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​Chapter One
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It was such a small thing, but great nations were brought down by such acts of audacity. Its perpetrator, Giele Stillwater, considered nothing of the ramifications as he held himself above his love.

Terika, Princess of Aelfland, smiled at him as she lay amid the soft pillows of her boudoir, showing the adorable dimple in her cheek. The imported Verigan silk wrapping the goose-feather pillows was cool and slick against the back of his head. The sheets were ivory white muslin and scented with a rose perfume that mingled with the spicy scents of their lovemaking. Wax candles burned on tables and dressers, their comforting flicker pushing the evening’s shadows off into corners. Incense burned in a small brazier on the princess’ headboard, filling his head with the smoke of cinnamon-wood and cloves. The soft glow of candlelight highlighted the sheen of sweat covering her skin, made flawless through expensive oils and lotions, and the steaming baths with the finest soaps and shampoos from the royal chemists. He loved the soft curves of her aristocratic body, much more pleasant to touch than the thin, hard bodies of camp whores who serviced the men of his unit.

How fortunate was he, a common soldier in the King’s Army, to have found the love of a princess? She’d warned him to be cautious and discreet, for the King required that she should remain chaste. The reality was far different and much more sensual.

Her almond-shaped eyes, flecked with green and gold, shimmered as he sprawled beside her, wearied from his exertions. “You have such a gift for making me happy.”

“It was my pleasure, my lady.” He leaned down and kissed her full, soft lips.

“If only we could make this moment last forever.” Her delicate fingers toyed with a tassel hanging down from her canopy.

“I wish that as well,” he said. “What must I do to remain yours forever?”

She laughed, like musical notes from an orchestral reed pipe. “Giele, I’m royalty. I do as I please, or have company as I please.” She rolled over to straddle him. Fresh desire stirred his loins once more. “And right now, I’m pleased to have you here . . . and here.” She repositioned herself.

He caressed her smooth, pale thigh with his tan, callused hand. Before he’d ever lain with Terika, he’d feared some kind of reprisal would be exacted against him for daring to touch royalty. The princess assured him that such experiences were normal among royalty. Her father’s own exploits were the stuff of legend. In his youth he’d selected commoner women of beauty for his concubines, and had even married one and fathered Terika with her. Terika told Giele she wished to keep him as her own concubine, regardless of whatever lord she might find herself married to for political purposes. She was his princess, and he believed her, even when she’d first allowed him to take her. The gift of her virginity had convinced him more than anything of her sincerity. “Even though I’m a common soldier?”

She kissed him. “You are a most uncommon soldier, dear Giele.”

Outside the palace, a cold autumn rain battered the windows and walls. Lightning flickered and answering peals of thunder rattled against the palace walls. The crackling fire, luxurious curtains, and a thick bearskin rug warmed Terika’s chambers. Before their loving, he’d thrown a couple logs into the fireplace, and the Dwarven steam radiator emitted a quiet hiss in the corner. Woven tapestries, some hundreds of years old, lined the stonework walls, showing scenes of peaceful mountain heights, forests, and the seaside. Terika loved to look at them on days such as this, when the storms kept sensible folks sequestered indoors. From a more practical viewpoint like Giele’s, they trapped heat within the chambers and kept the room comfortable and warm in spite of Autumn’s damp chill. In this boudoir in her high tower, he felt safe in a way he never had in the field.

“Not tonight. Tonight, I’m not a soldier. Tonight, I’m yours.” Right then, he was prepared to give away everything to spend the rest of his life with Terika.

“Oh, Giele.” She kissed him and they cuddled against one another, lovers hiding from the rain.

Lightning flared and thunder gave its immediate answer as the storm’s fury centered over the thousand-year-old palace. Giele tensed, for in that brief flash he’d seen the silhouette of a man where none should be—behind the window’s silk curtains. His reflexes kicked in, honed by twenty years in the military. Terika shrieked as he rolled the two of them off the bed to the floor, where she might be safer from a potential assassin. He grabbed the nearest weapon within reach—a letter opener from Terika’s bedside table—and flung himself across the room. Fighting naked would put him at a disadvantage against a clothed opponent, but Giele didn’t have time to seek out his uniform from the pile of discarded clothing. He heard the unmistakable sound of steel sliding from scabbard and knew with grim certainty he had but one chance to kill the would-be assassin.

