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Chapter 1

Sister and Brother
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"For every war decided on the battlefield, two more are decided in the parlor."

- Lord Eugene Agathos, 1132 HE

––––––––
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"It was a gray and cloudy day, where neither sun nor storm held sway..." Edeline muttered, recalling the old poem as she looked out the window. The weather was every bit as moody as she felt, waiting for her brother to enter the room. She ought to be overjoyed to see him again after nearly three harvests come and gone, she knew, but the news she had to deliver...well, no one wanted to be the bearer of such news.

If anything, she would have preferred for her father to be here. But he was not, and it fell to her to handle such matters. Not that Edeline felt she could complain, as there were worse mantles to bear than that. Straightening her posture, she stared ahead as the room's door swung open.

The man standing there was barely recognizable as her brother, leaving Edeline blinking. He had grown out his beard, hiding his lower face behind the dark whiskers. His hair was also longer and slightly ragged, hanging down past his shoulders. Despite his dress attire, bearing the emblem of the royal knighthood, the impression he gave was weariness, with a dull expression that brightened as he looked her over.

Edeline supposed she also looked different from what he remembered. Practicality demanded she did not wear the ribboned dresses that used to be her favorites. A silk tunic and trousers, nowhere near as fanciful but far better suited for activity, were her usual attire on a typical day. Perhaps she could have taken the time to freshen up and put on something more formal, but she would have had to rush doing it. There had simply been no point.

“Edeline,” he said, removing his cloak.

“Myron Hallowscroft,” she replied instinctively, “Please take a seat.” She immediately cursed herself for responding with that, as if he was just another guest for her to entertain. What had she even been thinking?

“Sorry,” she said quickly, “I did not mean it like...”

“Good to see you too, Lady Edeline Hallowscroft,” Myron cut her off with a chuckle. At least he wasn't holding it against her. He turned and handed his cloak off to a servant behind him, then walked around to opposite where she was standing. He then lowered himself into their father's old favorite chair, reminding her of old times. Happier times, in fact.

“I presume father and mother were occupied?” Myron asked, glancing around the room as if he expected them to suddenly arrive.

This was the part that Edeline had dreaded. “I wish,” she muttered, still unsure of what to say.

“Excuse me?” Myron looked slightly confused.

She might as well be plain about it. “Mother is dead,” she said, looking away from him.

“What...how?” Her brother's face paled as he drew back, staring at her. Edeline knew all too well how he was feeling at the news. Although her mother had never been very affectionate to her, her presence had been unmistakable, and Edeline still missed it to this day.

“She fell ill a few months after you departed,” Edeline explained, “She grew weaker and weaker. Finally, just before last harvest, she...she took her final breath.” Edeline took a moment to wipe the tears in her eyes. Even now, it still hurt.

“Curse it all,” Myron said quietly, clenching one fist. After a moment, he looked up at her. “At least you and father were there for her.”

“We were,” Edeline said shakily, “In her last days, she told me that I was...I was the best daughter she could have hoped for.”

“I'm sorry. I wish I could have been there.” Rising to his feet, Myron walked over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know you two argued at times, but...”

“What has happened, happened,” Edeline quoted her father, composing herself, “I have done my grieving.”

For a brief moment, the two siblings were silent together. “And father?” Myron finally asked, concern in his voice.

She shook her head. “He did not take it well. Since then, he has spent nearly all his time at the summer house, in solitude.”

“Wait then...is he not tending to his duties? Then who took on those?”

“It fell to me, of course.” Edeline gazed at him steadily. “Following her burial, he was in no fit state to handle affairs, and I originally expected his grief to pass quickly. But...” She left the rest unsaid.

“How many people know?” Myron took his seat again.

“Not many. The aldermen, the watch captains, and most of the servants are aware of the situation. I have taken to signing letters and documents in our father's name. I believe since most of the people would simply assume he was dictating the papers to an assistant, it would not raise many concerns, at least at first.”

“Let's hope His Majesty never learns of it.” Myron said, frowning.

“I am aware,” Edeline replied curtly, “But what choice did I have? Someone would have ended up in the position I am in now, making decisions on his behalf.”

“I can't argue.” Myron let out a low sigh.

“At least I shouldn't have to handle it much longer, now that you have returned home,” Edeline said, letting her gratitude for this show.

“I'm afraid that's...not going to work,” Myron said hesitantly.

“Excuse me?” Edeline drew back. Myron was the heir, after all, so for him to refuse taking up the responsibilities was unheard of.

“I have my orders. I'm allowed to spend the remainder of the year here resting with my men. But come next spring, I must muster a larger force of recruits and return to the front line. His Majesty commanded it.”

“And I'm afraid that's not going to work,” Edeline said bitterly, throwing his own words back at him. She immediately regretted it, as it was hardly his fault.

Myron studied her for a second. “How bad is it?”

