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Love does not delight in evil 

but rejoices with the truth. 

It always protects, always trusts, 

always hopes, always perseveres.

1 Corinthians 13:6-7
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Chapter One
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Eighteen Months Ago

UNDER THE MURKY GUIDANCE OF predawn light, he half-dragged, half-hobbled up the loose rock crumbling from the side of Ophira’s Peak. The clatter of tumbling debris echoed off the cliff face, but moving any other way proved impossible in his mangled state. With time not on his side, it was crucial he get out of sight before the morning sun made its appearance and revealed his location to the enemy. 

If not for the remaining power of the life he’d already stolen, Nox would have died in that fall, but fate remained his steady companion. Still, the searing pain of broken ribs, clavicle and arms, as well as hundreds of cuts, deep bruises, and gashes made him almost wish he were dead. Almost. The thought of revenge kept him going. The royals would pay dearly for stealing away his fresh infusion of beauty’s life-giving force. 

It would be three years before another total lunar eclipse visited the realms, and they’d taken his amulet. He couldn’t resist reaching for the empty space on his chest where it had hung. He cringed from the horror of its loss as much as the pain of moving his arm, but he vowed he would get back what they stole. 

His wavering certainty whispered that they couldn’t have pierced the amulet with the ruby arrow without also having killed princess Caityn. Surely she was as much dead by the hand of her beloved as Nox had been damaged so extensively in the fall without the restorative power of her stolen beauty. The thought of successfully undoing the curse remained inconceivable, but amid his agonizing crawl his scant hope rested wholly in their inevitable failure at shattering his precious amulet. 

The curved halo of sunshine assaulted him from the right but afforded the exact balance of light and shadow to reveal the entrance to a small cave hidden among the slide of rock and rubble. He inched his way closer, growing more wary of exposure with each passing minute, but soon found himself within the welcoming darkness of the entrance.

Now hidden in the covert hollow, he had little concern over being apprehended. With a groan, Nox lowered himself to the floor and let unconsciousness overtake the throbbing aches of his aging, battered body.

The entire day slipped by as Nox let the power of time and stolen life force begin his healing while he slept. The essence of its magic gradually flowed away, and the need to repair bones and flesh used up more residual power than time alone, but Nox lacked control over it. 

The power of life could be harnessed within the amulet, but once absorbed he could not direct it. This mattered not at all, since he desperately needed the assistance to heal if he were to make it back to the cave, to the locked room where his most-prized possessions were stored.

He woke and rolled his shoulders. The aches and pains still ravaged his body, but the bones mended little by little, which was all he wanted for his trek. Ignoring the tightness of his muscles, he worked his way to a standing position and crept toward the mouth of the cave.

The night sky glowed, awash in the waning light of the moon, perfect for him to sneak through the woods to the entrance nestled under the dead tree. Nox gauged the time to be midnight, which gave him several hours to slink his way through the heavy growth of trees and underbrush.

Consumed by the need to retaliate and recover the stolen amulet, Nox limped down the rockslide with practiced stealth and into the welcoming cover of the thick forest. Before the next midnight, he believed he could gain everything he needed to make his plan for revenge complete. No one would stand in his way.

Hours later, the healing effects of the remaining power continued coursing through his veins and aided his forward momentum, but it wasn’t enough. Slicing, agonizing stabs bit into his ribs with each lift of a leg and every labored breath, but he dragged himself up the last steps and into the opalescent room of his hidden cave where he collapsed on the smooth rock floor. The moonlight reflecting off the walls offered a dim outline of the space and the dark presence of the stone seat at its center. It proved to be the last thing he beheld before consciousness faded from his eyes.

* * *

“I think he’s coming to,” a young man spoke from nearby, his voice hesitant.

Nox wanted to crack open his lids, but even that basic movement subsisted near the impossible. Instead, he stifled a groan and attuned his ears to the sounds of men now accosting his sacred room. He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but it must have been the rest of the night and most of the following morning. Or had it been longer? The quality of light filtering through his eyelids gave the impression daylight seeped into the massive den through the expansive opening of the south wall.

“He doesn’t appear to be awake, Kelor.” 

“I swear he made a noise, and I saw his hand move.”

One of them kicked at his leg, which Nox let flop lifelessly.

“He’s still out cold. Is the captain almost here?” the second of the strangers asked, his voice already fading as he walked away.

“Hern said he arrives tonight,” the first replied.

At least now he knew these men were soldiers. The prince must have sent them. Nox learned, when listening to the men he’d sneaked past in the forest, that Prince Theiandar had been successful in undoing all Nox’s hard work. May he suffer by my hands! Centuries of successes wiped out by an overzealous young scoundrel. A furious rage simmered in the depths of Nox’s dark soul at that news. 

If true, why bother sending these men to Nox’s lair? 

As if it weren’t bad enough that the young rogue prince had nearly killed him with that fall, Theiandar had also stopped the final, irreversible draw of Caityn’s beauty from the amulet to Nox’s body and then successfully stolen it back to her person. Nox desperately needed that refreshment before his near-death fall. Now! Now he’d be forced to journey a thousand leagues in his wretchedly aged state to obtain the elements necessary to remake the shattered amulet.

Revenge would not be enough. No. 

Nox would not live in secret anymore. Once he regained his youth and vigor, the prince would regret the day he ever interfered in Nox’s simple, unassuming life. He only wanted to live. Couldn’t anyone understand an all-consuming need drove him? It was not want but need—pure need—which required stealing the beauty of innocents…but only just enough. Never too much. 

A reluctant admiration settled within the hatred in his heart. No one had ever done what Prince Theiandar had done, and now Nox vowed to rob the prince of so much more than beauty. 

He would take and destroy everything the prince had ever loved. 

Everything.

“Sir, he’s definitely awake. What d’ you want me to do?”

“Truss him up, Kelor. Why haven’t you done it yet?”

“Well, sir, he’s all bruised and old. It didn’t seem right.”

