those who were part of the von Glasser army who’d remained to assist with security the Kadmium, and had seen Snowflake in person, were sent into the surrounding area to try to find him.  Local hunters had also been employed to try to track Snowflake.

One would think that the tracks left behind by a giant horned serpent would be quite visible, along with any broken branches, fallen leaves, and the like that would indicate where Snowflake had gone, but it didn’t seem to be enough, as when they did find such tracks, they came to a sudden end.

When Beks asked for clarification, as tracks didn’t just stop, Eleanor told her that the hunters had said just that.  The giant serpent trail had ended, as if Snowflake vanished.  There were no additional footprints nor signs of a struggle around the area.  Beks wasn’t sure if she was relieved to know there was no struggle, or worried because Snowflake disappeared.  

She played with the idea that perhaps he was plucked up by a giant bird, but even Thunder and Tempest together couldn’t lift one Snowflake off the ground.  On the island, his size and intelligence made him the king of the animals.  

Furthermore, Beks was fairly certain that adult horned serpents had no natural predators, so the idea that he was ripped from the ground by a particularly large animal to be eaten was unlikely.  

“I know you’re worried,” Laz said as he rubbed her shoulders.  “But we’re reaching the peaks above the sealed east pass before dawn and you need to focus on what we’ll do when we arrive.”

Beks’ eyes were closed and she took a deep breath before exhaling.  She repeated it three times, trying to contain her worry.  She had to trust her instinct; Inheritors needed to trust their instinct.

“When we land, we need to make sure Thunder is hidden in the cliffside before we make our way down.  Since we’re closest to the expedition that’s moving this way, we’ll observe them first.  Tomorrow, we will move to observe the sedentary group at the base of the ridge,” Beks told him.

Laz nodded. Across from him, Gerard swallowed a piece of bread.  “Your Highness, if they have found the jaw of St. Cyric, how do we take it from them?”

“Once its location is secured, the security around the area will be increased.  They won’t let it out of their sight for a moment,” Lucian told her.  “I wouldn’t put it past them to hide it and scatter, trying to distract any potential enemies before fleeing south.”

“If we don’t get the jaw first, they may be able to bring it back to the Great Temple Complex before we’re able to react,” Laz said in agreement.  His lips tightened into a line as his eyes narrowed.  

“Your Highness Prince Lucian, would you happen to know what the expedition detail will be?” Rid Callan asked, his brows thoughtful.  

Lucian squinted in the distance.  “Traditionally, expeditions had security, but it wasn’t a lot.  They mainly consisted of workers, usually some volunteers from those who were funding the expedition as patrons.  It would be seen as an extension of their patronage to take part.  Of course, those volunteers can’t do the dirty work of digging, toiling in the sun, and so forth, so there are laborers.”

“Where did they get the laborers?” Laz asked.

“Not all orphans are strong enough to be paladins or are able to excel in theological studies to become part of the clergy.  Those who had nowhere else to go nor could be of use to the Temple in more...distinguished positions, would end up doing some sort of labor or service to the Temple,” Lucian replied.  “There are also those who did the manual work of carrying supplies, setting up camp, cooking and cleaning for the expedition.  There should be two or three priests or priestesses supervising them and then a high ranked priest or priestess leads the expedition.

“That being said, considering what we’ve seen so recently from the Temple and the oracle, there are likely paladins amongst those laborers or volunteers, so as not to cause suspicion or alarm.”  

“Then, we should identify the leaders first.  Once the relic is found, it will need to be verified by someone in the clergy,” Beks said.  “Once it’s verified, before it’s hidden for transport back, we need to steal it.”

“That won’t be an easy matter with so many paladins,” Laz said.

“I’m surprised that there are so many paladins to spare,” Gerard told them.

Rid Callan chuckled.  “Mercenaries exist, my boy.  The Temple has more than enough to hire mercenaries as added security.”

Lucian nodded.  “Even with all the damage done to the Great Temple Complex, the Temple has money hidden away.”

Gerard nodded after some thought.  “Then, it would be in our best interest to remain unseen for as long as we can.”

“I’m sure they believe they’re being watched, but that only means we will have to be more vigilant,” Rid Callan told them.  “If I can get close enough to the dig site, I can extend my biha to search for objects nearby.  If we find it first, it will save us a lot of trouble.”

“What do we do when we get it?” Gerard asked.

Several eyes turned to Beks, as if suddenly realizing that she never told them what her plans were once she got her hands on them.  

Beks narrowed her eyes.  “The Muil Stones are required for a ceremony, so I am looking at them as keys.  The ceremony won’t go as planned if one of the keys is lost.”

Lucian squinted and leaned forward.  “You want to throw the jaw of St. Cyric somewhere else so they can’t find it?”

Beks shook her head.  “No,” she said as she met his eyes.  “I want to destroy it.”  

Her answer was extreme ,and Beks acknowledged that, but simply trying to hide or lose the jaw of St. Cyric, or any other Muil Stone, would only delay the inevitable.  They could always be found and if they were found, whether after a few days or a few millennia, they could be used for their unnatural purpose.

As much as she liked history and ancient artifacts, as far as she was concerned, the Muil Stones were too dangerous to allow to exist.  Therefore, destroying the jaw once it was in her hands was the best way to avoid it being used again.  

It was artificially petrified, so if she broke or shattered it, the parts could be spread out, but once more, those parts would just sit around, waiting to be found.  

What Beks wanted to do was not only break or shatter the petrified jaw, but to grind it up into a powder and scatter it around the world, preferably over the ocean.  

She had looked towards Lucian to see if there was any hesitation on his face.  After all, even if he was at odds with the Temple, this was a religious relic they were discussing, and it had religious and historical value.  

Lucian leaned back against the basket and slowly nodded his head.  “I almost died when they came to get St. Cormac’s hand.  Those relics do more harm than good...and there is something wrong with them that doesn’t sit well with me.  If we can destroy them all, I’m certain it will severely weaken the Temple.”

If the keys were destroyed, how could the ceremony take place?  How could the Temple send back someone to manipulate events to the Temple’s advantage?  

It made Beks wonder how exactly the her from the last Great Oracle’s original world had managed to whittle away at the Temple until it became a skeleton of its former glory.  From the second notebook, it was a slow, gradual process that appeared so insignificant that the Temple was too late to react.  

Regardless, Imperial Princess Rebecca did not live to see the downfall of the Temple.

But it had started with her.  She laid the groundwork that siphoned the Temple’s power away.  Beks would  need to do the same, but their circumstances were different.  The last Great Oracle might have originally given her a head start and allowed for her to survive, but Iris Elpidah appeared and threw everything off course.  

Now, Beks had real, direct animosity towards the Temple as it had a hand in trying to kill her and her family.  She wasn’t so naive as to think that the Temple wasn’t at least somewhat wary of her.  If Iris Elpidah was targeting her, that meant that the Temple was, too. 

Her course of action going forward wasn’t just to lay the groundwork for the future and slowly take power away from the Temple.  She needed to strike them down quickly.  Even if she couldn’t eradicate them, she needed to weaken them enough that they’d have little power and couldn’t fight against what groundwork she would prepare in the future.  

There would undoubtedly be pushback from countries that had many believers in the Temple, but they could only deal with that when it came by acting in accordance with the situation.  Any sweeping reaction against those who supported the Temple in other countries could make things worse.

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  One step at a time, Beks.  Let’s just focus on finding the jaw first.

They landed just below the peaks on the south side of the east pass.  It had been about a year since Beks and her brother came through with the fleeing Dranga people.  The earthen walls the earth biha-users had haphazardly created to block their enemies from following were still in place.  It wasn’t hard packed dirt, but many large boulders and chunks of stone that would take a lot of effort to remove.  And there were several barriers that had been put in place.

She couldn’t help but wonder how caravans went through now, if they still went through at all.  Was there another pass?  Or did they just go around the entire southern portion of the mountain range to enter through the western pass?  Was there another pass elsewhere?

“Gerard and I will go down the town and do some inquiries,” Laz said as Beks, Lucian, and Rid Callan climbed out of the basket.  “We’ll return tonight by foot.”

“Thunder will return here to roost once we are dropped off outside of town,” Gerard told them.

Beks nodded.  “Stay safe.”  She gave Laz a quick kiss and Gerard a nod of her head.  He saluted her and then gave a quiet whistle.

This time, Thunder didn’t let out a screech.  He silently ascended and disappeared into the night sky.  

“Your Highnesses, stay close.  I will lead the way down,” Rid Callan said.

Lucian lifted his hand, but didn’t light it up.  “Do you need light?”

The older man shook his head.  “The earth will tell me where I need to go.  We need to get as close to the expedition as possible without alerting them.  We don’t know if there are other earth biha users and what their level of mastery is.”

Though Rid Callan was right to be cautious, Beks doubted there was anyone with as high a mastery in earth biha as Rid Callan in the expedition, if there was anyone who was an earth biha user at all.  Still, considering they had limited information on the overall set up and movement of the expedition, it wouldn’t hurt to be cautious.  

From where they landed, they could make out the disjointed torches and campfires down the mountain side, indicating the location of the expedition camp they were following.  The closer they got, the more Beks could count the individual torches and camp fires.  There didn’t seem to be too many people.

Rid Callan held out his hand to stop them.  “I’m going to create a small cave for us to hide in and observe from, similar to the one created on Strahnroc,” he said.  “For now, lay low against the stones and don’t move.”

Beks and Lucian nodded, crouching behind a large stone, and then lying flat on the ground.  Rid Callan also laid low.  Perhaps after the practice of the hiding spot in Strahnroc and the less people the hiding spot needed to accommodate; it didn’t take Rid Callan too long.  A sizable mound was created with the excess dirt and stones, but it was difficult to notice when it was behind a pile of large boulders and rocks.  

Crevices were created between the rocks in order to allow for viewing the expedition.  

Beks placed the leviathan scale on the stone, but still kept her voice low.  “There aren’t nearly as many people as I thought.”

“This group did split from the other at the base of the ridge,” Lucian said with agreement.  He squinted.  “But there are less than a dozen people.”

“If they wanted to throw us off, they’re doing a good job....” Beks muttered and watched as the tiny figures in the distance seemed to prepare breakfast.

Rid Callan sat behind them, his hands on the ground and his eyes closed.  He wasn’t looking at the small cracks hidden between the stones.  His brows were knit and his lips were in a thin line, as if he were concentrating.  

“There are more,” he said in a low voice.

Beks looked over her shoulder and frowned.  “How many more?”

“And where?” Lucian asked.

Rid Callan’s fingers seemed to claw into the earth, as if trying to gather something from it.  “Below us...a cave has been dug out.  There are unnatural structures buried.”

“What do you mean by unnatural structures?” Lucian asked.

Rid Callan’s eyes opened and he pursed his lips.  “Buildings.  Foundation stones that have been laid and there are stone archways and what appears to be a stone cooktop.  It is similar to how ancient homesteads were laid out.”

Beks’ brows flew up.  “Then, we’re sitting on top of a settlement?”

“I do not know how far it goes, but there was a permanent structure built into the mountainside at some point,” Rid Callan told her.  “It’s not only foundation stones.  There is a solid rock wall of sorts.  It’s different from the stone of the mountain; it must’ve been brought over.”

“Perhaps a decorative wall?” Lucian suggested.

Beks raised a brow.  “In a cave dwelling?”

“The man-made cave might not necessarily have been a settlement.”

Rid Callan’s eyes widened and Beks let out a gasp as they spoke at the same time.  “A tomb.”

Lucian nodded.  “It might have been some sort of burial space and the stone was brought in to protect it.”

Excitement welled up in Beks at the thought.  Since the relic was lost, she ignored the possibility that there was an actual tomb created to house it rather than the jaw just having been tossed to the side, lost and buried with time.  

“What about the people below?  How many of them?  Are they close?” 

“There are seven distinct movements, but it could be more than that depending on how close the individuals are.”  He gave Beks an apologetic look.  “I am afraid my abilities are limited, Your Highness.”

Beks shook her head.  “If you can see into the ground beneath us and get an approximate count of people without using your eyes, your abilities are not as limited as you think,” she told him.  “Do you think they have found the jaw?”

“I don’t believe they have the relic in their hands yet, as they are still digging towards the stone wall,” Rid Callan replied, closing his eyes once more.  

Lucian leaned closer.  “Can you make out anything beyond the wall?”

Rid Callan’s brows grew tighter.  “I am searching, Your Highness.  Solid stone is much more difficult for biha to spread through.”

“Would it be easier to break through the wall?” Lucian asked.

Rid Callan chuckled, but nodded.  “Actually, yes.  The strength of my biha is more effective as sheer force.”  He let out a heavy sigh and then shook his head.  “I’m afraid I can’t find anything that feels like a jaw,” Rid Callan told her.  He opened his eyes once more and let out a heavy breath.  “It is possible that it wasn’t buried as it was.  Perhaps it was in a container.”

“A container would make more sense,” Beks replied.  “Especially if they knew what it was.”

“Then let’s wait.  The process seems to be taking a long time and they’ll have difficulty getting through the stone wall,” Lucian told them.  “We can sneak in at night.  Rid Callan may be able to speed up the process for us.”  He glanced at the older man, who nodded with affirmation.  

It was a good plan, as the darkness would lower their visibility.  If they waited long enough, the expedition camp would rest for the night and security would be minimal.  If Laz and Gerard arrived sooner, Laz’s shadow biha would also help keep them hidden. 

Beks wanted to wait as long as they could and kept an eye on the expedition camp below; however, once the sunset, Rid Callan noticed something and grew displeased.  

“They’re not leaving.”  Both  Lucian and Beks looked towards him, lowering the food in their hands.  Rid Callan looked at them with some worry.  “There continues to be movement below.  They don’t seem to be leaving.”

Beks drew her head back.  “Are they working in shifts?” 

“That would indeed speed up the process,” Lucian agreed.

Beks frowned.  “But this means we can’t sneak in if there are people there all the time.”

Rid Callan lowered his eyes.  He narrowed them and took a deep breath.  “I can shift the earth around the dig site and cause a cave in that will force them to evacuate.  As long as they lack strong earth biha users, which seems to be the case, they won’t know it’s manmade.”

Beks shook her head.  “But if it is caved in, then that only buries the relic again.  At best it delays.  At worst, panic will ensue and it could put the security on guard against us.”

“We can’t just wait for them to find it and bring it to their leader for authentication,” Lucian said as he held out his hands.  “Once it’s in their hands, we’ll have a difficult time getting it without directly attacking the expedition.”

“Even if our biha and battle prowess will put us on equal footing as their people, it will alert the Temple,” Rid Callan agreed.  “We don’t need more of their attention.”

Lucian let out a heavy breath and ran a hand down his face.  “It would be best if we could simply get the relic first, but we’d either have to empty the excavation site or find other way to get to it before them.” 

Beks sat up.  Her eyes drifted to the small gaps between the rocks, towards the smattering of torch and camp fire lights in the distance.  

“Rid Callan,” she said  as she looked down and touched the compacted earth and stone walls around them.  “How is your tunneling?” 

She knew the instant she suggested it that both men with her understood what her idea was, however, that didn’t stop Rid Callan from appearing stunned at the very idea or Lucian from momentarily going blank. 

“You...you want to tunnel down to the excavation site?” Lucian asked with a bit of uncertainty.  He looked at Rid Callan.  “Is that possible?”

Rid Callan was key to such an idea.  If he couldn’t do it with his biha well and his precision, Beks would not be able to.  She had raw power, at best, but her control and precision needed vast improvement.  The last thing she wanted was to accidentally implode a mountainside, with them in it, in an attempt to tunnel to the relic.

She looked towards the older man and held her breath.  

After a few moments, Rid Callan’s narrowed eyes and pursed lips eased a bit.  He raised his head to meet her gaze.  “I have never attempted such a feat, but considering what is involved, I believe it is possible.”

At once, Beks let out a breath of relief, but Rid Callan held up his hand.  Beks crinkled her eyes.  “There is a ‘but’?”

“There is a ‘but’, Your Highness,” he replied.  “The displaced earth must go somewhere, which can alter the landscape.  More time and caution will need to be taken in order to prevent the expedition below from noticing any changes above ground.  I’d need to be especially careful with the stone surrounding that chamber.”

Beks nodded.  “That’s fine.  It’s worth a try.” 

All Beks could do was keep Rid Callan’s biha well filled while Lucian kept his eyes open for any sign of Laz and Gerard.  If the two did manage to find them, then they’d have to keep close to the side of the mountain and then hide at the appropriate time.  

Tunneling wasn’t so much digging, but moving aside chunks of earth in order to make a narrow gap that appeared.  Despite Rid Callan’s caution, Beks could still feel the ground and walls vibrate with each displacement of the earth and stone.  She could sense the amount of biha shifting in the air and through the ground, and it was much more than she thought.

They were able to perhaps move a pace deeper, making their way towards the location of the dig site, before Rid Callan’s biha well became half depleted. 

“You didn’t use this much when you raised the earthen walkway in the Forbidden Valley,” Beks said with some concern.

“I’m afraid there, I could afford to be a little more reckless and have room for mistakes.  Here...if the earth isn’t moved correctly or too quickly, all our work can cave in on us.  Not to mention the difficulty of moving solid stone.”

Beks’ heart clenched, but she nodded. “Then, take your time.  If this effort fails, we can try something else.”

The worst case is that she’d become the public enemy of the Temple and incur all the animosity and additional danger that came with it by using her biha to destroy the entire expedition with hopes of destroying the jaw of St. Cyric with them.

She still hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

“Beks.”  Lucian called out from a few paces behind them in the tunnel.  It was dark inside and Rid Callan was working blind, only relying on his biha for spatial awareness.  

“What is it?”  She could barely make out Lucian, as he’d only allowed a bit of light to shine into the tunnel.

“Laz is nearby, I’m going to find him.”

“Can you fit through the opening, Your Highness?” Rid Callan asked.

“Yes, it’s a squeeze, but I can make it.”  

“Be careful, Lucian.  If there is a patrol, fall back.”

“I know.  I won’t lead them here,” Lucian replied.  He gave her a nod and left, leaving the two of them to continue their tunneling.

With each gained space, they were led lower and lower, and Beks began to notice that the earth that was being displaced was less topsoil and more compacted rocks and earth, and the stone.  The difficulty of using earth biha to move slowed their process down significantly.

“Your Highness,” Rid Callan said as he wiped his brow.  “The sun will rise soon.  You should take some time to rest.  You’ve been up all night.”

Beks shook her head.  “You haven’t rested either.”

“I am different from you, Your Highness,” the older man replied with a kind smile.  “I am a Thirnir.  I’ve trained and increased my stamina longer than you’ve been alive.  I can keep going.”

“Perhaps so, but your biha well is long as strong as your stamina.  If I sleep, who will refill your biha to continue?” she asked.  

He thought for a moment and then nodded.  “Refill my biha now and rest, Your Highness.  When I require more biha, I will come to you.  There is no need to follow me when you can sit.”

She had to admit, she was a bit tired despite the rush of their excavation and the danger that surrounded them.  Beks hesitated, reluctant to rest when he was still working hard, but eventually she nodded.  She placed a hand on his shoulder and refilled his Biha before taking a seat on a large stone that jutted out from the earthen walls.

It was too much trouble to be cleared and to preserve energy, Rid Callan left it as is.  There was an area wide enough for her to sit, so she sat down and leaned back, not caring about the dirt as she closed her eyes.

A moment later, Rid Callan woke her up.  At least, it felt as if it had only been a few moments.  Beks’ eyes flew open and she looked around the dark tunnel.  From the area where they had been hiding, there was some faint light coming in.  As her eyes adjusted, she could make out Rid Callan.  

“How long was I asleep?” she asked.

“Just a few minutes, Your Highness,” he told her.  “However, I ate to allow you to sleep a bit longer.  Are you hungry?  You must have something to eat to keep up your strength.”

She didn’t feel any hunger, but knowing survival depended on it, she took the piece of bread offered by Rid Callan before refilling his biha once more.

He returned to his task and Beks craned her neck.  He’d gotten deeper, but the earth around the tunnel that was only about as wide and tall as he was had turned paler.  

“Is that stone?”

The Thirnir nodded.  “We’ve reached the heart of the mountain now, Your Highness.  Though slower to move apart, the back of the chamber that is blocked by that imported stone wall is nearby.  I should be breaking through soon, but we’ll need your light biha to look inside.  I don’t want to make too large of an entrance that it will weaken the chamber.” 

“Understood,” Beks said.  “I am still unable to fully control the strength of my biha, so it will be extremely bright for a moment before it dims.”

“As long as we can take a look inside well.  If it is a tomb, then it’s likely that St. Cyric’s jaw is inside.”  He paused and pursed his lips.  “We should be prepared to break open any containers that may be holding the relic.”

“I have no qualms with that.”  She stuffed the rest of her food into her mouth and followed Rid Callan deeper into the tunnel.

She looked over her shoulder, back towards the entrance where the faint light was coming from the observation crevices.  Her eyes narrowed as a small, nagging feeling began to tug at her.  

They had been up all night clearing the tunnel, but Lucian hadn’t returned to Laz and Gerard.  She wasn’t too worried, for the most part, as they would only return to the hiding area if it was safe to do so.  Otherwise, they would hide outside and bid their time until an opportune moment.

Regardless, part of her was impatient to see them.

She would only be relieved when she saw her two husbands safe in front of her.  

“Your Highness,” Rid Callan called back to her.  “I need more biha.”

Her brows shot up as she whirled around.  “Already?”

His face was a bit flushed and he nodded.  “The denser the material, the more difficult it is to use biha to move it.”

She shook her head.  “It doesn’t matter.  I have a limitless biha well.  As long as you can keep going, so can I.”

The corners of the man’s lips curled up and there was a hint of pride in his eyes.  “One can take the Caroline out of the duchy, but you can’t change the Caroline.  Your father is the same.”

Beks smiled a bit and nodded.  “Daddy’s also very stubborn,” she said as she refilled his well with her hand on his shoulder.

The old man casually swept his eyes away.  “Well...there are many aspects to being a Caroline.”

She barely muffled her laughter as she watched him press both hands against the hard stone in front of them.  She was already covered by dirt and mud stains, but Rid Callan was caked in soil and debris.  His hands and forearms had turned an ashy brown, and there were streaks of mud across his face from when he’d wiped his sweat off.

None of that seemed to bother him, and Beks couldn’t help but understand that this was likely not the worst nor dirtiest situation he’d been in.  When they returned to the island, she would make sure that he and his family were properly compensated.  

She refilled his well a few more times, barely able to make an indent in the stone each time, but with one more, Rid Callan managed to put a crack through the stone.  Beks took in a sharp breath.  

It wasn’t just a crack; it was a puncture hole. 

“The chamber?” Beks asked.

Rid Callan nodded, not taking his eyes off the puncture hole just portion of the width of his hand.  He held out his arm and Beks quickly refilled his biha.  She felt the energy around him rise and collect as his fist before pressing against the cracked areas around the edge of the hole.  

As they cracked further and were pushed in, a few pieces fell to the ground on their side.  The thickness was inconsistent, meaning they’d pushed through part of the mountain side rather than a manmade wall.  

Rid Callan didn’t stop as he put all his focus on enlarging the hole.  

He stepped back and surveyed the hole that went from his waist to his shoulder and just wide enough to squeeze through sideways.  He peered inside and then checked the remainder of the surrounding wall. 

“I think this may be the limit in order to keep the rest of the stone from weaking and falling apart,” he said.  “Your Highness, please take a look.”

Beks nodded.  She stuck her hand into the hole and turned her head away.  “Look away for a moment.  It will be very bright at first.  When it dims, we’ll be able to get a better view without being blinded.”

He nodded and turned away.  Beks focused her biha into her left hand and against the walls of the tunnel, she saw a slow, steadily increasing white light shoot from the hole.  Using its brightness against the walls as a measurement of how bright it was inside the chamber, Beks waited until it dimmed about halfway before chancing a look inside.

She peered into the hole that was illuminated as if by a light pearl.  Her brows furrowed as she frowned.

Admittedly, she theorized it could be a tomb, part of her expected the tell-tale markings of a royal tomb.  Painted or carved walls with reliefs, containers of material goods to accompany the dead, the remains of organic offerings like fruit, flowers, and jerky.  There was also the chance that there was a sarcophagus of some kind, or dust covered, broken urn.

Her eyes narrowed as she craned her head further down.  The room was taller than them, but if she raised her hand, she could touch the ceiling.  She estimated four paces wide and six paces long.  It was quite small.  “It’s empty.” 

Behind her, Rid Callan looked surprised.  “There is nothing?”  The solid stone of the mountain and the wall enclosing the chamber made it difficult for him to send biha through to ‘sense’ if anything was inside, but it sounded as if he were surprised it was empty.  “Then, it’s strange that that manmade stone was used to seal the chamber.  Why would such efforts be made if it was empty?”

Beks wasn’t convinced, either.  “I’m going inside.”  

He nodded and stood beside the hole, making sure she was able to climb through.  Though Beks was tall, she was still a bit shorter than him.  She had to climb over the lower portion of the wall to get through.

Afraid that she’d loosen more of the wall and cause it to fall, she didn’t dare grab on to the sides to steady herself as she climbed over.  She tried to avoid as much contact with the wall as possible, opting instead to hold on to the Thirnir’s arm to keep steady.  

Her booted feet landed on the other side, kicking up some dust.  Her glowing hand was starting to dim too much, so she had Rid Callan turn away before she closed her eyes to reset the glow by quickly releasing biha into it.  

Once the white light had faded from the backs of her eyes, she opened them and followed the walls of the chamber looking for anything out of place.  She shook her head, growing increasingly annoyed that the walls were bare.  She tilted her head up.  Some tombs she’d read about had paintings on the ceiling.

Nothing. 

“I don’t know if they never finished or they couldn’t afford to add decorations after the expense of importing a stone wall to seal this....” Beks muttered.  She looked down next, expecting to see either dusty covered stone floor carved from the mountain or foundation stones.

She used her foot to sweep away some of the accumulated dust on the floor and lowered her hand.  

Groves were filled in with the dust and dirt of the ages, but she could make out the large foundation stones.  They must’ve been the ones that Rid Callan sensed before.  

She bent down and swept away more dirt with her right hand while holding her left hand over the ground.  

“Do you want to use my shirt to wipe the dirt off, Your Highness?”  His voice was quieter as he called in.  

“No, it’s fine,” Beks replied.  She also kept her voice down and glanced at the opposite stone wall that was a different color from the other three.  On its other side, perhaps behind an additional layer of dirt, was the expedition’s dig team.  

She tore her attention away and continued to sweep over the foundation stones in the center of the small chamber, as the stones were uneven.  She closed her eyes and reset the light biha in her hand once more before keeping her hand low against the ground.

Her eyes narrowed as her right hand touched the bumps and valleys of the foundation stones paving the floor. It wasn’t the natural wear and tear, or texture, of quarried stone. 

It was engraved.  

Beks’ sweeping motions grew faster as she used her hand to feel around for the engraving, dusting the debris off until a good portion of the foundation stones in the center of the chamber were revealed.  

“Is that a body?” Rid Callan’s voice was tight with disbelief as he craned his head in to look inside.  

Beks stood above the foundation stones, looking at the engraving of a human curled up on their side, in a fetal position.  

“Many early civilizations buried their dead in the fetal position as a way both to remember their birth and preparation for rebirth into the next life,” Beks said.  “The practice is uncommon now, but....”  Her eyes followed the human-sized carving.  “According to early burials of important Temple individuals, their faces would be pointed in the direction of a sacred area.”  She took a step to the side and then walked around to stand behind the engraving’s head.  She looked up and pointed towards one of the walls.  “That way is both the Great Temple Complex and Strahnroc.”

“But St. Cyric’s body was retrieved, wasn’t it?  It was just his jaw that went missing.  This can’t be his tomb,” Rid Callan told her with some confusion.

Beks knelt down by the head of the engraving.  She brushed aside more of the dirt and then ran her dust-covered fingers against the rough engraving of the head.  The engraving wasn’t naked.  It was engraved wearing robes, sandals on their bare feet, and a sort of hat over their long hair.  

It was meant to be an engraving of a real person.  

Her fingers stopped along the jaw of the head.  Her eyes crinkled up with mirth and satisfaction.  The material wasn’t the same.  It was softer, dustier, and a different color.  Perhaps at one point, it was the same color and texture, but the material, likely a plaster, had aged terribly in comparison to the rest of the engraving.  

“Found it.” 

She reached into her boot to take out the small dagger and began scraping away at the remaining, flaking material until the shape of a human jaw bone could made out.  

“Is that it?” Rid Callan couldn’t seem to contain his surprise.  Beks held back a chuckle.  

She continued to scrape away until the jaw bone, with its teeth still connected to the jaw by thin strands of metal, could be removed.  

She looked up at the Thirnir and grinned.  A wide smile filled Rid Callan’s face at their success.  He had his hands against the sides of the entrance and opened his mouth, but suddenly, his beaming expression vanished.

His eyes widened as his grip on the stone strengthened.  Beks’ proud smile faded as she noticed the change in his demeanor.  

“Rid Callan?”

His eyes crinkled up.  “They’re leaving.”  She cocked her head, but before she could ask, he lowered his hands from the sides of the hole he’d created and motioned towards her to come.  “Your Highness, they’re leaving the dig site on the other side!  If they’re leaving, we should, too!”

Her heart shot to her throat and for a moment, she almost lost her balance in the surge of panic.  She steadied herself and tucked the jaw into her tunic, securing it against her as she began to climb through.

“Why are they leaving?  Are they abandoning the site?”  She took in a sharp breath as she gripped his arm.  “Did they hear us?”

“I don’t know.  The solid stone does a good job of keeping sound out, but if they’re leaving all at once after having worked in shifts, it means there is something wrong.  It could be that their supporting structure is weak and there could be a cave in, or worse.  Their side is low on air.”  He almost lifted her out of the hole as if she were a toddler.  “Whatever the reason, if they are leaving, so should we.”