“Many of the farm manors had a bad harvest, and we had to tap into the grain reserves this past year,” she answered, “If we don't have enough men working the harvest this next year, there will be a food shortage, sure as the falcon flies.”

“So either our people starve, or we cut shipments to the south, and they starve instead,” Myron said, biting his lip.

“And I have to choose.” Edeline felt that all-too familiar hollow feeling return, the feeling she had been struggling with the past year. “With all respect to His Majesty, this war had better be won next year.”

“I wish I could say that was going better than the harvests, but...” Myron shook his head, expression pained. “I had hoped it would not come up, but of the men I brought with me, one out of three lost their lives on the fields of battle.”

Edeline's hands flew up to her mouth. She knew battles came with blood shed, but to lose so many... “How?” she asked.

“Gigants.”

“Excuse me?” Bringing up old children's tales was not something Edeline had expected her brother to do.

“That's what they've taken to calling them, after the old stories and I can't argue. They're enormous...things the size of a house, made of stone and earth. Normal blades can barely scratch them. And they send a dozen or more at a time. If it weren't for the new weapons we were armed with, we'd have been wiped out completely. As it is, we barely can stop them.”

“New weapons?” From the description, it did sound like only a thaumaturge could hope to stand up to them. Not that the Hyarchian armies would deign to employ one for that, given the rise of the Spellking.

“Bombards,” Myron explained, “They're heavy and slow siege weapons, and they make extremely loud noises when they fire off a shot. But they're the only thing capable of bringing down a gigant. Even with them, though, they still can push us back.”

“So the king's forces have lost ground?” Combined with the costs here, it was evident to Edeline the war could not continue. To think that alone was dangerous, to say it out loud was worth a visit with the executioner, but that was the logic she was now faced with.

“Yes.” Looking at her brother, Edeline could see he was holding back his own thoughts. It was likely he had reached the same conclusion she had.

“At least Hallowscroft is far from the battlefield,” she said. It was a small comfort, but this region of Hyarch should remain untouched by war.

“Hallowscroft does seem to be doing well, bad harvests aside,” Myron noted with a slight smile, “You've done a good job keeping things in order. I doubt I could do better.”

“Thank you.” She wasn't sure she liked that the praise made her feel proud. Perhaps she was not used to gratitude for her work, but given she had planned on leaving the position as soon as possible, did she truly deserve it?

“That reminds me, though,” Myron continued, “I spoke briefly with one of the watch captains, and he mentioned something about lightning striking a tree in the garden here. What happened?”

“Oh...that.” Edeline did her best to keep a calm face, but inwardly, she was panicking. How had he found out about that? “It was some kind of bizarre storm, passed over in mere moments. It really surprised me, too.”

“You sure it wasn't a thaumaturge? I'd hope none of the Spellking's agents were at work here, but...”

“The watch found no sign of one,” she answered, hoping he'd change the subject.

“Well, better to be on guard then. Still, you're probably right. Aether could just have been capricious.”

“I could certainly use less capricious luck right now,” Edeline grumbled.

“You, me, and everyone else,” her brother said agreeably. Despite his tone, for a brief moment she swore she could see a troubled look in his eyes, but it passed quickly. “Oh, that reminds me. I know my father had mentioned the possibility of me courting the younger daughter of Lord Kelshir. Did anything ever come of that?”

“Lord Kelshir...” she said slowly, searching her thoughts. It had never been mentioned to her, and she had not seen any papers or messages on the subject. “There's nothing I know of on the matter, unfortunately.”

“I see,” Myron said, “I suppose it would fall to me to pursue the matter, but I doubt it would go very far with the ongoing war. Well, so be it.” Edeline supposed he had a point. It would be hard to continue courting a woman when you were soon to be called back to the battlefield.

“I suppose that is why I have not received any such offers either,” she said. This was actually a small lie, as there had been one. However, it had been from some merchant whose name she had not recognized, so she had discarded the letter.

“I'm sure you are so very distraught to not have men knocking upon your door daily,” Myron teased.

“It would be a change of pace,” Edeline said, finding herself smiling. It had been so long since she and her brother had been able to casually converse. She had missed it dearly.

“Unfortunately, marriage will have to wait,” Myron said, “Speaking of waiting, I need to arrange room and board for my men. While some can return to their homes, others won't be able to make the journey overnight.”

“I can draft a promissory note if need be, assuming you require the use of a boarding house.” It probably would be a minor annoyance for the owner, but she could ensure at the least they were well paid for the trouble.

“Then I'd better go see if any have the rooms,” Myron said, rising to his feet.

“Leaving this soon?” She caught herself frowning. “We barely had time to talk.”

“It's well past midday, and I need to see this done before nightfall. We can talk tomorrow, once the men are settled.”

“Tomorrow?” Edeline shot her brother a confused look. “Did you not want to spend the night here?”

“Ah, that.” Myron looked down. “I had wanted to show the men some appreciation by sharing a round of drinks with them. Getting back here after that might be...difficult.”