“I don’t care how old he is,” the other man said from somewhere nearby. “If he’s in here, he’s probably dangerous. Or for all we know he’s one of the Crescents sent to steal and spy. King Orn will want a report about him right away. Here.”

Nox heard something whoosh through the air and the distinct thwap of loose rope slapping on rope as the nearer man caught the item. The soldier’s firm grasp clapped on his wrist, yanking it down to meet his other one behind his back. Nox’s eyes shot open as he jerked his hand out of the still-loose rope before the loop tightened.

“Woah! He’s awake!” the greasy-haired Kelor shouted.

Two more guards ran over and gripped Nox’s arms. He stopped fighting as lack of food and still-healing injuries reminded him of his weakness and that he needed to live in order to exact his revenge. 

The realmsmen were quick about their work, trussing him up like an animal. The raven-haired, thin man dressed in black who’d first spoken to Kelor squatted down next to Nox’s face and tilted his head to look eye to eye. “What have we here? Are you spy? Traitor? What have y’ locked up in that room yonder?”

“You’ll never know.”

Nox watched the man’s eyebrows rise in challenge at his soft-spoken pronouncement and an uncontrollable mocking grin slipped across his craggy face.

“We’ll see ‘bout that, old man.” The black-clad man stood and kicked Nox in the stomach. 

Nox gasped and sputtered as fresh pain rippled over him. 

“If you won’t tell me, I’m certain King Orn will extract what he wants by other, less pleasant means.”

Whoever the young pup was, he would regret what he’d just done. He would regret it. In the meantime, Nox would gather as much information as possible to determine his next move. Capture hadn’t been expected, but men could be bought. Nox knew this tale of greed—one stretching back through the ages—he knew it better than any man alive, for he’d lived a thousand lifetimes.

He turned to the rascal who’d been standing guard over him and said, “Lad, would you help an old, injured man to sit up? I mean you no harm.”

“Suppose it couldn’t hurt,” Kelor said and wrapped his fingers around Nox’s upper arms, lifting his fragile frame to a sitting position. He dragged him back five or six feet to lean against a wall.

“Thank you. I’m tired and parched.”

Kelor looked at him sideways but soon understood the implication of the unspoken command and walked a short distance to a bucket of water placed near the stone throne at the center of the room. His wary eyes never left Nox, but he brought the water back.

“Here y’ go, old man.”

“Thank you,” Nox said and drank from the ladle. He relished the feel of the liquid slipping down his burning throat and along the age-worn creases of his face before dripping onto his bloodstained shirt.

“What’s in the locked room?”

Nox leaned his head against the wall and smiled at the boy, for to him these soldiers were nothing but children at play. “Tis nothing.”

“Can’t be nothing. That lock is like nothing we ever saw before. If there’s a lock, it has to be something important.”

“Mayhap ’tis locked to make you think there is something important within. Mayhap ’tis only a distraction.”

He studied the confused look on the soldier’s face and relished the knowledge that a seed of doubt had been planted. It only ever took a seed. Doubt was a powerful magic entirely its own.


Chapter Two
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The Present

AHMAD SPRAWLED OUT ON HIS stomach on the ground and waited for the signal. It would be any second, but he lowered his head to his forearm and took a final, deep breath to still his nerves. The pungent scent of damp earth and decomposing leaves permeated the close, hidden space, but Ahmad found that preferable to the stench of his and the other knights’ days-old sweat.

The only discernible sounds were the hushed footfalls of their target who slinked through the ravine below. The Crescents knew they were being tracked, made evident by the hand motions they used in place of words to communicate. But equally clear was their lack of awareness they’d been located because they continued to move forward at a snail’s pace in a compact, single-file line.

Ahmad flexed his fingers, attempting to bring warmth back into the frozen tips. The chill of the approaching winter hung fast with each passing day, but still the Crescent raiders crossed the borders of Emlyn in search of Almighty knew what. Thus far, the realmsmen knights captured none of the sneak-thieves, and when on the extremely rare occasion they came close to apprehending even one, the man would take his own life before being captured.

This time, the captain Ahmad served under had gained the help of a local man to track the Crescents, and the plan to drive them into the ravine had succeeded. Now they would cut off the Crescents’ escape while keeping at least one alive. It made no sense to Ahmad why the men would take their own lives. The realmsmen were not interested in anything but discovering the truth behind why the Crescents continued to venture over the border even after they had negotiated a tenuous peace treaty between the kings.

A branch snapped, breaking the stillness of the thick forest, and the men in the ravine froze in place for half a second before changing formation, spreading out in either direction down the corridor of the foggy ravine.

The whiz of an arrow sounded next, followed by the cry of a Crescent to raise the alarm.

Ahmad jumped to his feet at that signal, sword already held tight in his grip as he slid down the embankment, using his free hand to balance against the side, stirring up rotting leaves heavy with forest dew in his mad dash to the bottom. He joined the fray with seven other knights, and more still were on the ridge above, shooting arrows in a pattern meant to spook and contain the foreigners. They fired to injure any escapees but not kill.

The voice of the guardsmen’s captain rang out above the din. “Men of Crescent Cave! Cease your battle and lay down your arms. You are surrounded with no chance of escape.”

Ahmad reached the bottom on hearing the last sentence and came face to face with a man with a wild look in his eye. He barely took another step before the man fell on his own sword. He looked to the next nearest man, who did it too. The same insanity happened along the ravine. 

Ahmad vaulted over a log in one quick movement, sheathed his sword in the next, and tackled a Crescent from behind. He attempted to grab the man’s wrist, which held a knife poised as if ready to inflict self-harm.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Ahmad said amid a grunt as the two toppled to the ground. 

He had no difficulty wrestling the knife away from the slight man, but as soon as Ahmad had him disarmed and pinned to the ground, he discovered why it was so easy.

“You’re nothing but a boy.”

“I’ll never speak,” the boy squeaked out in a high-pitched soprano. 