She nodded and clutched her arm over the relic before following him towards the entrance of the tunnel.  

He urged her to go first, following behind her and keeping one hand on the wall, as if trying to gather information as they walked swiftly through the tunnel.  

Ahead of them, Beks could see the light from the viewing crevices.  Just as she set foot in the wider sunken area of their hiding space, before she could lament that Laz and Lucian hadn’t returned, she heard a muffled boom come from behind her.  

The ground shook and she stumbled in place.  The muffled, but still somewhat deafening noise seemed to ring all around her. 

Beks turned around on instinct to see what was going on.  Small chunks of dirt and stone fell around her as she watched Rid Callan whirl around hold out his arms just as the light caught against the incoming cloud of debris rushing out from the tunnel they were just in. 

 

            


TWHOC: Chapter 87 - They've Captured My Husbands.  How Dare They.


                With the sheer amount of biha she had, and its corresponding strength, one would think that blocking the blast of earth and stone would’ve been a simple matter.  If Beks were observing the situation without taking into consideration that she had only managed to use elemental biha in the last few month, then she would’ve admonished herself for not reacting better.

But the instinct of over two decades as a biha-less individual won out over a few months of a limitless biha well.

As soon as she realized what was happening, Beks squatted down and lifted her arms to shield her face and upper body.  She braced herself for the debris that came with the blast, expecting dirt and small, sharp stones to cut at her exposed flesh.

It took her a moment, with her teeth gritted and her eyes clenched shut to realize that the debris she expected to shred her skin wasn’t touching her.  She still felt the air pressure as it passed, as well as dust in the air, as one would expect if they were caught up in a dust storm, but that was the extent of it.

Beks raised her head and dared to open her eyes.  The towering figure of Rid Callan stood firmly in front of her.  She couldn’t see his expression as he held his arms up, but his feet had been placed in a defensive stance and hadn’t moved.  

In front of him was a hard packed stone wall.  It didn’t seal the tunnel, but it did act as a shield large enough to cover them.  Along the sides and the curved top of the wall, Beks could make out pieces of stone and rock bouncing off the sides, away from them.

She closed her eyes and released a low breath,  No wonder her father wanted her to keep Thirnir with her.  

As the sound of the blast died down and the ringing in her ears lessened, she saw Rid Callan turn around to check on her, his face full of concern.

“Your Highness?  Are you all right?”

Beks remained squatted on the ground with only her head lifted.  She nodded, shaken.  “Yes.  Are you all right?” 

The man chuckled and shook his head.  “I’ve shielded your brother from worse, Your Highness.  This is not the first time I’ve been caught in an explosion.”

He offered his arm to help her up and Beks grabbed it to pull herself up. “Where did that explosion come from?”

Rid Callan furrowed his brows and looked back over his shoulder, towards the tunnel.  “The chamber.  The people digging must’ve evacuated the site to use explosive powder to break through the stone wall.”

“Explosive powder...that isn’t cheap,” Beks said with a small frown.  

“The Temple is not short on money, despite what they advertise,” Rid Callan said.  He carefully led her to the side, away from the tunnel, before pushing the barrier he’d created forward, to seal the tunnel.  “We left the hole in the back of the chamber wall.  Once the dust settles and they’re able to enter the tunnel, they’ll find it and know someone got there before they did.”

“Is there any way to seal the tunnel?”

Rid Callan’s narrowed eyes stared down the dark hole.  His lips tightened into a line as he walked towards the wall and placed both palms upon it.  “Perhaps not seal, but cave in.”

“That’s good enough.”  Beks could feel the surge of biha weaving through the faintest cracks between stone and earth, loosening the material so that the narrow passage way they spent hours building collapsed in on itself in a matter of moments.

Beks noticed the sweat on the man’s head and quickly refilled his biha.  

“You Highness, I think we should remain in the hiding space for a bit longer, at least until there is less movement around the side of the mountain.”

She nodded in agreement.  “Then, we’ll wait.”  She turned and looked around at the hiding crevice, and frowned.  Dirt and debris from the tunnel ended up piled in all corners and flat surfaces of the space.  The stone where she had sat on was buried almost to the top with a small hill of fine dirt and rocks.

Beks brushed aside the layer of dirt at the top and took a seat.  The crevice was more cramped now, but she thought it a waste of energy to try to move the debris elsewhere.  Rid Callan walked around, putting his hands on the walls to check for stability.  

After a round, he seemed satisfied that the crevice was structurally sound, and Beks told him to rest.  For the time being, they were just waiting.  He hesitated for a moment, but agreed.

“If there is anything amiss, you must wake me at once,” he instructed her in a firm voice.  Beks nodded, but was fairly sure he would wake up at the slightest disturbance,

He took a seat at the far end, leaning against the wall, with his arms crossed as he lowered his head.  Either he was very tired and had fallen asleep immediately, or the Thirnir had been trained to sleep almost on command in order to get as much rest as possible when the situation allowed.  

Beks was almost certain it was the latter.

She took a deep breath and turned her head to look out one of the spaces.  The sun was still high and from what she could see, groups of people began to clear out the debris and rubble that had flown out of the cave opening that was where they started digging.  It was mostly small rocks, as well as piles of dirt, but a few large stones had been dislodged and barricaded a portion of the entrance.

The laborers were being shouted out to both hurry up and to be careful what they moved, as the slightest nudge of a piece of stone in the wrong direction could cause a cave in.  They’d have to start digging all over again.  

Aside from laborers, even some low-level priests had joined the team to clear the entrance.  There were even older children, whom she’d noticed had been helping with the cleaning and cooking of the camp, coming to help.  The Temple didn’t seem to restrict themselves on who they brought, as long as they could do some sort of manual labor.  

Beks lowered her eyes and sat back on the stone ledge beside the opening.  Since the debris wasn’t compacted nor in large amounts, Beks estimated that the time it would take to get through would be far shorter than the initial attempts to dig the same distance.  

She perked up a bit.  This also meant that they wouldn’t get to the chamber any time soon, nor discover that the jaw of St. Cyric had already been taken.  

If that was the case, then they had some time to rest.  The expedition would be busy trying to remove the debris from the explosion and one night came, Laz and Lucian could come and they could leave.  

Beks closed her eyes and leaned against the side of the cave to try to rest a bit.

She drifted off, but the warm sunlight against her skin that was so prevalent began to cool.  Frowning, Beks opened her eyes.  Her sight adjusted to the dimness of the hiding spot, and on to the light against the far wall.

The light coming through the crevices began to dim.  Beks furrowed her brows and sat up straight, turning her head to look out the crevice.  It was still early in the day, wasn’t it?  Time shouldn’t have passed so quickly, no matter who exhausted she was, to the point that the sun was setting.

No, this isn’t sunset light.  That light was golden, followed by a blue-tinted light before darkness set in.  

She narrowed her eyes and placed her hands against the stone wall as she leaned closer to the narrow hole.  She could still make out the landscape outside, the shapes began to be lost as the light grew dimmer.  Or rather, the space grew darker.  

She could feel a tingle in the air, indicating that the phenomenon of sudden darkness was caused by biha.  

There was only one person she could think of who’d be able to do such a feat.

Before she could figure out a way to call towards Laz, she heard yelling coming from the distance, where the expedition camp site was.  She squinted, trying to peer through the thick darkness, but couldn’t make out anything.

“What’s going on?” Rid Callan had woken up and come to stand beside where she was seated.  He bent forward to look through the holes and knit his brows.  “This is Prince Lazarus’ biha.”

“What are they doing?” Beks muttered, more to herself.  “Why didn’t they come back?”

“It sounds as if the expedition camp is being attacked,” Rid Callan told her with a frown.  “I’d recognize those screams no matter what language was spoken.”

Her brows shot up and she slid off her seat.  “Attacking the encampment?  Why would they do that?” Lucian said that he was going to bring Laz and Gerard back, as in back to their hiding space.  

What was with this sudden change of plan?

Rid Callan glanced towards the sealed tunnel and then back out.  “They know we’re underground and Prince Lucian knows we were tunneling.  What they don’t know is where we are.  For all they know, we were caught in the explosion.”

Her heart clenched and Beks drew in her lips, biting them hard as she thought of her husbands.  

“Hold your ground!  Someone, light the torches!”  People were yelling over each other, but Beks could still make out some of the frantic sentences.  

A voice filled with despair cried out.  “The light from the torch isn’t illuminating anything!  I still can’t see!”

“What is this?”  

Shadow biha was rare.  Most people, even those who had biha, would not encounter it in their lives.

“Everyone stay in place!  This is shadow biha!”  

Beks wasn’t sure if she was surprised that someone realized it so soon, or that she recognized that hoarse, annoying voice.  She grit her teeth and her fingers dug into the earthen wall with distaste as she looked hatefully out the opening.  

“Paladin.”

She hadn’t seen him at Strahnroc when she saw Iris Elpidah at the blessing, but had assumed it was because he wasn’t authorized to go up that hide.  

It seemed the murderous paladin who tried to kill her more than once had been dispatched elsewhere.  

Her fingers twitched with anticipation and the wish to reach out and wrap her hands around that man’s corded neck to stop him from crossing paths with her for the last time.  

“It must be the Second Prince of Kadmus!  He’s here!”  The paladin spoke again and Beks frowned.  

“How did he know-”

“Her Grace, the Oracle has predicted that he would try to stop us!”  

Beks bit her tongue to keep from letting out a disgusted ‘ugh’ at the thought that once more, Iris Elpidah was somehow involved and causing her problems.  

“Well, it looks like you’re not as ignorant as you appear.”  Laz’s mocking voice replied in the darkness and Beks almost cringed.  

No...no, don’t talk.  They’re going to try to capture you-

“Find him!  He’s close!”

“Captain St. Moore, we’re unable to use the torches!” 

“Brother Bartholomew!” Another man who sounded older called for someone in heavy Esuser. 

Beks held her breath and craned her neck, trying to see what Brother Bartholomew was called to do.  In the inky darkness ahead of her, she saw a faint light in the distance.

“High Priest, I can’t hold the light for long!”  

“That’s all the light biha he can manage?” Beks heard Rid Callan grumble with distaste beside her.  “Pathetic.”  

“It’s impressive that they actually managed to have a biha user who doesn’t use life biha,” Beks said.  Life biha users, admired for their ability to heal, were all but monopolized by the Temple when they could.  

“That’s as far as your light can reach?”  Another person didn’t just sound disappointed, but upset at the biha user’s limited ability.  

“Keep your eyes open!  I’m going to let it all out!”  

Like lightning in the night, the flash came and went in an instant. The space illuminated was limited, but was enough to reveal all the figures hiding in the darkness, Laz, Lucian, and an on-guard Gerad included.  

“There!” Captain St. Moore was standing closer to the twins and Gerard than expected.  He pointed towards the trio and reached for his sword.  “Capture them!”

“Gerard!”  Laz shouted from the darkness, and even from where she was hiding, Beks could feel the pressure of wind going in all directions.  She lifted her arms to shield her face, but Rid Callan put his arm over her head and pushed down to avoid being in direct exposure to the gaps.  

Dirt, small rocks, and other light objects flew through the openings and slammed against the opposite wall with such force that she could hear the impact over the howling winds.  

The amount of biha used to create such a force wasn’t small.  Though Gerard’s well had increased and his ability had become more efficient, he only had so many of those attacks left before he ran out of biha.  

Her eyes crinkled up as she clenched her jaw.  This was unexpected.

She’d gone on several small team ‘missions’ since this entire debacle started and, while there had been some hindrances in them, none had been detrimental to the overall mission, and so, they’d all gone well and were successful.

She didn’t want to admit that a small part of her had the same expectation for this mission and expected success to come about as easily.

“I know you’re there, Caroline!” The man’s gruff voice laced with daring and vitriol shouted into the shadowed abyss.  “Come out!”

I can’t believe they’ve captured my husbands.  She almost wanted to balk at the audacity the Temple had.  In their unofficial war, taking a hostage wasn’t unexpected, but the thought that it was her Laz and her Lucian who had been taken made her more angry than worried.  How dare they. 

“You aren’t in a position to make demands, paladin.” Lucian’s cold voice cut through the darkness and Beks’ eyes unconsciously searched for the origin of the voice.  

“Don’t listen to him, Beks!  He doesn’t have us at all!  Just stay where you are!”

“You think you can hide in the shadows forever, Prince, you’re wrong!”  There was a pause and then a louder shout.  “Comb the area!  Find them!”

Beks squinted.  She didn’t know how far the shadow had been cast, but there was a time limit.  Laz’ shadow biha would only last as long as he was able to release it.  If she could find him, she could give him a continuous feed of biha that would allow the shadow to remain in place as long as they wished.

Her eyes narrowed.  But where was her husband?  “Rid Callan, can you find them?”

The older man remained crouched beside her and shook his head.  “I can detect individuals, but I can’t identify who that individual is.  Right now, there are many moving  in different directions.”

“Is there anyone who is still?”

“Yes, Your Highness.  Several.  I don’t know if they’re the princes or not.”

There was a chance that Laz and Lucian also moved in order to avoid the search party.  With their respective biha, they’d be able to see through the shadows.

Part of her wanted to call out to them, but that would attract attention and could direct the search party towards her.  She didn’t know if they had any more explosives left, and while she and Rid Callan were safe for the time being in their little bunker, if they were found, they could be flushed out.

“Rid Callan, what do you suggest?” Beks asked.  

“We need to evacuate. We have the jaw; we no longer need to stay here,” he told her.  “I don’t know how long the shadow will last, but when it starts to fade, we’ll be able to see well enough to get back to Thunder.”

Beks nodded.  “Create a larger opening for us, but keep up a barrier to keep any of Gerard’s wind attacks blocked.  We’ll wait there for my husbands.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Rid Callan moved towards the small gap that was designed to be unnoticeable from the outside.  It was through this gap that Lucian and squeezed through hours earlier to get out.  Rid Callan carefully re-shaped the earth, expanding the gap while simultaneously creating a low barrier and using large rocks to keep it covered.  

Beks followed behind him, putting her hand against the jaw tucked under her tunic to reassure herself that it was there.  She refilled Rid Callan’s biha well once more as they put their hands against the wall to guide them, and squeezed through the gap to crouch behind the wall.  

With the shadow covering the area, it would be difficult for those unskilled with light or shadow biha to see through it, but it wouldn’t have been a problem for the twins.  

“Just wait a moment for Laz and Gerard,” Lucian’s voice said above them and Beks wordlessly cheered that her prediction was right.  One of the twins had seen the earth being moved and knew they were coming out.  “Gerard can’t see in the shadow, so Laz has to lead him.”

Beks nodded and grasped Lucian’s faintly glowing extended hand.  He pulled her up and Beks looked towards the direction of the expedition camp.  She should’ve expected that she couldn’t see through the darkness either, but was still somewhat disappointed.  

“Your Highness, Her Highness and I also cannot see where we are going,” Rid Callan told Lucian.  

“Both of you will hold onto my shoulder.  I’ll make sure to lead you up a clear path.  When we reach the outer edges of the shadow, the density will thin, and you’ll be able to see where you’re stepping,” Lucian told them.  “I can’t use my light biha to illuminate the way or they’ll spot us faster.”

“I understand,” Rid Callan said.  Beks felt Lucian take her hand and put it on his left shoulder.  She waited a moment before she felt him move forward.

“Stay close and make small steps so as not to trip on anything,” Lucian told them.  “There are still a few jutting rocks and mounds.”

She found herself holding her breath with every step she took, not realizing her chest was starting to burn until Rid Callan told her to exhale and inhale.  She flushed, shaking herself out of her stupor and counting in her head to make sure she was breathing.  

It didn’t take long for the shadow to start to thin and soon, she could see Lucian’s shoulder, her hand, and the ground.  

Rid Callan removed his hand from Lucian’s looked over his shoulder.  He took a few more steps, until he reached the edge of the shadow where the sun was starting to penetrate, and stopped.  

“Keep going,” he told them.  “I will wait for His Highness Prince Laz and Gerard and put-up barriers to buy time.”

Beks grabbed his arm and poured biha into him once more before giving him an affirmative nod and quickening her speed up the mountain side.

Heavy footsteps against the dirt and stone behind her signaled Gerard rushing to join them.  He passed her in a run as he took a deep breath and brought his fingers to his mouth.  He let out a loud, shrill whistle that lasted several counts. 

Beks continued climbing and then heard the familiar screech of a rokh acknowledging that they received the order.  Well outside of the shadow, Thunder was circling in a descent.  He flapped his wings as he landed, making sure the basket was as close to them as possible.

“Beks, hurry!” Lucian extended his hand towards her.  “They’re coming out of the shadow!”

She couldn’t stop herself from looking over her shoulder.  Shadows emerged from the thick fog, slowly at first, before breaking into a run as soon as they realized they could see.  

Laz and Rid Callan were running up the mountain side.  The distance between them and the mercenaries and paladins remained the same; a testament to their speed and agility, but taking off would take time and their pursuers could catch up.  

She knew the risk.

So did an experienced Thirnir like Rid Callan.

“Go!” Rid Callan turned around to face the paladins and mercenaries rushing towards him.  He seemed to dig his feet into the ground as he raised his arms.

“Rid Callan!”  Beks shouted.  She looked over her shoulder and almost came to a stop, but Lucian grabbed her arm and pulled her forward.  

“Get to the rokh!” Lucian said.

“I can’t leave him!” Beks nearly pulled her arm from his.  

“We’re not going to leave him behind,” Laz assured her.  “Give be biha!”  Beks grabbed his arm for a brief moment before he skidded to a stop and turned around.  He seemed to launch himself back, towards where Rid Callan had created a series of pillars with narrow gaps between them. 

“Lucian!  Get her out of here!”

“Understood!”

“Laz!” 

She watched him throw out his arms and a cloud of thick, black fog rolled out.  The air became rich with biha once more as Laz seemed to focus on containing the shadows within the area where the approaching mob would run into.

His strategy wasn’t in vain.  The mercenaries and paladins rushed into the shadows and orders soon filled the air to tell those who were lost in darkness to slow down or hold their weapons.  

Rid Callan took this opportunity to run back up the mountain.  When he was a few paces away, he turned around and created another series of pillars, like jail cell bars, to hold back their pursuers.  It wasn’t enough to stop them, but would delay them.  

Laz turned and ran after Rid Callan.  Beks watched as Lucian lifted her into the basket.  Rid Callan created another two barriers, but he was growing paler and she could tell his biha was being drained.  

“They’re coming!” Laz shouted.  He turned and sent out another shadow fog, but it was far smaller than the last.  Swearing, he turned around.  He looked towards the basket.  

Beks met his eyes, but when she saw Lucian nod beside her, it was clear that the older twin was giving the younger one a silent order. 

“Go up!” Lucian shouted.

Both Beks and Gerard whirled to look at him in disbelief.  “What?”

“But, Your Highness, the Battalion Commander-”

“Go!” Rid Callan’s loud, booming voice filled the air.  They looked back down the hill.  The two men were next to each other.

Rid Callan pulled Laz into a narrow crack in the ground and then reached up.  A slab of stone to the side shook.  

Beks took in a sharp breath and reached out.  “No-”

“Well come back for them when it’s clear!” Lucian told her, grabbing her arms and pulling her back from side of the basket.  “If the expedition sees us leaving, they’ll pay attention to us and Laz and Rid Callan can hide until we come back for them.”

It made sense and was a perfectly logical plan of action, but Beks couldn’t quell the knot in her stomach.  She forced herself to nod, which Gerard took as the final approval.  He let out a long whistle and Thunder began to flap his wings.  

The stone fell over, covering the crack where Rid Callan had wedged himself and Laz in.  

Lucian kept one arm around Beks and stroked her back with the other, repeating in a low, reassuring voice that they would come back for Laz and Rid Callen.

“I wouldn’t leave my brother to die,” she heard him say as her heart slammed against her chest.  Her fingers curled into the edge of the basket.  “A day at most.  We need to get somewhere safe and then come back for them.”

Beks gave him another shaking nod of her head, her eyes fixed on the stone slab that felt as if it had sealed their tomb. 

It’s not as bad as it looks.  She tried to rationalize it.  Rid Callan is the most skilled earth biha user and Laz is safe.  They will last a day.  They will be fine. 

A movement from the edge of the shadow fog drew her gaze as the basket rose into the air and began to sway.  The mercenaries and paladins had emerged and as soon as the light hit their faces, their energy seemed to triple.  

“There they are!”  Beks glared at the familiar paladin who still ran with a slight limp  Captain St. Moore was really trying to kill her yet another time.  She supposed he wanted to kill her just as much as she wanted to kill him.  

“What kind of hoard are they?” Gerard muttered under his breath as he watched the mercenaries and paladins race after them, undaunted.  The darkness didn’t stop them, neither did all the barriers Rid Callan was creating.  

“Gerard, take us up!” Lucian said as he looked over his shoulder. “Faster!”  

“Yes, Your Highness!”  Gerard let out another whistle, causing Thunder to reply with another screech.

She raised her hand over the top of the basket and gathered biha.  Lucian’s eyes widened.  “Beks, wait-”

Their basket began to swing to the side as they ascended, but it wasn’t fast enough for Beks.  Narrowing her eyes, she raised her hand.  A beam of light narrowly missed Captain St. Moore.  Behind him, people screamed, though they were further away from the light beam than he was.  

Beks’ chest rose and fell with heavy breaths at her hateful eyes fixed on the paladin.  HIs good eye went wide and he had stopped in place.  Across his right cheek, a red welt had appeared.  Her attack hadn’t touched him, but the air around the light beam was hot enough that it caused blistering.  

Gerard seemed to hesitate behind her.  “That...that’s enough to make a trebuchet explode.”

“Yes,” Beks said as she lowered her arm.  After the light beam sliced through the cloud of darkness and shadows, it cut past the expedition site, and collided with the hillside in the distance.  From the force, it had grown weaker by the time of impact, but it was still enough to cause the mercenaries and paladins who were chasing them to come to a stumbling stop, stunned by the flash to flight. 

“I was worried that was too much energy and could create too much collateral damage,” Lucian said with wide eyes.

“It doesn’t matter there is,” she said.  She lifted her hand over her chest and pressed against the cloth of her tunic.  She could feel the jawbone against her.  “I have the relic.”

Lucian snapped his head towards her.  “You found it?”

“Rid Callan got to the chamber and was able to break through the stone,” Beks replied.  “We managed to get out before they caused an explosion.”

Lucian closed his eyes and let out a heavy breath.  He slumped over against the side of the basket.  “We were in hiding when we heard the explosion.”  His red eyes crinkled up as the grip around her shoulder tightened.  “I know you two were tunneling, but I didn’t know how far you got or if you’d been caught in the blast.  Laz and I panicked, fearing the worst.”

“I’ve never seen the Battalion Commander so panicked,” Gerard said behind her.  

“We couldn’t wait, so we attacked to force them back and draw them away.” Lucian lifted his head to meet her gaze.  “If we could lead them away, then we could try to find you.”

The aching in her chest grew stronger.  Beks reached up and grasped his arms, nodding as she squeezed him.  “Rid Callan was able to shield us both and seal the tunnel.  We didn’t expect the explosion either.”

Lucian nodded his head, distracted.  “Yes, yes, it’s good that he was there.”  He held her gaze.  “Because of him, you’re alive.”

“We owe him a lot,” she said.  “We need to bring him home.  Yaya and her brother are waiting for their new father.  I can’t fail them.”  

He nodded once more, closing the gap between them and pressing her head against his chest.  

“Your Highnesses,” Gerard spoke up, his voice becoming alarmed.  “They’re moving back below.”

Lucian turned his head to look down. “Are they retreating?”

Beks frowned. She didn’t think Captain St. Moore would retreat so easily.  Perhaps it was because all they had were swords, and Thunder had already taken them high enough that they couldn't be cut.

“Wait, what is that?” Gerard gripped the side of the basket as he leaned forward.  His eyes were wide as he looked over the edge.  

Beks and Lucian followed his gaze.  Beks felt her blood run cold.  Lucian took in a sharp breath as they watched a small crew of laborers pull off a large piece of canvas off what appeared to be a wooden wagon.  On the bed was a familiar weapon with two people on either side, winding some cranks as another set adjusted the name.

A massive arrow was in place. 

“A ballista!” Gerard yelled. He looked up at the flapping wings of the bird.  “Thunder!  Go higher!”  

The rokh screeched in reply and began to ascend.  The voices below grew faint, but yelling could still be heard.  Beks felt her legs begin to shake as she watched the ballista turn and aim for Thunder.

“Gerard!  Use wind biha to move the trajectory!” Beks yelled.  She grabbed his arm and flooded him with biha, but a helpless look filled his face.

“My wind biha isn’t strong enough to change the trajectory of something with that much force!” Gerard replied with frustration.

“Just do it!  Any slight change is better than no change!” Lucian ordered. 

Beks grit her teeth and turned back to the ground.  She swallowed hard and lifted her hand over the edge of the basket.  She adjusted her ring and began to collect biha in her hand as she adjusted her footing to brace herself.

She took a deep breath and released a beam of light.  At once, she was pushed back a bit, into Lucian’s arms.  He shouted her name, but she didn’t pay attention, instead ignoring how drained she suddenly felt to see if her light beam hit.

It was short and concentrated, just like it had been when she unleashed it on a battalion.  Except, this time, her target was further away and a single object rather than a row of weapons.  

“No!” A whistling sound breached the air before she could look over the edge.  The color drained from her face as she saw an arrow as thick as her arm flying past the basket.  

Below, a wide, dark hole with dirt and stone strew around it was just beneath the back of the ballista’s right wheels.  The weapon had been shot, but the force from the shot shook the body of the weapon.  The men adjusting it yelled and jumped out of the wall as it tethered to the side and then tumbled into the hole.  

She missed, but it was enough to delay another shot.  

Still, one shot was already too much.  

She’d felt Gerard’s wind biha against her face, as well as felt the rock of the basket, but the force wasn’t enough to throw the projectile weapon off course to miss Thunder.  

It shot through the tips of his left flight feathers, startling Thunder.  There was a scent of blood in the air, but the projectile had not lodged itself in Thunder’s wing.  The wing wasn’t bleeding from what they could see, but that didn’t mean that Thunder hadn’t been injured.  

“Thunder!”  Beks and Gerard screamed as her suspicion was confirmed.  The massive bird let out a screech of pain that penetrated their bones.  Beks’ eyes reddened as the basket tilted.  

Thunder flapped his injured wing, trying to keep them steady as he began to fall, unable to stay up in the air.  

Gerard swore and Lucian grabbed Beks, wrapping her between him and the corner of the basket furthest away from the side that was likely to hit the ground first.  “Hold on.”

“Thunder!”  Beks cried out again as hot tears slid down her eyes.  The rokh glided as best as he could towards the mountain side and before he tumbled to a stop,  

The trio inside the basket were tossed out, landing in along the side of the mountain while Thunder flapped his wings and struggled to get upright.  

“Gerard!” Lucian shouted as Beks looked up from where they’d landed on the ground.  His arms remained wrapped around her and he was on his back, having almost slid out of the basket when the basket hit the ground and fell over.

“I’m fine, Your Highness!”  The hulking man seemed to only dust himself off as he stood up on shaking legs.  He looked towards Thunder panicking several paces up the mountainside.  

“Calm him down!” Lucian ordered.  

Beks scrambled to get up and get into a defensive stance and rushed a few steps ahead to create a single person barrier between the approaching paladins and mercenaries and a startled Thunder.  

“Gerard, check his injuries!”  

“Thunder!  It’s all right! It’s all right! Calm down!”  She heard Gerard behind her, trying to reassure the giant bird.  Thunder’s squawking quieted down, but she could still hear the stone rustling beneath his talons as he tried to get into a comfortable position.  “Your Highness, can you keep them back?”

Beks gathered biha in her hands.  Sweat gathered around her forehead as she went over various scenarios in her mind.  She certainly had enough biha to raze the entire expedition to the ground, but she couldn’t control her biha very well and a few more direct hits to the mountain side could cause an avalanche.

There were also people she deemed innocent enough to not be involved in whatever personal war she had against the Temple.  Those children and hired laborers didn’t need to be collateral damage if she could help it.  The Temple may not care, but she did.

In addition, she had to acknowledge that though part of a problematic institution, some of those clergy had no idea how problematic it was.  

As for the paladins and mercenaries....  Well, they get what they were paid for.  

“Don’t use another light beam unless absolutely necessary,” Lucian said as he stood beside her.  “It’s too strong. What if you miss a target?”

“I know,” Beks said.  “If Thunder can still fly, then we just need time, but if he’s injured, then we must evacuate with him.”

Lucian looked at her with uncertainty.  “How do we evacuate with a giant bird who can’t fly?”

Beks narrowed her eyes as her hands clenched.  “Light beam.”  In other words, she’d make it so that nothing could threaten Thunder.  

Coming up the mountain side, a good handful for paladins and mercenaries were slowly approaching.  Amongst them was an elderly man in fine robes.  Beks narrowed her eyes.  

“That’s High Priest Leviak,” Lucian said in a low voice while frowning.  “He’s on the Temple’s High Council.”

“Then they were sure the jaw of St. Cyric was buried here,” Beks replied.  Lucian’s head vaguely nodded once.  “How’s his temperament?  Can we bargain?”

“Self-righteous and proud, but if the price is right....”

“Understood.”  Beks didn’t relax her stance as she watched the mercenaries and paladins fan out, likely trying to encircle them.  Her gaze fixed on the man giving the orders.  “Captain St. Moore comes to try to kill me once again.”  

“Again?” Lucian frowned.

“At the Great Temple Complex, he followed me to a tower library and would’ve reached me if Sister Levina hadn’t saved me,” Beks told him.  She glared at the paladin.  “Why can’t he die?” 