“Please do not drink too heavily,” she replied, hoping he still remembered that one time a town watch member had drunkenly vomited right outside their front doors. That man was relieved of duty the next day, and Edeline couldn't recall ever seeing her father quite so angry.

“I promise, I'm no drunkard.” Myron snorted, feigning anger.

“I'll hold you to that.” Edeline stood up herself, taking a few steps towards Myron. “But if you wait a moment, I can get that note ready.”

“Yes, I suppose I'd better go,” he replied, “Can't have you being late for arms practice, can we?”

“I regret telling you about that,” she grumbled, “Besides, I haven't the time for that these days.” This was also a lie, but she was not about to tell him what she had been focusing on instead.

“You do know our father knew about it, right?”

Edeline stepped back in surprise. “He did?” She'd taken great care to do it out of sight, on her days off, and had thought the coin she passed to that one watchman was enough to get him to keep silent about the matter.

“He told me while mother didn't like it, he felt it was for the best. I'd wager he had Princess Splendora in mind.”

Edeline closed her eyes, knowing all too well how sore a point the death of the princess was. She wondered if her father had ever forgiven himself.

Either way, she had a note to prepare. Edeline walked over to the bell pull, calling for a servant with a sharp ring. Almost immediately, the doors swung open to reveal her maidservant Lendra. The older woman had to have been waiting near the door just in case anything was needed.

“You rang, my lady?” Lendra asked, voice formal.

“Bring me paper and a quill,” Edeline said. Lendra nodded her head, almost a slight bow, and turned and walked out.

“Good to see she's doing well,” Myron commented. It was an understandable sentiment – Lendra was the longest tenured servant they had, having worked as her maid ever since Edeline was a mere babe.

Lendra soon returned with the requested pen and paper, and Edeline immediately set to work writing out the note. Over the past few years, the busywork of drawing up official papers had become routine. Far too routine.

Finishing the promissory note, Edeline handed it to her brother. “This should cover the costs.”

“Thank you.” Myron rolled up the note, before tucking it inside his belt. Edeline resisted the urge to wince, as she was not entirely sure the ink had dried. There was nothing that could be done about it now anyway. If he ended up requiring a new note, he'd have to return to her.

“Do promise you will visit again tomorrow,” Edeline found herself suddenly saying. Her brother's eagerness to leave made her worried. Perhaps he was not entirely comfortable back home, after so long away. She would be able to discuss the matter with him later, once he had settled in.

“If the Spellking's armies couldn't keep me away, nothing else can,” Myron said with a smirk, “You can bet I will be back tomorrow.”

Edeline smiled back. Despite her reservations and worries, she had to admit it made her happy, having Myron around again. She saw him to the front door. “Aether guide you.”

“Likewise,” he answered, stepping outside. “Take care, sister.” She stepped back and closed the door gently. After standing there for a moment in thought, she turned to go back to other matters.
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Chapter 2

Conquest in Hand
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"Did you really need to ask me what people want out of life? A good beer, good company, and a bed to sleep in after they're done with both. Hero, lord, scoundrel, peasant, they all want the same."

- the playwright Georgios, 343 HE

––––––––
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Hamond walked up to the table and took a seat. He wished yet again they had picked a better tavern for their meeting, but for some reason they preferred the Golden Cock. The name was a lie, of course, as clearly not a speck of gold had ever passed through the tavern's doors. It was as run-down a tavern as you could hope to find this side of Hyarch, with warped tables, wobbly chairs, and windows darkened with dust and dirt.

Alexios and Bradan both swore by the beer brewed here, although Hamond didn't quite grasp why. It wasn't terrible by any measure, but he'd tasted far better drinks than what the tavern sold. Still, he supposed he had become used to the place, given it had been their regular meeting spot for some time now. Even if he'd rather they could go to one of Hallowscroft's better taverns.

Turning his head at the sound of the door swinging open, spilling light across the room, he saw Bradan standing there, wiry and unkempt as ever. Kalvarel was following right behind him, his long curly hair hanging down around his shoulders. The pair stepped in, and the door thudded shut behind them, darkening the tavern once more. Bradan quickly spotted Hamond with a glance, and beckoning Kal, the two approached.

“Heh, you're actually first this time,” Bradan remarked as he and Kalvarel settled into chairs.

“Wasn't as busy today,” Hamond said, “I just had to see to a child earlier, and he only had a slight fever. Didn't even need to be there, really.”

“Well, if you need some work, I have something for you,” Kalvarel said, “Got a handful of children getting ready for their First Ascension, and you know old Morgivel will need the help.”

Hamond let out a sigh. More and more of his work was spend taking care of illnesses and injuries among the Elefae, since their own healer was getting up there in years. He'd rather not put himself as the focus of the tension surrounding the Elefae, but someone had to be there. The other healers refused to handle such matters, and so it fell to him.