That voice arrested Ahmad’s attention. He saw how fear shone brightly, made clear by the impossibly huge whites of the boy’s eyes against the thick, dark dirt smeared across his youthful face.

“You can torture me, but you’ll never learn the truth. I’d rather die.”

That heavy northern accent did nothing to mask what Ahmad slowly realized: the boy was actually a girl. 

He balked, sitting back, then yanked the hood from the girl’s head and shook his own in consternation. Without ceremony, he snatched the hood back up over her head, effectively hiding the upper half of her face. What is this secret that even girls barely out of nappies will die to protect? Whose secret? He stood and pulled the young girl to her feet, his hand wrapped around both her wrists. Reluctance slowed his decision to tie her hands behind her back, but it couldn’t be avoided.

While he tied them, he leaned in and whispered. “Do not let anyone see you are a girl. Tis bad enough you are a child.”

She twisted her head to the side and spit at the ground by his feet in answer, but Ahmad sensed she comprehended the danger her hidden femininity might muster.

The entire attack and capture happened in the space of five minutes. He dragged his prisoner over to where the other men gathered around their captain and, in short order, decided she would be safer if no one knew she was a girl. Ahmad noticed that three of the nine in the raiding party had been taken alive. It looked as though five were dead. One had escaped.

“Good work, men,” the captain said. “Six unsuccessful months of trying to capture even one of their ranks has been galling, but now we are getting somewhere. Our odds were better today with such a large group of them. Well, very good. Sir Ahmad, you get these prisoners back to camp alive. Chose six knights for your company and start back.”

“What of the rest of you, sir?” Ahmad asked.

“Some will bury the dead. I’ll have a unit join the tracker to follow the one who escaped.”

“I could be a help to the tracker, sir,” Ahmad said.

“Your skills are renowned, but the tracker knows these woods better than anyone, and I need a leader I can trust to deliver these men to camp.”

Ahmad wanted to argue, feeling his tracking ability far outweighed his prisoner transporting, but it would be poor form. Besides, he’d received high praise by being entrusted with such an important duty.

“Yes, sir.”

The captain nodded and shifted his attention to the tracker. Ahmad stared a moment longer before he called out to his friends from the high prince’s guard who’d also volunteered to come protect the border of Emlyn against the sneaking invasions by the Crescents. Between the five of them and the men who already had custody of the other two prisoners, they would have the manpower required for the task.

They had a five-mile journey back to where they’d last made camp, and the noon hour had come and gone. With one gravely injured captive, they moved at a snail’s pace. They spread the prisoners out between themselves, not willing to entertain the possibility of them doing anything underhanded that might jeopardize the mission. 

Their horses had remained at camp, which meant tramping over uneven terrain through the towering forest of pines, spongy soil, and overgrowth with the chill of the oncoming winter making itself known in biting gusts throughout the afternoon. Ahmad resisted the urge to shiver. Did one cold day more matter? 

He took the lead but couldn’t resist looking over his shoulder to check on the girl. His concern earned him a glare in return, but it did not sit well that the northern kingdom of Crescent Cave sent children—girls, no less—who looked to be no older than fourteen out on such deadly missions. What were the Crescents playing at? And why wouldn’t they admit that these were their people?

The three prisoners appeared to range in age from fourteen to thirty. The oldest kept repeating to the others, “Never speak—never, upon you lives.” Eventually the man who had custody of him jammed a fist in the bound man’s face and demanded silence. Quiet accompanied them.

Two and a half hours later they arrived at camp. The sun had not yet descended below the horizon, but the canopy of brittle needles and rough branches blocked out most of the light, leaving them in relative darkness.

When they arrived at their destination, the camp bustled with activity as they prepared the evening meal, and men clamored to get a hot serving before the best portions of it were gone. Ahmad had to admit he longed for a proper meal. He’d been here for three months, protecting the borders, attempting to capture at least one enemy soldier. He’d just never expected it to be a child.

They led the prisoners to a small fire and tied each to separate trees near the spot. Ahmad took charge of the girl again and fought back a surge of pity. Through the thick layer of dirt covering the prisoner’s face, Ahmad thought she looked both scared and defiant.

While he kneeled in front of the child and adjusted her restraints, he said, “Just tell us what we need to know, and you will be safe.”

The defiance he met with doubled, but no words passed the youngster’s pressed lips.

Ahmad rocked back on his heels and squeezed his temple. He ran his hand through his hair. What would it take to get information out of these people? He saw a meager chance of avoiding torture if they kept up the silent treatment.

“Listen to me. I know you’re scared and you think whatever secret you’re protecting is important, but no secret is worth losing your life over. Please, just tell us what it is you’re doing in our lands and what you’re searching for.”

“Some secrets are worth dying for.”

He frowned at the conviction in her low tone but had no idea what else to say to convince her otherwise. He shook his head and tried to ignore the defeated feeling.

“Sir Ahmad?” someone asked while approaching from the main camp.

He turned his attention toward the man who’d said his name and stood up to await his arrival. The other man, a guardsman of High Castle by the insignia on his tunic, laid his fist across his chest and made a slight bow. “Sir, I have just arrived from High Castle. You and the rest of unit Delphor have been summoned.”

“How soon?”

“Immediately.”

Ahmad’s brows knit together. “Anything serious?”

“The heir to the throne was born one week ago. They will hold his dedication ceremony in three weeks’ time. Delphor’s presence has been ordered by High Prince Theiandar. He has sent men to replace your unit here at the border.”

Idra’s face flashed, unbidden, before his eyes. The fleeting glimpse twisted in his chest, but he suppressed the sudden desire to hold her in his arms again. Instead, he nodded. “Thank you for your report. We’ll leave at first light.” 

“Unless something changes, that baby will never reign,” the girl said from behind Ahmad. 

He sensed a tone of melancholy in the words. Ahmad swiveled around and glared at the captive. Without thought, his hand went to the hilt of his sword. 

