
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Siren’s Call

J. C. Owens


Siren’s Call

Copyright © August 2017 by J. C. Owens

All rights reserved. This copy is intended for the purchaser of this e-book ONLY. No part of this e-book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without prior written permission from the author. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author's rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

ISBN 9781947135277

This e-book is a work of fiction. While reference might be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Warning

This e-book contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language and may be considered offensive to some readers. Please store your files wisely, where they cannot be accessed by under-aged readers.

* * *


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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Dradin slogged through the mud, swearing with each step that ruined his new boots.

Of all the cursed places for his carriage to break down in the rain, it had to be here, in the back of beyond, in a coastal town, Thansmere, which was overrun by smugglers and pirates. A broken axle would take time to repair, time he did not have. He peered through the rain at the ramshackle building before him. A weathered sign hung by one hinge.

The Siren’s Call.

Seemed a lofty name for such a run-down establishment.

His bodyguards pressed close, hands to pistols, suspicious glares focusing on the sweating face of the innkeeper who had come to pull the worn door open wide, nervously gesturing him into the ancient inn.

Dradin entered, glancing around the common room, trying to avoid the stares of the locals. His fine crimson cloak stood out amid the rough garb of the patrons, and as he drew it off, he could hear the whispers from the men around him, making a flush rise to his cheeks.

His servant, Calven, fussed, pulling out a handkerchief to wipe down the bench they were guided to, ignoring the offended glare of the innkeeper.

Dradin paid them no attention and seated himself with quiet aplomb, praying the locals would lose interest. Weariness washed over him, and he wanted nothing more than to rest after the hellish trip he had just endured.

Damn his father and his ever-increasing demands. As the sixth son, he was too far down the line of succession to be of any importance; therefore, he was expendable. His father sent him hither and yon on mere whims, his work as seneschal of his father’s lands far less prestigious than the roles his brothers played, each of them captain of a warship in the king’s navy.

His comfort and security did not matter to his father in the least. As head of the king’s military, his sire held enormous power, and he wielded it with cold efficiency. It had been Hilden, his eldest brother, who had insisted Dradin have protection when traveling throughout their lands, and his father had only grudgingly agreed. The bodyguards at Dradin’s side protected him, but they were loyal to his father, not to him. They were there to watch him, in more ways than one. Only Calven was here by his own choice, ever loyal. Hilden covered his wages, a measure of his regard for Dradin, the only one of his brothers to have any care for him at all.

At the moment, Dradin was simply glad for the large, armed men at his side. The inn lay squarely in the county of Barso, the most dangerous region of the west coast, and Dradin had no doubt that without protection, he would not have made it through the evening with his possessions intact. Or perhaps a loss of more than that, given the leering glances of the rough men who looked his way.

He knew all too well how they viewed him. Dradin had not taken after his large, strapping brothers. He resembled his late mother all too much: small, fine-boned, with a narrow, almost elvish face, large, expressive gray eyes, and thick curly blonde hair. Hilden always said it was why their father never loved him. Their mother’s death had hit Lord Landon hard, and Dradin’s birth was what had taken her.

From the paintings he’d seen, his mother had been beautiful. Dradin hated the resemblance. Beautiful wasn’t a good thing for a man. It had haunted him all his life, being small and delicate and pretty. No one took him seriously, not even as seneschal of his father’s lands, in his father’s name. Yet Dradin was good at it. His even temperament allowed him to excel at negotiations, trade deals, and treaties, something beyond the abilities of his brothers—especially Vax, who was impulsive, hot tempered, and frankly terrifying. Dradin also had a head for figures and practicality, something his brothers had little of. In this, at least, he had inherited his father’s abilities. Ironic that it was Dradin, the son Lord Landon would not acknowledge, who followed in his footsteps.

Calven had disappeared in the direction of the kitchens, no doubt to procure a meal for them all. Dradin gestured the bodyguards closer, to where the warmth of one of the three fireplaces could chase the chill from their bones. It had been a long, hard day, especially for the men who had been out in the elements. Some of them, the new ones, looked at him askance, while the others, older ones who had guarded him for some time, gruffly nodded their thanks.

Several rough and boisterous men strode into the inn, and Dradin watched them warily. They seemed to pay no attention to either him or his guards. The other locals soon turned back to their own pursuits, leaving Dradin longing for food and rest as his initial fears began to ebb.