“You are Lady Rebecca of Caroline!” The High Priest’s voice reached clear across at her.  He wasn’t asking, but rather stating a fact.  

“You’re mistaken!” Beks replied, trying to sound as confident as possible.  “I’m Princess Rebecca of Kadmus.  Didn’t they tell you I am married?” 

“It doesn’t matter what you’re called.  What matters is that you’re here.”  The High Priest’s face darkened.  “What would a Princess of Kadmus be doing here, at the Giant’s Ridge?”

He and the paladins at his side continued to walk forward.  They were getting too close to the slab of stone where her husband and Rid Callan were hiding.   If they got too close, then when Rid Callan and Laz emerged from their hiding place, they’d be surrounded.  Beks grit her teeth and held out her hands.

“Wait!” Beks narrowed her eyes as she met the gaze of the High Priest in charge.  He stood in place, his eyes narrowed as he looked at her as if she were a child acting up in a classroom.  “Stop where you are.  I came to check on a trading pass that’s been sealed up and was suddenly attacked by your people.”

The High Priest stopped, but not because Beks told him, but rather he was surprised by the sudden accusation.  He drew his head back and frowned.  “What attack?  How dare you blame us-”

“Weren’t you the ones who caused that explosion that rocked the mountain?” Beks demanded in an exasperated voice.  All she needed to do was put her hands on her hips to get the full effect.  “I was almost killed!” 

“What were you doing on that mountain?”

“I told you,” Beks replied, as if he were asking a foolish question.  “I was told there was a trading pass here and I came to survey it for trade.  I married into a kingdom and worked with our trade ministry.  This is completely within my area of focus.” That was not a complete lie and even Lucian nodded in agreement behind her.  “We were coming down to regroup and assess the situation when the entire mountain shook.”

“So, you attack us in return?” Captain St. Moore gripped his sword at his side.

“My brother and I were waiting for our wife.  She could’ve been trapped, if not killed, by the explosion.” Lucian joined her lie without hesitation, his voice so clear and factual, it was almost believable.  As expected of her husband.  “Of course, we’d go on the offensive.”

“And it seems we were right to do so,” Beks replied.  “We’re not the ones chasing people up a mountainside with swords.”  Who’s the victim now, old man? 

The High Priest frowned.  “Regardless, you attacked us.  Why should we let you go?”

“Isn’t this just a conflict based on a misunderstanding?” Beks asked, raising a brow.  “I apologize for my husbands’ panic, but if they weren’t concerned for me, this wouldn’t have happened.  My husbands attacked your camp, but your people attacked my bird.”  She motioned her hand to the rokh behind her.  “Gerard, how is Thunder?”

“No serious damage!  He’s just as we found him!”  Gerard yelled back.  He meant that Thunder could fly.  He was just startled and his injury wasn’t enough to keep him down.  

“You see that?” Beks told the High Priest and his people.  “We’ll call it even.”

The High Priest let out a small ‘tsk’ and shook his head.  “I’m afraid I can’t let you go, Your Highness.”  Her eyes narrowed more so at his mocking tone.  “You’ll have to come with us.”

Beks let out a small laugh.  “I’m going to give you one more chance and I’m going to be generous about it.”  She paused and let a pleasant look grace her face. “What about a trade?” 

At once, Lucian snapped his head towards her with disbelief.  “Beks!”  She didn’t look back at him and instead took careful steps forward.  

“Retreat back.”  She willed herself not to look towards the stone slab where Rid Callan and Laz were hiding beneath.  “Return to your camp and let us go.”

The High Priest let out a small scoff and sneered.  “We have you surrounded and your hawk is injured.”  He lifted his chin and smirked, making his face look even more wrinkled.  “You are not in a position to bargain.”

“All right, then if I’m not in a position to bargain, what about a threat?”

The old man jerked his head back again and seemed to look at her as if she’s spouted out the most absurd question.  “A threat?”  He blinked and then began to laugh.  “What do you have to threaten us wit-”

Another beam of light flew from her hand and flew between him and one of the paladins guarding him.  He let out a cry as he darted to the side, waving his hand as if to move away the intense heat that came from the light.  Far behind him, there was a low thud as the light beam collided with the same mountainside as her first one.  

The tension in the air increased, but this time it was from the Temple’s side.  

Beks kept an emotionless look on her face.  “I have that,” she replied, unmoved.  “I can incinerate your entire expedition, but there are young people here and irrelevant individuals that shouldn’t have to die for you, so I offered a trade.”  The presence of those young laborers, including some older children helping with the cooking and cleaning of the camp, was why she hadn’t blasted light beams at the entire encampment when they were in the air.  She just wanted to escape with everyone unharmed and destroy the jaw of St. Cyric, not butcher everyone there.  Still, she couldn’t let the High Priest know that.  She narrowed her eyes and gave him a haughty look.  “If you’d rather the other option-”

“Wait!  Wait!”  The High Priest raised his hands and looked at her with wide, somewhat fearful eyes as the mercenaries behind him seemed to shrink back.  The paladins hadn’t abandoned his side, but they had gripped their weapons tight, as if weighing their options.  The High Priest seemed to take a deep breath.  “What do you wish to trade for?”

“I heard that the Temple set out on an expedition to find a relic.  Since it seems you are digging here, I trust that you’re looking for the relic here?” Beks asked.  She looked at the expressions on their faces, but they were stubborn.  “What if I can help you find it?”

The High Priest shook his head.  “That’s unnecessary.  We have already found-”

“It’s the jaw of St. Cyric, isn’t it?  The lower mandible with teeth attached with metal wire.”  

The High Priest frowned.  His eyes narrowed.  “What are you talking about-”

“The shadow is dissipating.  Retreat as far back as you can without disappearing into the fog and I will get you your jaw,” Beks replied.  

Suspicion was on the old man’s face.  Captain St. Moore’s eyes narrowed and he took a step forward.  “This is ridiculous!  We have them surrounded-”

Beks shot another light beam at him, making him suck in a sharp breath while those behind him yelled in surprise.  Beks’ eyes fixed on the paladin.  “I have yet to pay you back for all your harassment, Captain St. Moore.  It seems I’m more tempted for the latter.” 

“We’ll retreat back!”  The High Priest shouted.  He looked at the paladins on either side of him and gave them firm nods of his head.  “Stand down!”

They looked at him with uncertainty and he repeated it again, louder.  Despite the clear reluctance amongst the paladins, they began to walk back, signaling for the mercenaries to retreat behind them.  

Beks kept her hand up in a threatening motion, as if ready to shoot at any moment.  She watched them get further and further back.  Just as they were about to be surrounded by the shadows once more, the stone slab that had covered Rid Callan and Laz’s hiding place began to move.  

It slid to the side, allowing for Rid Callan to climb out and then pull Laz up.  Without dusting themselves off, they walked towards Beks and the rokh basket, which Gerard had adjusted upright and straightened the ropes of.  The entire time, both men kept their eyes on the High Priest and his people, wary of any sudden movements.

It wasn’t until they reached Beks that they stopped.  

“Gerard, tell Thunder to take flight,” she said in a low voice.  She didn’t see him nod, but she heard him whistle. 

Thunder replied and Beks heard the flapping wings and felt the gusts of air behind her.  She didn’t turn around, refusing to take her eyes off her enemies.  

“Your Highness, the basket is ready,” Rid Callan said.  

“Get in,” Beks told them.  “Lucian, prepare to pull me in when I turn around.  Rid Callan, if they move before I get to the basket, create a barrier.”  She extended one hand out to her side and he put his forearm under her palm for additional biha before bowing his head and following her orders. 

She heard shuffling behind her.  “We’re in, Beks.” Lucian said.  “Quickly!”

Beks reached into her tunic and grasped the petrified jaw.  With slow, steady movements, she pulled it out and raised it into the air.  

She watched as the High Priest’s eyes went wide.  His jaw dropped open as he pointed.  He began to shout.  They were far enough that Beks could just hear him yelling ‘get the relic’ in Esuser.

Beks tossed it on the ground and beamed.  “Time to go!”  She turned around as the mob of paladins and mercenaries raced forward.  Just behind her, the basket was floating at her hip’s height and she jumped, launching herself up with her arms extended towards the awaiting arms of Lucian.  

He grabbed on to her and felt another hand grasp the back of her clothes, pulling her up with ease.  

“Why did you leave it?” Laz choked out as he and Lucian pulled her inside.  

“I was going to destroy it anyway,” Beks said.  Thunder let out a screech as they ascended higher.

“Your Highness, is another barrier necessary?” Rid Callan asked.

Beks shook her head.  “No, I want them to watch.”  A small, sadistic part of her wanted there to be a witness from the Temple.  The High Priest was on the High Council, so he must’ve known why the relic jaw of St. Cyric was so important.

Therefore, watching it be destroyed in front of his very eyes would have the best effect.  Besides, if it was destroyed there, there was no risk of it being snatched from her later elsewhere, perhaps even closer to Strahnroc.

Below, she watched as Captain St. Moore, despite his limp, was leading the pack of paladins to the jaw.  They were high enough that Beks had a clear shot.  

If her estimation was correct, there would be little shrapnel from the blast that would reach them.

She looked over the edge of the basket and extended her hand.  

Biha gathered as she narrowed her eyes.  

The jaw had landed against a piece of stone jutting out from the ground and was an easy target.  

The flash of light was like lightning in the clear day.  

The High Priests didn’t expect it.  The paladins didn’t expect it.

A low, almost hollow boom filled the air as the light beam hit the jaw, seemed to course through it, and shatter it in different directions.

The howls of the High Priest reached her ears as Beks watched with satisfaction as the paladins shielded their faces before yelling and running to the charred ground to look for the parts.  

Beks’ face was filled with joy as they went higher and higher.  

“Did you plan to do that?” Laz asked, looking towards her with surprise.

“I planned to destroy it as soon as I could, but in this way, it will devastate the hope of the Temple,” Beks said.  

“Beks, we don’t know if the whole relic was needed or just a portion of it,” Lucian told her with some caution.  “What if only a portion of it was needed.”

“I have a backup plan,” Beks told them.  “At least with this, it is likely that whatever ritual they want to do won’t be as effective.”

“Your Highness, they seem to be getting the ballista ready again,” Rid Callan told her.

Laz grabbed Beks’ hand and put it on his shoulder.  “Biha.”

She filled his well and he then turned around and released a layer of shadow below them to shield them from view.  Rid Callan nodded, satisfied.

“Now that at least one relic is destroyed, what do we do?  That was the only one they were looking for, wasn’t it?” Gerard asked.

Beks nodded.  “But I’m certain they’ll still try the ritual.”  She narrowed her eyes and looked down, her mind sorting through her thoughts.  “At Strahnroc, Iris Elpidah had wanted to do the ritual, but the High Priest told her to wait.  It seems that having all the relics was necessary to have the most control.  Even without the jaw, they will still proceed.  I don’t know how much control they’ll have, but any reduction of it is welcomed.”

A whistling sound flew through the air, but it was far enough away that it didn’t alarm them.  Beks watched with placid eyes as the projectile shot from the ballista flew past them.

Thunder let out an annoyed shriek.  

“Your Highness, where do we go now?” Gerard asked.

“Fly further west into Kadmus territory to rest.  I need to contact Sister Levina and Elder Arash to see if they found anything regarding the relics and the ritual,” Beks told them.  “It’ll give us a better idea of what to expect.”

Gerard tilted his head to the side.  “Expect for what?”

“The ritual on Strahnroc,” Beks said as she looked back at the shadow that still covered the ground around the expedition site they were leaving behind.  “It’s only a matter of time before they do it, and they’ll do it soon.” 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 88 - Mine's Bigger


                 The capital of Paraxes was often described as a bustling city built upon the foundations of an ancient city.  It was never destroyed, like Gah-run was, and there was a historical record of its existing in the form of a coastal city state at the same time.  According to what she’d read, Paraxes survived by remaining staunchly neutral for much of its early history.

Its location in a strategic choke point on a sea trade route, where it created the dominant navy in the region for the last several centuries, was also a large reason for its survival where others in the region had collapsed and vanished.  

Paraxes was also mentioned in Temple records; the histories of several great oracles had mentioned it.  Paraxes’ stability allowed its economy to flourish, to support its navy, and for its arts and education to continuously advance.  There were numerous libraries and museums in Paraxes, both public and private.

The Temple had a large following in the kingdom and housed a large library in the capital that mainly focused on old religious texts, many of which were duplicates of those in the catacombs of the Great Temple Complex.  Rumor had it that those old texts weren’t duplicates, but the originals and that the duplicates had been moved to the Great Temple Complex.

Regardless of if they were duplicates or originals, as long as proper care was taken, theology students were allowed to view them in the reading room.  

Sister Levina was posing as a religious student while Elder Arash was her ‘mentor’.  Jonas was there as free labor, but he didn’t have the fabricated identifications from Aceria to let him into the restricted reading room.  As a result, he was forced to wait outside, something Beks found some amusement in, as it meant that Sister Levina could focus. 

Sister Levina and Elder Arash did not disappoint.

Beks leaned back against the chair and ran a hand down her face.  Her lips were drawn in and bitten as she mulled over Elder Arash’s worrisome findings through an urapearl.

Beside Beks, Lucian’s sharp blue eyes were focused on the table surface.  They were narrowed as his tense fingers tapped on the tabletop.  

“Are you certain of the effects?” he asked, raising his eyes to look at the urapearl. 

“There are specifics, Your Highness,” Elder Arash replied in a calm voice, though there was clear concern in her eyes.  Behind her was the backdrop of their inn room.  Sister Levina was just to the side, flipping through pages of notes she’d made.  Even Jonas was transcribing something.  “Only two of the Muil Stones are required for their ceremony.  The other Muil Stones are used to establish control.”

“What control are they trying to establish?” Jonas asked as he looked up from behind Elder Arash.

Beks’ eyes narrowed.  “They want to control how far back in time the priestess goes and to what body they wake up in.”

Jonas drew his head back, his lips curled with disgust as he recoiled.  “What do you mean - what body?  As in...a corpse?”

Beks drew her lips inward.  “To be honest, I don’t know if they’re actually a corpse or if they can enter a living body?”

“Somehow, entering a living body is a bit more disturbing,” Lucian muttered under his breath.  

“How would they know who to target?” Jonas asked.  It was obvious the idea of one’s spirit or soul forcibly entering another being to use it as a puppet to do their dirty work was more than a little disconcerting.  

Sister Levina held up a piece of paper for him to read.  Jonas leaned forward and immediately winced.  

“What does it say?” Lucian asked.

“The Temple keeps records of the health of their priestesses, as well as their deaths,” Jonas replied.  He looked back towards the urapearl.  Beks felt her stomach twist.  “This means if they can target a specific time, they can find out through the Temple’s records who is an ideal...um...”

“Host,” Elder Arash said, her lips pulling into a tight line.  Her old eyes met Beks through the urapearl.  “Is that not what a parasite latches on to?”

Beks raised a brow and gave her a subtle nod.  “A parasite is the right term in such a case, especially if the host in question was forced to accept another soul.”

“Considering how secret this all is and how long it takes to actually gain access and research this, I doubt any priestess knew about this ceremony until they were hand selected and groomed for it,” Lucian told her.

Sister Levina nodded.  Neither Lucian nor Sister Levina knew anything about such a ceremony.  

“It only happens every few centuries, when a reset is necessary.  Those who don’t need to know won’t be told,” Beks said.  “The late Great Oracle came back under the guise of ending my influence that would begin the collapse and deterioration of the Temple.  In her books, she didn’t know what the ceremony would entail until the very end.”  

Elder Arash frowned.  “Human sacrifice?”

“Specifically, the priestess.” 

Sister Levina’s head shot up, her eyes wide with shock, as if she’d just avoided death.  She lifted her hand to her chest and gently rubbed it to ease her heart.  Jonas reached across to stroke her head in comfort.  

“Strahnroc was built for human sacrifice.  While I have no doubt that the Temple wouldn’t hesitate to slaughter as many people as needed for their purpose, there is a practicality in sacrificing the chosen priestess,” Beks said.  “First, the less people who know, the better.  If the sacrifice is one of their own, it’s easier to cover up.  Second, the purpose of the priestess is to go back in time to become a Great Oracle.  What stops them from trying to come back, if it’s at all possible?”

“We don’t know that yet, since we couldn’t find such an instance,” Elder Arash told them.  “I suppose it’s possible.” 

“Women are voluntarily sacrificing themselves, who knows how extreme they are,” Beks replied.  “It seems that Great Oracles are expected to live out the rest of their lives in the past.”

“And it is said that it is their greatest honor to do so,” Lucian replied.  

“There are plenty of records of priestesses who passed on, but the cause of their deaths can easily be fabricated,” Jonas said, reading Sister Levina’s paper.  “So, we checked for the names that the Great Oracles insisted on being called upon awakening.”

“What are the findings?” Lucian asked.

“Their causes for deaths varied, but were usually violent.  Caught in skirmishes and local battles during a mercy mission, an accident, such as falling from heights or struck by a cart,” Jonas told them.  “There were a few that were animal attacks.”

“Why would they all be so violent?” Beks asked aloud.  “The last Great Oracle said she was drugged and then her throat and wrists were cut....”  

Both she and Lucian and the trio on the other side of the urapearl seemed to understand what this meant.

“It’s not that human life can be sacrificed in any particular way,” Elder Arash said in a low voice.  “If it was, then poison would be a good way to sacrifice a life.  Let their deaths be painless.  It would be merciful and a favor to those who would give their lives.  However, a violent, bloody death fits with what it is.  Human sacrifice means blood.”

Beks closed her eyes and drew her lips inward.  “They bleed their priestesses to death.” 

They collectively shuddered at the thought, though they shouldn’t have been so surprised. Sacrificial stones were identifiable because of their tell-tale grooves that would allow blood to drain to in one direction.  The sacrifice died on the stone, likely bleeding to death.  

“The more I learn about this process, the more disturbing it becomes,” Lucian said.

“I’m wondering how such a ceremony was discovered in the first place,” Jonas replied.

Elder Arash took a deep breath.  “My people have legends of groups of sacrificed humans in ancient times.  During the migration north, our best warriors were attacked by sects that still practiced it.  It was preferred to use someone from...outside their community.  By sacrificing a human life, it would gain the ultimate favor of the gods.

“Drought?  Rain.  Flood?  Clear skies.  Pestilence?  Insects die.  The more important the life, it seemed, the greater the favor.” 

Beks lifted her head up.  “The more important?”

“Yes, a human life is held above that of an animal-”

“Or it could mean the life of someone who was revered.  The more important a person was in their group, the more valuable the sacrifice, and the greater favor of the gods,” Beks said.  “They don’t select just any priestess.  They are trained to become the most respected amongst their peers.” 

Jonas drew his head back.  “If the more important the better, why not sacrifice a high priest or priestess?”

“Those in power don’t want to die, Jonas,” Beks replied.  “Especially when someone else can do it for them.”   

Lucian let out a small click of his tongue and crossed his arms over his chest.  “It seems they really have this ceremony ritualized.” 

“Going back, now that the jaw of St. Cyric is destroyed, they have less control over the ceremony,” Jonas said.  “Does this mean they can’t control how far back they go?”

“In the records we’ve pieced together, it seems that the Great Oracles always go back a few hundred years.  Never more than roughly three hundred.  It’s likely that they don't need to go back further than this,” Beks told him.  “But you make a good point.  We don’t know how far they go.  Was this three centuries a choice or a limitation?” 

“Will it also allow them to select who the host will be?” Lucian asked, looking over at her.  

“And if they can’t select their host, who will they end up inside?” Beks replied, meeting his gaze.  “Iris Elpidah seems to know the process and masqueraded as an oracle.”  She narrowed her eyes.  “Could she have been a failed attempt?”

Lucian’s back straightened up and held her gaze.  “Or she didn’t have the complete Muil Stones.”Beks drew her head back.  “It did sound impatient, as if the complete set were unnecessary for her needs,” she said.  “If that’s the case, there is a possibility that if the Muil Stones are incomplete for the ceremony, then the priestess will return to her own body in the past instead of a different host at a more distant time.”

Lucian frowned.  “That explains a lot.”

“About how she had correct predictions?” Jonas asked.

Lucian glanced at the urapearl.  “About why she wanted to kill Beks.”  

“And here I thought it was just jealousy,” Elder Arash replied with a slight sigh.  

“Your Highnesses, considering what we read in the last Great Oracle’s books, is it possible the future knows that the late Great Oracle failed because you lived and tried a second time?” Jonas asked.

Beks was quiet for a moment and mulled over the thought.  After a few counts, she lifted her head.  “I don’t think she was sent to kill me.  At least, not for the sake of the Temple.”   She looked at Lucian.  “The late Great Oracle’s book said that I married you and Laz, and had children.  There was no mention of Luther or whether or if I had been engaged to him.  Iris Elpidah openly used Temple resources to get rid of me.  If it was just for the Temple, why was Luther so heavily involved between us?  And if everything went accordingly before her appearance, then there is a chance I had been engaged, or even married to Luther.  I couldn’t marry you and Laz unless we separated.  We all know that I was duty bound, but Luther….”  He left her once, she wouldn’t ignore that he’d do it again…and with the same person.

Lucian raised his brows.  “You are saying you think Iris Elpidah went back in time for Luther?” 

Beks lifted a hand to her chest and gave him a small nod.  “To be with Luther, yes.  I’m in disbelief, as well.  No sane person would do such a thing.” 

“Our sources do say that she appeared very much in love with Prince, I mean Mr. Hessing, Your Highness,” Jonas told him.  “It was surprising that she fled, though we heard that Mr. Hessing urged her to, even providing her with gold for her to flee before we reached Kadmus.”

Beks tapped her finger on the table.  “Perhaps she thought she had another chance when this life’s plan failed.  If you know you can try again, you wouldn’t be so reluctant to leave.” 

“That explains quite a bit,” Jonas said.  He seemed to take a deep breath as he held Sister Levina’s hand.  “What do we do now, Your Highness?  The missing relic will give them a slight disadvantage at best.”

Elder Arash nodded.  “Yes. They will still be able to hold the ceremony and send someone through,” she said.  “They must be stopped.  We cannot afford the death of another Inheritor.”

“I don’t plan on dying any time soon, Elder, let me assure you,” Beks said as she leaned back against her seat.  “News that I destroyed the relic has reached the Temple by now.  They’ll hasten the ceremony.” 

“They already have their hands on the other Muil Stones,” Elder Arash told them.

Lucian frowned.  “What about the heart of St. Ingrid?  That relic has remained missing since they opened the tomb and found her chest agape and empty.”

Elder Arash wore a wry smile.  “Do you know that in the Giant’s Ridge, the Salgul people bury their most esteemed members in a particular way.  The body is buried, but the heart is removed and then placed in a sacred pyre to be burned.  The funeral involves the ritualistic bleeding of members of the deceased’s family into the fire.”  

“All right,” Lucian said with a nod.  “What does that have to do-”

“Her heart is in Strahnroc.”  Beks spoke up at once, her eyes wide as her mind assessed Elder Arash’s words.  “Burial and funeral rights that separate internal organs from the body isn’t new.  It was common in many ancient civilizations.  Usually, it’s the heart or the brain.”

Sister Levina was furiously scribbling on a piece of paper and then shoved it to Jonas to read.  He furrowed his brows as he held up the piece of paper.  “St. Ingrid wasn’t part of one of those tribes that practiced such.”

Elder Arash looked over her shoulder and smiled a bit.  “But St. Myriagnus was.  I read about it a few days ago.  The more I read about her, the stranger she becomes.”  She looked back at Beks through the urapearl.  “Didn’t you say that no one knew who would’ve cut out St. Ingrid’s heart and stole it?  The tomb would’ve been well guarded, wouldn’t it?  Who else would be able to get in and out of the tomb without suspicion but one of the original six?”  

“And then she buried the heart in Strahnroc,” Lucian muttered.  His eyes crinkled up. “It’s under the sacrificial stone, isn’t it?”

Elder Arash nodded.  “Then it’s no wonder the Temple couldn’t ‘find it’.  I suspect they knew where it was, as they were already using it for the ceremony.”

“Is there anything in particular we need to be aware of?”

Elder Arash nodded.  “Yes, ceremonies and rituals dedicated to the goddess Xeria have always taken place at dawn, which is the start of the new day.  If they’re going to do a ceremony, it will likely take place at dawn.”

Beks’ lips tightened into a line.  Behind Elder Arash, she saw Sister Levina nodding in agreement.  “If we delay them, they just have to wait it out...we’d need to stop them all together.  Destroying the relics and the sacrificial stone may be what’s needed, but they’ll be wary of us after what I did in the north.” 

“Are you sure they won’t come after you, Your Highness?” Jonas asked.  Beks shook her head.

“I’m sure there are plenty of people who want to, but right now, their priority is to prevent the downfall of the Temple.  I have proven difficult to kill, and am already backed by both Kadmus and Langshe.”

“In other words, the progression in this time has gone too far,” Lucian said.

“And it’s too much trouble to curb it now,” Beks replied.  “Their best bet is to go back and try again.  And they’ll be in a hurry.  Who knows when I’ll try to stop them once more.”

“Are they expecting your attack, Your Highness?” Jonas asked.  

“I’m sure they are, and we should move to do so soon,” Beks said.  She looked at Lucian.  “The Temple will move soon, if they aren’t already.  We should go and prepare to cut them off.”  

“Go where?” Elder Arash asked.

Lucian rose to his feet and turned to head out of the tent.  “Strahnroc.”
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“That’s disappointing to hear.”  Laz grumbled as finalized his order to Battalion Commander Gatlin.  He looked towards Lucian, who’d told him that their efforts at the Giant's Ridge only caused a small loss of control.  Lucian shrugged. 

“Now, we can only wait to intercept them at Strahnroc,” he replied.

“Your Highnesses, why do you need to wait at Strahnroc?  Why not attack them enroute?” 

“Because Strahnroc itself is also a target,” Beks said as she passed.  “And paladins aren’t allowed up there.”

Battalion Commander Gatlin looked taken aback by this.  “If it’s such an important secret, wouldn’t having as much security there we a necessity?”

“They’re keeping it a secret from the paladins, too,” Laz told him.  He patted him on the shoulder before turning to leave.  “Their entire institution lives because of their secret.”

Battalion Commander Gatlin scrunched his face.  “Then, what’s the secret?”

“In all honesty, Gatlin, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Laz said.  “Leave behind what you can’t carry with you with a secondary unit.  The sooner you can get to Strahnroc, the better.”

“What if we’re stopped for crossing the border?” the Battalion Commander said.  “That mountain is still within the territory of the Temple.”

“They’ll be so caught up with their own problems, they won’t be able to stop you,” Laz replied.

Battalion Commander Gatlin frowned.  “So, I should expect a battle?”

“Skirmish.”  Laz gave him a small shrug.  “But there is a chance that you’ll miss them enroute.  If there is going to be a...small conflict, it will be around the mountain itself.  If they get there first, then you’ll be attacking them.  If you get there first, you will be defending.”  

“We’ll wait at the top and keep watch,” Lucian told the other man in a voice that was leagues more reassuring than his brother.  “It’s best that they don’t reach the ceremonial site.  If they do, we will need to stop them before their ceremony is complete.”

Battalion Commander Gatlin nodded.  “I’m not sure what the ceremony that you’re talking about is, but we will do what we can.  Should they breach the top of the mountain, do we have orders to advance?”

“Yes,” the twins and Beks said at the same time.

The Battalion Commander let out a heavy sigh.  He looked at the trio helplessly and shook his head.  “You know if this gets out, it will be said that Kadmus started a war for the Temple.  Other countries may not stand by and allow it.”

Laz let out a scoff and sneered before holding his arms open.  “Then they can come to stop us.  I’ll welcome them.”

Beks rolled her eyes and pulled him back, towards the rokh’s basket where Gerard and Rid Callan were waiting.  “We’ve already been here for a few days.  I’m sure by now, their entourage is on the way.  We need to leave.  The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can find Snowflake.”

“Have you heard anything about him, Your Highness?” Gerard asked as he stood ready to order Thunder up.  “The Legion hasn’t reported any sightings.”

Beks shook her head as she stepped into the basket.  “No...no one’s caught sight of him or found any evidence of his presence.  No tracks, scales, shed skin, no evidence of a struggle happening during a hunt.”

Lucian sighed and stroked her back as Laz closed the door behind him.  “I’m sure he’ll be fine.  Maybe he wanted to go home to the island and headed south.  Legendary beasts are said to have amazing memories and senses of direction.”

Beks wrinkled her nose.  “Snowflake would not go back without me.”  If Lucian and Laz didn’t purposely ban Snowflake from entering the bed chambers when it was time to sleep or rest, Snowflake would stick his head inside to be as close to Beks as possible.  He slept just outside their villa, in their courtyard, back at the Gilded Palace.

“He waited patiently for you at the island,” Laz told her.  “He wasn’t restless there.”  He gave Gerard a nod and Gerard let out a whistle.  A few paces away, Thunder spread his wings and began to flap.  As air rushed up around them, Laz turned towards Battalion Commander Gatlin, who was seeing them off.  “Spread the word to the other battalions in the south to see if there are any traces of a giant horned serpent!”

Battalion Commander Gatlin squinted, but nodded. 

The five soared over the camp.  Already, a large group was moving ahead.  No matter how fast they moved, they’d still get there days later than Beks and the others.  Regardless, once they attacked the Temple, it would be war and the more legions around Kadmus’ border, the better.

“How long until we get to Strahnroc from here?” Beks asked.  The camp was closer than it was before. 

Laz looked out towards the east.  “We’ll reach it before dawn,” he told her.  

“Hopefully, they’re still marching towards the mountain,” Lucian added.  “Nothing has changed yet, so I assume that they haven’t performed the ceremony.”

“Every dawn that passes is dangerous,” Beks said.  “It’s good that Elder Arash told us that.” 