“Are you making a threat to the crown?”

“No,” she replied without malice or hesitation. “But there are powers at work of which you know nothing.”

Ahmad got down to the girl’s level and looked her in the eye. “What powers? Explain.”

She stared back into Ahmad’s eyes, but the knight saw darkness and defiance in the deep almond shapes before the young girl turned away with her lips clamped tight. She would be no help to Ahmad, and her words only caused the knight further distress as he now contemplated the safety of their future high king.

He stood but kept his eyes trained on her. She verged on womanhood, lanky but still so much a girl with the soft roundness of youth still present in her cheeks. He regretted she had to be secured this way. Ahmad’s heart told him this girl should be knitting sweaters with the wool of her sheep while sitting next to a toasty Crescent Cave fire, not sitting upon the hard earth with a rope digging into her body or restraints upon her wrists. His jaw clenched at the frustration of it all. Why were the Crescents doing this? Why did they test the Realms and taunt toward war? Foolish.

“If you change your mind, ask for me. I am Ahmad.”

The girl glanced at him, and Ahmad thought he saw fear in her eyes before she turned away again to stare off into the distance where the horses grazed in an open field.

With a stifled huff, Ahmad walked away, ready to get some dinner and prepare the others of Delphor, High Prince Theiandar’s personal guard unit, to return to High Castle. It seemed a waste of time to attempt to gain anything else from the girl. Ahmad hoped after a night in captivity she’d change her mind.

Ahmad took his bowl of thin stew and sat down on a log at one of the many fires scattered throughout the camp. There were other men gathered; some he knew, some he did not. Most of them talked and laughed together, but Ahmad’s thoughts distracted him too much to heed them while he ate. The captain of his unit startled him when he called his name.

“Yes, sir?” Ahmad stood with his half-empty bowl in hand.

“Don’t get up. Finish your supper. You certainly earned it today.” 

Ahmad nodded and sat back down. The captain lowered himself onto the log next to Ahmad with an exhausted grunt and leaned forward with his elbows resting on his knees. Ahmad waited for him to speak.

“I just returned and was informed Delphor has been called back to the high prince’s side.”

 “Yes, sir, but they sent reinforcements to take our place. I think you’ll find they’re worthy replacements.”

“Yes, Sir Ahmad. I am sure you are correct. I have a favor to ask. With the successful capture of these men, I am renewing the effort to capture more. If I am to do this, I can’t spare the men necessary to escort these prisoners to the stronghold at Castle Emlyn. I need you and your men to take them. You will only add one day to your return trip.”

“Certainly, sir. It would honor us to handle the prisoners’ transport to the castle. We leave at first light. Are there extra horses available to carry the prisoners?”

The captain nodded. “Thank you. You’ve made my job much easier. I’ve come to trust you a great deal. You’ve proved to be a worthy asset, and I’m sorry to see you go, but if what I hear is true, it means you have much to celebrate upon your return to High Castle.”

“Yes. The High Prince and Princess have given the entire kingdom a reason to celebrate.” They grasped arms in friendship and respect. “Thank you, Captain, for your confidence in me and my fellow guardsmen. I pray your time here will be successful.”

The captain’s broad smile revealed his unspoken thanks before he strode away toward his tent. Ahmad watched him go and silently prayed for the man’s protection. He’d proven himself a capable and honorable leader.


Chapter Three
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What a Surprise

ONE DAY OF TRAVEL BROUGHT them to the gates of Castle Emlyn, having come disturbingly close to losing the eldest of the prisoners when he attempted to throw himself from his horse into a canyon along one particularly slim section of trail. From that point forward, they tied securely the prisoners to their mounts with shackle upon their wrists.

Ahmad hated the need for such restraint, especially after hearing Gavin relate how his cousin Lady Idra had described being shackled and carted off by that dastardly mercenary, Zaide. Thinking of that time made him regret his impulse to volunteer on the borders. It took him away from her again—not that he had a chance of securing her affections, but he longed to be near her.

If he’d been there then he wondered if he might have prevented Lady Idra’s abduction and won her heart, but he couldn’t change the past. He hoped for Idra’s comfort and still wondered what she meant by returning her handkerchief to him. He dared not believe she’d hidden it in his satchel as a declaration of love, but it seemed possible that she gave it in friendship, though he wanted a great deal more.

“Ahmad, we’re within sight of the drawbridge. Tis up. Why do you suppose that is?” Zaccur, another of High Prince Theiandar’s guardsmen, asked, disrupting his musings.

Ahmad took a second to compose himself and get his thoughts under control before looking toward the castle. To see the drawbridge raised in full daylight left Ahmad with misgivings.

“Could it be repair work? Or possibly a threat of some sort?” Ahmad asked.

“Nothing looks out of place, and I see nothing in the surrounding area to imply foul play.”

“That copse of trees is thick and may hide any smoke if there are intruders camped nearby. We’ll approach with caution. Parker can ride ahead and announce us.”

He gave the order. Parker passed off the reigns of the girl’s horse to Ahmad, then rode at a fast clip toward the raised approach to the castle. 

The castle of Emlyn sat on a huge section of rock jutting out of the landscape. A valley flanked two sides, a unique combination of slate and granite spires rose on another, and interspersed throughout were shadowy nooks and crannies, fertile river meadows, and forest. The only entrance into the castle followed along a natural ridge with a drop-off on either side and a wide path carved out of the hard surface and lined with short stone walls. 

Ahmad found the whole of the place to be rustic and yet majestic. Emlyn’s castle stronghold was the oldest of the castles in the Realms, and its ancient atmosphere drew him in. He felt it impossible to wander the castle without the ghosts of the past and histories untold seeping into his bones. 

He observed the lowering drawbridge, its halting motion accentuated by the creaks and groans of ancient wood. Parker slowed upon his return and positioned his mount to face back toward the castle. Ahmad moved to ride next to him, the girl on her horse just behind them.