Terika gasped as the killer thrust a dagger through the curtain toward Giele’s belly. Twisting away from the attack, Giele plunged the letter opener downward into the assassin’s throat. Bright blood sprayed the diaphanous silk of the curtains, making a sticky black blot against a sudden burst of lightning beyond the window. The invader clawed at the bubbling gash in his neck. Giele knew the wound he’d inflicted wouldn’t be fatal—the letter opener made a poor weapon. He kicked the assassin’s feet out from beneath him. Leather shin guards caused painful shocks against Giele’s bare foot. The shadowy killer yanked the curtain from its hooks as he fell. A spray of blood stained the silk as it tumbled around him. As he squirmed, sluggish and dazed on the floor, Giele grabbed hold of the man’s head through the curtain and smashed it twice against the corner of the stone hearth. A great quantity of blood spilled out, this time from the man’s ruined head. His struggles ceased.

Terika squeaked in terror, her fists jammed against her mouth, as the dead man’s blood spread across her chamber floor to soak her rug. Giele realized he must have looked equally terrifying, with the would-be assassin’s gore streaked up his arms and chest. Nevertheless, there was a time for blubbering and this wasn’t it. There could be more attackers on the way. “Call for the Guard!” Giele flung aside the curtain to look upon the attacker.

The Elf’s hair was cut military-short, the same as Giele’s, and his armor bore the rose insignia of the Royal Palace Guard.

“What in the hell? A traitor?” Giele muttered.

Someone’s heavy mailed fist pounded against the bedchamber door.

“I’m sorry, Giele. I have enjoyed you.” Terika crawled back into her bed. Confused, he turned to look at her. She drew a deep breath and then screamed, “Help me! He’s going to kill me! He killed my guard!”

Giele stood in shock. What game was she playing?

Terika pulled her blankets up to her neck as Palace Guards crashed through the door, pistols and crossbows at the ready.

Giele looked to Terika in confusion. Instead of fear or terror, he saw naught but a conniving, sly smile on her face, and realized something had gone wrong in the worst way. He’d been duped. His hopes for a future with her shattered like his heart, and without a moment’s hesitation, he turned and dove through the window.

Glass crashed all around him and the sharp edges raked new furrows amid the scars from three wars. The shock of pain and cold rain against his naked flesh took his breath away as he tumbled down some ten feet from the Princess’ tower to hit the steep slope of the roof below. His momentum carried him down the rain-slick slate tiles and he cast about, desperate to stop his tumble before he went sailing off the roof to break himself upon the cobblestone courtyard four floors beneath. Lightning struck a nearby minaret and the resultant explosion of thunder seemed to shake his very bones loose from their sockets. The silver plating on the palace towers, which made the castle shine like a star in the daytime sun, reflected the sudden flashes and almost blinded him.

Bullets and bolts shattered tiles, but not one struck Giele’s naked flesh. In the Army, he had always scoffed at the substandard training of the Palace Guard, but now he was grateful for their poor aim. What they lacked in accuracy, though, they made up for in organization, and whistles shrieked above him as they raised the alarm.

He reached the edge of the rooftop and his questing fingers caught the drainpipe as his body swung out into space. Desperation lent him strength as he dangled in the rain, above the yawning open air. He managed to grab the pipe with his other hand and shimmied along it. A palace wing jutted out twenty feet away and if he reached it, he might yet avoid a lengthy questioning session with the Royal Torturer.

Beyond the palace walls lay the rest of Morningstar City, wreathed in a mist of steam and smoke from flues, trapped by the cold autumn storm overhead. Its peaked roofs looked like tiny mountains poking through the fog. Gaslights on the cobblestone streets made diffuse yellow glows amid the gray tile roofs. Copses of trees poked up between the chimneys like dark giants. If Giele could escape the palace, he could disappear into the streets and alleys of the city. Then he could figure out what had happened and why Terika had betrayed him. Beyond that, he’d need time to plan his future, for it could no longer be as a member of the King’s Army.

Before he’d covered half the distance toward the next wing, the drainpipe separated from the roof and bent. Cold rainwater sluiced across him and stung his fresh wounds. He realized the pipe would not hold for long. He saw a window a few feet away, and pumped his legs like a child on a swing. The slippery pipe swung out even further from the roof, and he hung over a long drop for a moment. He heaved another kick and as the pipe swayed back toward the wall, released his grip and crashed through the window into a hallway lined with tapestries. More shards of glass dug into his vulnerable flesh, and only by the grace of God’s Blood did he avoid making himself a eunuch.

Giele picked his cut and shivering body up from the glass-littered floor and tried to ignore the pain as more splinters poked into the soles of his feet. He had never been in this part of the palace before and had no idea which way to go. The guards made the decision for him as a gaggle of them erupted into the hall from the stairwell at the end. He dashed in the other direction as they shouted orders to halt.