“I'll speak to him about it when I get the chance,” he told Kalvarel, “I don't think I have anyone to visit tomorrow afternoon.”

:”Hear, hear,” Kalvarel said with a smile, relaxed. “Knew I could count on you. Unlike a certain someone...where is Alex, anyway? Couldn't be arsed to come drink with us?”

“I wouldn't expect him,” Bradan chimed in, “Word is that the lord's son is back in town, and they probably have all the watch on duty or something.”

“And I was hoping to not have only three people for our rounds tonight,” Hamond grumbled. It just didn't quite work, with how the cards got divided.

“You know conquest is just fine with three players,” Bradan said, pulling the set of cards out of a belt pouch and setting it on the table, “Even if I don't get to take his coin tonight.”

“You were never going to take it anyway,” Kalvarel shot back, “Anyway, might as well lay it out.” He fished out a set of worn coins. “Five pikers on this round.”

“I'll match it.” Hamond pulled out his own coins for the bet.

“I'm tempted to raise it to a full hexty,” Bradan said with a chuckle. “But you two are just too poor, so I'll go down to your level.” Out came his coins.

“Someone's got a full purse,” Kalvarel said as he reached for the deck of cards to cut it. “I need to ask you for a bigger cut next time.”

Hamond just shook his head. He had no doubt whatsoever that Kalvarel and Bradan's business together was shady, but he wasn't about to ask too many questions about it. He would not pry into their secrets, and they would not pry into his. A strong friendship, and one Hamond had no intention of ruining.

“You fellows want drinks?” the barmaid said, walking up to them. Hamond did not recognize her, but it wasn't like he had particularly paid attention to the barmaids here before, he admitted to himself.

“Three beers, on me,” Bradan answered, not taking his eyes off of Kalvarel's card handling. Hamond hoped Kalvarel had learned his lesson about trying to cheat at cards, but clearly Bradan wasn't trusting his Elefae partner.

“I could've paid,” Kalvarel protested as the barmaid left to get the drinks.

“Eh, don't worry about it, Kal,” Bradan answered, “Plus, I'll bet with those soldiers back with the lord's son, I'll make it back many times over. I know I've got what they need.”

“But will you make back what you lose at cards?” Hamond asked with a falsely innocent tone.

“Oh, shut up,” came the retort.

As Kalvarel finally dealt the cards, the barmaid returned and set a mug in front of each of them. Bradan fished out another handful of pikers, and handed them to the barmaid. Hamond took a sip, then picked up his hand. Not bad, he thought to himself. He'd gotten both fives of swords, along with a three of banners and a two of crowns. With a conquest of fives now off the table for the other two, he'd have a decent chance of setting up for winning with that.

Bradan reached over and casually flipped the deck's top card onto the table, revealing a four of swords. “Let's play,” he said, nodding at Hamond to indicate he had the first turn. Taking a brief moment to study their faces, Hamond realized both Bradan and Kalvarel were keeping their expressions neutral. Trying to do the same, Hamond played a five of swords, then drew two cards. A four of crowns and a rogue, which he could work with.

“Anyway, Kal,” Bradan spoke as placed down a two of swords. “Wasn't the elf elders trying to get you set up with a wife? I thought you mentioned something about it last time we got together.”

“Yeah, she seems nice enough. Absolutely cute, and I figure settling down wouldn't be so bad.” Kalvarel took a swig of his drink. “Thing is, them and my folks keep telling me we should have a traditional wedding and such, and we don't want any part of it.”

“Yeah, I'm sure you want to marry another man and woman to go with her.” Bradan slapped his knee with a laugh as Kalvarel grimaced. Hamond also grimaced, but for a different reason, as Kalvarel had just played a rogue card.

“Neither of us do,” Kalvarel explained, “I don't think most elves like me really want it anymore, but the elders got to have their way. Keep talking about the code for this and the belief in that...I even heard a bunch of other elves signed up for the war just so they could get away from this nonsense. Sort of wish I had done that.”

“Well, then you wouldn't be here now,” Hamond noted, playing his next card.

“I know, I know. I'm better off for it. Still, they need to stop being arses and realize times change.” Kalvarel took another drink, then chuckled. “Hey, maybe we should have a traditional Remuati wedding instead. That'll show them.”

“If you're asking me, I've never been to Remuat,” Hamond pointed out. Having the heritage of his mother brought up was unpleasant, and he'd rather forget it, even if his brown skin served as a reminder of it every day. “I wouldn't know a Remuati wedding if I saw it. Or even if I was the one getting married.”

“To be fair, I would have bet good pikers you were getting married before Kal here,” Bradan said, “You're the reliable type. Not the most exciting man around, but at least you'd keep food on the table.”

“I definitely need to ask for a bigger cut,” Kalvarel said to no one in particular.

“I'm afraid my work as a healer keeps me too busy to go out and meet girls,” Hamond noted. Another card went onto the growing pile.