Rid Callan clenched his jaw.  “Do you think they left?”  Several heads turned to him.  He glanced around.  “When we left after their blessing ceremony...how far did they go?  What if they didn’t make it all the way to the Great Temple Complex?”

“Wouldn’t it take some time for them to relay the information that the Princess incinerated the jaw of St. Cyric?” Gerard asked.  “Weren’t they waiting for the last relic?”

“They have urapearls, too, Gerard,” Lucian said.  “They’re rare, but for something that important, they’d likely have the expedition use an urapearl.  Information is essential right now.”

Gerard sighed.  “Where did they even get an urapearl....?”

“They stole them,” Beks said as she narrowed her eyes.  “Like they stole those light pearls still in those sconces.  They were taken from Gah-run.  Everything the Temple has is from theft and murder.  I don’t understand how the gods could let this go on as long as it has.”  

The group lapsed into silence as Beks leaned over the side and gazed out at the hills and mountains they flew over.  The sun began to set soon after, and Rid Callan passed around dried meat, cheese, and bread for their dinner.  

“Beks, get some rest,” Lucian told her.  “We’ll fly the rest of the night and should reach Strahnroc well before sunrise.”  

“You need to rest, too.”

“We will.” 

Beks nodded and sat down.  Lucian covered her with his outer robe and Beks shut her eyes, counting herself to sleep.  

She didn’t know how long she had been asleep, but she almost swore she’d just closed her eyes when she felt the hands gently shaking her.

“Beks.”  Lucian gave her a gentle shake and she stirred before she registered his voice as his.  She cracked her eyes open, only to see nothing but darkness.  

“It’s still night....”  What happened to letting her sleep as long as she could so she wouldn’t get tired?  Beks still pushed herself back up into a seated position on the little wooden bench in the basket.  Lucian helped her stand as she groggily rubbed her eyes and looked around.  “It’s dark.”

“That only makes you see them clearer,” Laz said from the other side of the basket.  She cocked her head to the side and walked towards his voice.  She passed Rid Callan and Gerard, who were also looking over the edge, in the direction of Laz’s gaze. 

Beks saw the crooked line of yellow-white dots standing out in the darkness.  They flickered and swayed, indicating movement that was just noticeable from their altitude.  

“I assume that is what I think it is?” she asked in a low voice.  The two men beside her nodded.  

“To travel at night...they must be in a hurry to reach Strahnroc,” Lucian said.  Normally, caravans, soldiers, and other travelers would stop for the night.  Traveling in the darkness posed all sorts of dangers from the inability to see where one was going to the prospect of robbers hiding in wait, or nocturnal hunting animals.  

In addition, both people and the animals with them needed to rest.  To ignore the dangers and risk to the safety and health of multiple people, and animals, meant that the reason for doing so was vastly more important.  

For instance, Battalion Commander Gatlin’s battalion was marching in that direction without much rest, going as far as to leave behind the majority of their heavy equipment in favor of speeding up travel time.  

Beks wasn’t too surprised to see that there were others traveling at night, but she was impressed at how long the line of torches and lanterns went.  

“How many people do you think they’ve brought with them?” Laz asked.  

“I wouldn’t be surprised if most of their remaining paladins and mercenaries are accompanying them,” Lucian replied.  He narrowed his eyes.  “There are multiple ornate carriages.”

Laz glanced over.  “That means?”

“That means High Priests and Priestesses are down there,” Lucian replied with a frown.  “It could be that they summoned as much of the High Council as possible for the ceremony.”  

Gerard’s brows shot up.  “Are you certain that their security won’t follow them up the mountain, Your Highness?”

Lucian nodded.  “At least not to the ceremonial site.  Like last time, there’s a point on the route up to the site where they’ll be left.  You can’t see past a particular point, so the ceremonial site won’t be visible from where they’ll be made to stop.  Of course, that doesn’t mean that sounds of fighting won’t be noticed.”

“Gerard, make sure to send Thunder to a safe peak.  He’s not built for battle,” Beks said.  “If they have any projectile weapons, I don’t want them aimed at Thunder.”  

Gerard nodded with understanding.  “Yes, Your Highness.”

“When we get to the Strahnroc, I will destroy the sacrificial stone,” Beks told them.  They gave her a nod and Lucian gently led her to the bench at the far edge of the basket.  She sat back down on the bench and closed her eyes, trying to focus on the difficult possibilities they’d face and how to counter them.

No matter what, there were only five people on their side.  All with strong biha, but the Temple had bodies to throw at them.  Beks needed to destroy the stone first, and because there was a chance they’d find another place to perform the ceremony, she also needed to destroy whatever remaining relics there were.

In that case, she’d need to wait until they were close enough with the relics to attack.  

Her brows knit together in frustration.  They had to wait.

Lost in her thoughts, she almost didn’t hear Laz or feel the basket move as he rushed from where he was standing beside her to the opposite side.

“What is that?” Laz rushed to the edge of the basket and peered down.  His eyes widened.  “Impossible....”

“What is it?” Beks asked.  She squinted as she stood, looking in the same direction as he was, but couldn’t see anything below except a long train of lights on a winding path towards the mountain.  

Lucian’s chest rose and fell with heavy breaths.  “They’re already on the mountain.” 

“What?”  Both Rid Callan and Gerard cried out, rushing to the side of the basket where they were standing and nearly jumping over the side to get a better look.  

Like Beks, they couldn’t see in the dark and only glowered in frustration.  Lucian held out his hands to try to direct them to where the mountain was.  “We’re approaching and there are people on the mountain; a large group is at the base.  Much more than the amount during the blessing.” He swallowed hard.  “And they’re not pilgrims this time.” 

“I don’t know who told them, but it seems they were expecting us to come,” Laz said with narrowed eyes.  

“Any projectile units?” Gerard asked in a low voice.

“Two near the peak of the mountain and, from what I can see of the sloping side, there are another three.  Two are next to the path, another is on the side where we landed before,” Lucian told them.  “The other sides are too difficult to place a unit on, but there are people.   Mercenaries or paladins, most likely.  They’re moving all around the cliff.”

Beks took a deep breath and drew her head back.  “They’ve tried to fortify Strahnroc.”

“There isn’t anyone on the peak...at least not yet, but a procession has started,” Lucian told her as he turned to look at her.  “If we try to land, they’ll shoot at us and at Thunder.”

Beks clenched her jaw.  “If I could see them, I could use a light beam.”

“What if we hold your arm out and aim for you?” Laz asked.  Beks shook her head.

“A lot of biha is collected and may hurt you.  I also am not sure if you’ll be able to aim my hand.  If we shoot, they’ll see the flash of light and shoot in our direction,” she told him.  “Even if they can’t see us.”

“It’ll be the same if we wait until dawn, then,” Laz said.  He looked at Lucian.  “Let’s set down lower down the mountain, on the side that’s sloped and less guarded.”

“We can lead you up in the dark.  If we can take out the projectile unit on the way up,  it’s one less thing we worry about,” the younger twin agreed. 

“Beks destroying the sacrificial stone won’t be quiet.  We’ll be attacked then,” Laz said.  He looked at Beks.

“It doesn’t matter if we’re attacked then.  Humans in the present aren’t as threatening as when they go back in time.”  She grabbed her eldest husband’s forearm and locked her eyes with his.  “Just get me to that stone.”  

Laz met her gaze and took a deep breath.  He pursed his lips, but nodded.  “We will cover you.”

“Beks, you must be careful when you send a light beam into the stone,” Lucian said, grasping her hand.  “The energy will make it explode.  Pieces of stone will fly in all directions.”  

“Rid Callan,” Laz said, turning to the older man.  “Can you stay with Beks and use your biha to shield her?” 

Rid Callan hit his fist against his chest and gave them a solemn nod.  “I am the Thirnir of Princess Rebecca of Caroline of Kadmus,” he told them in a firm, determined voice.  “Your Highnesses, Thirnir means thorn.  Our purpose has always been to defend with our lives.”  

The twin princes gave him a solemn bow of their heads in gratitude.  Lucian met his eyes.  “Whatever happens, sir, your children will be taken care of.”

Rid Callen’s eyes reddened a bit.  “Thank you, Your Highnesses.”

“Don’t be so depressing,” Beks said as she raised her hand and slapped Lucian’s chest. “Rid Callan will go back to Yaya and her brother just fine.”

Gerard gave her a hopeful look.  “That is what your instinct says, Your Highness?”

Beks opened her mouth, but stopped.  Her brows furrowed as she raised her hand over her chest.  For a moment, she was quiet, stunned at what her instinct was telling her. 

Or rather, wasn’t.  

In all her previous missions, no matter how dire, a small, nagging feeling always reassured her.  Whether she was able to handle it or someone stepped in to assist them.  There was never a point where she was consumed in fear and resigned to failure.  

Even when she had her first biha explosion, all she wanted to do was cool down and survive to get revenge on the bastards that tried to kill her.  

“Beks?” Laz turned his head to look at her face.

She stared out in front of her.  

This time, there was no small, nagging feeling of reassurance.  Her instinct didn’t tell her ‘everything will be fine’.  When she thought of the situation they were in, she was neither confident nor defeated.  Only determined.  Perhaps at that moment, her mind wasn’t able to focus on anything else but stopping the Temple.  

At the same time, her instinct didn’t make her wary of any dread.  

She narrowed her eyes.  Was it because she didn’t know what exactly to expect or what would happen, so she couldn’t make the calculations?  She lifted her head and saw several expectant eyes.  

Without hesitating, she gave him a firm nod.  “My instinct isn’t afraid.”  Which was true.  Gerard and Rid Callan relaxed at that, but the twins eyed her in silence.  She felt Laz’s arm on her shoulder and Lucian squeezed her hand.  Her words were the best she could offer.  

“We’ll get rid of the ballistas first.  At least that will allow us an escape route.  Once they’re clear, Lucian, Gerard, and I will clear any nearby paladins-”

“We may have to wait until they get close enough.  I need to know where the other relics are so they can be destroyed, too.  I don’t know if the ceremony can be performed at another sacred site, but if the site itself is a relic, then destroying it will only hinder the strength of the ceremony.  They could still go back,” Beks told them.

Laz gritted his teeth and seemed to think.  “All right.  Then, we’ll rid the ballistas that aren’t visible from the path and lay in wait.  Once the relics are in sight, destroy the sacrificial stone first and then others.  We will make sure no one else gets to the summit.  Rid Callan will stay at your side.” 

Beks let out a heavy breath and nodded.  “The number of people on the summit will be limited, but once they realize something is happening, even the orders of the High Council won’t stop the paladins from rushing up.  You need to keep them back for as long as possible.  Once the items are destroyed, we can evacuate.”  

“Then, while we’re keeping the paladins back, we should destroy the ballistas on the path.”  Lucian looked to his brother, who nodded.  

Laz looked at Gerard.  “Take us down.  Be quiet about it.”

Gerard nodded.  Instead of whistling, he pulled on some of the ropes that hung and wrapped around one of the support ropes of the basket.  Thunder didn’t screech out a reply, as he usually did.  The basket began to lower, and Laz and Lucian kept their eyes on the mountain as the basket seemed to circle it in their descent.

“Gerard, use your wind biha to make it bellow below and drown out our landing,” Laz said, moving to Gerard’s spot in the basket.  With his one hand, he took hold of the rope used to steer and order Thunder.  

A moment later, Beks could feel both biha and wind move past her.  The area where it was concentrated was directly below, in accordance to where Lucian directed.  Gerard kept collecting and releasing biha as they landed, with Beks placing her hand on his shoulder to give him a steady feed of biha so as not to drain him.  

The basket landed on the sloped ground where they’d landed before.  In the east, the sky above the horizon began to lighten from black awash with a sea of tiny stars to a hazy deep purple color.

The sun was going to rise.  If the Temple missed that dawn, they’d have to wait for the next one; however, if the mountain still had ballistas, it was likely that the ceremony hadn’t happened yet.  And if the mountain also had many paladins even stationed on parts of the cliff they could fend attackers from, then the ceremony was going to happen soon.

Lucian opened the door to the basket followed by Rid Callan jumping out and immediately reaching for the ground.  Behind him, Beks came down with Gerard afterwards.  Laz gave the rope a final tug before jumping over the side of the basket.  

Thunder’s wings flapping was drowned out by the violent howl of the wind.  Beks had braided her hair that night, and but by some miracle, though the heavy tail of it rose and swayed in the wind, it hadn’t come undone.  

Laz and Lucian moved the other three up before making a signal with their hands for her to stay.  Lucian also pointed at Rid Callan and signaled for Gerard to remain.  Both men nodded and split, leaving Gerard with Beks to continue drowning out any sound as the other three men rushed up the mountain side.

Beks crouched down as she took a small step back to try to minimize her presence.  She couldn’t make out the twins running up the side of the mountain, but tried to listen for any sounds of struggle.  As soon as the paladins stationed at the ballista were in capacitated, Rid Callan would open a crevice and allow the ballista to be swallowed by the mountain.  

In front of her, Gerard was using his biha to make the wind howl in order to block the sounds of the twins.  

Beks took another step back, brushing her hair out of her face as some wayward hair fell over her face.  The heel of her right foot hit something hard, yet with some give.  She stopped at once to avoid falling backwards.  She turned around and squinted in the darkness.  

There was nothing there.

She frowned and looked down, expecting to see a piece of wood or stone or perhaps even some supplies placed there by the paladins at her feet.  Instead, there was nothing.  Just crushed grasses.

And familiar biha she couldn’t immediately place.  

Narrowing her eyes, she carefully raised her arms and reached out with her palms out.  They moved through the air, to reach out to where she began to see a vague outline of a few smatterings of trees down the hill.  

Her warm palms collided with something smooth and cool, and familiar.  She knew who the biha belonged to at once.  Her eyes went wide as she caught her breath.  She didn’t pull back her hands.  Instead, she moved them from side to side, across the empty space in front of her.  

Her eyes could see nothing there, but she felt him.  

It’s light biha...light biha can be manipulated to change colors....  Her eyes rose and looked from one end of the other as awe was quickly replaced by relief, and then worry.  She opened her mouth to whisper, but Gerard called for her.

“We’re advancing!” His voice was low and Beks could make out his arm waving for her to follow as the first rays of the morning reached them.  

Beks looked towards them and then back.  She gently patted her hands and whispered.  “I’ll see you at the top, my baby.”  

She stepped back and turned around, running after Gerard.  Lucian intercept them and led them around a pile of wood that seemed to have fallen three-thirds into a massive crack in the ground.  Beks barely saw the lifeless bodies strewn around as they rushed.  

Lucian released her hand and motioned for them to go to the top before pointing to where Laz and Rid Callan presumably went to destroy another ballista.  “It’s clear.  Go and wait,” she heard him as he passed.

Beks nodded and put her hand on Gerard’s shoulder to stay close as they trudged up the mountain side.  As they reached it, Beks could see that a faint line of orange was appearing in the distance.  From the top, Beks and Gerard crouched down near the shrubs and peered towards the entrance, where the path led.  

“I don’t see anyone coming,” Gerard said.  Beks stopped him from moving forward.

“Wait for the others.”  Gerard hesitated, but nodded.  Beks looked towards the east, her stomach tightening with unease as she watched the sky grow lighter and lighter.  

“The procession is well underway.”  Lucian said as he appeared and knelt beside them.  

“It’s not a procession,” Laz said as he removed his sword from his sheath.  “Paladins are coming up.”

“What about the priests and priestesses?” Beks frowned.  They were key to this.  The paladins wouldn’t be able to get all the way to the summit.

“Unless they’re dressed as paladins, they’ve yet to come up,” Laz said. 

“Perhaps they’re adding more security,” Rid Callan told them.  

“Even if they are, we’re already here,” Laz replied.  “And they’ll know that soon enough.”

“Do we still wai-”

Shouting came from behind them.  Beks whirled around at the sound and didn’t see anyone, but heard one yelling voice became multiple.  The five all frowned.  

“It seems they found the dead paladins and the broken ballistas,” Laz said.  He tucked his sword under his arm and leaned down to kiss Beks.  “Break it.  If we have to dig the other relics from their dead, bloody hands, we’ll do it.”  He then looked at Gerard.  “Come with us.  Rid Callan-”

“I will cover the back.  No one will make it up that side,” Rid Callan said, rising to his feet and eyeing the direction that the alarmed voices were coming from.  He looked back at Beks and saluted her.  “Remain here and be safe, Your Highness.”

Beks put her hand on his shoulder and filled him with biha one last time.  “You, as well, Rid Callan.”  

He rushed off and Beks looked towards her husbands.  Lucian held her hand once more and then kissed her.  “We’ll be back.”

“Beks,” Laz said with a firm look.  “Don’t do anything risky.”

Beks cracked a small smile.  “Risk is a matter of calculation,” she assured them with an intent look.  “And I’ve always been good with numbers.” 

Her husbands gave her endearing smiles before stepping back.  Gerard bowed.  “If anything happens to me, tell Sandra I love her.”  

Beks nodded.  “And if something happens to me, tell my family and my people that I made my decision because I love them.”  

“Yes, Your Highness.”  Gerard’s eyes grew wet before he took a deep breath, bowed, and then turned to follow the two princes.

Beks took a deep breath of her own.  She turned towards the spring that was just becoming visible in the breaking light.  Her eyes narrowed as she stepped forward.  “Step back,” she said in a quiet voice.  “If it shatters, it’ll be dangerous.”

Knowing that, Beks remained a good distance away, her back to the cliffside, ready to slide down the side to duck from any debris that would fly out once she flooded the sacrificial stone with energy.  

She closed her eyes and began to gather biha in her hand.  She raised her arm and pointed it at the stone.  Light visibly gathered at her hand.  She opened her eyes and aimed.

Beks felt the push first, and then the pressure of all the air in her lungs was forced out.  Her eyes went wide as a half-wheeze-half-grunt escaped her lips.  She threw her arm directly up to avoid releasing the light beam in a direction where it could hit the others.  

It took her a moment longer to realize that she was flying across the dirt, only to land hard on the ground and roll.  She heard a groan above her and vaguely made out the shape of a man tumbling over her and rolling further away.

Alarm shot through her.  Any pain she should’ve felt after being tackled from the back was numb. 

“I knew it!  I knew you’d come!”  A woman’s voice rang through the peak and Beks turned her head.  Her braid had come undone and fell over her face in a mess.  Through the parts between her hair, she saw several figures standing at the edge of the cliff, and a few more pulling themselves up.

Beks let out a heavy, resigned breath as she narrowed her eyes.  She gritted her teeth and pushed herself up.  She carefully moved her feet, making sure she wasn’t injured, all while keeping her eyes on Iris Elpidah, a familiar High Priest, and a dozen paladins and counting.  Her eyes darted to the man who’d tackled her.  He’d rolled further away and was also pushing himself up.  

The corner of Bek’s lips curled with disgust as she recognized the haggard man.  He must’ve ridden non-stop to get there.  Still, she didn’t think that riding like a madman would get him that far south so fast. 

He really is a relentless bastard. “Oh, gods, not you again....” she grumbled.  

Captain St. Moore gave her a cold wry smile as he swayed on his feet.  “You’re surprised to see me?  It is impossible to make it from the Giant’s Ridge to Strahnroc on horseback, but you’re not the only one with a flying legendary beast.”  

Beks was only mildly surprised.  “The Temple was hiding a rokh?” 

Captain St. Moore sneered.  “Close.”  A throaty cry that was almost like that of a rokh came from behind them, on the cliffside.  

Beks narrowed her eyes, adjusting to the piercing morning light as a shadow fell over where Iris and the High Priest stood.  The winged beast with the body of a lion and the head, wings, and talons of an eagle rose into the air behind them.  The creature was just large enough for a single rider and its saddle was still on.

“Surprised?” Iris asked, almost sounding triumphant.  “The Temple has more secrets than you can imagine.” 

“Thieves and murderers often do,” Beks said.  She didn’t take her eyes off of her enemies.  “But this is the first time I’ve seen a griffin.  It’s not bad.”  Her gray eyes flickered to Captain St. Moore and smirked. “And I’m sure you get this a lot, but....”  She pointed to the sky.  A loud screech sounded somewhere in the distance, as if on cue.  “Mine’s bigger.”  

The smug look on Captain St. Moore’s face dropped.  Iris gritted her teeth.  

“Don’t look so pleased!  Our paladins have you surrounded!  We know you’d try to stop us!”  

“I knew you’d come, too, but to make your way up the most difficult side of the mountain?” Beks smirked and wiped the dust from her arms.  “And breaking your own ceremony rules by allowing paladins up with you.  I’m almost impressed.”

“You’d never expect us to come up this way.  It was the safest route,” Iris said.  Beks looked her up and down.  No wonder the twins had told her that paladins were stationed on the cliff side, but made no mention of anyone else.

Iris and the High Priest were dressed as paladins.  

“You were really expecting me,” Beks said.  She smiled with a cold glint.  “And here I thought you weren’t a real oracle.” 

Iris scowled.  She seemed to want to say something more, but one of the paladins handed her a metal box.  Shaped like a square, it was as big as her head and the width of her arms.  

“You must finish the ceremony before the sun completely rises from the horizon,” the High Priest said in a low voice.

“I know that,” Iris said with gritted teeth.  

Beks took a step back as she saw the paladins finish climbing up.  She silently praised their caution.  Two dozen paladins for her?  She must’ve been terrifying.  Another step back and she felt something against her foot, stopping her from getting closer to the spring behind her.  Beks held her hands at her side and pushed her palms backwards.

She felt the smooth, soft, and cool scales.  

“It looks like I’m going to have to take a risk,” she said in a quiet voice.  “I’m sorry to do this to you, baby.”  She felt something nudge her upper arm gently.  “Okay...I love you, too.”  

She hadn’t taken any more steps and the High Priest seemed to reach the end of his patience.  He let out a growl and whirled to look at the group of paladins surrounding them.

“What are you waiting for?  Get her out of the way!”  The High Priest screeched with fury as the paladins escorting them rushed forward.  “The sun will finish rising soon!”

“Quickly!” Iris yelled as she clutched the metal box against her chest.  “While no one is protecting her!”

Beks narrowed her eyes as she lifted her chin.  She dug her feet into the pathway between Iris and the spring several paces behind her.  

“Who said no one is protecting me?” she asked in a low voice as the warm sunlight hit her face.  

Her shadow was cast against the ground and right behind it, a long, stretching shadow appearing from nothing. 

The paladins noticed the shadow at once and slowed, trying to assess what it was.  

“It’s just shadow biha!  It does nothing but create a fog to reduce visibility!” Captain St. Moore raised his sword.  “Forward!”

“Paladins.  Why does it always have to be paladins...”  She sighed.  Beks cracked a small smile.  “I have someone much better.” 

Iris sneered as she looked at Beks.  “Your men are preoccupied.  There is no one here to save you this time!”  

“Yes, there is,” Beks replied.  Behind her, the clear path to the spring and the sacrificial stone began to fade until it was completely blocked off by a thick, long, and glistening white-scaled body.  A huge white head with large red eyes was raised over her head, as sharp horns seemed to glow in the dawn light.  A wide mouth opened and long, slender fangs extended and a loud hiss vibrated through the air.  Beks pointed up and gave them a curt, knowing nod.

“Snowflake.”

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 89 - Crime-Of-Passion Arsonist


                The first time she saw Snowflake after he was taken from her was when she was wandering the island looking for food.  She watched the horned serpent seemingly spring out of nowhere to bite and then strangle a fast-moving giant deer.  Beks knew how fast, flexible, and what exceptional aim Snowflake had.

It was unfortunate for the paladins that they did not.

The morning sun beating down on Beks’ face was blocked for just a moment as a large shadow flew over her.  Snowflake launched himself from behind her, jaws open and scales glistening so bright, they were almost blinding.  

The pack of two dozen mercenaries almost parted directly down the middle to avoid being crushed, or swallowed whole, by the massive serpent.  

The dust and dirt was pushed into the air by Snowflake as he landed in front of her, his long body making the ground shake as he hit it.  Before he landed, he had twisted, bringing his tail out and swinging it to the side, effectively knocking a few paladins off the edge of the cliff.

Beks winced and grimaced a bit.  All that climbing, only to be flung off with the flick of a horned serpent’s tale.  However, now Snowflake’s body was acting as a barrier between her and the paladins.  The surprise of such a huge creature attacking wouldn’t last long.

After all, the paladins had been trained from childhood to become soldiers of the Temple.  They soon regained focus.  Beks saw two shielding the High Priest while Captain St. Moore was running a wide arc around Snowflake to avoid him.  

“Keep them occupied!” Beks said.  She turned around and returned her attention to the spring.  The yelling of paladins attacking and screaming as they tried to avoid Snowflake’s jaws were heard behind her as she took a deep breath and tried to gather her biha once more.  

She closed her eyes, feeling the biha gathering her hand.  The tingling sensation grew stronger and she opened her eyes.  

She caught a spray of blood flying into the air from the corner of her eye.  Her gaze darted over and saw Rid Callan’s shoulders just above the slope of the hill.  He was gripping as wword in one hand with blood splattered across his cheek as he took a step back. 

His movements were slow, likely to keep his energy with little movement, and also to avoid tripping on anything while he was walking backwards.  Her chest tightened as she saw another five, and counting, heads appear from the slope, surrounding the Thirnir.  

If he wasn’t using his biha, it was likely that he’d already expended all the biha he had.  

He was also going up the to the ceremonial site and was getting too close to the spring.  If she shot her light beam, the shattered pieces of obsidian would hurtle towards him.  The paladins could be skewered for all she cared, but Rid Callan had his back towards her and the spring and couldn’t see.

Beks grit her teeth, weighing her options in less than a blink of an eye.  

“Dive towards the cliff and hold!” Her orders were in Sagittater and Rid Callan responded so quickly that the paladins didn’t seem to realize what he was doing until he’d already jumped towards the cliff.  

He was strong, but he was a big man, and only got as far two paces from the edge, not reaching the cliff entirely.  It was enough for Beks to shoot the light beam in the direction of the paladins that were caught off guard.  

As soon as she released it, she didn’t stop to see how it landed or even shield her eyes from the spray of dirt and rocks that the blast caused.  She darted towards Rid Callan on her left and bent down, grabbing his shoulder, and using it stop her as she refilled his biha.  

Her hand was still on his shoulder when he slammed his hands on the ground and the earth beneath shook.  There was no need to hide the process at this point, and sharp, solid pieces of earth shot up from the ground as high as they were tall to go block off at least half of the sloping sides of the mountain.

“Your Highness, are you all right?” he asked as he looked up at her.  

Beks fixed her eyes on the wall and narrowed her eyes.  “I’m going to shatter that rock if it’s the last thing I do!  Seal the area!  Don’t let anyone enter!”

Rid Callan grit his teeth, but pushed himself.  “Yes, Your Highness! He put his hand on the ground and raised a waist height wall around a quarter of the spring’s perimeter.  “Safety first, Your Highness.  You must shield yourself.”

Beks swallowed hard and nodded.  She patted his shoulder once more, giving him one more boost of biha before pushing forward.  She ran towards the spring.  

From the far end of the barrier wall Rid Callan created earlier, the ground rumbled as it moved, pushing up one continuous stretch of wall that encircled the top of the mountain.  The enclosure was taller.  Rid Callan was going to try to keep as many people from going after her as possible.  Beks could see it forming from the ground around her, continuing behind her back as she ran.  

She quickened her speed and just as the wall was about to close behind her, she was shoved forward from the back.  

“Your Highness!”

“I’ve got it!”  The wall closed behind her and the fighting behind it was almost muffled out.   Her breath was shoved out of her as she stumbled forward, her eyes wide and arms going out at her side to try to keep balance in vain.

Beks hit the ground and the taste of mud mixed with a little iron hit her.  She clenched her jaw and rolled to the side.  

The tip of a sword landed in the spot where her throat should’ve been.  

A cloud of dirt flew upwards as she threw a fistful and heard someone groan.  Beks raised her leg and kicked what solid object loomed above her that she could make out behind wet, blurred vision.  

It was another person, and before she could register who it could’ve been, she’d already made the fury inducing assumption.

“I swear to the gods, paladin, if it’s you again, one of us will not leave this spring alive!” she yelled in a throaty, rasping voice.  “And it won’t be me!”  

She rolled over and felt a stone at her side.  In a fit of frustrated madness that the man who tried to kill her multiple times was still alive, Beks grabbed the rock as big as two fists in one hand as she stood up.  She blinked fast, trying to clear the tears and dirt out to make out a target.  

The amount of anger she felt seeing that limping paladin still struggling to get dirt out of his eyes in front of her cause the most guttural scream to ever leave her mouth as she raised the rock, unknowingly poured biha into it, and flung it at the widest target of his body to increase her odds of hitting him: his torso.

She didn’t expect him to be shoved back several steps, or the rock to momentarily seem embedded in his left rib cage, before he folded over and let out a mouthful of blood. 

“Marius!” 

Beks stood in place, her chest heaving as a throbbing along her midback made itself known.  Her eyes narrowed.  He got her back, so she got his front.  “There...we’re even....” she said, breathless.  

The rock hit the ground with a thud, bouncing once before becoming still, as if it had never been used as a crude projectile.  Two knees hit the ground beside it as Captain St. Moore keeled forward, one arm across his left side as the other awkwardly gripped a sword.  

“Marius!”  The same voice that had cried out earlier, and that Beks had disregarded, came.  Past where Captain St. Moore was struggling to breathe on his knees.  

“Get the ceremonial sword!” 

Iris Elpidah wasn’t alone.  Beks heard the low rumbling growl of an eagle-headed creature as it landed between her and Captain St. Moore.   She locked eyes with the sharp golden ones of the griffin as the wrinkled face of the High Priest riding with Iris Elpidah behind him glared at her.  The griffin’s wings were held out, acting as a shield as Iris Elpidah slid off its back and nearly fell in her awkward landing before managing to steady herself.