As he sprinted, cold and bleeding, through the labyrinthine palace, he cursed himself for his ultimate foolishness. His were not the actions of a twenty-year veteran, a Grove Colonel in the King’s Army. He’d be fortunate if the Guard only killed him for his transgressions.

The Palace Guards were far more loath to shoot their pistols within the confines of the palace. The King wouldn’t appreciate damaged masonry, even in the pursuit of a criminal. They had no such fears about crossbows though, and bolts shattered against the walls or stuck in tapestries as Giele raced down the corridor. He rounded a corner and startled two maids pushing a laundry cart. They shrieked at his sudden appearance—wild-eyed, bloodied, and naked. He would have apologized had he any breath at all to spare. Instead, he overturned the cart in his wake in the hope of delaying the pursuers.

He found a familiar corridor as he rounded a corner. A quick left turn led to a staircase. He scurried down the stairs into the kitchens and shocked the early-morning cooks as they prepared the breakfast banquet for the King and his guests. The Palace Guards’ whistles and shouts continued to sound behind him, as well as the whistle of one saucy bakery maid who must have found his nude form pleasing enough.

A guardsman appeared in front of Giele. He grabbed a heavy iron pot from a counter top and hurled it at the guard. The pot struck the guard full in the face with the crunch of his nose shattering. It seemed Giele’s presence had alerted the entire Palace, but he was close to escape. He put his head down and rushed for the door where street vendors sold their produce and meats to the chef.

Palace Guards moved in to block that route, so Giele shoved a startled scullery boy out of the way and dove down the garbage chute.

He was not a large Elf; the hard life in the military had kept him trim and fit. Even so, he could have become wedged in that narrow stone pipe. Had he been wearing a single stitch of clothing, he would have died, stuck in that ludicrous, stinking tube. Instead, his blood and sweat provided sufficient lubrication, and he wriggled downward through slime and black rot to drop from the chute’s mouth into the icy river below.

The Silver River had been sculpted and diverted by dams over hundreds of years until it no longer lived up to its name. Instead, the sluggish muck flowed along a stinking culvert filled with Morningstar’s garbage and sewage. With the heavy rain, the Silver crested high along its banks as it often did in the autumn. Giele hoped for some flooding in the low-lying areas to better aid his escape. He struggled to stay afloat in the frigid, reeking water, fearful of the diseases and poisons that might enter through his wounds, but he was determined to stay in the river until he reached the middle of town. A sodden rat perched on a floating piece of wood scrap hissed at him, and Giele recoiled, striking his head on one of the massive stone buttresses that supported the palace overhead and making himself see stars. Cold gray light diffused in from the outside to give the underside of the palace a surreal look. Slime mold and algae coated the stone walls and ceiling, stinking of sulfur and decay.

He saw the portcullis a bare moment before his body slammed into it. He clung to the rusted metal, dizzy from the impact and the knowledge that his plan to swim to safety had evaporated. The iron was pitted and slick with algae and age, but unlike the garbage chute, Giele couldn’t fit in between the bars. Diving down, he found the grate embedded deep into the river bottom. He would have to find his way off the Palace grounds on foot after all. He climbed from the filthy water and ran along the narrow ledge beside the river, feeling the entire Palace hulking over him like he was an insect and it was a foot ready to stomp. Somewhere ahead he would find a way to get back inside the building and, with luck, another way to escape. He was so cold, he struggled to draw each breath. Frigid water, blood loss, and exhaustion had all taken their toll, and he was running on his last reserves of strength.

Then a guard stepped out from behind a fortification tower and pummeled his mailed fist into Giele’s face. His consciousness fled with his hopes of survival. His last thought was of Terika, and why she had betrayed him.
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Sharp fumes assailed Giele’s nostrils and he jerked awake, head throbbing and body aching from his recent flight and failed escape attempt.

A Palace Guard stepped away from him and closed a bottle of smelling salts. Giele shook his head to try to clear it. Despite the powerful inhalants, he still felt groggy. Dried blood caked the inside of his nose, making it difficult to breathe. He tasted more blood in his mouth, although his tongue was swollen and dry. He sat in a high-backed wooden chair with his wrists bound tight behind him. His hands were numb from the cut circulation and his shoulders ached from his arms being stretched around the chair back. Stone walls rose around him, and beneath his bare feet lay a hard-packed dirt floor littered with old straw. No brilliant gaslight there; the light came from a pair of flickering torches against one wall. The smoke curled upward to disappear against the shadowed ceiling.

A beardless Dwarf with long black braided mustaches ending in tiny silver beads stood atop a crate so he was at eye level with Giele. He had a simple leather skullcap over his shaved scalp, and a badge of office pinned to his chest; he was Melanus, the Chief of Palace Security. He stared at Giele from beneath beetled brows and picked at his teeth with a silver pick.