“All is well, Ahmad. They were quick to lower the bridge as soon as they saw us as realmsmen.”

“Disconcerting,” Ahmad said and looked into the distance, eyeing the forest once again for any signs out of the ordinary. 

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Parker said, his hand held out to accept the girl’s lead rope from Ahmad.

Ahmad handed it to him and urged his horse to move faster toward the drawbridge. He arrived at the castle gate fifty yards ahead of his fellow realmsmen and dismounted before the horse had come to a full stop. The gatekeeper moved out from the shadows and bowed to him.

“Why was the drawbridge raised?” Ahmad asked without preamble.

The man bowed again. “There came an attack on Queen Moira two nights ago, most worthy knight. The king is taking precautions only.”

“What of the attacker?”

“The queen killed him. He was a regular merchant at the castle, but the consensus believe him to be a Crescent spy.”

Ahmad studied the gatekeeper, instinctively comparing the man to his own father, the gatekeeper of Castle Nevin. While the man appeared polite and succinct, he lacked any warmth or intelligence in demeanor or mien. He delivered the attacker’s fate without an ounce of feeling one way or the other, as though death were all too familiar.

“That is disturbing news, but thank you for the report, keeper. Has the king been informed of our arrival?”

“Yes. I sent the boy to give word to the steward, who will be telling the king any minute, I suspect.”

Ahmad nodded and thanked the man. He walked toward the stables, the others having arrived at that moment, and handed off the reins to a stable boy. He unstrapped the girl-disguised-as-a-boy prisoner from her saddle, and she slid off to land unsteadily on her feet. She’d refused the bulk of the food offered and drank next to nothing. It gave the impression that she wasn’t trying to die so much as punish herself. For what? It made no sense.

Five knights of the castle approached. The one in the lead Ahmad recognized as Sir Drew. They’d met when Prince Theiandar and Delphor unit had made their regular rounds through the Realms during the last four years, but he did not know him well. 

“Sir Drew,” Ahmad said and lowered his head a fraction as a sign of respect. “We’ve come from the patrol camp to the north with prisoners, people of Crescent Cave, apprehended on our land. Captain Jericho ordered them brought to the castle at Emlyn for interrogation.”

“This is good news you bring. How were they taken alive?”

Word had traveled throughout Emlyn of what the Crescents were doing when facing capture. Sir Drew’s familiarity with the desperate acts of these men didn’t surprise Ahmad.

“The Great One gave us success that day. We have captured three.”

“Very good. The king will want to know right away. Come.”

Sir Drew turned and his fellow knights parted to let him pass, then followed behind. Ahmad and his men did the same, escorting the prisoners. The men strode toward the keep in relative silence, but the stilled movements of the castle folk didn’t go unnoticed. Ahmad had never perceived such a sense of unease in Emlyn before.

They marched toward the great hall where important meetings were held. The castle had none of the extravagance of High Castle or even the simple elegance of Taisce. Their ancestors had built it as a true outpost castle with little in the way of opulence or luxury outside what the king deemed necessary to appease the desires of his wife and six daughters.

King Ekreton stood near the far fireplace in a heated discussion with another man. Ahmad recognized him as the steward. As they approached, he picked out bits and pieces of the conversation when their voices rose and fell.

“. . . imbeciles who . . . outrageous to expect we . . .” 

“. . . unforgivable, Sire. I apologize for bearing this unpleasant news.”

“You should. Now, tell Cook we have guests.”

“Yes, Sire,” the steward said with a bow and strode from the hall.

King Ekreton breathed deep and released an exasperated huff. He turned toward Ahmad and the others, who waited some ten feet away for his permission to approach. Ahmad saw the tension in the king’s jawline and the repetitive clenching of his right fist but had no inkling what the bits of conversation he’d heard meant.

The king finally seemed in control of his temper but spoke in clipped sentences as he moved in their direction. “Well. Unpleasant business. You have arrived from the north, I take it. You had better have good news, otherwise turn around and leave.”

Sir Drew cleared his throat—covering a laugh, Ahmad thought. “They come with spies to interrogate, Sire.”

“Spies you say? This is good news.” 

His face brightened, though Ahmad knew he didn’t mean it in a sinister way. King Ekreton had been responsible for keeping peace at the borders with Crescent Cave, and over the course of the last three years the other nation complicated relations. Increasingly, the Crescents had been threatening to raid, to pillage, to plunder. 

They had done it many times, but there should have been a ceasing of all quarrels, skirmishes and sneak-thievery since the time High King Dante and Prince Theiandar had traveled to Emlyn to sign a peace treaty with King Donegold of the Crescents. King Ekreton of Emlyn grew desperate to put an end to whatever underhanded deeds ensued, the happenings for which King Donegold vehemently denied being responsible.

“Yes, Sire, these . . . men are from Crescent Cave,” Ahmad replied, gesturing to the three who were shackled, and hesitating over whether to reveal that one of them was a girl. “We were ordered to deliver them to you for interrogation on our way to High Castle. Unit Delphor must leave in the morning to complete our journey.”

One of the king’s thick eyebrows curved up in question. Ahmad stared into his expressive dark eyes and waited for his orders. King Ekreton’s mustache twitched at the corner, but otherwise his expression remained unreadable. Ahmad waited.

“Take those two to the dungeon. The girl will go to the tower room,” the king said with a tone of bemusement. He put his hand on Ahmad’s shoulder. “I see I’ve taken you by surprise, but when you have six daughters, you learn to recognize that special look of defiance only a brave young woman can master. Sir Drew, escort our guest to the tower. I’ll have Cook send up water for her to wash.”

Ahmad’s hand dropped from the girl’s arm. She looked angry, defiant, and frightened in the same instant as Sir Drew pulled her toward an inner doorway. But her pleading gaze—pleading for what?—locked on Ahmad, who held nothing but worry over her well-being. 

She disappeared out of view and the king clapped him on the back, bringing his attention around.