He perked up as Calven reappeared carrying two bowls, the innkeeper close behind with several more. Calven set the bowls down and sat while the innkeeper served the bodyguards. With their attention diverted, Dradin finally felt himself relax and tucked into the simple but amazingly tasty fish stew and fresh, heavy grain bread.

Calven pushed a crock of honey butter toward him. His favorite. He slathered a spoonful onto his hunk of bread and took a bite. He closed his eyes in bliss as the sweet, creamy taste suffused his senses and made him almost forget being cold, wet, and exhausted.

Calven beamed with satisfaction. “I asked for the honey butter just for you.”

Dradin opened his eyes and gave the boy a smile. “My thanks.” If not for Calven’s priceless care, Dradin would lead a more dreary existence than he already endured.

He saw movement near the front of the room, by the fireplace. A tall, broad-shouldered man in a hooded red cloak picked up a mandolin that had been sitting against the wall and sat down in a large, comfortable chair by the hearth. Dradin watched him tune the strings, then strum a few chords.

The man moved with a grace akin to that of a confident cat, comfortable in its own body and with complete knowledge of its capabilities and talents. He kept his face down turned, completely focused upon the mandolin, but Dradin was sure he hadn’t seen him enter the tavern. His rich, red wool cloak looked new—red was a rare and highly expensive color, difficult to keep sharp and bright. A gift perhaps from a rich patron? Although Dradin could not imagine who that might be in these wilds.

Dradin’s breath caught as the musician began to play. The sound rose above the tumult of voices and dishes and the crackle of the huge fireplace. Dradin put down his spoon, then wiped his lips and craned sideways to better see the musician. He had never heard a mandolin played before. His mother had played one, but after her death, his father had forbidden them, and whoever might have played one in the local taverns had certainly not risked playing it in front of the lord’s son. Hearing one now, its rich, mellow sound and the musician’s quick, upbeat melody, made Dradin lean forward, fascinated. Long, powerful fingers stroked over the strings, drawing forth such profoundly beautiful notes that Dradin found himself closing his eyes to better appreciate the complexity and richness of the sound.

“He’s talented, my lord,” Calven said.

Dradin nodded and looked over at his servant. “He is at that.” Calven should know; his brother was a well-known bard who traveled the length and breadth of the kingdom.

“I’ve not heard him before,” Calven continued. “I thought I knew all the mandolin players from the western provinces. His technique is different. It sounds almost eastern in its intricacy.”

Dradin nodded, though he had little experience with music in general. While his father’s vast fortress might once have been a place of light and love, in Dradin’s time it had only been full of cold, brisk efficiency. Music, it appeared, was not efficient.

Whenever he heard music in his travels, he found it a delight he did not quite understand. He’d devoted his entire life to being his father’s tool, a small piece in that same efficiency that was so prized. He counted himself responsible, without any annoying quirks of emotion that would hamper his job, or indeed, anything within the sterile, stable existence that made his life run smoothly.

Yet this music called to him in such a strange manner.

The player finished the song, and a roar of appreciation rose from the small crowd, fists pounding on the tables and mugs of ale raised in toasts.

The innkeeper brought a tankard for the musician, and the man looked up, flashing a brief smile that made Dradin suck in a breath, an odd tightness making his chest ache. He rubbed the spot briefly, never taking his eyes away from the bard.

The musician spoke in low tones to the innkeeper, who actually smiled and, strangely, bowed, before turning back to the kitchens.

The player grasped his mug and downed the contents in several long gulps that had the patrons cheering and hooting, urging him on. He slammed the empty tankard down on the table, then wiped his mouth, grinning crookedly with a wicked smile. He pushed back his hood. His hair, long and braided in the manner of the region, was the most amazing shade of copper, vibrant and beautiful. The braid, amazingly thick, coiled over the chair he sat on. Dradin gazed at him in wonder. No bloodline he had ever seen had copper-colored hair.

Dradin’s fingers twitched, his fascination growing. He had never seen a man so striking. High cheekbones, strong jaw, and there—for a moment—a flash of brilliant light blue eyes, like the southern sea he had seen depicted in paintings. Blue eyes were rare indeed in the kingdom, but combined with the color of his hair, the man was like no one Dradin had ever encountered.