“You’re in a lot of trouble, Army. What’s your name? And don’t lie to me because we’ll find out the truth.”

As Giele was still naked, Melanus could see the tattoo on his chest that identified him as part of the King’s Army. All recruits got them upon graduation from Basic. It was their rite of passage from untrained civilians to the commissioned elite. He’d begun with a single oak leaf, done up in great detail by a skilled artist who lived among the teahouses and bordellos of Lower Morningstar. He’d added to it with each promotion from Leaf Archer to Branch Lieutenant, Bole Major to Grove Colonel. The tattoo spread across his chest like a copse of proud, ancient trees. It had taken an entire week of leave to complete the intricate forest decorating his skin following his last promotion. Now, with it gleaming dull platinum under the flickering torchlight in the windowless stone chamber, Giele had never been so ashamed to bear that mark.

Despite feeling dizzy from blood loss and the blow to his face, Giele raised his head with what pride still remained within him. “Giele Stillwater, Grove Colonel, 136th Regiment of the King’s Army.”

Pain exploded in his face from another heavy blow from the Dwarf’s gnarled fist. “You’re nothing now, Army. You understand that? You’re only alive at the King’s request.”

Giele tasted coppery blood and spat to one side, careful to avoid striking Melanus with his spittle, despite an overwhelming desire to mar that badge of office with a crimson stain. Jigan forces in the First War had captured him once. Splinters under the fingernails, knotted ropes, even going so far as to paint him with honey and dump ants on him—nothing had been out of bounds for his captors. Even under circumstances as dire as those, he’d resisted giving up any more information beyond his name and rank. They tortured him like professionals; this Dwarf was but a dabbler, surrounded by amateurs. Even so, Giele knew that any moment, Melanus could summon the Royal Torturer, and then he’d be in for it. “I presume,” he muttered around swollen lips, “that the King said nothing about me being damaged.”

Melanus struck him again, straight on. Giele turned his head at the last moment to avoid having his nose shattered, and instead took the blow on his cheek. Perhaps he deserved the punishment for his actions of late, but no officer of the Army could accept such treatment without a spark of resistance. At that moment, he realized his feet weren’t bound to the chair.

Amateurs, he thought.

He lashed out with one foot and caught the Dwarf in the side. The impact sent Melanus flying one way and tipped Giele over the other. Palace Guards leaped forward with guns leveled, their fingers quivering on the triggers, eager to unleash death.

“Hold!” Melanus got to his feet and nodded at Giele once, as if acknowledging he’d gotten a good, fair shot in. Then he stalked over to the guards. “Which of you horse’s asses secured the prisoner?”

“I did, sir,” said a tall, rangy Elf whose pointed ears stuck out like wings from the sides of his head. He gulped and stiffened to full, nervous attention.

Melanus drove a hard uppercut into the guard’s crotch. The man groaned and collapsed with a stream of vomit leaking from the corner of his mouth. “Next time you’ll remember to secure all of his limbs, won’t you?”

The guard gurgled and blubbered and the Chief took it as acquiescence. He turned back to Giele, twirling his finger in one side of his mustaches. “You got that shot for free, Army. Don’t think the next one won’t cost you a finger, toe, or testicle.”

Giele didn’t respond. He’d given his name and rank, and displayed his resolve to remain uncooperative. Nothing more was required of a prisoner.

“Get him up,” said Melanus “Hobble him. We’re to bring him to the King.”

The guards kept close watch over Giele as they untied him from the chair. His hands prickled as blood flooded back into them. Less for his own modesty than for decorum, they pulled a robe over his head and tied it at the waist. They bound his hands behind him once more and stuck his legs into cuffs separated by an inflexible length of iron. He’d be able to walk in an awkward, stumbling gait, but would be unable to run. Thus accoutered, they marched him through the Palace. Staffers stood aside and whispered to each other as he was paraded past them. He kept his head down; this was no time for haughty pride. The guards moved around him in a close phalanx, keeping him well-covered from all angles. He thought at first they would bring him to the King’s Hall or Office, but soon he realized they were escorting him up a familiar tower.

They brought him back to Terika’s chambers.

Terika herself laid on her bed, dressed in a gown and clutching a stuffed bear to her chest, a relic of childhood. Tears of humiliation streaked down her cheeks. The Royal Physician knelt between her legs, various brass scopes attached to articulated arms on the leather harness over his shoulders. With all the devices attached to his head, he looked less like an Elf and more like a giant spider. He swung one away from his face and turned to the King. “I’m sorry, my Lord. She has been thoroughly . . . despoiled.”