“Ah, Sir Ahmad, with the way these Crescents are, you may have just saved that young girl’s life, and I assure you she will be treated well here. If we can discover their motives, they may be freed, if they have caused no mischief in our lands.

“Stay and rest, then you may leave at first light. Take whatever provisions will be necessary for your journey. I will have a letter for you to deliver to the king as well.”

“Yes, Sire,” Ahmad said and bowed. 

The king walked away from the group without another word. Ahmad watched him go and considered the burden the king carried, keeping the integrity of the border with Crescent Cave while also ensuring his realm stayed healthy and well provisioned. It seemed a daunting task considering the way the Crescents were continually pushing the boundaries to the limit. In recent years no one had died due to the unstable relationship between the two nations, but bad blood haunted them still, opening the door to new feelings of suppressed anger and vengefulness.

Ahmad did not envy King Ekreton in the slightest. On that consideration, he and the other men retired to the barracks to eat and rest, but worry over the girl in the tower filled his mind. Hours later he admitted to himself with great reluctance that something about her would continue haunting his mind. To set his thoughts at ease, he decided to check on her one last time. At the landing of the winding, circular steps to her tower cell, Ahmad found a guard near the heavy wooden door and one torch burning on the wall opposite the guard. The man stood tall as Ahmad approached and nodded.

“I’d like to speak to the prisoner. Open the door.”

The guard hesitated only a moment, but soon grabbed the key from his waist. “She’s not eating, sir,” the man explained as he unlocked the door.

Ahmad sighed at the revelation, not surprised but disappointed. “I’ll see what I can do. Thank you.” He stepped into the dim room, his torch the only thing lighting the open space.

The door closed and the bar dropped in place, locking him in as his eyes scanned the rounded room for the girl. He found her, now garbed in clothing befitting her fair sex and huddled on the floor against the stone wall under the barred window placed high in the wall. He smelled the damp of the room and fresh hay, which must have been used to stuff the mattress on the pallet bed secured to the wall on his right. She’d been given a blanket and pillow. Ahmad, knowing of what this girl could be capable, worried what she might choose to do with the kind offerings, but he prayed to be wrong about her will to live.

He cleared his throat and noticed the plate of food by the door. Ahmad picked it up and placed it on the edge of the bed, taking the fresh roll from it and bouncing it on his palm as he approached. She didn’t move and reminded him of a scared animal hoping to disappear into its surroundings. He slid down the wall and sat next to her with the roll held out for her to take. It took a minute, but she snatched it from his hands and bit off a chunk.

“I leave at first light, but I wanted to make sure you were well.”

“Why? Because I am a girl?” Her question sounded more inconvenienced than annoyed. “I can kill you just as easily as any boy.” She took another, bigger, bite.

“Where I come from the women do not do the fighting. It is different in Crescent Cave?”

“Yes,” she said around the bread in her mouth.

Ahmad had never heard of the women of the north being warriors, and it surprised him. The idea didn’t entirely put him off after having seen the hidden champion within Lady Idra in her time of distress, a concealed strength to which he found himself further drawn, but it still felt wrong to him.

She swallowed and motioned forward. “Drink.”

The way she commanded Ahmad surprised and amused him. He smiled and got up to get her the cup from the tray. After he stood, he slipped the torch into the holder fastened to the wall and came back to sit by the girl.

As she guzzled the small portion of water, he asked the same question from the day she’d been captured. “What’s your name?”

She finished drinking and swiped at her mouth with her sleeve. “Sh-Sabine.”

Ahmad stared at her, sure she’d just lied but relieved to realize she’d put her guard down at least a little. “Sabine?” he asked. He watched her nod once without looking up from the cup in her hand. “From where in Crescent Cave do you come, Sabine?”

She kept silent, and he wondered if she regretted having answered his question. He didn’t want her to shut him out, so he asked her age instead.

“I’m not a child. I’m sixteen,” she responded with a hint of rebelliousness in her voice.

“No, not a child in some ways and still so much so in others.” Ahmad laid the back of his head against the stone wall and sighed. “You should not be here, Sabine.”

They sat in silence before Ahmad rose and pulled Sabine to her feet, guiding her to take a seat on the bed. He set the tray of food on her lap. 

“I know you think you are protecting someone or something by offering your life and keeping a secret, but I believe nothing you hide from us is worth your life, Sabine. 

“Promise me you will eat and not harm yourself, no matter how long you’re here. I will continue to inquire after your welfare. It will be many months, but I’m told the only thing that will set you free is for you to tell the truth regarding your ventures into our lands. If you refuse this, I fear you will never leave here.”

“You might be surprised, sir,” she said and dipped the spoon in the stew. Before the tepid meaty concoction passed her lips, she whispered, “I promise.”

“And I swear to you, Sabine, you will be treated kindly here. The men you were with, though in the dungeon, will also see fair treatment. King Ekreton is a good man. Blame it on Almighty blessing him with six daughters, but the man is soft under that gruff exterior.”

He nodded once as a sort of farewell and left the room, not fully satisfied with the outcome of their successful capture of Crescent spies. It would drive him to distraction, wondering about this girl, but he had no other part to play here.

He went in search of Sir Drew and gained the other knight’s agreement to send word of anything regarding the prisoner Sabine. Ahmad thanked him and went to rest before they left in the morning.


Chapter Four
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Travel Home

THREE DAYS OF TRAVEL FROM sunup to sundown brought the five knights to the open gates of Wyeth Castle. The night grew long, darkness having settled over the land an hour earlier, but exhausted or not, they anticipated real beds and food within the castle walls. Ahmad knew they would first need to announce their presence at the keep before seeking rest. 

“You men go on to the stables, and I’ll meet you at the barracks,” he said as he jumped down from his horse in front of the keep entrance.

He handed his reins to Parker and watched the others canter away, then knocked. He endured a long pause followed by muffled voices on the other side of the door before the steward, Wayne, cracked it open and peered out.

