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Captain Torren slowed down his pace as he
approached the main tower. He wished he could stop before entering,
take in a deep breath, gather his courage; but the guards were
watching. He couldn’t afford letting them notice his hesitation.
Tall, broad-shouldered, intimidating, he was known as a fearless
warrior in the past and the ironfisted master of the Dormigan
Prison at present. He wondered how much longer he’d be able to keep
up the pretense.

Torren entered the tower and nodded to the
guards inside to unlock the second, inner, door. That allowed him a
much needed pause; alas, it was too short. He proceeded to climb
the stairs, steeper and steeper the higher he went. Guards snapped
to attention and saluted him as he passed. He ignored them.

The last floor. The last door, the thickest,
the heaviest of them all. Another justified pause.

“How’s the prisoner?”

“Quiet as usual, Captain,” one of the
soldiers replied. “Not a peep all day.”

Torren frowned. “I hope you’re not letting
that fact trick you into losing your vigilance.”

Not that their vigilance would help much, if
things went bad. But he had to keep them on their toes.

“No, sir. Never. We know our orders.”

He nodded. “Good. Now, open up.”

The soldier reached for the keys, two others
helped him to unbolt the door and remove the huge iron bar. Then
they stepped aside and stood with their swords ready as he pulled
on the heavy door.

Torren could just imagine how the Prisoner
inside smiled at these precautions.

The captain walked into the cell. “The cell”
was no longer the right word for it, with all the fine furniture,
carpets and all, but Torren continued to refer to it as such in his
reports. “Cell 18, Prisoner 34.” He had to be careful.

He saw the Prisoner at his usual spot: in the
armchair near the window. His head was lowered, long dark hair
falling over the face, obscuring the features. The slender, finely
shaped hands were holding a leather bound book. The raven, the
Prisoner’s recent companion, was sitting on the armchair back. He
greeted the captain with a loud squawk.

Torren motioned to the guards to close the
door behind him and waited for them to do so.

“Good afternoon, sir.”

The Prisoner closed the book. “Captain Torren
himself. To what do I owe the rare pleasure of seeing you?”

Torren’s mouth went dry. Did the Prisoner
feel neglected?

“I… I hope you have not mistaken my
hesitation to visit you for the lack of care,” he stammered. “I
would be honored to personally check on your wellbeing every day,
but I simply didn’t wish to be bothersome.”

The Prisoner rose in the middle of Torren’s
speech and took several steps towards him, arms crossed. He was
taller than the captain, and his eyes, with their ability to change
color, both the pupils and the whites, were the eeriest
thing Torren had ever seen. Right now, the whites would be more
properly described as “the reds.”

It took all Torren’s willpower to stay put
and not back away.

“You don’t need to act frightened of me,
Captain. Being respectful is quite enough, which you always
are.”

If only it was an act, Torren thought,
swallowing.

“So what brings you here?”

The warden was not quite ready to tell.

“I wished to inquire whether you have
received all the books you had asked for and whether you’re pleased
with them.”

“Yes, thank you,” the Prisoner replied.

“And the food? Is it to your
satisfaction?”

“It is very good. I didn’t know the Dormigan
Prison employed such a fine cook.”

Torren chose not to point out that it was his
own cook, not the prison’s, whose dishes had earned this praise.
The Prisoner’s amused expression told him he very likely suspected
it was the case.

“Is there anything else you might wish to
mention?” he asked. “Any complaints, perhaps?”

“No complaints. You’ve been a most
accommodating host.” The Prisoner took yet another step closer.
“Now, Captain. Both experience and knowledge of human nature tell
me you haven’t come here just to inquire after my comforts. There
is something you want to say or ask. Go ahead.”

Torren sighed. “You are correct, sir. I am
facing a difficult situation. I am here to beg for your
understanding… and cooperation.”

Those impossible eyes were fixed on him. The
“reds” were still red, but the pupils were changing from black to
white.

“I am listening.”

“We have a new governor,” the captain said.
“He wishes to inspect the prison. He’ll be here in a week.”

The Prisoner smiled. “You want to ask me to
behave.”

“If I may be so bold, yes… and not just that.
I’ll have to make some changes—temporary, of course.”