Distant thunder rumbled in counterpoint to his mood as King Teirol Morningstar of Aelfland drew up to his full height. Giele had never before seen him up close. Normally he stood behind a balcony during troop reviews. He was tall, with the shoulders of a warrior, not yet hunched by his age. Giele would have given him even odds in a battle against a man half his age. He’d ruled Aelfland longer than Giele had been alive. His image graven on the coins of the realm didn’t do justice to his stately jawline and nose sharp and slender as a bird’s beak. His features remained youthful thanks to the efforts of the Court Physician. His hair flowed in great silvery curls to fall past his pointed ears and around his shoulders—the sign of nobility. Only commoners and the military kept their hair shorn to keep lice away. The wealthy bathed regularly and the soap shops and perfumeries in Upper Morningstar always did a brisk business. He had been roused from sleep, and wore a heavy dressing gown against the chill of the evening.

The King’s philosophy of benevolence through strength had made Aelfland an expansionist nation. Hence, Giele had fought three wars, quelled one uprising, and done so all with great pride. He’d been willing to die for this man, the leader of Aelfland, and stood before the King expecting that would be his fate. A son confronted by a disappointed father could not have been more ashamed than Giele.

“Is this him?” demanded the King. “Is this the man who dared spoil my daughter’s purity?” His fair skin turned an ugly shade of crimson as he turned to a skeletally-thin Elf who was wrapped in layers of dark blue silks. The Elf’s countenance was darkened by a hood which sloped down over his forehead. Only his predatory eyes gleamed from within that shadow. Giele knew him by reputation and description: Iago, the Court mage.

Terika had lied to Giele. Her intention to make him her paramour had been a sham; she’d known full well that revealing him as her lover would land him in chains. What court game was she playing with him as the pawn? Anger flooded through him, but he was too exhausted to nurture it. He’d been a fool, and knew it now, far too late to do anything to change his fate.

Iago raised a bony hand and verdant energy crackled between his fingers. His measured motions betrayed not the least bit of fear or concern at the King’s wrath. No mere ruler of Elves could stir him after he had commanded demons and entreated with spirits. Giele flinched as the energy leaped out to surround him. His hair stood on end and queasiness wracked his gut, as if the energy sapped his very life force.

An answering green glow arose from beneath the sheet covering Terika’s legs.

Iago turned to King Teirol. “Yes, my Lord. It was he.” His smooth, oily voice seemed to seep right past the King’s fury. “But . . . he did not take her flower this eve.”

“What?” The King’s eyes widened.

“They have lain together several times. At least a dozen, I should think, my Lord. I sense no trace of another man’s energy. Only he has placed his mark upon her.”

“Can you repair the damage he’s done?”

Iago lowered his head with an unfriendly smile under his hood. “Not now, my Lord. Perhaps if tonight had been the first time. Now I fear she has been permanently . . . spoiled.”

A vein pulsed in the King’s temple. He held out a hand to one of the guards. “Sword.”

One of the guards drew his rapier, bowed, and handed it hilt-first to the King. Teirol yanked the weapon from the man’s grasp and shoved him backward.

Giele prepared to die at the hands of his liege. He bowed his head. He had wronged the throne, and deserved to die for it. He hoped at least the King would be merciful and make his death quick

“Father, wait.” Terika had set aside her stuffed bear and sat with her head held high despite the embarrassing invasion into her chambers. At that moment, she looked every bit the princess with whom Giele had fallen in love: beautiful and innocent.

Hers was the solitary voice that could have stayed the King’s vengeful hand. “What, Terika?”

“I have never asked you for anything before today,” she said. “But I ask you now to grant my request and spare this man’s life.”

“You dare to petition me after this?” Teirol slashed the sword down in fury, cutting into the mattress. A cloud of goose feathers burst out and floated in the his wake as he stalked back and forth. “Breath and Bones, you have a lot of nerve to make demands after this. You must have known this would make you impossible to marry.”

She bowed her head, but did not lower her eyes in deference. Instead she glared at her father. “Yes I did, father, and I am prepared to accept the consequences. But what will it serve to slay this . . . pawn?”

Giele winced to hear the word come from her lips. He knew she’d used him for her own nefarious purpose, and it stung like a stiletto.

“It will settle my mind somewhat to take the life of the man who dared rut with my daughter. For shame, Terika. A commoner.”

A spark of prideful anger lit in Terika, and she raised her head again. “My mother was a commoner, Father, lest you forget. And Giele isn’t a commoner. He’s a decorated officer in your Army.”

The King turned away from her. “Your common blood shows with your behavior, Terika. You should be ashamed to be so thick-headed. I care not what you do after you are wed, but your whoring with this . . . this peasant.” He spat the word like it had been poison in his mouth. “You’ve ruined any chance for me to forge an alliance through your marriage. He shall pay for his offense against you and against the throne.”