“Ah. Oh. Yes. Sir Ahmad, do please come in by the fire.” Wayne pulled the heavy door open wider and swept his arm out to point the way to the great hall. 

Ahmad looked sideways at him. He seemed his usual nervous self and yet something needled at his mind. He monitored the other man and then did a quick scan of the darkness before stepping in fully to precede Steward Wayne toward the fire. Once in the large space, it didn’t surprise Ahmad to see various groups of men milling about the hall, drinking and eating the supper left out even at such a late hour. King Orn’s castle never seemed to sleep. 

He stood ten feet from the blazing fire and stared into the dancing flames. The welcome crackling of the burning wood soothed his overworked senses. Wayne cleared his throat and Ahmad turned his attention back to the hunched man. “Wayne, I hope I find you in good spirits. You are well?”

“Oh yes. Yes. Quite. To be sure.” Wayne’s face transformed with what looked to be a forced grin. “I would not be concerned . . . uh . . . for me.”

Ahmad’s eyes pinched in disquiet and question, but Wayne hurried on in that same perplexing and nervous way.

“Our king has been in such an ambitious mood of late. I find he . . . he seems to be a new man. He’s finally been given a purpose for his life.”

“Purpose?” 

“What?” Wayne said and jerked as though he’d been slapped. “I-I meant he’s discovered a new lease on life. That’s all.”

The words were pleasant enough, but something in Wayne’s tone niggled at the back of Ahmad’s mind. He knew men could change, but for King Orn to have miraculously changed since last they met did not ring true. Steward Wayne’s overly-pleasant report had to be taken with a grain of salt because he doubted Orn would ever care for anything more than he cared for himself.

“I’m spent, Wayne, and I’d like to retire, but it seemed wise to first announce myself and four other High Castle knights to the king. Is he still awake?”

“Oh yes, Sir Ahmad, but he is busy conferring with a guest. I will tell him of your arrival when he is done, but you can be sure he will be happy to accommodate you and the other knights.”

He blinked, never imagining King Orn would pass up an opportunity to demean one or more of the high prince’s guardsmen. But instead of drawing attention to this, he said, “We will leave at first light, as we have been called to High Castle for the new prince’s naming ceremony.”

“Not to worry. King Orn does not require you to come before him. You are welcome here,” Wayne said and ushered Ahmad toward the door.

Ahmad stepped out into the night and looked back at Wayne standing just inside the entry with one hand resting on the heavy door and the other gripped upon the frame. His weak smile disappeared into the shadows as he took a step back in order to close the door. Ahmad’s curiosity persisted. “Who is this special guest, if I might ask?”

Wayne hesitated, the door halting its progress. “I know not. The king told the entire household that his visitor is from far off and requires rest and solitude, which His Highness has granted, ensured by a tower room guarded by his most trusted knights to keep the curious away.”

Wayne’s voice had certainly raised a notch. The faint note of anxiety in his speech further rankled Ahmad’s mind, but there seemed to be nothing left to discuss on the subject without crossing lines which were not his to step over.

“Thank you, Wayne. Give our regards to the king. We will not likely see you come morning.”

Wayne nodded and quickly closed the door in his face.

* * *

Tears shimmered in Faye’s eyes as what remained of her golden-flecked, auburn hair danced about her slim shoulders. He wrapped the severed braid over his fist and set the knife on the table by his favorite chair.

“You have nothing to fear, Lady Faye. This is merely a message for your brother, should he fail to grasp the serious tenor of the circumstances.” He held out her hair and watched how the firelight danced off the unique strands. “You will be safe unless he chooses to be a fool.”

“My brother is honorable, my lord, and he will not betray the high prince for my sake.”

Orn raised one brow. “That is not what your uncle tells me. In fact, he even shared in particular detail how far your dear brother will go to keep you safe. If not for your uncle’s intervention with you, Florian would never be in the grand position to which he’s been elevated as a royal guardsman to the high prince. You would have been the ruin of his dreams and aspirations but for your uncle ensuring you insist he go.”

“No matter what my uncle threatened, I would have done anything to make sure Florian escaped my uncle’s heavy-handedness. He could have married me off to any wretched beast of a man, and I’d have still begged my brother to fulfill his destiny. I do not fear my uncle.”

The breathless quality of her voice when paired with her steely gaze enthralled Orn. He stepped closer to the young woman and towered over her by at least a foot, but she held her ground. Even with his shadow draped over her form, he still saw her shiver of fear pass from head to foot.

“It is not your uncle whom you should fear, child, but if you have any sense, fear me.”

Her lips parted, but before he garnered any satisfaction from driving the fright home, a knock sounded on the outer door. With his focus disrupted, he motioned for the man dressed in black with hair to match to come out of the shadows and take the girl to her room. Once they’d left through a second, hidden door, Orn’s most favored knight Havrik opened the first one to receive Steward Wayne into the king’s presence.

“Did you send him on his way?”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Did he suspect anything?”

“No, Sire.” Wayne’s gaze darted to Havrik and back. “At least, I don’t believe so. Sir Ahmad and his men only wished to stay one night. They are on their way back to High Castle, and I am certain he was too tired to care, even if he found the excuses made out of the ordinary. Please, Sire, I’m sure he will cause you no trouble.”

“You had best hope you are right, Wayne, or you will find your service here coming to an abrupt and painful end.”

Wayne looked meek, and Orn took pleasure in his cowering. Since his special guest arrived, King Orn had been given a new lease on life, a reason to live, and a way to fulfill his greatest wishes. He just had to make sure no bumbling stewards or meddlesome High Castle buffoons got in his way.

* * *

They’d ridden hard. Another six long days and little sleep brought them to the gates of High Castle. During that time, Ahmad thought often of Sabine, of the Crescents, of the secret for which they searched and their devotion to it. Nothing became clear to him, and soon other thoughts crowded out his time in the north.