The tumult died down, and the musician again grasped his mandolin, fingers plucking restlessly over the strings as though he could not resist the pull of the instrument for more than a few moments. The tune was strong and rhythmic. Then the man looked up, straight into Dradin’s eyes, and began to sing.

His voice was clear, with a deep undertone that made Dradin shiver. His gaze fastened on Dradin alone.

The other patrons seemed to know the song, and they joined in. Dradin mourned the loss of the pristine sound of the man’s low, clear voice singing alone, then chastised himself for the foolishness of such a notion.

The song seemed familiar, and after a moment, Dradin stiffened as he remembered it, disbelieving. It was a sea shanty banned long ago in the kingdom, for it glorified smuggling and piracy, both outlawed under the current king. For it to be sung so cheerfully and freely and to be so obviously well-known...

He stared into those blue eyes and saw the defiance there. This man knew who Dradin was, then, and had chosen to sing those words to spite him.

Calven sucked in a harsh breath a moment later, when the realization finally hit him. He shot a glance in Dradin’s direction, waiting, no doubt, for his reaction to the rebellion being played out. The guards froze as well, aware of the law, and turned their eyes to Dradin.

The bard sang more boldly, his gaze never leaving Dradin’s face. A sickness rose in his throat. He thought of what it would mean if he took the bard’s challenge seriously. All that talent and ability, arrested and placed in his father’s custody, a place of little mercy and certainly no music.

The bard fell silent and continued to gaze at him.

All Dradin’s senses, honed so well over years of avoiding his abusive brother, Vax, clicked into place. They were stranded in this town, a few among many. He was a fool to think he could arrest anyone.

He needed to be very careful here. “Do we have a room?” He was surprised his voice came out so calmly, without the inner turmoil that surged within him.

Calven nodded, speechless, his alarmed gaze flicking from his lord to the bard.

“Lead me, then.” Dradin rose to his feet, gathered his cloak, and followed his servant’s small figure from the common room. His guards, confused, followed with their hands upon the grips of their swords as if waiting for orders that did not come.

He could feel the weight of those blue eyes boring into his back the whole way out.

* * *
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IT WAS A RELIEF TO sink down upon the reasonably soft bed and lie back, closing his eyes against the weight of the day.

The guards stood outside the door and along the corridor, and he was thankful for the rare moments of relative peace and privacy.

Calven unlaced Dradin’s muddy boots, removing them carefully and setting them by the side of the bed. It was some time before he felt the weight of his young servant upon the mattress and could feel the boy’s stare upon his face. He grunted, cracking open one eye to meet Calven’s worried gaze.

“What will you do, my lord? He sang...”

“We heard nothing. Nothing at all.” He heard Calven’s shocked, in-drawn breath and frowned at him. “It’s harmless in the end. We know this area is a hive of smuggling and piracy. Arresting a bard will make no dent in that. It will change nothing, and...” He paused, uncertain about why he felt so strongly about this matter. “That music, Calven. How could I silence something like that?”

Calven eyed him dubiously. “Your father would. If he’d heard that tonight...”

“I’m not my father,” Dradin snapped, then rubbed a hand over his face, trying to get himself under control. He felt off balance, without the calm surety that normally saw him through day-to-day life.

He felt Calven’s small hand upon his shoulder and let his arm flop back to the bed. “I apologize. That was harsh, and it’s not you I’m annoyed with.”

Calven gave a brilliant smile that lit the room. “I know that, my lord. You need to be able to let go of the anger. I understand.”

Dradin gazed at the boy’s face, still downy with youth. Those eyes were so painfully innocent, and Dradin had fought to keep it that way. “Nobody has the right to take out anger upon you, Calven. Remember that. It does not matter that I was born a lord; I have a duty to master myself and not harm others.”

Calven grimaced. “I’m eternally thankful I was given to you, my lord, and not your brothers. Their servants...”

The boy didn’t have to continue. Dradin knew Calven had witnessed his brothers’ behavior toward their servants. Even Hilden, whom he loved, treated the lower classes with occasional arrogance and disdain. But none of them were as cruel as his middle brother, Vax. Vax was mad, a master of torture of both mind and body. Dradin still bore the scars of Vax’s attentions.

“He was a wonderful musician,” Calven said. “Even if his song was not well-chosen.”