“Father, please! I am the one who has defied your wishes, not he. If nothing else, spare his life”

In that moment, Giele realized how he’d been used. When Terika told him she could make love to whomever she wanted, she neglected to add the most pertinent detail: not until after she wed.

For months rumors had floated about Terika’s possible union with some powerful Jigan warlord. Giele had done his best to ignore such talk, for it made him sick with jealousy. Terika told him she wouldn’t allow herself to be used for political gain, and the proposed marriage arrangement would never occur. She had her eyes on a larger prize: the throne of Aelfland itself.

The many times she and Giele met and made love ensured that she couldn’t be made whole by magic, and thus made herself undesirable as marriage material. Her betrayal made him dizzy. He was nothing more than a tool to her, a cockerel with legs, as they would have said in the military.

Except . . . she had fought to keep the King from slaying Giele where he stood. Maybe somewhere in those eyes into which he’d spent so many hours gazing, a spark of affection still burned for him.

Teirol glanced back at his daughter’s earnest expression. His fury wavered. Nobody in the room dared to even draw breath. “God’s Blood!” he roared. “You devious little whelp!” He hurled the sword to one side where it stuck quivering in the masonry, and raised his hand to strike Terika.

The Princess lifted her chin, ready to take his blow. The corners of her mouth twitched into an almost-imperceptible smile. She knew she’d won, and so did Teirol. If her common blood had made her choose so far beneath her station for a lover, her royal blood showed now in her political savvy. Someday, she would be a powerful and terrifying ruler in her own right.

Giele would never live to see it. Of that much he was certain.

The King lowered his fist. His teeth were clenched so his jaw muscles stood out in sharp relief. “Very well. Conduct the prisoner back to the dungeon while I decide upon a suitable punishment.” He pointed at Terika. “I give you my word that he shall not be killed, but nothing more.”

Terika nodded, keeping her triumph well-hidden. Only a slight twitching at the corners of her mouth indicated her pleasure. She’d bested the King with her court game, and both knew that in doing so, he lost power and she gained it. “Your rule is benevolent as always, Father.”

He frowned. “You may not think so in a moment.” He turned and grabbed his Physician, hauling the man to his feet by his collar. “You will perform whatever medical procedures required to restore my daughter’s maidenhead. Surgery. Black magic. I do. Not. Care.”

Terika’s carefully-composed expression of studious victory began to crack and her eyes widened in horror.

“M-my Lord,” stammered the Physician. “Even with surgery, such a correction would be detected instantly.”

“Perhaps an accident, my Lord,” said Iago. “Unusual calisthenics or even horseback riding have been known to prematurely split a maidenhead.”

The King stamped his foot. “Do what you must. I so command you. My daughter will be married as a virgin. I will not see my treaty dissolved because of her foolish and juvenile indiscretions.”

The Physician bowed and swallowed hard in fear.

“It shall be done, my Lord. We will bend our heads to research immediately.” Iago turned to Terika. “My Lady, please lie back, raise your gown, and spread your legs apart.” He smiled in a smarmy way that made Giele shudder despite his temporary reprieve.

The King whirled and stalked from the room, leaving Giele kneeling helpless and wondering what Teirol meant by promising nothing more than not to kill him.
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Giele lay sick in the stone cell in the dungeon, his head spinning from injuries and fevered from his recent dip in the Silver river. It might have been the same one where Melanus had awakened him, or it could have been someplace different. All dungeons were cold, damp, and stank of urine, vomit, and death. Hours passed while he sprawled on the cool stone. A passing spider paused on its sojourn across the floor near Giele’s face, as if regarding him in pity or contempt. He watch its progress until it disappeared into a dark corner, in search of one of the thousands of flies which ranged through the dungeon. They buzzed around his head and touched down to taste his wounds. He didn’t have the energy to wave them away, so he suffered their distractions. Teirol had promised not to kill him, but was that the same as letting Giele die from sickness or starvation? His thoughts whirled helpless like a leaf tossed about in a gale, until he snagged on the memory of Terika’s face.

He’d met the Princess by pure accident.

The 136th had spent six months patrolling and securing the Jigan border. The Jigans, Elves from the frozen southern half of the continent, coveted the great trade routes of the Aeresic Ocean, and the shining star of Aelfland was all that lay between them and their goal. Three times in Giele’s tenure as a soldier the Jigans had come marauding north, marching upon the free Elves of Aelfland. Three times, the King’s Army had fought off the invaders and sent them running for their ice caves and windswept steppes where the forests would no longer grow.