The gates were wide and Ahmad’s heart hammered in his chest as he anticipated the familiar and unknown they would encounter when behind the walls. In his most unreasonable moments, he wanted only to drink in the sight of Lady Idra before all else. No one would bother to notify her of his return, but the pressing desire for her presence persisted, as if pondering her from the depths of his soul had the power to send her a message.

As it was, their arrival proved a quiet affair; no one stood by to welcome them or throw flower petals at their feet. Still, a festive air floated about the castle city as folk prepared for the naming ceremony and dedication. Soon, kings and dignitaries would arrive from all corners of the Twelve Realms.

The familiar stables and barracks were good to see, as well as to be greeted by fellow guardsmen and smell the scents of the main market street. After leaving their horses at the stables, Ahmad and the others walked to the castle keep to report to High Prince Theiandar. Step after step, his heart rate increased notch by notch until it hammered like a crazed woodpecker upon a tree. Once finished with their duty, they would be free to rest from their travels, but Ahmad had hopes for much more.

A compulsion—a deep longing—drove him look around every corner, at every face, hoping to glimpse High Princess Caityn’s lady-in-waiting, Lady Idra, but when they arrived outside the king’s meeting room without having seen her, he had to suppress his irrational disappointment. Inside the room were both High King Dante and his son, Prince Theiandar, or Raz, as the elite guardsmen of Delphor affectionately referred to him.

Ahmad and the others bowed to the two royals, then took seats at the round table. Ahmad sat next to the high prince and smiled when the prince gripped his shoulder.

“I understand congratulations are in order, Your Highness.”

“Tis a great boon and reason to celebrate. Thank you, Ahmad,” Prince Theiandar said. “I’m eager for you to meet our new prince. Caityn is looking forward to introducing you as well. Once we finish here, you are each invited to attend an informal dinner with Princess Caityn and myself in the lesser dining chamber. Our son will make an appearance.”

Ahmad smiled at the sound of contentment in High Prince Theiandar’s voice. It brought a twinge of jealousy that he hadn’t expected to feel and quickly snuffed out. This was a time of celebration and called for nothing except joy for his friend and for the future of Twelve Realms.

After the men had given a report of their ventures in the north, Theiandar dismissed them to prepare for the forthcoming dinner with the princess—a rare and enjoyable invitation. Ahmad had another reason to look forward to dinner; Princess Caityn’s presence ensured Lady Idra would be there.

“Delphor, wait,” Raz said to Ahmad and the other men who’d returned from the north. 

He waited for the last of his father’s men to exit after the high king, and Ahmad’s neck hairs rose at the conflicted look on Raz’s face. He spared a glance for Lieve, Zaccur, Jarl, and Parker to see if they detected anything out of place. 

“I’m sorry to delay you further from a much-deserved rest, but there’s something I must tell you before you go to the barracks,” the prince said with an air of gravity. “While you were away in the north, and before my son’s birth, I filled Hanif’s position in Delphor.” He raised his hands in an allaying gesture even though his words were followed by a palpable silence. “I know what a shock this news must be, and trust me when I say I empathize, but it is our duty to see the realms united and protected. My father reminded me of the need to see Parlan represented among my guardsmen, and I accept the wisdom in this. I do not deny the difficulty, but it is done.”

The prince stopped here and took a deep breath. Ahmad, already ambiguous in his feelings about this piece of news, grew concerned about how Raz hesitated.

“This choice I have made might be difficult for you to accept, but I feel it is the right one.”

“Who’ve you chosen, Raz?” Ahmad asked, his tone biting for some inexplicable reason.

Raz stared him down, unflinching. “Xavier of the house of Gratham.” They knew the name, and the next words need not have been uttered. “Hanif’s younger brother.”

The pronouncement hit Ahmad like a battering ram to the chest. “Why?”

He and the prince studied each other before Theiandar said, “He is well-trained, honorable, intelligent, and Hanif always spoke highly of him. I met with him and several other young men, but when we talked I felt it right; it will honor his brother’s memory. He longs for it. I have decided. It is final.”

“Is he here?” Zaccur asked.

Ahmad heard a slight clip of tension in Zaccur’s voice and felt a little less guilty for his own unaccountable anger over the decision.

“Yes, he’s here and will be at the dinner. I warn you, he is young. Younger than any of you when you were chosen, but not unworthy. Give him a chance and welcome him.”

“I can only speak for myself, but the warning is appreciated,” Zaccur said. “I think we will only need time to adjust. A brother of Hanif is welcome.” 

Prince Theiandar’s lips pressed tight as he nodded. He excused himself to prepare for dinner.

Any agreeable thoughts Ahmad had turned morose upon the revelation of Hanif’s replacement. Knowing Hanif’s brother would be the one to fulfill the lack in Delphor only dug at Ahmad’s core. No matter how many times he told himself to let go of his guilt over his friend’s demise, he struggled to  distance himself from it. That he’d been responsible, even in the slightest way, for Hanif’s death haunted Ahmad at every turn. His mind betrayed him with memories he’d locked away as silent regrets rose to the surface.

They walked back to the barracks in silence, each of them absorbing the news in their own way. They were greeted by the rest of Raz’s guardsmen, but the sight of Xavier caught their attention. For Ahmad, it was a nightmare. The young man appeared to be a replica of his older brother Hanif—like staring into the face of a ghost.

* * *

Idra touched her hair while looking in the mirror for the thousandth time. She prepared to attend a dinner unlike any other, one to welcome back the guardsmen of Prince Theiandar who had volunteered to protect the borders with Crescent Cave . . . one where she would encounter a man who flitted into her thoughts, unbidden yet welcome. Sir Ahmad. 

He’d declared his affection and intentions toward her what seemed like centuries ago, but in reality, it had been just under five months since that moment. She’d been abducted by mercenaries for ransom and nearly sold into slavery soon after Ahmad’s avowal. The snatching had occurred while he had been away from the castle on mission with the high king and prince, and he could have done nothing to stop it. 
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