“Such as?”

“Well, I’ll need to remove all the fancy
stuff. The bedding, the furniture. Books and writing materials. The
raven—”

“Gelleran. That’s what I’ve named him.”

“Gelleran?” The warden bit his lips. That was
the king’s name. “I—I’m afraid he’ll have to go as well. Especially
with a name like that. Just for one day, sir!”

The Prisoner was frowning. “What else?”

What was left was the hardest part. One of
the two hardest parts. Torren averted his eyes.

“You’ll have to wear prison clothes, sir. And
I’m afraid I’ll have to shackle you.”

“Shackle me?”

“Please. Just for the governor’s visit,” the
warden muttered, not daring to look up.

He expected to be struck dead, or at least
knocked unconscious. Instead, he heard a chuckle.

“Does the fool think he’ll be safe if I’m
shackled?”

Torren raised his eyes. The Prisoner’s fine
elven face marred with a long scar across the left cheek was just a
step away, lips curved in contempt.

“N-no, sir. That is, yes, he’ll think himself
safe… and I’d say, let him think so. He’ll come and go and
hopefully leave us alone. But I wouldn’t be shackling you just for
him. See, the fact is, that’s how I am supposed to keep you.”

“So you’ve been breaking your orders left and
right, Captain.”

“Yes, sir. For the sake of my family and
possibly of the whole city.”

The red eyes with white pupils narrowed. “You
are honest about your motives. I appreciate it.”

“Thank you, sir. And speaking of honesty…”
Here it was, the second hardest part. Torren braced himself. “I
still haven’t told you everything. The new governor’s name is
Malgrid Jorensen. Younger brother of Fredric Jorensen.”

He watched the Prisoner’s eyebrows slightly
go up and the reds of his eyes blacken.

“Is that so? Fredric’s little brother?”

“Yes, sir.” The warden looked down again. The
sight of those black eyes with white pupils was too unnerving. “I
thought it would be only fair for me to tell you. Malgrid is not
just pompous and proud, he’s especially proud of the fact that his
brother has captured you. He… won’t be respectful. He will come
here to gloat.”

“And you’re asking me to allow him that.”

Torren forced himself to face the Prisoner.
“I don’t know what your plans are, sir. It’s a mystery to me why
you choose to stay here. I only know that if you escape—or kill the
governor—I will pay with my head for it, and my family will pay as
well. There’s nothing I can do to stop you. I was hoping… hoping to
convince you to stay until I safely retire from being the warden.
Very selfish of me, I know, but a man does what he can to protect
his loved ones. It’s only two more years; I thought I had a decent
chance. But now this blasted new governor…”

The Prisoner stood very still, listening.
Torren knew he didn’t care one bit about his troubles and had no
reason to help. The warden couldn’t persuade, entice or bribe him.
He had nothing to offer. He could only beg.

“Like I said, sir, I have come to plead for
your understanding and cooperation,” he repeated, lowering his
head.

“You are asking a lot,” the Prisoner
said.

“Yes, sir. I know.”

There was a long pause. Then the Prisoner
spoke again.

“I will consider granting your request. I’ll
want something in return, though.”

Torren was ready to do anything within his
power. “What is it, sir? Name it.”

“It has been a long time since I’ve had the
pleasure of beholding a female face. From this day on I want my
meals brought to me by a young woman.”

The warden couldn’t believe his luck. Was
that all? It was against the rules, of course, but no harder than
all the other things—pillows, books, decent food.

“Certainly, sir. I’ll be once again violating
my orders, but—”

“I haven’t yet finished, Captain. A specific
young woman. Your daughter Lenora.”

Torren grew cold. How did this creature even
know he had a daughter? How did he know her name?!

“Well, Captain?”

The warden struggled to find his voice.
“Please, sir… spare me. Spare her. Ask for anything but her.
Anything else.”

“‘Anything’ is a strong word. I wouldn’t be
giving it so lightly if I were in your place, Captain. What if I
ask for your son’s life instead? I am, after all, a monster.”

Torren did not need the reminder. He looked
into the ever-changing eyes, now deep purple with bright yellow
pupils, and shivered.