In the Third Jigan War, Giele’s company had seen a lot of action amid the giant, ageless pine trees with boles thicker than the length of a wagon which made up the southern Aelfland forest. The behemoths were of such dense, sturdy wood that it required concentrated magic to knock one down. A few fallen trees were as effective a delay to a marching army as a fortified wall. Sometimes the battles raged on for days across clearings of tundra scrub while the impassive, titanic trees waited around the edges. Arrows hummed like cicadas along with the thunder of cannons and the screams of Giele’s dying men. Snipers hid amid the forest, sometimes suspending themselves in rope slings in the shadows under the high branches with pine needles glued to their armor.

Giele lost a third of his men to the Jigans, either in open battle or from the hidden snipers overhead, and another third to a nasty fever which swept through the ranks. His unit had been one of the lucky ones. The 109th Forest Regiment and 24th Engineering Corps had been decimated and he’d absorbed those pitiful few survivors into the 136th, just to have a few more hands to draw bowstrings or pull rifle triggers. Just when it seemed all hope was lost, a dispatch arrived from Morningstar City. King Teirol’s diplomats had hammered out an uneasy truce with the Jigans. The war, it seemed, was over for the moment, and fresh troops arrived to give some relief at last. The 136th was rotated away from active duty and recalled home.

Despite their heavy combat losses and exhaustion, the 136th made the most of the six hundred mile journey from the border to the northern coast where Morningstar City sat at the mouth of the Silver River like a jewel on the face of a maiden. They grieved the fallen, cursed those who’d slain them, and found their way back from the darkness of front-line combat to the bright hope of returning to their home garrison.

As the troops marched north, the giant evergreens gave way to smaller trees which bore leaves instead of needles. The air carried upon it a hint of the sea from the Aeresic far to the north. No longer did Giele awaken in the mornings to find frost decorating the metallic parts of his gear in delicate patterns. It was spring in Aelfland, and the forests were bursting with life. Birds called to one another or raced about, seeking food for their new hatchlings. Flowers colored the clearings with scarlet and gold. Angry squirrels chattered at the racket of the soldiers as they marched with lighter hearts. Once Giele saw a tigress shepherding her kittens up a hill and away from the approaching soldiers. He could have ordered a squad to pursue her and chase them down, but had no desire to slay such a noble beast who had enough sense to stay away from the arrows and bullets of a traveling army.

When they reached the Silver River, the troops gave a great shout of joy, for that meant home was less than a hundred miles north. They bathed in the gentle currents and dined on fresh fish every night. Many Aelflanders lived along the Silver, and stopped their work or came out of their homes to watch the column march by. Children waved and gave flowers to the soldiers, and more than one child would return home with a goofy grin, an overlarge helmet perched over his ears, and a desire to someday travel north to Morningstar to join the King’s Army.

Forests gave way to orchards and cultivated fields, and Giele was careful to keep the column from traipsing across freshly-sown fields. The farmers were happy to provide provender to the troops who kept them safe from the rampaging Jigans. Although it was spring and many crops hadn’t yet borne fruit, farmers had early vegetables and plenty of herbs, and the additional variety in the soldiers’ diet was a welcome change from the dried fruit, biscuits, and jerky upon which they’d subsisted for months.

After the fields, the countryside returned to forests once more. This was the King’s Forest, kept uncut by royal decree except for the Highway. It was a national treasure of Aelfland. It was a reminder to all Elves that as a race they’d come of age among the trees. Giele had grown up deep in the Forest, hunting rabbits and pheasants under the cool canopy of leaves, reading tracks amid the sun-dappled forest floor. He grew restless, for he’d always felt more at home among the trees than in the smoky, cobblestoned metropolis of Morningstar City.

The arrival of two welcome wagons some twenty miles out from the city further strengthened the soldiers’ spirits. The first contained a boisterous driver and his two assistants, hearty Dwarves all, who laughed loud with the soldiers of the 136th as they unloaded fresh fruit, bread, and six casks of cinnamon ale. When they uncovered the cleaned and spitted fat pig, ready to cook over an open flame, some men openly wept at the prospect of fresh meat instead of dried. Giele set his Majors to distribute the goods among the men after detailing a crew to dig and prepare a fire pit, and promised them all they’d dine on the coast the following afternoon, to great cheers.

The second wagon was decorated with garish pink and red silk, and held a selection of women all too eager to separate Giele’s men from their coins for a few minutes in a tent. The rolling bordello was managed by a severely-dressed Elven madam whose no-nonsense attitude scared away more than one green Leaf Archer eager to dip his wick for the first time. Giele had spent his share of time among camp whores and wasn’t opposed to the practice, but companionship wasn’t what he needed at that time.