“Didn't you say you weren't all that busy today?” Bradan said, with a smirk. Hamond figured that the man probably thought he'd perfectly set a trap.

“Tending to people, yes, but I had to go buy fresh blankets and herbs.” That was the thing most people didn't get about being a healer. It was more than just waving your hands over an injury to make it go away. Not everything could be solved with incantations, a lesson Hamond had learned years ago.

“Herbs I get, but why the blankets? Did someone bleed on them or something?” Kalvarel asked sarcastically.

“Vomit actually, and they had muddy trousers too.” As much as he enjoyed their company, Hamond wished at times the pair would take things a bit more seriously. “Trust me, I tried cleaning them, but it was a lost cause.”

“Nasty,” Bradan said with a shudder. “Do I want to know why you didn't get to just call on them at their home?”

“No, you don't,” Hamond answered, looking over his hand. His effort to gather a conquest of fives was not going so well.

“Well, that's why you're the healer, and we're...not.” As he spoke, Kalvarel played another card, and Hamond had to struggle to hold in a groan. That was the second five of banners in play. He'd have to pivot to a completely different conquest set, and he didn't know how much time he had to do so.

“I can't see either of your two being a healer, no.” Hamond shook his head, deciding now was as good a time as any to play a rogue. “I'll just have to handle enough healing for the three of us.”

“Good, because you're way better at it than playing cards,” Bradan said with a laugh, throwing four cards down. “Conquest of threes.”

“You arse...” Kalvarel swore, staring at the cards in his hand. After a moment, he sighed, and laid his hand face down. “You got me. I'm out.”

“I don't have to be better at cards than I am at healing.” Hamond played the three of banners. “I just have to be better at cards than you.”

“Son of a...curse you!” Bradan pounded the table, as Kalvarel burst out laughing. Hamond couldn't resist grinning himself. Now with only three cards to Hamond's eight, Bradan almost certainly wouldn't able to make a comeback. The only question was how many rogues the man had in hand.

“I think there's a lesson to be learned here,” Kalvarel commented dryly, after the laughter had died down.

“That being, of course, don't bet against a healer,” Hamond replied. Their Elefae companion started laughing again, while Bradan just sighed.

“I was sure that last three was left in the deck,” Bradan muttered, leaning back with a stretch.

“Gamble big, lose big,” Hamond said as the two kept laying out cards. It didn't take much longer, as it turned out. Bradan had been holding a pair of rogues. He'd clearly gone all in on his conquest set, and hadn't bothered trying to set up with reserve cards to counter a conquest.

“Good game,” Kalvarel congratulated Hamond as he swept the pile of coins towards his corner of the table. Bradan stayed silent, choosing instead to take a long drink of his beer.

“I'll dedicate this win to Alexios,” Hamond joked. Bradan almost choked on his beer, while Kalvarel laughed along with Hamond. He hadn't had this much fun with a game of cards with them in a long while.

“So then,” Bradan finally said, after managing to swallow his drink. “Ready for another round?”
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Chapter 3

The Body Wills It
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"History tells of kings and lords aplenty who died a coward's death. I will not be one of them."

- King Heiron Pelagoin, 450 HE

––––––––
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Looking over the letter, Edeline could not help but sigh. A few years prior, her father would have gladly agreed to an invitation to hunt with the likes of Lord Norbrook, but no more. She'd have to, yet again, compose a response in his name, declining the offer. This one was...the fifth in the past year? She could not recall the exact number.

She would probably show Myron the letter tomorrow. Thinking back, she suspected he had not fully grasped what signing papers in their father's name amounted to. That was fine, she told herself. He had spent the past few years on the battlefield, so it would take some time for him to remember those duties and their details.

Once he had adjusted to being back home, perhaps she could...no. There was no way he would trust her ever again, if she revealed that to him. Although he was already suspicious, since he had somehow heard about what happened in the garden out back. She could be honest, put it out in the open before he realized the truth, but...what could she do?

How could she possibly tell her own brother that she was now a thaumaturge?

Edeline knew that, deep down, it was a betrayal of the oaths her father had sworn to both the royal houses of Hyarch, former and current. All wielders of magic, save for healers, had been declared as criminals, on pain of death. The moment she had started studying from that book, she had brought that danger on herself.

And yet...that feeling of casting the first basic spell. That feeling of shaping magic into spells that were uniquely hers, one of her own design. It felt glorious, liberating, channeling the energies through her body and shaping the world around her. There were barely words to describe it, and Edeline was unsure if anyone who had never used it would comprehend the sensation.

No, she could not go back. And that was the center of what she ultimately planned, to renounce her birthright. There was just no road at all for her to be both Lady Edeline Hallowscroft and Edeline the thaumaturge, and trying to maintain both would bring grief to herself and her family. For everyone's sake, she needed to leave.