“Please, sir… I’ve done my best for you… I
will continue to do my best, upon my honor… Why her? I’m trying to
protect my loved ones, and you’re asking for one of them!”

“But I’m not taking her from you. I will not
even touch her. I just want her to bring my food. I might ask her
to read aloud while I eat, or tell me a story. That’s all. You have
to agree it’s not a lot.”

Torren hesitated. It would not be a lot, if
he could trust the Prisoner’s word. How could he? On the other
hand, if the Prisoner wanted to harm Lenora—or anyone else—he could
do it at any time. They all were at his mercy.

“Do you promise me not to harm her?” he asked
in a weary voice.

“I do. I also promise to let you do whatever
preparations you want for the governor’s visit and play a good
prisoner for the governor. I won’t even do the sword trick on
him.”

“What about his men? He won’t come
alone.”

“Very well, him and his men. Deal?”

The warden let out a deep sigh. “If only I
knew that I can take your word for it, sir…”

“You mean Lenora?” The Prisoner walked back
to his armchair. When he turned and sat down, his eyes were brown,
the normal human color. “You can, Captain. I had a daughter
once.”



***
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Lenora took one glance at her father and knew
something was very wrong. She knew the likely cause, too. He’d told
her earlier that day that he would go talk to the Prisoner.

“What is it?” she asked, putting down her
knitting. “He refused?”

Her father approached and sat on the couch
next to her.

“No. But he wants something in return.
Something I can’t agree to.”

Lenora studied him. He had such a pained look
on his face.

“Well, if it’s something dishonorable, don’t
do it,” she said. “Are you sure he is so powerful as you think?
Perhaps if you chained him—”

“He’s probably even more powerful. Take a
look at this.” He unsheathed his sword. Only two inches of the
blade were left. “He does it every time I enter his cell with my
weapon. He does it without even touching it. I walk out,
check the sword, and sure enough, the blade is gone.”

Fascinated, Lenora reached out her hand, took
what was left of the sword and examined it.

“You never told me before!”

“I never told anyone.”

She touched the end of the blade. It looked
like it was broken off, but the break line was not very sharp.

“So what is it he wants?”

“He wants you to bring his meals to him from
now on.”

Lenora looked up from the sword. “Me?
Why?”

“Says he misses seeing a young woman’s face.
Claims he once had a daughter.”

She pondered it, seeing the Prisoner in a new
light. She did not know much about him; her father had shared very
little and discouraged further questions. It was enough to know
that the Prisoner was very dangerous, he would say.

“You don’t believe him?” she asked.

“How can I? He promises not to harm you, but
what would make him keep his word?”

“Well, if it’s just taking the food to him, I
can do it.”

“No.”

“Have you already told him no?”

Her father was sitting with his elbows
propped on his knees, head clutched between his hands.

“I asked for a day to think. I don’t know
why. I can’t allow it!”

“But what’s the alternative? He does
something to the governor and escapes, you’ll be executed, the rest
of us go to jail, right?”

“That’s what the king said. Perhaps he would
consider your mother’s condition—”

Lenora placed her hand on his wrist. “Then it
settles it, doesn’t it? Even if the king does consider Mom’s
illness and decides to spare her, she can’t afford to go through
the rest. Seeing her husband beheaded, her children taken to jail.
If there’s a chance to prevent it, no matter how small, I will use
it. You know I must.”

Not giving him another moment to object,
Lenora went to the kitchen and asked Mrs. Cleona, the cook, whether
the Prisoner’s dinner had been sent to the tower yet. It had not;
the servant boy was about to take it there.

“Give it to me, I’ll do it,” she said.

Her father was right behind her.

“I’ll go with you. Put on this cloak, make
sure your face is concealed. Mrs. Cleona here can be trusted, but I
don’t want the others gossiping.”

They walked to the main tower. Lenora had
never been there before. Not a place for a young lady to visit, her
father would say. She now saw that he was right. The grim stone
walls, the squeaky iron-clad doors, the dark, chilly corridors were
most depressing and unnerving. She shuddered at the thought of
being locked up here for years.

They reached the last floor. She saw four—no,
five soldiers standing guard.