“Marius!”

Broken wheezing came from the paladin as he lifted his head.  Beks watched his eyes soften as blood trickled down the corners of his mouth.  He seemed to try to say her name, but it only came out as awkward gasps.  

“Get the sword!  Don’t waste time!  Once the sun no longer touches the horizon, the time for the ceremony is over!” The High Priest climbed off as carefully as he could, but urgency tainted what elegance he should’ve had after years in his position.  

Beks remained in place, her feet firm on the ground and careful of her movements.  She didn’t dare take her eyes off of the griffin.

Though it was smaller than Thunder and Snowflake, it was still an animal that was larger than her, and had a sharp beak and talons.  She could feel its steady gaze on her.  

“Legendary beasts are quite intelligent,” Beks said, keeping her eyes ahead of her.  She didn’t dare look away for even a moment.  She had plenty of pets and knew that prey that was unguarded had a better chance at becoming a meal.  

Iris Elpidah was panicking over Captain St. Moore’s injury, but Beks focused on what stood between her and the spring first.  Her hand began to gather biha.  She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to hit the griffin in the right place to kill it, or at least wound it so she could get around it, but it was her best chance.  Of course, if she missed or the griffin sensed the light beam first and dodged, she didn’t have a second chance.  

While she had an endless biha supply, her attack couldn’t last forever.  

Her body would give out before her biha supply would, then she might as well wait for death. 

“Get up!  Get up!”  Iris Elpidah had grabbed the arm of the paladin and was trying to pull him up and put his arm around her shoulder.  “The water here has healing powers!  It’ll heal you!”

“I...Iris....”  Captain St. Moore struggled to stand, but the weight of his body on her small shoulders weighed her down.  

“High Priest!”  She looked around for help, but the High Priest was already wading into the water.  The metal box that Iris Elpidah had been holding earlier was in his arms.  Her face paled.  “High Priest!  I need your help to carry him to the spring!”

“The sun is rising!  We need to begin!” 

It didn’t surprise Beks in the least that he didn’t care about Captain St. Moore.  Considering what was happening outside the earthen barrier, it didn’t matter how many paladins they had, outsiders knew the great secret of the Temple and the High Priest didn’t know if they would have another chance.  

The High Priest put the metal box on the stone and opened the latches.  As Iris Elpidah grit her teeth and half dragged Captain St. Moore towards the spring, the High Priest placed the relics that had been collected on to different points of the sacrificial stone.  Three spots were empty.

One was the space that was supposed to be for the jaw of St. Cyric that was now dust in the Giant’s Ridge.  The second was a section with the hole that the blood would drain into. And the third spot was directly across from the section with the drainage hole. 

The High Priest had put Captain St. Moore’s sword, which he’d pried from the barely breathing paladin’s hand, on to the stone before placing the relics.  Beks narrowed her eyes.  

She hadn’t noticed it because the paladin’s hand had been holding the grip, but from what she could see, it had a web of metal filigree around what she thought was a dark piece of stone or enamel around the grip.  It was a fancy-looking sword and she’d seen plenty.  Such embellishments were common.

The High Priest used the blade to cut off some of the fabric from his clothes and then wrapped it around the upper half of the blade.  Instead of holding it by the grip, the High Priest picked up the sword by the blade using the cloth.  He raised the cross guard and gripped it over his head.  His arms shook a bit, unused to such labor, just before he swung the sword down.  

Beks’ eyes dilated as the grip seemed to shatter within the metal filigree, and something dark and wet trickled out.  

“The blood of St. Myriagnus.”  Her heart sank.  She took a step forward and was immediately met with a growl.  She jumped back as the griffin snapped at her and lifted its front talons to swipe at her.  “Stop!”  Beks jumped back and raised her arm at him.  “I said that legendary beasts were intelligent, so if you understand me, I suggest you step back.”

A low trilling came from the creature and she didn’t need to have her sister’s gift to know it was threatening.  

“The blood of the sacrifice is needed!  Oracle!  Give me your hand!” 

“Hold on!  He’s too weak to stand!” Iris Elpidah cried out.  “Marius, hold on to the side.  Can you do that?  Just hold on-”

“Oracle, hurry, you must get on the stone!”  

Suddenly, the panic in Iris Elpidah’s voice turned to shock.  “Aren’t you going to be the sacrifice?”

Beks barely held back her gasp.  Did Iris Elpidah not know?  If that was the case and she came back before, who was sacrificed?

The High Priest looked at her as if she’d lost her mind.  Frustration filled his face as he grit his teeth and clenched the edge of the sacrificial stone.  “It is the oracle who is to sacrifice herself!  Else, the ceremony will not work!”

“Yes, it will!” Iris Elpidah shouted back.  “I didn’t kill myself before and I came back fine!”

The High Priest sneered at her and her ignorance.  “You foolish child!  You call where we are now ‘fine’?  Your attempt to go back ended in failure because your ceremony was flawed!  Not only did you not have enough Muil Stones, but you sacrificed another being!  The goddess Xeria wants you!” 

He tossed the sword with the broken grip towards her from across the stone.  

“No!”  Iris Elplidah cried out, her eyes red as she almost jumped away, the water splashing around her as she stood waist deep in the spring.  “Someone else can do it!  The Third Consort was sacrificed when I came here!  I can’t sacrifice myself!”

“You must!  Who knows where you’ll end up if you don’t sacrifice yourself?” The High Priest’s face reddened.  “Do you want all of this to be for nothing?  You’ve come too far-”

“But I can’t!” Iris Elpidah cried out once more.  One arm lowered into the water and Beks couldn’t see what she was doing.  “I’m pregnant!  If I die, my baby will die!”

“Then all the more reason to go!” 

Beks brows shot up at the High Priest’s words.  She didn’t expect him to say that of all things.  She wanted to take a step closer, but another low, threatening trill stopped her.  She ground her teeth together and looked at the griffin.

“I don’t have time for you.”  She gathered biha in her hand, preparing to shoot once more when Iris Elpidah’s scream filled the contained area.  Not only was Beks caught off guard, but the griffin snapped its head back to look at the sound.  

Suddenly, the creature drew back and let out a screech, turning its back on Beks.  It began to claw at the ground and flap its wings as its cries drowned out Iris Elpidah’s.  

Her arms were around Captain St. Moore, who was struggling to pull himself up onto the sacrificial stone.  The depth of the water, his weakened state, and the sword pushed into his chest made it difficult.  

“Marius!  Marius, what are you doing?” Iris Elpidah was hysterical, clawing at the paladin to keep him back while trying to pull the sword out.  “Don’t!”

“You must live.”  Beks darted around the griffin that was going mad in front of her and managed to get closer to the spring.  She could hear Captain St. Moore as he seemed to gather all his strength as he grimaced.  He pushed the other woman away and finally pulled himself on to the sacrificial stone.  

Too weak to go any further, he was able to get his upper body onto the stone on his side.  The entire lower portion of his mouth was covered with blood as he heaved to breathe.  He grasped the sword he’d stabbed himself with and pulled it out, letting out a low hiss.  Nothing was keeping the bleeding at bay now.

The sword fell on to the dark stone and he rolled over onto his stomach.  His head was turned to face Iris, whose red face was filled with tears as she grabbed at his arm, tugging him with her feeble strength as if it would pull him off the stone.  

She continued to say his name.  

Beks couldn’t help but shake her head for a moment of pity.  Oh, Elpidah...you loved the wrong man, didn’t you?  

She watched Captain St. Moore’s eyes seemed to glaze over as he tried to smile at Iris Elpidah.  

“Marius!  Marius!” The woman’s choked screams almost drowned out the screeching griffin.  “Don’t die!  You can’t leave me!  He’s yours!  He’s yours this time!” Iris Elpidah grasped his twisted, bloody hand and held it against her face, sobbing.  “Wake up!”  She cried at the empty eyes that still looked at her.  “Wake up!” 

Beks saw a shadow move behind her and she jumped to the side.  The talons of the griffin came down and Beks rolled over.  She pushed herself up and found herself blocked from the spring once more by the griffin.  

“Keep her back!” the High Priest ordered.  “Don’t let her get close when the gate opens!”

“Gate?” Beks jumped back once more as the griffin swiped its front talons.  She ducked and shuffled to the side, trying to keep facing the creature.

If she could get around him and put some distance, perhaps she could run to the spring before it pounced on her.  

Her eyes narrowed.  Or she could just level the enclosed area with light biha.  She frowned and crossed off that idea.  Even with the walls, who knew how powerful her light beam would be.  The explosion could level the entire mountain, including her husbands, Rid Callan, Gerard, and Snowflake.  

A sudden fluctuation of biha swept through the air.  It was so strong that Beks could feel it in her bones.  The biha was already rich around the spring, but the amount must’ve at least tripled to the point that there was a heaviness around her. 

A moment later, all the biha was pulled away.  It didn’t disappear.  Beks could feel it being moved towards the spring, and condensing. 

A flash of light caught her eye that was far colder and whiter than the sun.  She dodged another swipe of talons and the snap of a beak and took another series of steps back to get some distance.  

She sucked in a sharp breath as a ball of light appeared directly above the obsidian stone slab.  All the biha that had been gathered was being swallowed by the light.  It was a near blinding white and Beks had to blink to keep from staring too long at it.  The shining light also seemed to affect the griffin, as it let out an irritated trill and took a step back as it turned its head away.  

Dense strands of biha seemed to coil out from the light, themselves glowing, as they wrapped around the objects that had been placed on the slab.  The three relics were carried upwards and brought into the ball of light like an octopus bringing food to its mouth.  With each relic absorbed, the light seemed to double in size.  

When the last of the three relics was absorbed, the blood on the stone began to glow.  They gathered into large pearls of white light that floated into the ball hovering above.  They were absorbed, but the ball of light didn’t get any larger than the width of the sacrificial stone.  

“It’s about to open!  Ready yourself!” the High Priest yelled with ecstasy filling his wrinkled face. 

Iris Elpidah was still clutching Captain St. Moore’s lifeless hand.  Her face was stained with blood mixed with tears as she heaved with heavy breaths.  Her head was tilted up and her eyes seemed fixed on the light.

The ball began to dim.  Beks felt the rise in biha once more and braced herself.

The ball of light seemed to explode into a bright flash and she had to turn her head away to keep from being blinded.  When the flash died down, she looked back and balked.

She expected some sort of portal or glowing gateway.  A door frame, even.  

She found herself looking into the single black iris of a giant, floating eye.  

“It’s open!” The High Priest shouted with triumph.

Beks forgot about the griffin and ran.  Now, it was a race.

Her arms pumped at her sides as she sprinted to the edge of the springs.  

A talon swiped in front of her and she screamed as she jumped to the side.  She felt a burning flash against her arm and winced.  “Bastard!”  The blood coming from the wound on her arm was hot and Beks slapped her hand over it. 

“Kill her!” 

Beks clutched her arm against her and prepared to run once more.  The griffin reared on its hind legs and raised its front talons.  Its shadow fell over the ground before it was covered. 

A furious screech filled her ears just before a choked squawk.  The griffin never had a chance to pounce on Beks.  

Thunder shrieked as he flew up, the griffin gripped in his talons so hard that Beks was sure one of the griffin’s wings was broken.  Thunder threw the griffin up before letting it drop and grabbing it again, this time by its hind legs.  Beks could hear the creature scream in pain as Thunder’s talons pierced its hide. 

“What about the griffin?” She snapped her attention back to the giant eye.  Iris Elpidah was trying to pull herself on to the stone slab, but had stopped to watch in horror as Thunder dropped the injured griffin from an astronomical height.  It let the griffin free fall as Thunder disappeared above.  Before the griffin could near the ground, Thunder reappeared, wings tight against his body like an arrow cutting through the air.  

The griffin’s frantic screaming came to a sudden halt as Thunder’s talon, at high speeds, silenced it.

Beks knew what came next and began running towards the spring.  Her feet splashed into the edge of the spring  as the High Priest screamed frantically at Iris Elpidah to get into the eye as he struggled to get to where Beks was coming to stop her. 

Iris Elpidah saw her coming and scrambled upwards.  Beks reached the edge of the stone and ignored Captain St. Moore’s corpse with his legs still hanging off the edge. She grabbed the part of Iris Elpidah’s robes that were still in the water and pulled her back.

The other woman let out a choked scream as she fell backwards, her hands automatically going up to her throat to try to loosen the collar, but forgetting to brace herself.  She landed hard on her back, and if her shoulders didn’t hit the edge, her head would’ve slammed against the stone.

“Get away!” The High Priest reached for Beks.  He grabbed her right arm with both hands to try to pull her away from the stone.  

She didn’t realize he was shorter than her.  

She released the robes and pulled back her left shoulder, her hand loosening into a fist.  

The pain of impact of her first against an old man’s lower jaw and cheek shot up her arm, but she pulled back and repeated it before he could steady himself.  He let out a scream, but his hands were clamped on to her arm.  He was stubborn and refused to let go.  

Beks caught Iris Elpidah trying to scramble up while Beks was distracted.  

“I didn’t say you could move.”  Beks grabbed the cloth once more, wrapped it around her fist and pulled her back as hard as she could.  This time, Iris Elpidah not only fell back, but slipped on the water and blood on the stone.  She fell back hard, and rolled off the slab and into the spring.  

Beks released the cloth.  She grabbed cloth around the High Priest’s neck and pulled him to the side.  If her fist wasn’t hard enough to stop him, maybe the edge of the sacrificial stone was. 

She pulled the cloth down, bringing the High Priest’s head with it and slamming his temple against the edge.  

She heard a crack and watched hateful light in the old man’s eyes dim.  

His grip on her arm loosened and she pulled it back.  She shoved him away and grabbed the edge of the stone to pull herself up.

A woman’s shriek came from behind her and an arm went around her neck.  Beks was pulled backwards and fell into the water, on top of someone strangling her.  Iris Elpidah struggled in the water, getting on top of her and trying to keep her head down.  

Is this idiot trying to drown me?  Beks was too stunned to fight back.  She twisted her shoulders to try to loosen Iris Elpidah’s death grip, but to no avail.  All right, fine.  Beks struggled a bit longer, pretending to try to pry her opponent off before releasing a mouthful of bubbles and going still. 

Without air in her lungs, she began to sink to the floor of the springs.  Iris Elpidah didn’t seem to want to check if she was really dead.  Instead, she shoved Beks away and stood up to resurface.  

She turned her back and reached for the sacrificial stone.  Panting and out of breath, she managed to drag her upper body on to the stone.  She took a moment to try to catch her breath and gather her strength to pull the rest of her body on to the stone in order to reach the giant eye floating above.  

Beks moved around her beneath the water until she was behind Iris Elpidah.  She smiled to herself as she saw the other woman’s legs still dangling in the water.  

She broke the surface.  “I heard you’re pregnant.”  Iris Elpidah whirled around and Beks grabbed her arm and pulled her off the stone. “Congratulations.”  She all but flung Iris as far as she could before using her height advantage to climb on to the stone with ease.  

“No!” Iris Elpidah floundered in the water to find her footing as Beks stepped over Captain St. Moore’s corpse and stopped beneath the glowing eye. 

Beks looked up.  “So, what do I do?  Just jump in?” 

She heard Iris Elpidah screaming behind her and the sound of splashing water as she tried to climb up.  

“Beks!”  She turned around and saw that part of the wall had split open and Lucian was rushing in with Laz climbing in just behind him.  

“Lucian!  Laz-”  Beks snapped her mouth shut as the sight of her two husbands was suddenly blocked by the inky dark iris of a giant eye.  She took in a sharp breath as the eye floated in front of her.

Her heart seemed to both speed up and slow down as the eye looked at her up and down.  Beks couldn’t look away and found herself turning to follow it as it circled her.  

Anything past the eye, her husbands, the springs, even the sacrificial stone she stood on, no longer seemed to be visible, as if she was so focused on the eye, that everything else faded away.  

Beks didn’t know how long she turned to follow the scrutinizing eye.  In the back of her mind, she wondered why her husbands hadn’t reached her yet.  They weren’t that far away, and they were faster than her.  They should’ve reached her already.

It wasn’t as if Iris Elpidah could stop them.

“Your name.” 

A low voice boomed in her head and Beks let out a sharp breath, wanting to reach up and grasp at her head as it seemed to almost vibrate with the voice, but her arms wouldn’t move from her sides.  Beks opened her mouth to answer.

“Rebecca of Caroline of Kadmus.”  Her eyes widened.  When had she been so out of breath?  She could barely say her own name.  

The voice didn’t reply immediately.  She could feel the unblinking eye scrutinize her harder.  “Where is your prayer?”

The voice wasn’t as demanding this time, but it was still loud and made her head hurt a bit.  

“What prayer?” Beks asked, the corner of her eye twitching.  She couldn’t turn her head and everything below her neck couldn’t move.  Now, the eye was circling her.

“Your prayer to me.”

Beks squinted.  Did everyone hear that voice or was it speaking directly to her mind?  “Are you Xeria?”

“What do you ask of me, Rebecca of Caroline of Kadmus?” 

She had a thousand scenarios that had played through her head before that moment, but Beks had been unprepared to speak to a giant eyeball that was likely a goddess.  

She heard the voice chuckle.  “A mortal would die if they saw my entire being.  Be satisfied with my eye.” 

“You’re really Xeria?” Beks asked.  

“Did you not know who you were summoning?”  Was it just her, or was there amusement in the goddess’ voice? 

“I was trying to stop the summoning.”  If the goddess could read her mind, which Beks would bet money on, there would be no use in lying.

“Good.”  

“What?” 

“It is one thing to pray to the gods, but to summon them....”  The amusement was replaced with disgust.  “To treat us as tools....”

“What are you talking about?” Beks asked.  “When were gods summoned?  I thought the gods were just representatives of energy.”

“Oh, you understand.  So many of those priestesses have summoned me, but you’re the only one who seems to acknowledge this.”  The voice paused.  It no longer hurt her head and Beks wasn’t sure if it was because she had grown used to it or if the goddess had taken pity on her.  “I can see why you carry the energy of the gods.  There haven’t been many of you that survived.  Yes, we are energy.  Energy is all around you.  A summoning collects and consolidates a particular energy into a being.  The problem is, until we grant the wish of whoever summons us,  our energy cannot return to our natural place.  If they do not, we are stuck in limbo.  There will be no chaos or order until I am released.”

Beks’ eyes widened.  “They’re holding you hostage?  Wait, go back.  What do you mean there haven’t been many of you that survived?”

“Those who carry the energy of the gods were chosen to do what we cannot do in the mortal world.  To shape it and mold it, but for some time, every one of you died at infancy.”  The voice was quiet for a moment.  “No, not die in infancy,” she corrected.  “You were killed.  So many of you....”

Beks wasn’t as surprised as she thought she’d be, still, her heart sank and the feeling of despair spread from the pit of her stomach.  “That’s why they summoned you.  To kill us.”

“There was one who said she would keep you alive.  It seems she kept her promise.”  

Beks swallowed hard.  “Someone summoned you again.  I failed in trying to stop them, so to keep them from going back, I came instead.  If I make a wish, will you be released?  I won’t go back in time, will I?” 

“Back?  I suppose, for you, it would be back.  You can go any which way.”

Beks brows shot up.  “Then I can go forward?”

“You can go whenever you want...within...two...three hundred years...yes...there was not enough energy to send you back further.”  

“Two hundred....”  Beks shook her head.  “No, I don’t need to go back that far.”  She paused and narrowed her eyes.  “Actually, I don’t need to go back at all.”

“Rebecca of Caroline of Kadmus.” Her name was said in a dire, serious voice.   “You must make a wish for rebirth at another time.  And soon, before the sun no longer touches the horizon.  Tell me when you want to go, else I cannot be released.”

“Does my current time not count?”

“It does not.”

Beks grit her teeth.  “All right, if I go somewhere, will it affect my timeline?” 

“I don’t know.”

I thought you could see through all the time? She inwardly screamed.

“Timelines can change.”

Beks pursed her lips.  She took a deep breath and began to run through her past, how she got there, and how she was connected to people.  She was afraid of going back and changing something.  What if she woke up in her body, like Iris had?  Where would she be? Could she act faster to destroy the Muil Stones?  

Could she prevent this entire thing from happening?  That wasn’t a bad idea.

“A word of advice, the closer you return to your timeline, the more it will fluctuate and change in a way that you won’t like,” Xeria said.  Beks could’ve sworn she was giving her a clue.  “You see, the more you try to change your direct past, the more the natural order of energy will resist and try to retaliate.”

“Did you tell Iris this?” Beks asked. 

“The priestess who wanted to go back to be with her lover and change their future?” Xeria asked, almost mocking.  “The natural order does not condone selfishness.”  

Beks lets out a small, tired breath.  “So, staying in my time is selfish?”

“The sun will soon leave the horizon and dawn will pass,” the voice didn’t answer her.  “Make your decision and tell me your wish or we will both be trapped.”

“Trapped?” Beks paled.  That hadn’t been mentioned earlier.  Her mind began to race. “No-”

“You need to make your decision now.”

“No...no, wait, what about my family-”

“Three....”

Beks shut her eyes to hold back her tears and suppressed the pain.  She had no time or they’d be trapped there.  If she couldn’t stay, then she went with the next best option that appeared in her mind.  “All right...fine.” Her instinct told her she only had one way out, so she might as well make the most of it.  An image in her mind appeared of a farming valley she read about. 

“Two.”

“She saved my life, so I’ll do what she wanted most.”

“One.”

She didn’t know when the exact date was, or where, so she recalled the passage the last Great Oracle had written in her book and hoped Xeria would know.  

Her senses began to dull as her entire body grew heavy.  She heard a small voice chuckle in her head.

“Good choice.” 

Beks felt a strong pull.  The last thing she saw, she was lifted up and into the inky darkness of the goddess’ eye.
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Once, she read that sound was the last sense that one could lose before they died.  It seemed that was the first sense that returned when one regained consciousness.  

The words she was hearing above her didn’t sound familiar, but she could understand it.  

I’m in another body, aren’t I?  She forgot all about that in the urgency of deciding.  She took a deep breath and instead of calming down, her lungs began to burn and she started choking.  She tried to open her eyes and move her arms, but her eyelids wouldn’t open and her entire body felt so heavy, she could barely muster the strength to lift her arm. 

“She’s choking!  She’s alive!”

“I told you she wasn’t going to die!  Someone like her won’t die so easily.” 

I do not like the sound of that....  Since she didn’t name someone specific, did this mean that Xeria just threw her soul into the body of anyone who had just died?  Was that person in trouble?  

“What should we do?  Should we call the doctor back?” someone asked, sounding uncertain.

“Because she coughed?  Why spend money on a doctor?  As long as she’s not dead, we can proceed with the trial.”

Trial? What did this body do? Beks wanted to speak, but the choking had yet to subside.  

“This crazy woman.  I don’t know how she did it, but there was nothing in her basket or the pockets of clothes.”

“Hmm...our people checked the vegetable cart and the surrounding area.  There wasn’t anything in there to start a fire.” One voice sounded a bit older and raspy with age.  “Are you sure there wasn’t anything else in her basket?”

“No.  Empty.  In fact, it was wet.”

“She sells fish she caught in the river.  She must’ve put them in the basket....”  The older man snorted.  “The point is we have eye witnesses.”  

“But no one actually saw her starting the fire.  Just that she was where it started, so it must’ve been her.”  

Beks frowned as her coughing subsided.  She fell back and found that she was slumped against a wall.  She remained still, though found she could move her fingers.  She was able to crack her eyes open just enough to see that she was in a dark room with no windows.  The only source of light came from the door made of metal bars and the open door beyond it.

She didn’t open her eyes the whole way and continued playing unconscious as she took in her surroundings and the figures standing outside her cell.  

From the size of the room, she couldn’t tell how large the actual building was, but the two men who were guarding her weren’t wearing uniforms.  They just looked like normal villagers.  It was likely she was in the countryside.  Of where, and more importantly - when, she wasn’t sure.  

Her hand rose to touch her coarse clothes.  They were thin and worn.  Her hands were calloused and rough on the palms and the backs.  These were the hands of someone who did a lot of physical labor.  She was definitely not a duke’s daughter, let alone a princess, now.  

And she was accused of a crime.  From the sound of the men, she was guilty thanks to eyewitnesses.  She didn’t know what her punishment would be, but she didn’t have time to go through with whatever farce of a trial they had.  

She let out a groan and raised her arm to her head.  She measured her breathing to prevent herself from choking once more.  Beks didn’t realize it earlier, as the coughing put such pressure on her chest, but the back of her head hurt.  She raised her hand to the back and sure enough, there was blood congealing.  

“Who hit me...?” She asked more to herself than expecting the guards to answer.

“So, you finally woke up,” a man’s voice said.  As she opened her eyes all the way and her vision adjusted to the dim light, she made out the faces of the two men.  As expected, one was older with gray hair in a comb over while the other was a man who was probably just a year or two older than her.  

‘Her’ as in her previous body.  

“Where am I?  How did I get here?” She figured these were common questions someone would ask after apparently being knocked out.  Although, if Beks had woken up in the body, it was likely that the body was about to die, not just knocked out.  

“What does it look like?  The village jail.  You’re a criminal,” the younger guard told her with a proud sneer.  “You know what you did.”   

“What village am I in?  Where am I?”

“Oh, are you pretending you don’t know your own village?” 

“Well, I was hit quite hard.”  She lifted her dirty fingers that had a trace of sticky, dark red on them.  

The older guard snorted.  “Don’t bother pretending to get out of your crime.  No one is going to believe you.”  

She narrowed her eyes.  If they weren’t going to answer her directly, she’d get them to answer her indirectly.  Her last lifetime didn’t train her to become proficient in dealing with wily courtiers for nothing.  

Her dry, cracked lips curled up into a provocative smirk.  “You believe I did it.”  They didn’t answer her immediately and their reactions were dull.  She let out a small snort laugh and looked away.  “Of course, you would.  Such small-brained people would believe anything, right?”

“Are you calling us stupid?” The younger of the guards whirled towards her and glared.  He stomped towards her, but was held back by the older one.  The older man frowned.

“She’s riling you up.  Don’t listen to her.”

“Yeah, listen to the gray-haired old man.  With one foot in the grave, he knows a little more about pretending to be ignorant.” 

The older guard could brush off ‘stupid’, but apparently not ‘old’ and ‘ignorant’.  He shot her a glare and she could see his hand clench at his side.  “I would be quiet if I were you.”

“I’ve already died once, old man.  What do I have to be afraid of?” Beks replied, lifting her chin up in defiance. “And no matter what I say, you won’t believe me anyway.  Isn’t that what you said?”

“All criminals say they are innocent.”

“By that logic, all innocent people say they are guilty,” Beks said with a roll of her eyes as she remained slumped against the back of a cell.  “I didn’t do it.” 

“Half the village witnessed you setting fire to Rowena Grosh’s vegetable cart!”  The younger guard looked as if he wanted to hit her.  “Just because the man you like picked her over you at the spring festival’s dance!” 

Beks wanted to groan.  That was why this body was in prison?  Attempted arson was one thing, but the motive was embarrassing.  Her ex-fiancé not only picked someone over her, but slept with that woman while they were engaged.  This was nothing. 

A small part of her chastised the owner of the body for being so brash.  

“You think that’s the only reason?” Beks raised a brow.  It probably was, but she wasn’t going to be known as a crime-of-passion arsonist.  

“What other reason is there?” The older guard shook his head.  He pulled the younger guard away.  “Ignore her-”

“Yes, ignore me.” He sent her a glare as she mocked him.  Beks continued to sneer.  “Ignore the lack of evidence.”

“We have evidence-”

“You have the word of a bunch of people who don’t like me,” Beks snapped.  “You think I don’t know?  They’d jump at a chance to ruin me.”

“Then what were you doing at the vegetable cart?”

“A woman can’t go grocery shopping?” Beks raised a brow.

“They saw you bending down by where the fire started-”

“You said that all I had with me was a basket,” Beks said in a firm voice.  “What was inside?  Nothing.  It was empty.  In addition, the basket smelled of fish and was damp because I was selling fish.  I didn’t have any sort of kindling, no matches, no open fire to start the fire.”  It was good she listened to them analyzing her things.  “So, tell me, with what am I supposed to start the fire with?  My mind?” 

The younger guard opened and closed his mouth like a fish gasping for water.  He didn’t know what to say, but the older guard seemed to have heard enough.  He glared at Beks once more before dragging the other guard away.

Beks relaxed and carefully let out a breath.  From what she gathered, this was just a prison, or what could barely be called that from the dilapidated look of her surroundings, in a small village.  If she could get out, she could get a better look at her surroundings and ask around to see if anyone knew the late Great Oracle’s family.

Beks closed her eyes for a moment.  

Once she found them, she had to convince them to leave the farming valley before the dam burst and flooded the entire valley.  

Or if she couldn’t find them, she could go with the other option of trying to stop the dam from bursting, but that was even more complicated.  If the dam was as large as she thought it would be to be able to flood a village, then she couldn’t patrol it on her own to try to stop the Temple’s saboteurs.  

If she had a few more people, she could fulfill the mission much easier, but this time, she was solo.  No Laz.  No Lucian.  Not even Snowflake or Efran to help her.  

She didn’t even know if this body had biha.  In retrospect, nothing was written about it in the future in the last Great Oracle’s books.  If there were any biha-users, they’d be in places like Sagittate, which historically had bihar rich environments.  

The worst I can be is disappointed.  Beks opened her eyes and held up her dirt covered hand.  She took a deep breath and tried to collect biha.  Compared to the tingling she felt before, what she felt was miniscule, but she was sure that it was biha.  She wasn’t expecting a light beam or even for her hand to glow bright, in fact, she restrained herself as much as possible, but when she looked at her left hand and found that it didn’t so much as have a sheen of light, her heart sank.