But first, she had to get Myron to take up his position as the heir. Since she couldn't expect him to do that if he was preparing to muster more men and return to the war front, they would have to petition the king on the matter. Edeline sighed again, even less certain now if this would work.

“Excuse me.” Edeline looked up, slightly startled, to see Lendra standing in the doorway to the study. The room had grown dim, she realized. She must have spent far more time going over those papers than she had thought. A glance out the window confirmed it, showing that the sun was well past setting.

“What is it?” Edeline bluntly asked. Lendra was one of the very few people she felt comfortable dropping all formality around.

“A couple of town watch members have asked for you,” Lendra explained, “They said it was urgent, and are waiting downstairs.”

That was quite unusual. Normally, they would have reported any issues to one of the watch captains. The captains must have been occupied with other business, for these men to seek her out.

“Right,” Edeline said, standing up, “Let's not keep them waiting.” She headed out of the study and down the hallway, Lendra tailing behind.

The two men were waiting near the front doors, shifting idly as they stood there. They both drew up as Edeline approached, looking very tense. Whatever this matter was, she thought, it had to be quite serious.

“My lady,” one of them spoke, “It's an honor to meet you. I'm Alexios.” He was the thinner of the two, with a hint of stubble on his face.

“Morris,” the other stated quietly from behind a full dark beard.

“It's my pleasure,” Edeline said politely, “What did you wish to speak with me about?”

“We've come directly from your father's other house “Alexios said, with a brief glance back to his fellow, “There's a meeting about to take place there, and we were sent to summon you to attend.”

Edeline frowned, considering this. Even if she took a carriage, it would be another hour to make it to the summer house, and that was not taking into account getting the carriage ready. There was no way she could reasonably make that trip at this time of evening, and her father ought to have known it. Only a dire emergency could have led to this request.

“What is so urgent that I need to attend this meeting tonight?” she asked cautiously.

“He didn't say,” Morris answered, while Alexios glanced again at him.

“If it is not immediately pressing, then I will visit with my father tomorrow morning,” Edeline said, trying to hold the sudden unease she felt from showing.

“But he insisted!” Alexios blurted out, “You need to come with us now.”

Edeline took a step back, her unease starting to shift into fear. This wasn't right. The watch may not directly answer to her, but they should respect her position enough. This couldn't be right.

“You heard my lady.” Lendra stepped forward, her tone more imperious than Edeline had ever heard her maidservant use. “Leave now.”

“We don't take orders from you,” Morris said, putting one hand on the hilt of his weapon. The other watchman did the same, making the threat blatant.

For a moment, all four of them stood there, staring each other down, completely frozen. Edeline's thoughts went in circles as she tried to figure a way out of this situation. She couldn't afford to risk exposing her magical abilities, but she was unarmed. Her sword was hidden away in her bedroom.

And then the moment unfroze.

“Run!” Lendra screamed, shoving Edeline away. Stumbling, she recovered her footing with a half turn, enough to see her maidservant run through with a sword. Struck with shock, driven by pure instinct, Edeline burst into a sprint. Down the hall, up the stairs, towards her room's door, footsteps behind her.

The door gave way before her, and she raced to the cabinet on the far side of the room. There it was, her sword. She spun just as one of the men entered the room, his own weapon drawn and dripping blood. Her maid's blood.

No more caution. “Corpus volt!” she called out. Her body surged with energy, and she sprang forward at the man. He was slow, far too slow, and she cut him down before he could react to her assault. Without hesitation, she ran back out of the room, the crackling sound of her spell echoing in her ears.

The other man was further down the hall, advancing with his own weapon ready. She charged, blade extended and pulsing with the same energy that flowed through her. In a single fluid motion, she stabbed straight through his body, her speed bowling the man over as wavering bolts flickered around her. Shaking some of the blood off her blade, she let the spell fade.

Taking a couple of deep breaths, trying to regain her composure, Edeline felt it. A burning sensation in her side, pulling at her, painful in a way she'd never experienced. It took her a moment to realize what had happened: the second man had somehow managed a single sword swing as she ran him down, slicing along her ribs.

Wincing, Edeline recalled one of her early lessons with the blade. “Don't just rush into a fight,” her instructor had said, “First take a measure of their weapon, and its reach. Then you can move in.” In the fury of the moment, she'd forgotten that lesson, and the wound she had was the result.

But her wound was not the worst. Lendra's was, and she had to get her to a healer. Carefully making her way back down the stairs again, Edeline found herself shaking slightly. She didn't know why, but it didn't matter right now. Lendra mattered right now.

Finally, she got back to where Lendra laid, bleeding and sprawled on the floor. Shivering with a sudden chill, Edeline let her sword fall with a clatter to the floor as she inspected her maidservant. She was still breathing, but had clearly passed out. And the wound looked horrid, so there was no time to waste. Calling for a servant to help would take too long too. It had to be her.