“I can’t go in with you,” her father
whispered. “He wouldn’t have it. If he frightens you or does
something inappropriate—shout, run to the door and bang on it.”

Yeah, and then he will kill us all,
Lenora thought. She knew her father was well aware of that, too.
She had no idea what she would do if the Prisoner grabbed her, but
screaming and banging on the door were not on top of the list.

“Don’t worry, Father, I’ll be all right,” she
replied. “I have a feeling that he just misses his daughter.”

“Unlock the door,” the warden ordered.

Lenora took a better grip on the basket with
food as she watched the guards remove the huge iron bar.

“Arian be with you, child,” she heard her
father’s whisper again.

She entered the cell. The door screeched and
closed behind her.

Lenora knew that her father had broken a
bunch of rules and made the Prisoner’s cell more comfortable, but
she couldn’t imagine how far he had gone. She found herself in a
spacious, nicely furnished room. It looked nothing like prison.
There was even a painting on the wall, depicting sun-splashed green
forest.

The girl caught herself and turned her eyes
from the painting to the man sitting in the corner, looking at her.
The large raven perched on the back of his armchair was looking at
her as well.

“Good afternoon, sir. I am Lenora. I have
brought your dinner. Shall I serve it?”

“Yes, please.” He pointed at the desk. “Over
there.”

He was younger than she thought, but then he
was an elf—or so she heard. His face was pleasant, despite that
scar on the cheek, but the eyes were hard and cold. Why did her
father warn her about his eyes? ‘If they scare you, just look
away,’ he had said. ‘He doesn’t mind, he seems to understand.’
There was nothing scary about the Prisoner’s eyes, pale blue like
the sky. Their hardness was certainly noticeable, but not
frightening.

Lenora walked up to the desk and placed the
basket on it.

“Thank you for agreeing to come,” the
Prisoner said.

“I deserve no gratitude from you, sir,” she
replied, unwrapping the linen cloth the cook had put over the
dishes. “I did not have a choice.”

“You have inherited your father’s honesty, if
such a thing can be inherited. I did not expect friendliness from
you, but I didn’t expect you to be so outspoken about your dislike
of me, either.”

Lenora’s heart skipped a beat. It wouldn’t do
to anger him.

“I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t mean to be rude.
It’s not dislike, it’s… apprehension. You are causing my father a
lot of anguish. It’s hard for me not to be affected by it.”

“Anguish…” the Prisoner repeated. “Neither
you nor him know what anguish is. His understandable worry for you
is but a fleeting discomfort. It will soon go away as he sees that
I meant what I said and you’re not in any danger when you come
here. He won’t even remember it.”

“With respect, I doubt it, sir,” Lenora said.
“And it isn’t just me that he’s worried about.”

He waved it off. “Let us leave this subject.
Human worries are no concern of mine. What have you brought
me?”

“Roasted pheasant with fried potatoes and
vegetables and a bottle of red wine.”

Lenora placed everything on the desk, laid
out the silverware and a napkin. She was not looking at the
Prisoner, but she knew he was studying her.

“Here you go, sir. Everything’s ready.”

“Thank you.” He rose from his armchair and
moved to the chair behind the desk. “Please have a seat,” he said,
gesturing at the armchair. “I would like you to read or speak to me
as I eat.”

“As you wish, sir.” Lenora sat down. “Which
would you prefer?”

“Do you have a preference?”

She hesitated. Talking would give her an
opportunity to satisfy her curiosity, but she did not know whether
she was allowed to ask questions.

“I think I would rather read. I’m afraid my
conversation would bore you.”

“You don’t come across as a silly girl, so I
don’t think it would, but we’ll do what you wish today. Perhaps we
will speak tomorrow.” He picked up a book and handed it to her.
“Here. Please read this, from page twenty.”

Lenora opened the book on the requested page
and started reading. It was a legend about winged horses. She
wasn’t familiar with it and found it interesting, although a bit
childish. Perhaps it was just an old text; sometimes those tended
to sound a little naïve.

The story was only three pages long. Lenora
finished reading it, looked up from the book and gasped: the
Prisoner’s eyes fixed on her were dark purple, with bright yellow
pupils. Words froze on her lips.

“What is it?” he asked in a distracted
manner, as if coming out of reverie.