All right, it’s just light biha, but there is biha.  This woman was living outside of a bihar rich environment; it was unlikely she’d have a deep well even if she could gather biha.  It was a logical assumption.  It could also have been that she wasn’t a light biha user.  It was rare, after all.

Beks took measured breath once more, catching herself so as not to fall into another coughing fit.  She touched the hard packed dirt that was the floor, and carefully released biha into it to check for a reaction.  

She still feared releasing too much biha at once and causing the ground to shake, which could cause the building to collapse on top of her, or the ground she touched explode with dirt.  She released a little and to her surprise, it wasn’t an immediate surge of biha that she had to quickly cut off.  It was a carefully controlled stream.  

Her heart quickened.  This had never happened before, at least not when she wasn’t healing in a bihar-rich pool.  She quelled her excitement and released a little more. 

A crack appeared beneath her finger tips and Beks nearly snatched her hand back in surprise.  She slid down to the floor, her face nearly touching the ground as she looked at the crack in the earth.  

“I did it....” she whispered to herself as she traced the outline of the crack.  She narrowed her eyes and placed her hand over it, covering the small crack before releasing a larger amount. The ground trembled just a bit beneath her and she heard a faint scraping of earth as it shifted.  The crack grew from her hand, all the way across the floor of the cell.  

Beks drew her lips inward to keep from screaming with excitement.  She’d never had that much control before.  Everything was either nothing or explosive.  

Some dust was pushed into the air and Beks waved her hand that still had biha gathered.  

A light breeze filled the room, blowing the dust away, towards the cell doors. 

She froze.  Beks looked at her hand and then at the faint cloud of dust falling on the other side of the bars.  She lifted her hand once more, gathered biha and made a gentle fanning motion.  Another breeze picked up, far stronger than if she was just fanning herself.  

“Wind biha?” 

Her eyes narrowed.  One element, she could understand.  She was already lucky this body had biha.  She shook her head.  Perhaps, she was seeing things.  She waved her hand again, this time mimicking what she’d seen Gerard do.  She released much more biha than she thought and suddenly, all the loose dirt and dust that had been on the surface of the ground was pushed to the far corners of the room, as if someone had done a terrible job of sweeping.

Beks stared at the dirt for a moment.  

She couldn’t resist testing one more and closed her eyes.  She took a deep breath and gathered the biha in the palm of her hand, making it circle around itself, faster and faster.  Her hand suddenly felt warm, as if it had been placed in front of a heat source.  

Beks opened her eyes.

For a moment, she couldn’t breathe.  

She stared at the small flame that danced above her fingers.  She hadn’t been able to do anything good with fire biha in her last life except give biha to other users. It was too dangerous to practice considering her inability to control the strength of her biha, but now, she’d done so. A sourness hit her.  

She remembered being a toddler and watching her brother go through his forms.  Afterwards, with her chubby little arms and legs, she tried to copy Deo’s moves in secret, hoping to show some signs of fire, like her brother and father.  

Her eyes reddened.  “Finally,” she said as she touched the fire with her other hand.  It spread on to her other hand and a bittersweet smile appeared on her face.  She moved her hand and manipulated the fire created by biha, making it grow larger, smaller, and moving it as if it were a puppet on strings.  

Light biha and healing with biha in bihar-rich water was what she was able to do, as she couldn’t control the other elements anywhere near as well.  She’d learned the foundations of all of them, but the foundation and forms she knew best was for fire biha. 

Her eyes crinkled up as she went through one of the most basic attack forms with biha that was a direct ball of concentrated fire at a target.  

A chunk of the wall was struck and when the smoke and dust cleared, a black scorch mark the size of her head covered a dent in the wall.  

Beks walked closer and touched it.  It was still warm, but the white washed wall wasn’t stone.  “Mud brick...,” she muttered.  Her eyes rose.  She let out a small laugh as she gathered biha and created another fireball in her hand.  It looks like she could proceed with her mission after all. “And here I was worried that I was trapped.”  

 

            


TWHoC: Chapter 90 - She Might As Well Get Revenge Out of the Way


                Growing up as a foster child of the Queen of Kadmus, Beks had always been known to excel. It was expected of her. On one hand, her promise growing into the ideal support for Luther was a good thing. People took her seriously and she was given respect and responsibility. Her concerns and thoughts were seriously considered.

On the other hand, the better the work she did, the more work and responsibility she was entrusted with. There was less and less time to herself as she grew, and the weight of her responsibilities weren’t without their stress. When she found herself frustrated, angry, or disappointed and sad, she’d dive into her work as a distraction.

She’d constrain her emotions and put on a mask of calm, always appearing measured because it was what was expected of her. When Laurence had his accident, she forced herself to work not only for his sake, but so she didn’t fall apart and become useless. No one needed another burden during such a helpless time.

Distraction by keeping her mind occupied was the only way to keep herself in check, and a new body in a new life hadn’t changed her core.

In her heart, she ached for her family and friends left behind. She ached for the life she was pulled away from, and so suddenly, without a word of warning to anyone. There was regret and frustration, and more heartbreak than she could ever remember having.

If she didn’t throw herself into the role she’d been tossed into and assigned herself a mission to focus on, she would break down.

So, Beks put all her effort into assessing her biha. This body of the young woman named “Tana” had exceptional control. She couldn’t help but praise her. Beks was sure she was using her own well, as she hadn’t felt the least bit drained. She also didn’t know how she was able to use at least three types of biha. Was the ability tied with one’s soul?

Did Xeria at least let her have that knowing she couldn’t return to her time?

The younger of the guards had rushed in a few moments after she’d burned a hole in the wall and Beks had casually stood over in front of it shielding him from view. Aside from looking as if she was trying to escape, which she was, the evidence of fire would add more fuel to her accusation as an arsonist. The young guard threatening to make things worse for her was how she found out the young woman’s name.

After some prying, she discovered that Tana lost her last remaining parent a year prior, and that she and her father had made a living catching fish to sell, which she continued to do. While Beks was sympathetic, it was also a bit of a relief, as no one was close enough to her to notice any differences.

She didn’t know if the Great Oracles remembered the lives of their hosts, or even cared to since they had come with a single-minded goal, but she did not. She knew nothing of Tana’s history. She didn’t even know what Tana looked like.

She had black hair and tanned skin with plenty of sunspots, though she was still young. It meant she did a lot of work outdoors. Beks also felt shorter than she was before, but aside from that, she couldn’t figure out much else. What color were her eyes? How did her face look?

She continued trying to get information on the village from the guard, but he was called away. She needed to find out if there was a Heryan family in the village. The Heryans were the birth family of the last Great Oracle. They died when a dam broke and suddenly flooded the valley.

Since the last Great Oracle had made it so she would survive, Beks decided to return the life-saving grace by saving the last Great Oracle’s family.

From the partially open door beyond the cell bars, she could tell the sun was setting. She expected them to come with meager rations for her, but instead, Beks heard them chatting outside before closing the door of the building and locking it, casting her into pitch darkness.

They didn’t give her food.

“What kind of torture is this....” She muttered in the darkness. She wasn’t hungry, but that in itself wasn’t a good sign considering how long she’d been unconscious. Tana was a poor fisherman, as well. It wasn’t as if she had a lot to eat before coming to sell fish, if she had anything to eat at all.

Beks waited for a few moments to make sure that no one would suddenly throw open the door to check on her before creating a small flame of fire biha in her hand. She moved her hand over the scorched hole in the wall. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to blast a whole through the wall with fire considering she had been falsely accused of arson.

“It’s good I have other biha.” She moved her hand over the mud brick. If she was a normal person, it would’ve been difficult for her to break through with sheer force, without any tools. But mud brick was still susceptible to earth biha.

It didn’t take long to get through the wall. It was thicker than she thought it was despite being so old. She peeked outside, and it seemed that it was well into sunset, as the sky was turning purple. Beks put out her fire and sat down, deciding to wait until night to break out. Considering she was the only prisoner and there were only two village guards she’d seen, she doubted there was someone guarding the jail at night.

She poked two more holes at eye level on two other walls to try to get a better look outside. It seemed that the building had a mud brick fence surrounding it several paces away, but after that, she couldn’t see the tops of any houses, just a few trees. Around the area was more hard packed dirt. There were sacks filled with what she assumed was grain, and some empty barrels piled on top of each other along the side of the building.

There were some dismantled drying racks also leaning against the far wall.

She supposed the rural prison also doubled as a communal storage area.

Her guess that she was probably somewhere outside the village, or at the very edge of one, was correct when she widened her first hole and squeezed through.

She really should’ve focused on getting as far away from the dilapidated mud brick storage prison as she could, but Beks wanted to see their reaction when they saw the gaping hole just large enough for a malnourished peasant girl to crawl out of.

She chuckled to herself as she crouched in the shadows. She was certain that a normal, full-grown man would have difficulty breaking through the walls which were at least double the thickness of similar buildings she’d seen in the past.

Beks spent the rest of the night growing accustomed to Tana’s biha control. A few hours into creating a pit for her to hide in beside a nearby tree, she noticed a difference in the way Tana’s body controlled the release of biha.

Beks couldn’t control the amount she released at once, so she countered the power by controlling the duration of release. This made each light beam explosive. She would collect biha as energy through her body and around her hands to direct them, resulting in a cloud of condensed biha that had to be used at once.

Tana’s body collected biha through her body, as well, but contained it in her abdomen and sent biha through her veins to her hands. The result was the opposite of what Beks had used. The power was greatly reduced, but the duration of release could make the biha used more powerful.

If she thought of biha as a river, the dam was her abdomen, and the release spillways were her veins. Her veins contained the flow and if she wanted to use more, or strengthen the use of biha, then she’d collect water in a pool at the end of the channel for use at one time. Beks never considered such a concept, but the more she visualized and put it into practice, the easier it was.

It was almost frustrating that she’d struggled so much in the past, and such an answer was right in front of her. Who taught Tana this? While unlikely, it wasn’t impossible for a gifted biha user to be born in a non-bihar-rich environment. However, in such cases, Tana’s abilities would be very rough without formal training.

Beks practiced control with earth biha to create a pit for her to hide, and then watch from, hidden around bushes that grew below a nearby tree. There, she finally felt safe from any suspicious eyes and settled into sleep.

She didn’t realize how tired she must’ve been. Normally, she would’ve woken up rather early, but it wasn’t until she heard yelling coming from the rural prison that she opened her eyes. Beks rolled over and peeked through the gap in the stones and dirt, which she learned to create and make appear as a natural formation from Rid Callan.

It wasn’t only the young and old guards who were making a fuss, but several more middle-aged men who’d apparently come to see the prisoner.

“What do you mean she’s gone? How could she get out?” A well-dressed middle-aged man was red in the face as he yelled at the two guards.

“Village head, she escaped through a hole in the wall.”

The middle-aged man balked. “A hole?” they brought it to the side that Beks had the best sight of.

She suppressed her laughter as she watched the middle-aged man and the men around him stop and stare at the hole she made, and the pile of broken mud brick just beneath it.

“That’s...that’s impossible!” The middle-aged man began blabbering that the prison was built with double the material. It was meant to hold in grown men. “How can a skinny little girl get out?” He couldn’t contain his disbelief and appeared sure that something was wrong.

“Maybe someone helped her, village head,” someone suggested.

“Who is going to help her? There’s no one left in her family and my niece says that she has no friends!” the village head yelled. “Even that boy Tristan regretted being kind to her once because she started following him around!”

Tana, you poor girl. Beks shook her head.

“Do you think he may have helped her escape because he pitied her?” the younger guard asked.

“Call him in!” One of the other men demanded at once while another ordered for people to form a search party, citing that she couldn’t have gone far.

Well, they’re not wrong. Beks continued hiding, watching people come and go. Other villagers were curious while every so often, someone came to report that she hadn’t been found. She had her first sight of the young man that Tana had admired and drew her head back. She curled her lip in distaste.

Average in height with light brown hair and a plain face. Average build, but better fed than the average farmer she’d seen so far. His clothes were clean and looked pressed. No patches or worn spots indicated he came from a family of some means. Perhaps his family owned a shop in town or some land.

He may have stood out amongst the villagers a bit, but when one woke up to the twins, he wasn’t worth taking a second glance at. Not only appearance wise, but she could almost sense the arrogance coming from him. As he argued with the middle-aged man, Beks heard he was the son of a local small landlord and acted like it. Not only did he deny helping her escape, but he called her numerous names and insulted her family and livelihood.

Even if Beks wasn’t in Tana’s body, her blood would boil at what he was saying. What was worse was that none of the villagers defended her and let the idiot ramble on with his derogatory rant.

If Tana was alive, would she be hurt? Did one act of kindness excuse all of this? How desperate were you to like this fool?

When the sun began to set, despite not finding her, the villagers had to disperse. She found it funny that they still locked the door to the jail and the gate to the property. Soon, the rural jail that had been the center of attention the entire day was empty. Beks parted the dirt to give herself an exit and climbed out.

As she dusted off her ragged clothes, the smell of fires from wood burning stoves wafted in her direction and Beks frowned.

She’d been hiding the entire day and hadn’t eaten. Either this body was used to starving or she wasn’t as well as she’d like to admit, as hunger wasn’t registering. Regardless of whether she felt it or not, she needed to eat.

The wooden gate that closed off the property from the dirt road wasn’t very secure. It only reached her shoulders and was made of horizontal planks of wood with gaps between them. It was a ladder and climbing over took little effort.

Beks had paid close attention to where the villagers had come from and went down the road in the darkness. Her vision in the dark was better than before. She couldn’t see too far ahead of her, but she could make out the road and shapes a few paces around her. It was like she had a very dim, white lantern.

Laz and Lucian had explained that seeing the dark with biha was like seeing in the day, it’s just that the colors were much duller, almost shaded gray. Beks was thankful just to be able to see the road at night.

She approached the smattering of buildings that were built together and determined that this was the village. Unlike Kadmium, Aceria, and even the ruins of Gurani Island, there were no street lights. People would need to provide their own lanterns, but this only allowed Beks to be able to walk down the street unseen and unbothered.

When she did catch a rare lantern moving, she darted behind a wall or waited until they passed before continuing on. She wanted to find the market place, which in villages was usually the town square. If she could find a place to hide there, then she could listen to people talk.

If only I still had Nexus, she silently lamented. Since this was the future, she didn’t know if Nexus still existed. If it did, whose hands was it in?

Beks found the square easily and as she was trying to decide on the best place to hide along a green area, she heard a familiar voice. She snapped her head and squinted into the nearby alley before crouching behind some shrubs.

“...returns to her house?”

“Even if she returns to her house, what will she find? We turned that place upside down and couldn’t find anything!” That was the voice of that Tristan person Tana admired.

“What do you mean you couldn’t find anything?” The other voice belonged to a woman.

“I mean we couldn’t find anything of value. You said that your mother said that her mother was from Kadmus?”

Beks perked up at this.

The other woman rushed to answer. “Yes! My mother still remembers the first time she saw Tana’s mother. She was wearing nice clothes and jewelry. Her and the fisherman were living well for a while until she died.” The woman sounded irritated and then disapproving. “Do you think that they sold her good things after she died? The fisherman was poor before they were married and he might’ve sold her things after she was gone.”

“No, I don’t think so. That woman said that her father saved her mother’s things for her when she got married. I asked to see them once, but she refused, saying she wasn’t allowed to take it out until she got married.”

“Hah!” The woman scoffed. “She just wanted you to marry her.”

“Rowena, I’m not marrying anyone but you.”

Beks raised a brow. Rowena was the woman whose vegetable cart Tana allegedly tried to set on fire. That explained the cart they were standing next to.

“Never mind that. If she doesn't want to take it out, it must mean that they’ve been hidden somewhere...but where could she hide it?”

“The river?” Tristan asked.

“It could be anywhere....” There was a pause and Beks squinted. She could barely see the two figures standing in the dark. “Tristan, you have to find her and get her to tell you where the goods are. Without them, I can’t support my ill mother. If I can’t support her, your parents will never let me marry you.”

If she wasn’t trying to be quiet, Beks would’ve laughed. Did they think it was completely fine to ruin a girl’s life for their own marriage? Tana, you fell for the worst man, but I won’t let them get away with this.

“I’ll try, but I don’t know how far she’s gotten. If she’s smart, she would’ve run away.”

“Where would a girl like her go?”

“It isn’t as if she’s helpless,” Tristan seemed to unwillingly admit. “I saw her use fire. They came out of her hands so easily, but she doesn’t show it off, so it’ll be difficult for others to believe us.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. So, it seems that Tristan had seen Tana use fire biha and that’s why they accused her of being an arsonist. And if Tana’s mother was from Kadmus, there was the link to a possible biha-user Beks was looking for.

“What if we get her to use fire in front of everyone? If she’s guilty, my uncle promised me that she’d be exiled from the village, unable to take anything with her but the clothes on her back.”

“We’d have to find her first.”

Good luck with that. Beks remained hidden and was forced to listen to their conversation become affectionate. And then too affectionate. Just as she was about to chide them for having their tryst in the shadows of the town square, Tristan said he knew a better place and dragged her off. Despite her disgust, Beks felt that they’d be most vulnerable in the midst of their little affair, so she followed them.

Before she set out on her mission, she might as well get revenge out of the way.

The ‘better place’ Tristan talked about was a field of rapeseed that had just started to bloom. Beks rolled her eyes.

A field? How desperate are you?  Even when they were on a military campaign, her husbands made sure there was at least one sleeping mat with plenty of cushions. She pursed her lips. In retrospect, perhaps she was more used to a comfortable lifestyle than she thought.

Once the two lovers began to shed clothes and lose themselves in each other, Beks put her hands against the ground and released biha. There was a sudden yell of surprise as the earth a few paces away sank, creating a narrow, deep hole that wouldn’t be easy to climb out of, if at all.

Beks then casually gathered what remains of clothes had been tossed to the side under the cover of darkness and rapeseed stalks, and walked away. Whatever happened to the two people who tried to set up Tana was in the hands of the gods now.

As for the clothes, what looked to be a shirt and someone’s dress, were burned when she reached the river, which wasn’t too far away. She wanted to find out where Tana had lived, but there wasn’t time. She still had to gather her own information without Nexus.

Beks returned to the town square well before dawn. She knew that any later, and she’d start to run into people on the road heading to set up stalls. The place she’d selected to hide was a small rocky outcropping that had a large tree growing out of it. The tree would provide shade across the surrounding lawn, so it seemed like an ideal place to set up a stall for shade.

Beks stopped by Rowena’s vegetable cart and picked up some fruit that remained in baskets below. In another life, Beks would’ve felt some guilt and tried to leave money. But this time, she had neither money nor guilt. She even took a few more pieces before going to hide for the day.

After enclosing herself behind the rocks and leaving gaps in different sides so she could peer through, she settled in. The sun was just peeking out of the horizon when the first vendors arrived. By the time the sun had fully emerged, the town square had become a market place.

Information gathering wasn’t as easy as Nexus made it out to be, but she still picked up some information. Much of it was around Tana and how she escaped from prison. No one could find her, but everyone guessed that she left the valley. Apparently, men had been stationed around her family home in case she returned to get any valuables before she left, but she hadn’t returned.

There were guesses on where she’d gone and it seemed that the only real way of leaving was to head south, where the valley opened up into a flat farming region. North was a gorge that the river came from. There was nothing much there, except the dam.

This piqued Beks’ attention. When several old ladies were chattering with each other about Tana and the dam was brought up, Beks dared to call out from her hiding place while they were distracted. “Isn’t the dam dangerous right now?”

In the chaos, no one noticed that the voice came from behind the rocks. Instead, people began to voice their concerns over the dam. The villages in the area that depended on the dam didn’t have enough money to pay for repairs. Some blamed corrupt officials and landowners.

“I heard that the Temple offered to pay for the repairs, but I don’t think it’s gone through.”

“With what money can the Temple use?” Another person scoffed sneered at the idea. “All they have left is that complex in the middle of the river and there are less and less worshippers each year.”

“Well, someone better hurry and fix it soon. My son says it may not last through the next rainfall.”

Beks silently calculated based on the growing season, and then silently cursed. She had perhaps two, maybe three months, at most before the harvest season and then rain and snow runoff from higher grounds in the winter.

With her influence and power in her previous life, repairs could be done in that short time. At least enough repairs to see it through before a better solution could be made, but by herself, there was no way she’d be able to fix the structural damage of a dam. She didn’t know where to begin to fix it.

She had more knowledge building a new one.

She spent the rest of the day observing the village people. There were far more than she thought, of varying ages, and they were all from the surrounding area within the valley. This was disconcerting.

After watching them for an entire day, Beks tossed the idea of going to find the Heryan family and urging them to evacuate before the dam broke out of her head. First, there was no guarantee that she could find them in time, and if she did, there was also no guarantee that they’d listen to her, who was technically a wanted criminal.

On the off chance the Heryan family listened and left, what about everyone else? Their friends? Their neighbors? Would they see the Heryan family fleeing and join them? Farmers were unlikely to leave their land unless the situation was life or death.

Her intuition told her that people would stay. If people stayed and the dam broke, then the entire valley would be wiped out by the flooding.

Beks closed her eyes and leaned back against the stone as outside, the vendors packed up to leave.

Even if she hadn’t settled on her next course of action, Beks found herself following the river upstream, into the gorge. It took over half the night to reach the entrance to the gorge, and she continued to walk until sunrise. It was only then that she ate her last remaining fruit and found a place to sleep.

This time, her sleep was short. She woke up when the sun was still up and then pressed forward.

She finally reached the old dam by sunset, and the villagers were right to be worried. The dam was sloping up, covered with crumbling stone and a layer of dirt and grass. It was built quite high and connected one side of the gorge walls to the other. Parts had decayedover time and there were plenty of places where stones that were once at the top had tumbled down. It was not maintained for at least several decades.

Two of the four spillways were locked with dirt and rubble and silt built up a great deal at the bottom. This meant that water wasn’t moving through and so pressure was building behind the dam. That only made the problem worse.

Beks was certain she was in danger just standing there, yet she had to get up and check the reservoir to see just how much water was there.

Not daring to climb the actual dam slope, Beks went out of her way to create crude stairs along the gorge to climb up to the top. It was dark when she reached it and her ability to see was limited, so she went to sleep against a tree along the forest atop the gorge. Her stomach rumbled, but without anything to eat, all she could do was ignore it.

This is your life now, Rebecca. If you finish this, you need to figure out what you can do. Perhaps, go to Kadmus. See if there is any use for a biha user. If she went to Kadmus, she could learn more about the chances her past life put into effect and perhaps even learn about her descendants. Did she have great-grandchildren? Did they look like her?

Did they look like Laz and Lucian? Her eyes reddened and she shut them tight as a wave of heartbreak swept over her. In this world, was there a Princess Rebecca to even have a child?

And what about her family? Did the Carolines still reign on Sagittate? Were her great-grand nieces and nephews diverting beast tides in the Northern Pass? Did Laurence and Eleanor’s descendants make good rulers? What about on the Langshe side?

Her heart ached as she curled into a ball against the base of a tree.

Where she was now, everyone she knew was dead.

Where were her husbands buried? If she found it, she would tend to their graves, if possible.

Stop thinking about it. There isn’t anything you can do about it. Just focus on repaying your debt and save the last Great Oracle’s family.  She could figure everything else out afterwards.

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ ♔ ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

The one good thing about her situation aside from the opportunity to save the last Great Oracle’s family, was that with Tana’s impressive control of biha coupled with Beks’ well and multiple elemental biha abilities, she was her own one-person construction crew.

However, in the limited time she had before the autumn rains and winter snow, it was still impossible for her to learn how to and then implement repairs on the dam.

So, Beks decided to start from scratch.

Further down the gorge, the walls closed in and narrowed, creating an ideal spot to create a dam in a short period of time, as the space that needed to be covered was shorter. However, if the old dam burst, the power of the water crashing down could overwhelm the new dam.

The amount of water that would collide with the new dam needed to be controlled. Beks found that she had water biha, but didn’t have the confidence to stop an entire burst dam of water. What she needed was a place for the water to go before it hit the new dam.

This is what Beks worked on first.

If the dam burst before she could build the new dam, at the very least, the water would have a place to go other than shooting through the gorge and flooding the valley.

In Kadmus, the dam she’d help get approved to be built and funded had channels that led from the spillways into secondary reservoirs underground. The channels could be opened when there was too much water or pressure to relieve the dam and manage water flow on the river.

And once more, Beks found herself digging a glorified hole in the ground.

“If I ever run into Rid Callan in rebirth, I will make sure he and his family live the most comfortable life,” Beks muttered to herself as she climbed down a crude, tiered pit she'd cut little-by-little into the gorge walls. She made that old man do so much work and now that she was doing it herself, she knew exactly how difficult it was.

She spent a day estimating how much water was in the reservoir to figure out how big the emergency spillways needed to be. Before the gorge began to narrow, she cut into the walls to get into and under the gorge walls.

A series of wide slits facing upriver would lead into reservoirs beneath the gorge walls that were both deep and wide. In addition, the direction of the slits made it difficult to notice from downstream.

Another factor she had to consider was keeping this all hidden from the villagers less than a day’s walk downstream. The only thing that was helping her was the harvest season. For farmers, everyone would be involved in the harvesting and there was little chance groups would go up stream.

Regardless, most of her work above ground was done in the late afternoon, when most people would be preparing to go home. At night, she moved the chunks of stone like puzzle pieces by cutting them apart with biha and then using the ground beneath those chunks to move them up to the location where the new damn was going to be built.

It was a seemingly endless task that both mentally and physically wore at her. It didn’t help that she didn’t have a steady supply of food. Beks was worried about being caught if she went into the village, so she opted to fish for food and forage. Edible plants didn’t change much in less than three centuries, thankfully.

She was already a month into her project when she finished the first emergency reservoir. Beks made the slits for the reservoir on the opposite side before aligning the chunks of stone she’d cut out into a crude dam.

If she wasn’t moving earth and stone around, she would go to look for food and trade with caravans for something more than berries and fish. Even when her body rested, her mind was reviewing everything she could find about dams and how to build them. The library in her mind was limited, as she hadn’t spent much time reading on construction techniques, so she did the best she could.

The foundation alone took two weeks.

Time was moving fast and Beks began working at night, foregoing sleep in order to have enough time to hollow out a new reservoir for the water to go.

Every few days, she would walk back up stream to check on the status of the old dam. Her heart quickened each time she saw it.

It always seemed as if there was new damage, new cracks, or the silt was going to block the spillway. She almost suspected that there was someone sabotaging it, but she didn’t have time to sit there and watch the old dam.

She still had the new dam to finish and the second new reservoir was only halfway done.

Beks paid close attention to the flow of the river. The spillway she created for the new dam was built around the existing river to avoid cutting it off and alerting the villagers downstream. Though she tried to avoid blocking it, some sections were unavoidable.

At least, by the time the villagers noticed and sent someone up, the new dam was mostly complete.

Confusion as to why a new dam suddenly appeared became the talk of the village.

With the second reservoir yet to be completed, Beks was forced to retreat further up river to avoid being seen by the villagers who came to see the new dam. After the third day of their investigation, Beks followed a road she’d seen from the top of the gorge that went east.

If her memory served correctly, there were bound to be caravan routes there. During the days when she couldn’t sleep, she fished and foraged, and took what extra she had to trade in those caravan routes.

She’d managed to buy some rough cloth to sleep in and traded or sold some raw, semi-precious stones she’d collected during her digging for other goods. Her clothes now were still nowhere near as fine as what she wore in her previous life, but there were no tears, patches, nor was it ill-fitting on her frame.

It was good enough. At least she was presentable, which made caravan merchants more willing to trade with her. Of course, being presentable also brought more attention. Tana was thin and average in height, but her face cleaned up well. Beks’ posture and the way she subconsciously carried herself combined with that face was enough to attract unwanted attention.

After the third merchant tried to lure her into joining him, Beks bought a cloak with a hood and sewed a portion in front to cover her face. It allowed her blue eyes to be the only thing visible. The blue eyes were her favorite feature because they reminded her of her husbands. For some time after she first caught her reflection in clear water, Beks found herself wishing that her children would have blue eyes like their fathers.

She had to force that thought out of her mind to keep from crying once more.

After trading for some coins and then buying flat bread from a passing caravan, Beks tucked her things away in the pockets she’d sewn into the cloak and decided to follow the top of the gorge down to the valley. There were few paths that led down, but villagers rarely left the valley.

When they did, it was always through the southern area, as that led to a more populated area that was now the joint territory of the Empire of Langshe and Kadmus, according to what the caravan merchants told her. It was referred to as the “Empire”, as it was the only true empire of the continent.

A few coastal cities had resisted, and even the naval power of Paraxes was pushed to its archipelago territories, with the mainland having been conquered. Beks almost wanted to spit out ‘good’ when she heard this.

After checking to see if her area was still crawling with villagers, and being disappointed when she saw them climbing over the structure she built with her blood, sweat, and biha, Beks headed into the village.

Unlike when she left, the vast swaths of yellow and green had either been harvested or were about to be harvested. It was easy to see where one plot of land ended and another started, as nearly all the farms had workers and animals on the land.

As a result, the town square wasn’t half as lively as it was when she left. During the harvest, everyone who could help was out on the farm. Unsurprisingly young children and the elderly staffed the stalls and carts.

Except for Rowena Grosh’s vegetable cart.

Though Beks had focused on trying to find out about the dam when she was hiding in the town square, she wasn’t deaf to the brief commotion caused when the village elder’s niece was found ‘naked’ with the landlord’s son in the rapeseed fields that didn’t even belong to the landlord. Of course, Beks had only taken two articles of clothing to destroy when she left them trapped, but being half-dressed had still so easily turned into ‘naked’.

Rowena’s vegetable cart didn’t have many customers, but with her was Tristan, who looked defensive and even yelled at any passers-by who gave Rowena a critical look. Beks raised a brow. No wonder she had few customers.