Bending gingerly over, Edeline grunted with pain and effort in equal measure as she slowly lifted up Lendra in her arms. The older woman was heavy, but now was not the time to complain about this. She tried to think, recall the street address of Hallowscroft's healers. She could not remember, as she'd never needed to know that information herself.

Step by step, she made it to the front doors...wait. They had come in this way, and there could be more of the men outside. Stumbling over to the nearby window with her burden, it was quickly confirmed. There was a man standing outside on the street. The lamps were not lit, so Edeline could not make out who it was. She could not rule out it being another man in on the plan to...abduct her? Is that what they had wanted to do?

Edeline put those thoughts aside. She'd have to make for the servants' door instead. It was slow going, walking while carrying Lendra. She had to go faster if she hoped to save her maidservant's life. No, there was no if. She would save Lendra's life.

As she made her way to the side door, Edeline noticed a lack of any other servants there. She could only assume they had fled on hearing Lendra calling out to run. So even if she had tried to call for aid, it would have never come. But that was fine, as she could and would save Lendra herself.

The door had been left partially open, likely by one of the servants. Slowly pushing it fully open with her hip, Edeline made her way out into the darkened street. The lamps nearby were also unlit, but the ones further down the way were glowing faintly, revealing the wide empty path. It was...they had doused all the lamps near the house. There was no other answer.

She kept moving, feeling the weight of Lendra slowly increase with each step forward. But she wasn't about to give up. Lendra would be saved. Her vision blurred, her side still stung, and the chill of the night air was surprisingly biting for this time of year.

Despite that, Lendra would be saved.

She kept walking, wondering why the streets were so empty before her. Even at this hour, she figured, there ought to be one or two people about who could direct her to a healer, or go bring one to her. But nobody came, nobody appeared, the empty street stretching on endlessly before her.

Despite that...Lendra would be saved.

She stumbled on, one foot in front of the other. Her breath was suddenly shallow, making her gasp with every additional step. She felt very cold, her body starting to desperately shiver, hungry for a scrap of warmth. Perhaps she needed to stop...take a moment to recover...before pressing on with her desperate mission...

...no...Lendra...would...be...saved...
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Chapter 4

Unmendable Wounds
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"You're not too late. The person buried in that grave outside, though? They're definitely late."

- attributed to the court jester of King Kritias Pelagoin, circa 1020 HE

––––––––
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The streets of Hallowscroft still felt off to Hamond, even after months of living here. Knowing the practical reason of being built on the foundations of an ancient city's ruins didn't make it any easier. They were just too wide, with too large flagstones that were each bigger than a man. It was jarring compared to the normal sized buildings along the roads.

He supposed he ought not to complain tonight. Hamond had managed to win another round of conquest, making him the overall winner with two victories. The extra coin was appreciated, but the real prize had been the look on their faces when he won again. He didn't normally win that often.

Perhaps today had been a lucky day for him.

Regardless, he needed to return home, eat a small meal, and then sleep. Not that Hamond minded being up and about late, of course. People didn't just fall ill on a schedule, and any healer worth their weight had more than one night of work under their belt.

Hopefully, it would be as quiet as the streets were, which was to say, completely silent. Hamond had only seen a handful of people out since he'd left the Golden Cock, all appearing to be headed home. He idly wondered if this had anything to do with the return of the lord's son. He'd probably find out in a day or two. People did tend to share odd gossip with their healer.

Rounding a corner, Hamond was greeted by the sight of a pair of people slumped up against a building just ahead, just outside of the light cast by the street lamps. A pair of drunks, most likely, but it wouldn't hurt to check on them. “You alright?” he called out.

Neither of the two responded. Typical, Hamond thought, and trotted closer to the two. Getting closer revealed the two were both women, which struck him as a bit strange. While he couldn't rule out them being drunkards, he was beginning to worry it was something else. Well, he'd know soon enough.

Reaching them, Hamond extended one hand to the shoulder of the closer of the two. She didn't respond to this either. Cursing his poor vision in the dark, he reached down to lift her, pull her into the light so he could see more information. He immediately pulled his hand back, with a terrible realization.

He'd been a healer long enough to know the feeling of touching fabric covered with dried blood.

Hamond immediately looked around the street, seeing if anyone was nearby, possibly a member of the watch he could ask for assistance. There was still no one other than him. Surely someone had seen these two, had reported what had happened. And yet, no one had come to their aid. So much for having a quiet night.

Bending over with a grunt, he moved the woman out into the light. She was both heavy and cold, a very bad sign. The lamp's glow only made it clear how bad it was. The woman had been stabbed by something through her stomach. This was the kind of wound that needed immediate attention from a healer, and she clearly had not gotten any. Setting the woman down, Hamond studied her for a bit, confirming the worst fear possible: this woman was no longer breathing.

It would not be the first time he had been too late to save someone. It didn't stop it from stinging, a failure that Hamond hated the feeling of. Another if, another regret, and he really did not want more of those.