He closed his eyes and massaged his temples. The sounds of revelry and merriment were far too similar to those of death and destruction for his tastes.

“Sir?” asked Bole Major Kiler. “Do you need anything?”

“God’s Blood, I need quiet, Kiler!” Giele snapped.

He stiffened, and Giele felt ashamed for his outburst. Kiler was a good soldier and a better man, and he deserved better than anger. “I’m sorry, Kiler. The noise of these laughing jackdaws is making my ears ring. What I need is some quiet space to feel a bowstring between my fingers without others shooting back at me, and a fat rabbit or pigeon in range.”

“I understand, sir. Enjoy yourself.”

Giele strung his favorite bow, slung a quiver of broadheads, and climbed into the saddle. “I will, believe me, Kiler. You have command until I return, probably not until morning. Try to keep the men from drinking themselves stupid or fighting over the women.”

Kiler saluted before taking a deep draft of ale himself.

Giele rode off through the trees and wandered without purpose or destination in mind. He let his mare choose her own path and kept his hands clear of the reins. An hour later, he happened upon a game trail and dismounted. He tied his horse to an oak tree, strapped on her feedbag, and set out on foot.

At last, he began to relax and unwind from the journey with the troops as he followed the game trail. Before night fell, some animal would feel his arrow and fill his belly. He’d hunted in these ancient deciduous woods many times over his lifetime. The smell of rich loam was like the aroma of fresh baked bread, spiced with wildflowers and spread with sap. Brooks burbled in the language of the world, and birds and insects answered in tongues of their own. He found a stinkfern by its acrid, tangy odor, and rubbed its leaves across his exposed neck, arms, and scalp. The sharp-smelling juice would repel the clouds of biting gnats and mosquitoes for many hours.

The gentle breeze blowing through the forest carried with it the breath of the distant ocean, and Giele tasted the hint of salt on his lips. He reached out to caress strands of moss which dangled from the lowest branches of a heavyset elm. Although inedible by itself, tiny yellow mushrooms grew amid the moss. Giele picked a handful and slipped them into a pouch; they would add a delicious buttery flavor to whatever animal found itself spitted upon his arrow. Inspired by the mushroom discovery, he foraged for more to add to a meal. Underneath an innocuous broad-leafed plant with five-pointed white flowers he found a tuber which could be roasted amid the coals of a fire to reveal a sweet yellow pulp within its blackened crust. A handful of sour berries and some spicy basil leaves would transform his meal into one fit for the King himself.

All he needed was the main course to make itself conveniently available.

He selected a waiting spot and climbed up to perch on the lowest branch of an elm tree that might have been as ancient as the world. The light grew gray as clouds obscured the afternoon sun, bringing with them a stronger, cooling breeze. He sat there for a long time, breathing the musty odor of moss and tree bark and listening to the drips on the leaves as moisture condensed upon them until it fell. A stag passed beneath him and paused to sharpen his antlers against Giele’s tree. He could have shot the stag between the eyes, but he wasn’t in the mood to kill something so large. With the patience of an experienced hunter, he waited for another opportunity.

Then a fat rabbit indeed loped across the trail. His eyes gleamed like polished hematite, and his tail was as brilliant as a freshly-laundered pillow. Giele could taste it already: wild hare with roasted tuber and spicy basil. Barely daring to breathe, he drew the arrow’s fletching to his cheek.

A stick snapped and someone else’s arrow struck the forest loam beside the rabbit. It leaped away as Giele’s arrow stuck into the very spot where his dinner had stood a heartbeat ago.

He heard a feminine voice utter a frustrated “Breath and Bones,” and turned to see Princess Terika Morningstar, the sole heir to the throne of Aelfland, sitting on a dappled horse. He’d been so intent upon seeking his prey that he’d never even heard her approach. She wore beige cotton riding pants, tall leather boots, and a ruffled white silk blouse under a rough twill jacket, the sort of fashionable utilitarian clothing the wealthy enjoy when they choose to act like commoners. Her fawn-colored hair was caught up in a felt cap which strapped under her chin and framed her face like a portrait in a locket. She didn’t ride sidesaddle like most ladies of the day, but straddled her horse like a proper rider should.

Giele froze. Time slowed to a standstill as he drank in the sight of her. Indeed, his breath stopped and his heart must have as well, for Terika was by far the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. In her, he saw the serenity he needed, the purity he craved after months of blood and stink and rot. At that moment, she was like some goddess of old, given flesh and life and laughter, and he wanted to tear her hat aside and plunge his rough hands into her hair, to taste her skin, to feel her breath against him.
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