Interested in the gossip, Beks adjusted her cloak and walked through the marketplace, looking at wares and acting as if she were just passing through.

As she looked over some pickled vegetables, she glanced at Rowena’s vegetable cart, and asked the old woman if there was something wrong.

The old woman sneered and shook her head. “She’s the niece of the village elder. It’s just her and her mother, but because the village elder is her uncle, they were given respect. All for nothing, if you ask me. She ran off and had an affair with the landlord’s son!”

“Scandalous,” Beks said, drawing her head back a bit, as if it were shocking news to her. “But they’re young and in love. Sometimes, this happens.”

“The landlord’s son was engaged!”

Oh! This is getting good! Beks almost jumped. This was more exciting news than she’d heard in the last few weeks exerting biha to move stones. “Who was he engaged to?”

“The daughter of the fisherman and his late wife, who was formerly a guard to a Kadmus noble family in the north.” The old woman shook her head, disappointed. “I always thought Tana was such a nice child, but to think that she’d try to burn down Rowena’s cart out of jealousy.”

Beks choked back her cough. What…why does this always happen? She looked up at the sky. Is this a joke? Beneath her hood, her face twisted with disgust. “Why...why were they engaged? A landlord and a fisherman's children? That doesn’t really match, does it?”

“The landlord was promised a substantial dowry. To his death, the fisherman didn’t spend any of his wife’s money or belongings, preferring to live in poverty just to save it for his daughter.”

There it is. Beks nodded. “Tragic.”

She bought a small scoop of pickled radish to munch on as she continued to walk. She bought some more food that she could bring back to the gorge, but as she left the village, she felt as if she were being followed. Dressed in a dark cloak covering one’s face attracted attention while in the town square, so Beks didn’t think twice about the gazes she felt.

But now that she was out of such a large public setting and was walking up the road, even with farms in their fields on either side of her, it was clear that this time, someone was following her.

She glanced to the side, but didn’t slow her pace. All she had on her was a small, chipped knife she had bought from a caravan. It wouldn’t make too deep of a cut if it was sharp enough to cut human skin.

Regardless, she reached into her cloak and made sure it was close to her body as she walked. She planned to cross over the river on one of the bridges and head back to the gorge. She was almost over a wooden bridge when yelling was heard behind her.

She looked over her shoulder and frowned as a small posse of about five young men had been following her and finally dared to try to stop her. She looked them once over and then continued walking, as if they’d made a mistake and tried to stop the wrong person.

“Wait!” Tristan, the landlord’s son and would be fiancé of Tana, rushed to the front of the group. “Stop where you are, Tana Leyta!”

With a heavy, but poor attempt at the accent of the caravan merchants, Beks raised an arm and tried to dissuade them. “Wrong person.”

“I would recognize those eyes anywhere!” Tristan shouted. “Tana, wait! Let’s talk!”

Beks continued to walk, this time quickening her speed. The footsteps behind her quickened as well, and Beks did not slow down. She sprinted forward, pumping her arms and legs to get as far away as possible.

She spent weeks using her biha, mastering some parts of it, even, but her body wasn’t the same as her well-fed, better trained one of her past life. Tana’s body was still a malnourished peasant girl.

And as her lungs burned and her legs began to tighten, Beks realized she couldn’t outrun those men. Gritting her teeth, she opted to stand her ground. While not as strong and not as fast, not to mention lacking in stamina, Beks still knew how to use a small weapon. Perhaps her technique would be enough.

If it wasn’t, then at least someone would get stabbed.

She kidded to a stop, but her stomach lurched. She’d eaten more in her day wandering in the village than she had in the last few weeks and her body reacted. Her eyes widened and she felt her stomach contract. Unable to stop herself, she tugged down her cloak and threw up on the side of the road.

The five men running after her stumbled to a stop as they saw her heaving up whatever she ate. She didn’t notice their disgusted expressions, but she did sense their hesitation to get closer.

As Wrath says, a win is a win.  Beks coughed. She wiped the bile off her mouth with the back of her sleeve and lifted her head to look towards them with a pale, gaunt face. “What do you want?”

Four of the five men looked at Tristan, who was grimacing with disgust after she threw up in front of them.

“You...where have you been?” he asked as he narrowed his eyes.

“You wanted to exile me, didn’t you?” Beks asked. “Since you so desperately wanted to be with your lover. Heard they found you two in the rapeseed fields.”

Tristan’s face heated up as the four men behind him seemed to turn away to keep from laughing. “What does it matter to you! How dare you escape-”

“Why are you pretending you didn’t have any part in it?” Beks asked as she lifted her mask up. “You dug me out and told me to go! Are you mad because even though I left, I didn’t tell you where my dowry was?”

Tristan began to balk as the men with him turned back to him with a frown. “You told us you had nothing to do with her escape!”

“I didn’t!”

“Then why does she say you did!”

“I don’t know! She's a liar!”

“I’m a liar?” Beks sneered. “Didn’t you and your lover accuse me of arson even though there was no evidence? Even the guards said that they couldn’t find anything on me that would constitute evidence!”

“What evidence is needed? I saw you use fire with my own eyes!”

Beks squinted at him. “Are you crazy? What would I use to start a fire?”

“You don’t need to use anything!” Tristan threw his arms in the air as he grew flustered. “You use fire! Like those people talk about from Kadmus! You can create fire out of nothing!”

Beks looked at him as if he were crazy. “Wow, if you didn’t want to marry me, you should’ve just said so. You would lie so brazenly to be with another woman.”

“I’m not lying!” Tristan shouted. “I saw you! You can use fire!”

Beks glanced at the men with him. “Is this what he’s been telling you?”

“First I’ve heard of it....” One man said, looking at Tristan strangely. “Tristan, are you sure-”

“I’m sure! Do you know what, never mind that! Just capture her! She’s still a wanted criminal!”

Beks stepped back and held out her dagger. “I’ve been away for a few weeks. I’ve learned some things.”

“Tana, put the knife down,” one of the men tried to urge her. “If you come with us willingly, no one needs to get hurt.”

“I don’t want to come with you. If someone needs to get hurt so I don’t, so be it,” Beks replied.

Tristan rolled his eyes. “Just grab-”

A dull thud seemed to echo from the far north end of the valley. The men in front of her immediately looked towards the opening of the gorge, causing Beks to drop her guard and turn around.

“What was that?” one of the men asked as a birds began to fill the sky, squawking and flying downstream from the gorge.

“Is the Empire doing military exercises?”

“No,” Beks said as her eyes widened as her heart sank. She knew what it was, as she’d been dreading it for weeks. “The dam-”

“The dam broke!” A farmer shouted in the fields.

“But there’s a new dam!” one of the men said. “My father went there yesterday and-”

“I also went there yesterday. The new dam is too small! All that water coming from the reservoir will tear it apart! Everyone was saying that when they were looking it over. We need to evacuate!”

Beks looked back at the men and found that two were already running off while the third was shouting for those remaining in the field to get to higher ground as the damn burst.

“My brother’s still there,” one of the men said, his eyes wide. “He...he went there today-”

“Gabriel, it may be too late for him-”

“No-”

“You need to get to your mother and sister!” The man who was yelling at the farmers dragged his friend forward, urging him to go evacuate his remaining family.

Tristan shook his head. “No...that can’t be the dam-” Beks turned around and began running. “Tana! Where are you going? Are you crazy? That’s the wrong direction!”

Beks didn’t bother to answer her. The second reservoir wasn’t complete. It was barely half finished. The new dam wasn’t completed either. It didn’t reach the height she originally wanted.

Her heart pounded in her chest as she raced to the path to the top of the gorge. It was suicide to run up the river, but she still needed to see if the new dam would hold. She ran until her lungs felt as if they’d explode and her legs began to shake.

As she approached, she realized that the water that should’ve burst through the old dam hadn’t reached her yet. She slowed her jog until she limped forward, but the river below her barely swelled. She narrowed her eyes, her chest tight as she prayed that the new dam would hold.

Sweat poured down the sides of her head as she dragged her exhausted body far enough to see the dam.

To her relief, it was standing.

Beks let out a cry as her legs gave way beneath her. Her skinny knees hit the hard dirt and she covered her face and cried.

Several people were standing at the top of the dam, cheering as the water lapped near the top. It appeared wet, so at one point the initial wave had gone over, but it wasn’t by much. Most of the water had been diverted to the reservoirs she’d carved into the gorge walls. Since the water was still so high, it meant that there weren’t enough to hold all the water, but at least it held most of it.

The gorge now acted as a tiered system and for the time being, the new dam and reservoirs would prevent a massive wave of water from washing out the valley.

“That’s it...that’s all I can do,” Beks said. She did what she could, even if it was to delay and mitigate what was inevitable. She didn’t have the strength to keep going and lay down on the ground. Her body ached all over. Her legs felt boneless as her heart and lungs burned. She tried to take deep, even breaths, but she was so at a loss that she continued to pant.

Beks closed her eyes. She was so tired.

Rest, she told herself. She wasn’t under the shade of a tree or had anything to lean on, but it didn’t matter. Beks laid on her stomach, her arms crossed under her head as her eyes grew heavy.
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It felt as if she’d just closed her eyes, but when she woke up, she felt surprisingly well rested. Her body still felt heavy, but the burning sensation in her lungs and her pounding heart had subsided.

Beks opened her eyes. Her vision was blurry, but as it cleared, she jerked her head back and screamed internally.

The floating eye was back.

“You could’ve just saved her family,” a curious voice asked in her head. “Why did you work so hard to save those who imprisoned you?”

Beks closed her eyes once more and relaxed. Xeria wouldn’t kill her. In fact, Beks felt almost safe with the goddess’ floating eye.

“Plenty of people hate me; that doesn’t mean that everyone else deserves to die by association,” Beks replied. “If I have the ability, why would I allow such a tragedy to happen?”

There was no expression visible on the eye, but Beks could feel its satisfaction. “Good answer, Inheritor of the Divine.”

Beks let out a small laugh. “That’s what I’m actually called?”

“The name must have come from somewhere.”

Beks took a deep breath. “Now what?”

“Now?”

Beks opened her eyes and glanced around. Like the summoning, she was once more floating in a blank space. “If I’m here,” she said. “I’m not in the future any more. What happens now? What happened to Tana’s body? And the late Great Oracle’s future now that her family is alive?”

“Tana has already passed.”

Beks shut her eyes. She thought so. “Was it the wound to the back of the head?”

“Yes.”

“Poor thing.”

“I will see to it that she is reborn well,” Xeria said. “Is that not what I am the goddess of?”

“What about the late Great Oracle’s future?”

“There will be no late Great Oracle.”

Beks narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean? If she doesn’t go back, I won’t exist-”

“Inheritor, are you misunderstanding? In this future where you saved her family, the Muil Stones no longer exist. She cannot go back, even if she wanted to. As in the original life, you survived well into adulthood, were married, had children. The only difference is there are no reborn oracles. She was supposed to go back to kill you, and she refused. It is the same as if she never went back.”

“But isn’t it a cycle? If she doesn’t go back how will I find out about the Muil Stones and destroy them...how were they even destroyed?” Beks asked. Now she was completely confused.

“A summoning consumes the Muil Stones. Each time one of them has been reborn, it is to the past. To a time when the Muil Stones weren’t used, so each time, the Muil Stones existed until they were needed. They could be used over and over because they reset the course of events. That was the cycle we could not break without your assistance,” Xeria’s voice sounded angry. “Now, there are no more Muil Stones. I am no longer at the whim of those people. Inheritor, don’t overthink it. I am the goddess of chaos and rebirth; I know what I’m doing.” 

Beks took another low, even breath. It took all her strength not to doubt that. “How was such a thing discovered to begin with?”

“An Inheritor.”

“What?” Beks looked at the eye with irritation. “You said that Inheritors were meant to do the will of the gods-”

“But they can be corrupted. The owner of the heart discovered such a summoning by accident. She went back after the death of her loved ones to save them. From then on, every so often, a so-called priestess would appear, requesting a specific person’s body....I’m sure you know the rest.”

Beks let out a low breath. “I see...”

“Do you think you did something useless building the dam and saving those people?”

“No. I don’t. Besides, the late Great Oracle had worked hard to go back in time to make sure the Temple did not kill me. This is the least I can do for her.”

The voice in her head chuckled. “You are resigned to your fate.”

“I can summon a god, but I can’t control fate, can I? Eventually, it will right itself. All those priestesses sacrificed themselves for what? For the Temple to collapse...for me to live. To end your summonings.”

“Yet, you are filled with uncertainty.”

“Because I am uncertain!” Beks almost snapped. “I’m floating...gods only know where. My host body is dead! I can’t go back to when I want to! What can I do now?”

Xeria was quiet. Beks dropped her shoulders, briefly wondering if this is where her consciousness would linger for eternity.

“Do you not want to return?”

Beks shut her eyes tight and clenched her jaw, trying to restrain her bitterness. “You said I can’t.”

“You can never return to the moment you summoned me.” Beks felt her eyes fill with tears at the reminder. “But I can send you somewhere else.”

Beks let out a small, cold laugh. “Another corpse?”

“No, this time the rules have some...flexibility. You are not bound to the limitations of a summoning,” Xeria’s voice echoed.

“At least tell me about this person. The last time, I had no idea who I was or where I was.”

“She is a pregnant woman in a coma.”

Beks narrowed her eyes at once as she thought of the last pregnant person she knew. With her luck, it was some divine joke. “It better not be Iris El-”

“It is not.” The voice cut off her thoughts at once. “Tell me, Inheritor of the Divine. What does your intuition tell you?” Beks was taking a deep breath. “Does it tell you to trust me?”

Beks closed her eyes once more. “It says to just accept it.”

Laughter filled her head. “That’s good enough.” Beks tried to open her eyes, but found that they weren’t obeying. Her body grew heavier. “You have my gratitude, Inheritor. Rest assured; we shall not meet again.”

Beks felt her body being pulled upwards, into a vacuum before all her senses stopped and her mind went blank.

The faint trickling of water was the first thing that seemed to register after what felt like both an eternity of silence and a snap of a finger. Beks didn’t have the strength to move, but reveled in the relaxing sound of water.

As she listened, she heard the sound of birds in the distance. She wanted to smile.

Then she felt the cool water against her skin. It was much cooler from the shoulders down. From the shoulders up, it was warm...and humid.

Humid? 

She heard shuffling and felt a gentle movement beneath her. She was propped up on something in the water, but it wasn’t uncomfortable.

A man’s gentle voice reached her. “Snowflake, you don’t have to hold her up with your tail this whole time. She wouldn’t want you to be tired.”
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                Snowflake? What was holding her up in the pool of water was Snowflake? Her Snowflake? She could only scream with excitement in her head. Her body was still heavy and she found it difficult to make any sort of movement, but Beks could feel the tears in her eyes as relief and joy filled her.

If it was her Snowflake, then this was somewhere in her time.

“Snowflake says his tail is more comfortable than the stone.” That was Wrath. Wrath was there, too! Beks wanted to call out to them and tell them that she was back, but her mouth wouldn’t move. Her words seemed trapped in her chest. “Snowflake is softer, so let Sister sit. Snowflake doesn’t mind.”

“I suppose that’s true....” Lucian said.

“Is it all right for Snowflake to keep his tail in the water for so long?”

“Snowflake says it doesn’t matter.”

Laz let out a low breath. “He hasn’t eaten for a few days. I’ll ask someone to bring up some deer for him.”

Beks felt sour. They were nearby, but not beside her. Beks couldn’t open her eyes to take a look, but she couldn’t contain her joy that she was back.

And Snowflake, her baby, likely hadn’t left her side, which was why they had to bring him food.

She tensed for a moment. Baby? Didn’t Xeria say I was going into a pregnant woman in a coma? Her heart began to pound. Am I pregnant? 

It wasn’t impossible, but they were under so much stress and almost fighting for their lives the last few months; how could her body be stable enough to get pregnant? She hadn’t noticed at all. She wanted to move and reach down to touch her stomach for confirmation.

How far along was she? When did they find out? She wanted to know and willed herself to move.

“Snowflake? What’s wrong?” Lucian’s voice continued to sound concerned, and beneath her, Beks felt a slight movement.

“He looks agitated.” Laz was also there. “Snowflake, calm down-”

“He says she moved!” Wrath cried out. “Sister! Sister!” The patter of little feet on the ground approached. “Sister, are you awake? It’s me!”

Beks couldn’t open her eyes, but she managed to turn her head towards her sister’s voice. Beneath her, Snowflake began to move, lifting her out of the water and into an more upright position.

“Snowflake-”

“Sunny, get Mommy! Quickly!”

“Wrath, are you sure you saw her-”

“Her eyes are moving! Lucian, look!” Panic filled the air before she heard a splash and the water lap around her body before an arm went around her shoulders to support her. “Beks? Beks?”

“Snowflake, careful! Bring her up!” Lucian shouted. The humid air touched her water-cooled skin. It seemed she was naked, as she couldn’t feel the confining weight of cloth against her.

“Get a towel!”

“Let me remove the water first.”

Mommy! Beks turned towards her mother’s voice. She felt the cold wetness that was lingering on her skin slide off.

“Darling, not fair,” Laz’s pained voice said from against her head. “You don’t turn to me or Lucian?”

Beks managed to get her lips to part, but only one, silent hot breath escaped. She grew frustrated not being able to say his name.

“Wrap the sheet around her and bring her to the bed,” her mother’s firm voice ordered. “Wrath, get the healers, then call Daddy and tell him your sister is responding.”

“Okay!” Wrath rushed off, yelling for the healers to come.

“Snowflake, careful...move slowly.” Lucian was adjusting a cool, thin sheet over her body as Laz supported her back, but she was still seated on Snowflake’s tail. She had the feeling she was being moved, but Snowflake’s movements were smooth and not rushed to ensure her safety.

One of her husbands picked her up and moved her onto a bed.

“Beks...Beks, can you hear me?” A large hand stroked her hair back. She felt calloused fingertips caressing the side of her face.

“Please respond if you can hear us,” Lucian whispered in an almost pleading voice as a hand grasped hers. The most she could do was twitch her fingers. Lucian felt it at once as his hand tightened around hers. He lifted her feeble hand and pressed his lips against her knuckles. “Okay...okay, good, good....” Relief was in his voice as he held her.

“Beks, the healers are coming,” Laz told her. He took her other hand and gently moved it over her stomach. “Did you know? You’re pregnant.” He let out a small, heartbroken laugh. “We didn’t know...if we did, we wouldn’t have let you go.”

“We’re going to have a baby, Beks,” Lucian said, moving her other hand over her stomach. She couldn’t feel much of a swell. “It’s been four months, according to the doctor.”

“All right, don’t overwhelm her,” her mother told them. “The healers are coming.”

Four months. Several voices appeared, greeting the princes and the duchess. Though she couldn’t see them, Beks knew her husbands were reluctant to release her. She felt biha moving through her body as someone spoke in Sagittater. They were healers from her family’s duchy, and it seemed that when her mother came, she brought several with her.

“Her Highness is responding to verbal cues, but she has been in a coma for several months. Allow her time to regain control of her body,” one of the healers said. “We will continue to provide biha, as eating may be a challenge for a while longer.”

“Understood. Thank you, doctor,” the Duchess replied. “You two, continue to massage her to prevent muscle atrophy.”

“Of course, Mother-in-law.” Lucian seemed to swear.

“Should we increase her range of movement?” Laz asked the healer.

“Just a bit to keep her flexible, as she has been laying or sitting since the incident. For now, continue speaking to her. Give her a reason to open her eyes.”

Beks wanted to shout that she already had a reason, and it wasn’t for her lack of trying. It’s just that her body wasn’t responding well. She tried to open her eyes and move her fingers; anything to show that she was responsive.

Beside her, several voices seemed to argue on who would speak first, until finally being silenced by her mother.

“I will cede to you once and allow you two to remain with my daughter for one hour,” the Duchess said in a firm voice.

“Mommy, no! I want to stay with Sister!”

“You can wait one hour, Starfish,” the Duchess said, her voice softening. “Even if your sister cannot move much, she is responding. This means she can hear us. I am sure your brothers-in-law have much to tell her.”

“I have much to tell her, too....” Wrath’s disappointed voice faded as the sound of steps became further.

Beks felt someone bury their head beside hers. An arm went over her stomach and a body sank on the cushions next to her.

“Just give us a moment, Beks,” Lucian said from her right. “I want to hold you.”

On her left, she felt some dampness against her bare neck along with Laz’s hot breath against her skin. “We thought you’d left us.”

A moment later, dry lips kissed the corners of her eyes. “Don’t cry...don’t cry. You’ll be all right. Your body is healthy. No wounds: we made sure that cut on your arm has healed well. You can’t even see a scar. Every day, Laz and I would rub your arms and legs, turn you over. We kept you in the biha pool during the day.”

“Nothing is wrong with your body, Beks. The baby is fine, too,” Laz told her earnestly. “The medic in Gatlin’s battalion found out when they reached us.”

“Since you couldn’t eat, we brought you back to the island to recuperate with the biha pools and informed your family at once,” Lucian continued. “Mother-in-law came immediately with healers and Wrath.”

“Regardless, the longer you don't respond....” Laz’s voice trembled. “When didn’t know what we’d do if you still weren’t awake when the baby came to term.”

“We’re lucky,” Lucian said. “You’re conscious. I know you are. Just rest some more.”

Beks mulled over the timeline in her mind. If they were able to meet with the battalion and then bring her to the island, did that mean there was no or minimal problems in Strahnroc? What happened after she was taken into the goddess’ eye?

She managed to open her mouth and let out a low wheeze, but to her frustration, it wasn’t a word, let alone a coherent sound. She inwardly scowled to herself.

“Lucian, where is the biha water Father-in-Law sent?” The bed bounced as Lucian seemed to rush out. “Beks, can you drink? Even a little? Father-in-law prepared medicinal water, but you were unable to drink.”

Beks opened her mouth to try to answer and confirm that she was able, but her limited movement only screamed that perhaps she was not. Regardless, once Lucian returned, Laz told him to give him the medicine.

Beks’ head was tilted up and gentle fingers moved her chin down. Familiar lips pressed against hers and cool water rushed into her mouth.

Her eyes briefly opened just a bit, enough to let in some light, but not make out any shapes. She heard Lucian urging her to swallow and gently stroked her back. She managed, but some water still trickled out the corners of her mouth.

The medicated water had no distinct flavor. Perhaps a bit more minerals were detected, but there didn’t seem to be any actual medicine in it.

She took a deep breath and felt her airways open wide. A cool, tingling feeling coursed through her body coming from her throat and down her stomach. There was no medicine, but it was as if bihar was condensed in the water. She took another deep breath and felt her chest rise heavily.

Despite the relaxing effect of the water, her body felt heavy with sleep once more.

“Father-in-law said that it will make you sleepy, so sleep,” she heard Lucian urge her. “The bihar water will continue to help you heal.”

She didn’t hear the last part. For a moment, she only wondered why she was so sleepy. Her head swayed just a bit before she closed her eyes.

When she woke up next, she felt far more refreshed.

Her body felt lighter and there was no nausea despite still having an urge to continue sleeping. Whatever was in that bihar water was useful.

She tried to move her limbs and found that, though somewhat heavy, she could move them. She wiggled her fingers and then shifted her arms.

The bed moved beside her and she felt a small hand touch her forehead. Beks managed to open an eye, but everything was blurred. Still, she could recognize the blob that was her sister.

Wrath gasped and leaned forward. Her eyes were large as she whispered, as if afraid that making more noise than usual would send Beks back into a coma. “Sister, are you awake?”

The corners of Beks’ lips curled up slightly as her eyes crinkled up. “Yes....” Her voice was a bit raspy, but at least she could make sounds.

Wrath’s lower lip trembled and she raised her hands to wipe her eyes. She sniffled, trying to appear composed. “I was scared.”

“Sorry...didn’t expect it to happen,” Beks said. She moved her hand across the bed, towards her sister. Wrath caught the movement and immediately clamped both her little hands-on Beks’.

“I forgive you, don’t let it happen again,” Wrath replied with a pout.

“I will try,” Beks told her with some amusement. “Did you eat already?”

Wrath nodded. “Don’t worry, I ate before I came to take care of you.” Beks’ heart ached. How good was her little sister?

“You came to take care of me? Thank you. You’re very responsible.”

Wrath puffed her chest out a bit. “I am. Brother-in-laws need to work, so I said I would take care of you. Sunny and Snowflake are here, too. In case of emergency.”

Beks wanted to laugh, but held it in. “Where are they? I can’t see much...everything is still blurry.”

Wrath made a surprised sound. “Sunny! Come here! Let Sister touch you. You’ve grown so big; she won’t recognize you!”

Beks heard heavy footsteps and then part of the bed depressed. Wrath took her hand and placed it on top of a hot, scaly head. Carefully, Beks moved her hand over the lumps and ridges, ignoring the tongue that gave her a lick in greeting.

“Sunny, what have we been feeding you? You will be as big as Snowflake soon.”

Suddenly, Sunny was pushed to the side and Wrath cried out. “Snowflake! Your head’s too big!” She complained as smooth, cool scales replaced the fire drake’s.

Beks smiled. “My baby...,” she said. “I’m so glad you’re all right....”

“Snowflake is more than all right! He beat all the paladins!” Wrath reported.

Beks furrowed her brows. Her head was still turned towards Snowflake, able to make the blurry white mass and blurry red eyes. “He did? All of them?”

“Oh, yes. Snowflake is very strong. Gerard said he opened his mouth and used light beam!” Wrath said, her voice growing more excited by the moment. “It was super effective!”

“Wrath, what are you yelling about? I can hear you all the way-Beks!” Lucian seemed to drop whatever he was doing and ran towards her. Beks saw his hazy figure reach her side and raised her other hand towards him. “You’re awake!”

“Get me water. Throat....”

“Yes, of course! Wrath, get-”

“Sister asked you.” Wrath’s little hands wrapped around Beks’ hand firmly, as if staking her claim. “I am little and can’t carry a big jug.”

Lucian wavered for a bit before turning around. “Beks, wait a moment, I’ll get you some more water!”

Beks smiled a bit. “Sister,” Wrath said beside her. “I’m glad you’re awake. Everyone was scared, too. Brother-in-laws cried.”

“I also cried,” Beks replied. “I missed you all.”

“Did you go somewhere?” Wrath asked. “Snowflake said that the big eyeball took you somewhere.”

Beks closed her eyes. “I went somewhere without you and your brothers-in-law. I didn’t know anyone, and I missed you all so much. I kept working to try to distract myself.”

“Couldn’t you come back to us?” Wrath asked in a quiet, pained voice.

“I wanted to, but I couldn’t. At least, not on my own.”

“Beks!” Somehow, she knew it was Laz who had arrived. “I have some water. Take a drink. Moisten your throat!”

An arm swept up behind her and gently maneuvered her into a sitting position. A cool cup was placed against her lips and she managed to have a drink. Laz and Lucian kept urging her to drink.

“Tonight, we’ll give you more of the bihar water. It made you sleep last time,” Lucian said.

Laz seemed to nod. “Can you stomach anything? I will have them make you some broth?”

“Broth....” The last thing she ate was some pickled vegetables in the future. Her food had either been purchased as pickled or baked or roasted over a fire. There was little variation, as she lacked materials and time. “Broth is good.”

“I will tell Mommy!” Wrath slid off the bed. “Mommy makes a good broth! You wait, Sister! Sunny, let’s go! Snowflake, you stay here with Sister!”

Beks waited until her sister left and her husbands propped her up against some pillows and the headboard. She took a deep breath, her head still a bit heavy.

“Tell me what happened.”

“You collapsed,” Laz told her. “Rid Callan was almost out of biha and barely managed to create an opening for us to climb through. When we got to the other side, you turned around. You seemed fine at first, but without warning you crumbled to the ground.”

“It was as if someone had removed your bones and you just...you just collapsed,” Lucian added from her right, taking the spot where Wrath had been. “We rushed to you, but that light that was over you vanished.”

“Light?” Beks asked. Her eyes narrowed. “You didn’t see it?”

“We saw the light. It was a ball of bihar-”

“It was an eye,” Beks cut him off. “You didn’t see the giant floating eyeball?”

There was silence from both husbands before Lucian answered tentatively. “Beks, there was no eye.... There was a ball of light. It flashed when you hit the stone and was gone.”

Did no one else see it? Was it only her? “Snowflake saw it.”

“Wrath did say that Snowflake said there was an eye, but we didn’t see one.” Perhaps only a select few people could see it. Snowflake was a legendary creature. There was a chance he could see things humans couldn’t.

“Elpidah was screaming for it to come back and something about it having taken the wrong person,” Laz said. “We didn’t understand what she meant until we reached you and you were unconscious. You were breathing, but you didn’t answer when we called for you. Your pulse was slow. You didn’t react to anything.” His hold around her tightened. “We knew bihar would help, so we kept you in the spring.”

Beks crinkled her eyes. “The spring with the paladin’s dead body?”

“We removed him and the high priest,” Lucian said, lazily stroking her arm. “He was also dead.” Beks didn’t admit it was likely her who killed him.

“What about Iris Elpidah? What happened to her? Did the Temple come for her?”

Lucian seemed to take a deep, long breath. “The Temple didn’t come for her. Considering their losses because of her, she’s been abandoned. There were no demands of her release until now. When we reached the spring, she was hysterical. She kept screaming, rambling nonsense. She tried to attack you twice, so Laz dragged her out of the spring and tied her up.”

“I also gagged her. She kept screaming and cursing. She said you ruined everything and now they’re trapped there. Whatever that means. Rid Callan said he would hold Strahnroc with Gerard and Snowflake, but to take you to the nearest battalion. Thunder carried us to Gatlin’s Battalions two days march out,” Laz told her in a steady voice. “The medics looked you over and said physically, you were fine. Some bruises and a nasty cut on your arm, but nothing life threatening. Strangely, they couldn’t find anything that would have put you into a coma. No head trauma, spinal injuries....”