This was no time for pity or misery though. Hamond stood up with a deep breath, then walked over to the other woman and lifted her. She was a little heavier by his estimate, but more importantly, she stirred slightly as he walked forward. Still alive, unlike her companion, and also considerably younger. He figured her to be roughly his age.

Laying her down next to the older woman, he saw that she was also wounded, although less grievously so. It was a shallow cut along her left side, which left no doubt in Hamond's mind. This was the work of a blade.

To work, then. Pulling the younger woman's clothing away from the wound, Hamond placed his hands on it. “Panakeia logos,” he spoke, letting the energy flow into her wounded body. To his surprise, the energy surged freely into her body as the spell took hold. Even in the dim light cast by the lamp, he could see a bit more color returned to her face.

That should not have happened. Most people should not adapt to channeled magical energies so easily, unless...that was it, then. This young woman was trained in thaumaturgy herself, to the point of her own channels being widened with practice. It was one of the basic principles of spellcraft, that wielding magic over a long period increased the effect of directly channeled spells upon you. Hamond had learned such fairly early in his studies.

Of course, that raised the possibility that her wound and the older woman's death were the result of an attack, an actual witch hunt. That would also explain why no one attempted to help them. He hoped that wasn't the case, since that could result in the culprit targeting him next.

It was too late to worry about it now, though. At the least, Hamond noted, he could always just deny awareness of the whole affair. It wasn't like anyone had seen him heal her. Knowledge of the principles of spellcraft wasn't all that common anyway either. He was probably safe for now.

The younger woman suddenly let out a cough, startling Hamond. He looked down to see her eyes half-open, staring but not seeing. “...who?” she asked raggedly.

Hamond wondered if she was really aware of what was happening. “Don't worry,” he told her, “Just rest now.”

For a second her gaze took him in, with an unsure look. But the fatigue and strain was apparently too much, and her eyes closed. The lost blood had certainly taken its toll on her, and she needed rest.

He didn't have much of a choice. Bending over yet again, he lifted the unconscious woman up, cradling her. It was a good thing his house was so close. He paused for a moment, as that detail struck him. Was it possible the two of them had been trying to get to him?

There were just too many unanswered questions, and he wasn't going to get those until she awoke again. Glancing back at the other woman's body, he walked on down the road, leaving her behind. In the end, he supposed, that's what always happened. The living had to leave the dead behind sooner or later.

He shook his head as he turned onto the street where he lived. Finding the young woman he now carried had put Hamond into a strangely contemplative mood, to consider heavier topics like that. It wasn't like him, not at all.

A few moments later, he was outside his house. It was a small house, with just two bedrooms on either side of the common room, the kind that many a peasant family lived in. But it was perfect for his work as a healer, as the second bedroom was readily furnished to be a sickroom.

To enter while still carrying someone, though, was not a simple matter. Hamond twisted sideways so he could briefly release his burden with one hand while grasping the door handle, then turned back the other way to slowly pull the door open. Using one of his feet to hold it there, he carefully maneuvered inside, before letting the door swing shut behind him with a dull thud.

Hamond would normally have immediately taken her into the sickroom, but the house was a little too dark for his liking. Additionally, he wanted to confirm something. Setting her gently on the floor, he quickly moved to stoke the hearth, both to warm and light up his home. Once the fire was properly blazing, he turned back to inspect his guest.

It was as he thought. Her clothing was colored reddish brown with half-dried bloodstains. Combined with the obvious tear along the side of her tunic where she had been cut, and it was clear that her clothing was ruined, a lost cause.

Well, it wouldn't be the first time he had to do this, and likely not the last. Hamond carefully removed the stained clothes, tossing them aside. If he was lucky, there would be enough to cut away to make a rag or two. He doubted it, though, and figured he'd probably just have to dispose of them. At least now he wouldn't have to dirty any of the blankets he had just bought.

Hamond lifted the now-undressed woman up one final time and carried her into the other room, before setting her on the bed. That had taken more out of him than he liked to admit. He took a moment to catch his breath, he then covered her with the blanket. Hopefully the rest would do her good.

Leaving the sickroom, he grabbed a spare flask of water and poured its contents into a small cooking pot. Scrounging around for a handful of ingredients, he quickly added them to the pot as well before hanging it just above the fire in the hearth. It would take a while to boil, but some fresh pottage would be nice.

Taking a seat to wait, Hamond considered his plans for tomorrow. He had one visit to make in the morning, to check to see if that one carpenter's foot had fully mended from that accident. In addition, he might be able to make time to go see Morgivel regarding the whole First Ascension, assuming the elderly Elefae wasn't too busy himself. Now, on top of that, he'd have to go to the tailor's and hope they had some clothes available for his guest.

Thinking about that, Hamond found his gaze wandering to the pile of stained clothes on the floor. He stopped, a thought crossing his mind he hadn't considered. He scrambled out of his chair over to the clothing, lifting up the tunic in his hands, rubbing it between his fingers.
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