“Your eyes, sir…”

“Oh.” He blinked several times; the intensity
of the colors began to fade. “Did your father not warn you?”

“He did, but… I’m sorry, I just wasn’t
prepared.”

“I did not mean to frighten you. This is
something I can’t always control.”

Lenora couldn’t help wondering at how polite
he was, even as her heart continued to pound. Was he always like
that? Or just with her, for some devious reason?

“Would you like me to read the next story?”
she asked.

“No. Thank you. You may go now.”

She was surprised to be dismissed so soon,
but happy to leave. Those eyes were making her skin crawl.

Her father waited behind the door, she could
tell he barely kept himself from leaping to her to make sure she
was all right. Lenora nodded and walked past the guards to the
stairs, keeping her hooded head low. The warden followed.

“Everything’s fine,” she whispered as soon as
they were out of the soldiers’ earshot. “He has kept his word. I
just served the food and then read to him, that’s all.”



***



As Lenora’s rattled nerves settled down,
which happened quickly enough, curiosity took over. She kept
thinking about the Prisoner. She’d wondered about him before, but
her father’s unrelenting refusal to reveal anything had eventually
put an end to her questions. Now that she had seen him, the
questions stirred again. Who was he? Was he really so strong that
no prison could hold him? If so, why was he staying here at the
Dormigan?

Asking her father would be of no use, he’d
only get all alarmed again, perhaps even think that the Prisoner
had used his powers on her to enthrall her.

If he lets me speak today, I’ll ask
him, she decided. There’s no harm in that. If he doesn’t
want to answer, I’ll apologize, and that will be the end of
it.

But when she brought the Prisoner’s lunch,
she found him in quite a different mood.

“Leave it on the desk and go,” he said, not
even lifting his head from the book. “Do not bring dinner today. Do
not come until I tell your father to send you again.”

Lenora stood rooted to the spot, fear washing
over her. Did she do something wrong? Did she ruin everything?

“Have I displeased you, sir?”

“No.”

She couldn’t just leave.

“I must have done something to upset you. If
so, I am sorry. It wasn’t intentional.”

“It’s no fault of yours. Please go away.”

Shaken, Lenora returned home. She quickly
pulled herself together at the sight of her mother sitting on the
porch, reclining in her special armchair with adjustable back. Thin
and pale, her still beautiful eyes so large on her wasted face, she
looked even more frail than yesterday, it appeared. She was fading
away, her poor mom, fading away fast.

But, weak as she was, Olivia Torren was
impossible to trick.

“What’s wrong, my dear?” she asked.

“Oh, nothing, I’m just a little tired. Who
helped you come outside? Selina?”

“Selina, yes. But don’t try to change the
subject. It’s not like you to be ‘a little tired.’ Tell me what
happened.”

Lenora knew she couldn’t talk her way out of
it. Her mother was aware that they tried to spare her upsetting
news, and she hated it. She said it made her feel like she was no
longer a part of the family. So once she’d catch on to the fact
that something was being kept from her, whoever attempted it had
better confess.

Confessing about the Prisoner, though, was
not easy. Mother did not even know that he existed; they never
spoke of him in her presence. Lenora sat down on the porch steps
and did her best to make it sound as harmless as possible. She
mentioned nothing of the Prisoner’s special accommodations, strange
appearance, or hidden power. She just said he was a well-mannered,
educated man, possibly a nobleman.

Olivia listened, her head resting on the
pillow, eyes looking somewhere far, far away.

“But it’s obvious, dear. You tell me he lost
a daughter; he wanted to see her in you. I bet the story he’d asked
you to read was her favorite story. Whether he found you too
different from his girl or somewhat like her, it pained him. It
made him feel his loss all the more. So he sent you away. He might
never want to see you again.”

Lenora blinked, taking it in. Indeed, now it
seemed very obvious.

“You are so wise, Mom,” she whispered,
kissing her mother’s hand. “I’m sure it’s exactly as you say.”

However, her mother was mistaken about the
last part. The Prisoner called for Lenora on the next day.

“Sorry for the yesterday’s outburst,” he said
when she entered the cell. “I was in a bad mood. Monsters are prone
to that.”
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