Beks wanted to shake her head. “It wasn’t physical. The light you saw was the embodiment of the goddess Xeria summoned. Once they are summoned, they can’t leave until the purpose of the summoning is fulfilled. There is a time limit, as well. Once dawn is over, if there is no wish to fulfill, then they and the soul of the summoner are trapped.”

“But you didn’t summon Xeria,” Lucian said, stressing his words.

“But I was on the sacrificial stone,” Beks replied. “It was either me or Iris Elpidah, and I couldn’t risk her going back and ruining everything again by manipulating events. Xeria said I could not stay in the present time, so I couldn’t return to my body.”

“Because she’s the goddess of chaos and rebirth,” Lucian said in a quiet voice. “So, she can only give you rebirth elsewhere.”

“That makes more sense than when they tried to explain it,” Beks replied, closing her eyes, and leaning back, exhausted. “She rebirthed me twice, allowing me to return to a later time in this life for the second rebirth.”

“Then, you had to go somewhere else first. Where did you go?” Laz asked. “Or rather, when?”

She swallowed hard. “The late Great Oracle’s biggest regret was that her family died when a dam that the Temple refused to maintain burst. The late Great Oracle went back and ensured that no other priestess did so to kill me in my infancy, so I went to return the favor.”

“You went to the future?” Lucian sounded intrigued. “What was it like?”

Beks let out a small snort. “I woke up in a rural village prison accused of arson. There wasn’t much I could observe before going to find the dam.”

Immediately, Laz sat up. He had been lying next to her with one arm draped across her stomach and gently stroking the side. “What do you mean you were in prison? Who dares?” He sounded ready to fight someone and Beks almost wanted to laugh.

“The host was framed by a man she was supposed to marry and his lover....”

Her husbands were quiet again. “Why does this keep happening to you?” Laz finally blurted. A smack was heard when Lucian hit his brother.

“I’m sorry you ended up with such a host,” Lucian said.

Beks shook her head. “No, it was good. She was an orphan, but her mother was a biha-user from Kadmus, which had joined with Langshe as we read. The girl was a fire biha user and her control was exceptional. Her body could do what I couldn’t, and I learned so much. However, I found out that she had died when I took her body. During the arrest, someone had hit her in the back of the head....”

“Monsters.” Laz spat out with anger. Beks touched his arm.

“Whatever happens, I will make a provision for that dam to be maintained and for someone to find that girl when the time is right,” Beks said. “If the Temple can go back to change the future for what they perceive is best, then so can I.”

At this point, she didn’t care about the cause and effect. The goddess of chaos and rebirth could deal with it all as she saw fit. Besides, her intuition said it was acceptable.

“Whatever you want, Beks,” Laz told her. “For now, rest. No one is rushing for you to return to court or to any sort of governance. Brother has already approved for you to rest as long as you want.”

“I have things to do.”

“Things can wait.”

“But I can’t,” Beks replied. “Once I’m able to walk on my own, I want reports on the island.”

“Beks-”

“I won’t do anything more strenuous or leave the island until our baby is born.” She cut them off and this seemed to appease them. “Did the medics find out I was pregnant?”

“Yes,” Lucian replied. “They scolded us for letting you go off to fight, but none of us knew. Thankfully, the baby is fine.”

Laz let out a low breath. “That is more than what we can say about the fake oracle’s baby.” Beks frowned at this. “I’m afraid the child didn’t make it.”

Beks drew her head back, feeling some remorse. At the time, she was rough. She was larger and stronger than Iris Elpidah, and didn’t hesitate to manhandle the other woman to get on the sacrificial stone. At the time, Iris Elpidah’s pregnancy was the last thing on her mind.

“Even if she is our enemy, that child still would’ve been blood related to us,” Lucian said in a low voice. “The fact that Luther managed to have a child considering his prognosis-”

“The child belonged to her paladin captain.” She was sure both husbands were looking at her. “When he sacrificed himself to complete the ceremony, she pleaded for him not to die as the baby was his.”

“What?” Laz frowned. “She begged us to spare her because the child was our nephew. She pleaded with us to at least take her back to Luther.”

“Did you?” Beks asked.

She could feel the anger radiating from Laz. “Brother allowed it. She and Luther are under house arrest in a fortress prison north of Kadmium. Heavily guarded with only two servants.”

“She lost the baby before she reached the prison two months ago. Luther has been livid and blames us for not taking better care of her while she was imprisoned,” Lucian told her. “It wasn’t as if we were starving or freezing her. She seemed confident the Temple would come for her, but it didn’t. Doctors say that her body was under a lot of stress, but considering all that happened, how can she not be affected.”

“What about the fallout from the Temple?” Beks asked. They started a war and stormed a mountain in the Temple’s territory, not to mention attacking religious figures and paladins. The Temple would not stand for it.

“Geel used the fact that they sided with our uncle and aided him in taking the throne, and that they had tried to assassinate you, a Princess of Langshe, as an excuse to march into the Great Basin,” Lucian answered. “The Temple lasted a month before they conceded territory to Langshe and paid reparations to both Kadmus and Langshe for their involvement in political affairs, which they were never supposed to interfere in. Sister Eleanor took the opportunity to remove the official status of the Temple in Kadmus. Not everyone is happy with her for this, but a campaign has been making its rounds to change public opinion based on the Temple nearly toppling the kingdom. Worship is still allowed, but clergy are under close scrutiny and no longer can act as freely as before.”

“Geel had been waiting for the opportunity to strike, actually,” Laz said. “The incident at Strahnroc was the excuse he needed.”

“The other kingdoms and principalities loyal to the Temple wouldn’t have just sat back, even in the face of Langshe,” Beks told them. “There must’ve been some resistance.”

“What is resistance in the face of the Red Iron Cavalry?” Lucian sounded irritated. “They guarded the Great Basin’s southern points to prevent Paraxes and the rest of those dog countries from advancing. They tried to send their navy to Kadmus, but your mother was already here.”

Gurani Island was at a good choke point around the southern coast of Kadmus. While Kadmus’ navy was far lacking compared to Paraxes’ legendary naval force, Paraxes’ main fleet had a difficult time contending with the most powerful water biha users on that side of the continent, several sea creatures, and the near entirety of Maritime Legacy guarding the island while Beks was recuperating.

The Duchess seemed to have needed to take her anger out on something, and the Paraxes navy delivered itself to her. Paraxes’ main fleet suffered so much that contacts in Paraxes said that there were only a dozen ships that returned, all barely making it to dry dock for repairs.

The smaller fleets had been summoned back, but it seemed that the massacre had happened so quickly and sent over half the entire navy to the bottom of the ocean, that now Paraxes was hesitant to send out more ships. Their army was far less capable and could not get past the Red Iron Cavalry.

What was more, no matter how wealthy Paraxes was, it had already logged its forests for ship building materials. They could only buy wood from elsewhere. With pressure from Langshe, it was either other countries refused to sell, or the prices were exorbitant. Regardless, rebuilding a new fleet would take years.

With Paraxes, the regional power leading them, dead in the water, the smaller countries hadn’t made any further moves.

“The Temple has been left with the Great Temple Complex and the Great Basin territory has a good portion lost. The Six Shrines have been annexed to Kadmus, but no changes have been made to how it’s being run,” Lucian reported. “While most shrines are under the Temple, they’re generally run independently, so they are allowed to continue.”

Beks nodded. “That’s good. There is a shrine I want to take Wrath to there.”

“Your sister has been adamant about staying with you during the day,” Laz said with a slight laugh. “When she arrived and saw you, she started crying and vowed revenge through her tears.”

Beks smiled. “Did the animals tell her what happened?”

“How did you know?” Lucian asked.

“Wrath is smart. She knows that adults would be hesitant to tell her all the details, but the animals...they will tell her,” Beks said.

Laz let out a sigh. “Wrath knows more about exactly what happened in the spring before we entered because Thunder had been watching.”

“Did that griffin die?” Beks asked.

“It became Thunder’s prisoner of war,” Laz replied. “It’s injured...can’t fly any more. Wrath questioned it when she arrived, threatening to have Sunny burn it to ashes if it didn’t answer her questions.”

“It spoke, apparently. It’s not the only griffin. In fact, there are many that the Temple has kept secretly hidden to use to fly high priests, priestesses, and specific paladins around. That attack on the caravan I was in that killed everyone but me had griffins as mounts to get them in and out quickly. They’re kept in a mountain cave up the river from the complex and bred,” Lucian told her. “Of course, once Wrath found out, she told everyone and now the griffins have been confiscated. They arrived here a week ago.”

“I thought your sister would go to see them, but she doesn’t want to leave you.”

“She probably wanted to tell me what she knows,” Beks said. “She told me that Snowflake used a light beam.”

“I didn’t know he could do that,” Laz replied, sounding still in awe. “But I’ve also never seen him so angry. He seemed to have gone crazy at one point. At first, he was just biting and throwing paladins off the mountain, but suddenly, he opened his mouth and released a light beam down the path.”

“Nearly all the paladins on the mountain succumbed to him, Beks,” Lucian told her, his voice serious. “They were fleeing in terror. Snowflake did not let them go and chased them down the mountain. Everyone, including pilgrims who didn’t know what was going on, were terrified and fled. He seemed to focus on any paladins and mercenaries, at least. Rid Callan and Gerard said they’d hold the mountain, but it was Snowflake who held Strahnroc until Gatlin’s battalion arrived.”

Beks nodded. “My Snowflake is very powerful.”

“Your Snowflake also demolished the sacrificial stone at the ceremonial site by himself,” Laz said. “He followed us back to Gurani and wouldn’t leave your side, either. Every day, he’d carry you on his tail to lay in the pool. Wrath says that he had to guard you and the baby.”

Beks moved her hands over her stomach. “I didn’t know I was pregnant. Forgive me....” She felt two hands cover hers in a silent gesture assuring her that there was nothing that needed to be forgiven. “I wasn’t even thinking it was likely considering what we were doing.”

“We were under a lot of strain, but we were also having it multiple times a -”

“Sister, I’m back! Mommy is going to make you broth!” Wrath announced, her voice was filled with pride. Beks snatched her hands back and gave her husbands a firm frown to silence them. Laz let out an awkward cough.

“Wrath, now that your sister is awake, why don’t you go and check on the griffins?” Laz asked. “You’re the only one who can talk sense into them.”

Wrath hesitated. “But I have a lot to tell my sister.”

“She needs to rest,” Lucian told the child. “You can come back when she’s eating broth.”

Wrath let out a small ‘hmm’, before agreeing. She told Snowflake to remain while she went with Sunny.

“Laz, Lucian,” Beks said. “I’m still tired.”

“All right,” Lucian replied as he stroked her hair back. “Go to sleep. We’ll wake you when it’s time for broth.” He kissed the top of her head.

Laz adjusted her back into a laying position. “We’ll be right here.”

Beks’ eyes were closed. She moved her hands to her sides and seemed to pat along the sheets, searching. When she found their hands she grasped them. She squeezed them hard, as if to reassure herself that they were really there. “I missed you both so much.” Her voice was tight. “Don’t let me go.”

“Never,” Laz said as he laid back beside her on the left, still clutching her hand.

Lucian laid on her right. “As long as you want us, we will be here.”

 

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ Bek’s Epilogue ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

It took her another month for Beks to feel as if she were back to her normal self, outside of being pregnant. The bump was more visible and while she didn’t have any nausea or sensitivities to scents, she did find herself more tired than usual. She wasn’t sure if it was pregnancy or lingering side effects of her coma.

Because of this, she was hesitant to practice biha control as intensely as she wanted.

Either way, she was relieved to have her mother there, as well as the small army of healers and doctors. A trio of imperial chefs sent by the Emperor of Langshe to ensure that Beks had nutritious food to help with her pregnancy was also there to support her.

She carried the blood of the imperial family, after all.

Despite being able to do normal, day-to-day things for herself, such as stand, eat, and wash, her work hours were limited, and if she wanted to leave the top of the mountain, she would need to ride Snowflake so as not to tire herself. She was not allowed to walk on her own for what she considered short distances.

At first, she thought her family was needlessly worrying, but when she found that walking to see the rokhs, who were nested in the dilapidated watchtower not far from where she lived, was making her tired, she relented.

Along with Snowflake, Wrath and Sunny joined her, as well as a small army of guards. If one of the twins couldn’t come, then the Duchess was at her side. It was a bit smothering, but not without reason.

Most days, Beks read reports on the island’s reclamation, construction, and general governance before checking on the settlements.

The ruins where she’d spent her first night on the island was now a bustling town and most of the buildings had been restored. There was a small market in the mornings and a larger, day-long market where farmers and hunters living outside the town came in to sell and trade twice a week.

The fog defense barrier that surrounded the island could be removed after the stele that controlled it was found and translated; however, for safety reasons, it had not been lifted. Guide ships were used to escort vessels to the island, and the fog remained as a defense considering the recent conflicts.

However, there was a steady line of supply and merchant ships from Kadmus, Langshe, and Aceria, which was protected by a portion of the Red Iron Cavalry and Maritime Legacy.

Beks reviewed the statuses of those close to her to make sure they were safe, as she owed a great deal to them. All were greatly rewarded or had moved to the island. Gerard and Sandra had an official residence on the island. Efren was studying in Kadmium and had yet to return. Jonas and Sister Levina were also settled, but lived in the village as Sister Levina instructed children at the school.

Jonas was forced to commute if Laz wanted him to work, which was often and involved a lot of paperwork that neither Laz nor Gerard wanted to deal with.

Rid Callan retained his rank, but was assigned to training emergency response and island guards. This allowed him to be home when his children were home from school and nursery. Beks was relieved to know that aside from some bruises and cuts, he had no major injuries from Strahnroc.

However, his semi-retirement to the island spread while she was in a coma. Deo told Beks through an urapearl call that many Thirnir had heard about Rid Callan’s semi-retirement and inquiries were going around if she needed additional Thirnir there.

She did not, but offered to take transfers who could train her people, including biha instructors.

Overall, everything had gone according to the plans she had set before going to Strahnroc. Next on her agenda was claiming the Forbidden Valley and then the much more ambitious project of raising the seafloor to create a land bridge.

“It’s absolutely possible,” her father’s voice from the urapearl told her with confidence. “But it will take time and many biha users.”

“I understand. That’s fine,” Beks replied. “We have time to work on it.”

“Speaking of working on it, I hate to bring this up,” Laurence said from the urapearl. “But I think we should tell Luther that the child Elpidah lost was not his.”

“Brother, even if you tell him, he won’t believe you,” Laz replied in a dull voice. That was their consensus. “He could say we’re lying in order to try to absolve ourselves of guilt or make him stop resenting us.”

“Beks, what do you think?” Laurence asked.

“I agree with Laz. I’m certain he won’t believe you. The only ones who should know are her paladin, who is dead, her, who won’t admit it, and me, because I overheard her admitting it to the paladin before he died,” Beks replied. “And Luther isn’t going to believe me. He’ll say I’m a bitter, jealous woman, and I don’t want to deal with him any longer.”

“Even if he doesn’t believe you, he should be told of the matter,” the Duchess said from across the table. “He can never accuse you of hiding it.”

“He has yet to be told of his condition that reduces his chance of having children.” Beks saw Laurence rub his chin as he frowned. “For his own sake, I am making sure doctors check on him periodically. I will let them disclose his condition with him next time.”

“Does he know I’m awake?” Beks asked.

Laurence shook his head. “No. Outside of the island, news about you has been suppressed for your safety. Those who need to know have been told you are recovering from the assassination attempt.”

The corner of Beks’ lips twitched. She’d hardly call the incident at Strahnroc an assassination attempt when she and the others had been the ones to attack.

“Luther only knows you were in a coma because of Elpidah,” Lucian told her. “When we found out you were pregnant, we issued a gag order. Outside of family and those guarding you, no one knew. We only released information to the island after you woke up.”

Beks nodded with relief. Who knows how Iris Elpidah would react if she found out.

After ending the morning call, Beks went to her office, only to receive an emergency call from Eleanor as soon as she sat down.

The twins were with her and were just as surprised.

“Sister, did we forget anything during the meeting-”

“Luther attacked Elpidah.” Eleanor looked stunned, as if the very idea was impossible.

“What?” Laz frowned.

“Did he find out the child wasn’t his?” Lucian asked.

“Even so, Luther isn’t violent. At least, he never was,” Beks said. “Even if he found out, he wouldn’t believe it, right?”

Eleanor let out a heavy breath. Behind her, they could see Laurence talking to someone with a scowl. “They are monitored at the fortress prison, but we didn’t expect them to get into such an argument. I don’t know what the argument was about, but it seems that to try and hurt him, Elpidah told Luther that the child wasn’t his and that he couldn’t have children. Luther flew into a rage, accused her of ruining his life, and threw a chair at her. Elpidah has a large wound on her head and they’ve been separated.”

Beks let out a low breath and closed her eyes. “Keep them together.”

“What?” Eleanor’s brows shot up.

“That is their punishment.” Beks opened her eyes and looked at the urapearl. “They wanted to be with each other so terribly, then let them.”

“Agreed,” Laurence said from behind Eleanor. “Let them torment each other.”

“All right, but after this, Luther will clamor to talk to Beks once he finds out she’s awake,” Eleanor told them.

“He can beg all he wants. He can’t change the past,” Beks said with a sneer. “I am no longer any of his concern.”

╔═════════════════ ∘◦ Luther’s Epilogue ◦∘ ═════════════════╗

 

Word reached him through the doctors that had told him he couldn’t have children just months earlier. He found himself sitting on his bed, ignoring the screaming echoing from one of the bed chambers turned into prison cells where Iris was.

From her cursing, it seems she heard, too.

He’d only recently learned that his eldest brother had given birth to a healthy son. For Laurence, Luther was sincerely happy. The kingdom had an heir, though he’d never see his nephew. Laurence had called to tell him personally and Luther had cried, congratulating Laurence while at the same time, apologizing for his foolishness.

Foolishness was an understatement. He knew full well that what he did could not be forgiven and it was already merciful for his brothers to keep him imprisoned in a fortress with servants and amenities along with the guards. He wouldn’t be tortured, chained to a wall, or starved.

He couldn’t leave for the rest of his life, but imprisonment was better than death.

Iris couldn’t leave either, and, sometimes, he thought that she was imprisoned with him to punish him. She was a constant reminder of everything he’d lost, starting with Beks.

A heavy, constricting ache tightened around his chest.

Even though he knew it was futile, Luther couldn’t help but wonder what it would have been like if he never met Iris. If he stayed with Beks and married her.

They said that he would have difficulty conceiving, but he learned Beks had healing biha. If they married, she would’ve healed him. She would’ve helped him, like she’d always done. Luther was sure of it.

Then, perhaps the daughter Beks had with his brothers would’ve been a daughter with him.

“A healthy baby girl, born with a full head of black hair. Blue eyes, like her fathers.” When pressed, the doctors told him.

“Good...good...she must be beautiful.” Luther didn’t realize he was crying when he said it. “Like her mother.”

While he wallowed in his regret and envy, he could hear Iris screaming about the unfairness of it all. About how she didn’t even have a child this time. Luther shook his head. He never realized how crazy she was until she started talking about time travel.

None of it made sense and it was impossible, but when Iris talked about how in her so-called previous life, he had married Beks, he couldn’t help but become angry.

That was his dream and he would not let her taint it with her insane ramblings. Did she think if he was married to Beks, he would still go to her? Iris had laughed in his face and told him while locked eyes.

“You were so desperate for an heir; you gladly wanted to marry me and leave her.”

“I wouldn’t-”

“You did in this life! What makes you think you wouldn’t do it in another?” Her words cut through him like ice and he’d thrown the nearest object at her.

She had dodged and laughed, coldly asking him if he had loved Beks so much, why did he come to her?

Regret had no answers.

“Sir Charles,” Luther said as he called out to the guard standing outside his door. The wooden door had long been replaced by one made of iron bars. “Can I request a letter to be penned?”

“Of course, Mr. Hessing.”

He couldn’t contact Beks. Even if he could, there was no way for him to. The urapearl Laurence used to communicate with him was brought in from outside the fortress. Luther didn’t know where they kept it.

He also doubted Beks would want to talk to him. He didn’t blame her.

She tried so hard for him; he saw that now. She deserved someone better, though the fact that she married his brothers still filled him with discomfort. He hated that she seemed so satisfied with the twins.

Someone set out a writing desk outside in the hall and they told him he could begin. Luther didn’t care what they thought as he dictated a letter to be sent to Beks.

In truth, he didn’t know if it would ever actually reach her. He had no doubt it would be screened first if it eventually was. Still, he congratulated her on her daughter, wished his niece well, and apologized.

Lastly, he asked if she would’ve stayed with him if Iris never appeared.

The guard writing the letter hesitated. “Sir....”

“Is it too vulgar to ask?” Luther asked. “You can write it. It may not reach her.”

The guard furrowed his brows, but wrote the last of his words. When it was sealed, Luther resigned himself to his fate, not expecting to hear a response.

Surprisingly, he received one two months later, but it wasn’t from Beks. It was from her husbands, his brothers. He laughed with bitterness as he read their short letters.

“Don’t bother her again.” Short and simple from Lucian.

“You deserve it.” Cold and direct from Laz.

Two decades engaged and Luther hadn’t defended her like this. He let out a pained laugh. “Yes...,” he said to himself, resigned as he let the letters fall from his hands. “I deserve this.”
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“They actually tried to break in and escape with her?” Laz raised a brow as he read over Jonas’ report. “Do they not understand that the fortress has an entire battalion surrounding it and some of the highest trained royal guards guarding those two?”

“Where did they get the mercenaries?” Lucian asked. He sat across Laz and raised a brow at Jonas. “The Temple barely has funds to keep up its holy sites and feed its people.”

Jonas remained standing with his arms behind his back while making his report. “They were not mercenaries, Your Highness. They were paladins.”

“Paladins?” Laz lifted his head, the papers still in his hands. “The paladin guard of the Temple was forcibly disbanded when Langshe laid siege to the Great Temple Complex six years ago. They were told if they tried to build a private army again, it would be taken as an act of aggression.”

“The Temple has denied that the paladins that tried to break into the fortress were theirs. They claim that those people were renegades.”

“Renegades.” Laz sneered. “What was the damage?”

“Two of the fifty managed to breach the interior of the fortress before being subdued by guards. It was Mr. Hessing who discovered them.”

“Luther?” The surprise couldn’t be hidden from their voices. Jonas nodded.

“Yes, Your Highnesses. It seems he was paying close attention to Elpidah and always suspected that someone would come for her. His vigilance has paid off.”

Lucian narrowed his eyes. “Was he hurt?”

“No, Your Highness.”

“Then, what does he want?”

“Some fruit from the island during the winter months.”

Laz squinted. “That’s a strange request.”

“He’s always been strange,” Lucian muttered. “Fine. It’s just fruit. A crate a week.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Laz stared at the last page of the dossier he’d been given. He took a deep breath and reached across the table to show his brother. “Last page.”

Lucian craned his neck and took the sheet. His eyes narrowed and he lifted his head to look at Jonas with uncertainty. “She’s dead.”

“In the middle of the escape, it seems she realized she’d be captured and tried to climb down the tower with the rope the paladins had used. She was unable to hold on properly and slipped. She landed in the courtyard and was dead by the time the guards reached her,” Jonas told them.

“Was there anything on her body? Stones? Charms? Anything of the like?” Lucian asked.

Jonas cocked his head to the side, but shook it. “She was only wearing a night dress when she escaped. Not even under clothes. No pockets.”

“Did anything...strange happen after she fell?” Laz pressed. “Wind? Increase in bihar? A large bright ball of light?”

Jonas looked even more confused, but shook his head. “No, Your Highness. Nothing strange. The guards heard the thud of her body upon impact. It seemed to drown out the cracking of her skull on the rocks. But there was nothing strange that occurred.” He paused for a moment before perking up. “And the area where she landed was a piece of worn stone paved yard. It was her arm that had landed and was broken on a nearby large rock that fenced in a flower bed.”

It seemed Jonas understood that they were concerned that Elpidah was desperate enough to try to sacrifice herself for another summoning ceremony. They still didn’t know the extent of what was needed to simply summon a god, but they didn’t want to take any chances.

“What do we know about the paladins that tried to help her escape?” Laz asked.

“From what we could gather, they were paladins who had grown up with Elpidah and were angry when the paladin order was disbanded. Getting her out was an attempt to regain a foothold,” Jonas replied. “As the Temple has disavowed them, which may have been done to avoid angering Kadmus and Langshe, His Majesty King Laurence had all of the fifty paladins who survived the skirmish and were captured executed.”

Laz nodded. It was an appropriate course of action, but the fact that the paladins made it so far into the interior was upsetting. “We need to increase the guard,” Lucian said, putting the sheet back on the table.

“I have a better idea. When Wrath returns from her training at the Quartz Lake Shrine, have her select some beasts to send and watch over the fortress.”

“Jonas, inform His Majesty of our plan,” Lucian turned back to his brother’s aide. “We will inform Wrath when she calls her sister.”

“Yes, Your Highnesses.” Jonas bowed and was dismissed from the office.

“Do you believe she died accidentally? And that it wasn’t an attempt to summon the goddess?” Laz asked after the door closed. He looked at his brother, who had a pensive look on his face.

“I can’t help but be suspicious, but I doubt she had the means to do that. The fortress isn’t a sacred site, there was no sacrificial stone, there is no bihar in that region, and she didn’t have any relics or anything that could stand in their place,” Lucian said. He looked at his brother. “I think she was too weak to properly hold on after being imprisoned for years.”

Laz nodded. “Should we tell Beks?”

Lucian let out a small laugh. “She probably already knows.”

The two men got up and left their office. It was late afternoon, almost early evening. Dinner would be set soon, so they walked out into the upper tier’s sprawling yard.

A little girl was floating in the air, gently being guided by her uncle who had come specifically to train her. Her black hair was in two little balls on her head and for some reason, she kept trying to flap her arms.

“Kit,” Thad said as he used wind biha to move around his niece. He gently put her arms down. “You don’t need to move your arms. You’re not flying. You’re using wind to lift you up.”

“Oh....” The little girl looked confused by this. “Then why does Cloud and the others have to flap their wings?”

“Because they are birds and not wind biha users.”

Laz and Lucian stood to the side, with warm identical smiles. They had made a bet on if their daughter would have light or shadow biha. It turned out, Kit could use wind biha, and they learned that early on when they found her giggling like mad as she spun herself in a mini tornado.

Snowflake had been the one to stop her by gently biting her chubby body in his flexible jaw and bringing her back to Beks. Kit was a year old at the time. Training had to commence immediately before she became a threat to her own safety.

“My daddys are here!” Kit caught sight of them. “Uncle, can I go?”

“Okay, do you need help-Kit, no!” Thad screamed, and Laz and Lucian ran forward as their reckless daughter stopped using her biha and immediately plummeted like a rock. A giddy squeal of joy came from her as she raised her arms.

Thad managed to catch her in some wind before she fell too far, but everyone who’d seen it was pale and terrified. Laz grabbed on to her as soon as she was within arm’s reach and held her firmly in his arms, as if worried the biha would stop abruptly once more.

Before he or Lucian could speak, an angry voice cut through the yard.

“Katherine dun Kadmus!”

Kit sucked in a sharp breath and tried to bury herself in her father’s arms. “Daddy, hide me!”

“Oh no,” Laz said as he adjusted his daughter in his arms so he faced the woman with the bulging stomach marching towards them. “You face your mother.”

“Mommy, I forgot!” Kit wailed and defended herself at once.

“Katherine, what did we discuss when I said you could learn to float and fly with your uncle?” Beks stopped in front of them and immediately began to check their daughter for any injuries.

Kit’s head slumped down. “Not to stop biha in midair.”

“And what did you do?”

The child’s voice grew quieter. “Stopped biha in midair....” She sounded guilty and Beks gave her a firm nod.

“You are still learning to control your biha. There was a chance even if you used it before you slammed into the ground that it wouldn’t be enough and you’d still fall or it would be too much and you’d launch yourself into the sky. Again.”

Kit lowered her head. “I knew Uncle Thad would catch me.”

“Thad, Kit will be prohibited from floating and flying for two months!” Beks said without looking at her brother who landed beside them.

Thad’s head bobbed up and down with obedience. “Yes, Sister!”

“Uncle, no!” Kit wiggled out of Laz’s arms, nearly tumbling as she ran to beg her uncle to reconsider. “I’ll be careful!”

Sympathetic, Thad patted her little hair buns and tried to explain. “Kit, I can’t go against your mom.”

“I will give you my dessert!”

“I can buy my own dessert.”

“Two desserts!”

“I can also buy two desserts.”

Kit looked stunned by this. Her large, blue eyes stared ahead of her. “I...I have nothing else.” She didn’t have any more pocket money, so she couldn’t buy more than two desserts to bribe her uncle. A horrible realization appeared to hit her. “Am I poor?”

Laz clamped his hand over his mouth to keep from laughing. Beks elbowed him.

“Thad, take Kit in to clean up for dinner.”

Thad nodded and took his niece’s hand, leading her back to the hilltop palace. The last they could hear; their daughter was asking her uncle if he accepted other forms of payment.

“Tell the maids and guards to keep an eye on her in case she tries to bribe my brother with her things,” Beks said in a tired voice.

Lucian smiled as he and Laz took one of her hands in each of theirs. They began to follow. “Beks, did you hear about Elpidah?”

“I did,” she said. “And I know what you’re worried about. Don’t overly concern yourselves. It is impossible for her to try to summon the goddess.”

With that, the weight in their hearts were released.

“Beks,” Lucian said as he squeezed her hand. “Are you certain?”

She brought their hands to her lips and gave each one a small kiss on the knuckles. “I’m certain,” she said with a smile. “It’s what my instinct says.”
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