Dradin saw the man’s face in his mind, those pale blue eyes boring into his, so rare in the kingdom, so full of fire. The long copper braid so unusual that he felt the urge to touch it. The direct challenge in the song, in the intensity of the man’s gaze, which Dradin knew he was powerless to accept.

“Sleep,” he whispered, then lay there staring at the ceiling, wondering if the bard would still be there in the morning.
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CHAPTER TWO
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He woke abruptly the next morning with a vague sense of unease. He’d slept fitfully, dreams of ships haunting him through the night. He sat up, irritated before the day had even properly begun.

Stretching, he rose and wandered over to the window, wiping a spot in the grimy pane enough to see out. It was still raining. He sighed, the water streaming down the glass and from the roof brought his uneasy dreams of ships and dark oceans back to mind.

Ships were nothing he wished to think of. All of his brothers were captains of their own vessels, and the only thing Dradin knew about said vessels was that he was glad to see them go, knowing his brothers would be gone for weeks, and full of dread when he saw their sails on the horizon, returning. Especially Vax. Dradin did not see the ocean as freedom. He loved the land, the turn of the seasons, the beauty of trees and flowers. The moody ocean was at one moment kind and fair, at the next a vicious predator stalking the ships and men within them. It was an unforgiving place haunted by pirates.

Perhaps that was the cause of his unease today. He was in a dangerous place rumored to be friendly to smugglers and pirates. Despite all the king’s forces, all his strength and might both on the land and off, the pirates still thrived. Only two weeks ago, Vax had returned with four captive pirates. Dradin had been present when they were dragged through the streets of the town, hands shackled, stumbling with exhaustion and weak with hunger. Dradin knew Vax’s methods of torture all too well. Those pirates could not have fallen into worse hands.

The king would want information about the pirates’ numbers, hiding places, loyalties, and the names of the smugglers they worked with. Dradin had left the next day, eager to be away from the constant flow of congratulations showered upon Vax, who preened under the attention of Lord Landon’s men. Through his travels up to the northern regions, many villagers and townsfolk had quietly asked about the captives, and there had not been lurid interest but genuine concern. That, as much as anything, pointed to the coastal towns under Lord Landon’s rule being part of, or benefiting from, the smuggling that went hand in hand with the pirates’ presence. Considering the weight of the taxes within this kingdom, Dradin was not surprised that people would encourage illegal activities.

Now, in the spring, those same taxes were rumored to rise yet again as the king sought to finance an invasion to the east across the strait into the small, neighboring country of Weislin. Dradin was only an administrator, seeing to his lord father’s lands, but he’d seen and heard disturbing things that gave credence to the rumors. Warships being built. Levies called up. Tons of grain stored, as if to feed an army...

It worried him. Dradin held great respect for Weislin, as it was a place of learning and culture far different from his own country of Malseenia. He often asked the merchants to bring him back books from Weislin, and his rooms were stacked with them, a window into different ways of thinking, different ways of being. It did not seem a land of warmongers. Yet his king was claiming that they were conspiring against Malseenia, planning to cut off trade through the Strait of Plassen, an area controlled by Weislin.

Now, the king might threaten all that learning, all that wonder. There had been no proof presented as to Wieslin's intent, not that Dradin had seen or heard. It seemed more hysteria with little in the way of facts. Dradin did not understand how diplomacy and talks were not a better option, but then he possessed a nature as different from his warlike brothers as it was possible to be. If the king believed an invasion was the best method available to keep his fellow citizens safe and keep the sea routes open, then that had to be true. Didn’t it?

But a part of him, the rebellious, stubborn streak, longed to send a missive to the Wieslin king, warn him of what was being planned, but he had no one he trusted enough to do so. He didn’t dare do it himself. That kind of high treason would see him hanged in an instant. There were spies within his own ranks. That he knew well. His father would never send him off and trust him implicitly. His guards watched all that Dradin did and reported back. The fact that he had not acted over the shanty being sung last night would be fodder for his father’s anger. Turning away from the window, he cursed under his breath and began to dress with silent motions. He headed for the door, leaving Calven a motionless bump under the warm covers.

The guards in the hallway outside his door rose from their crouches and followed him down to the tavern. In the light of a new day, the place looked even dingier than he remembered. A few patrons were passed out at their tables, and Dradin stepped gingerly over the sticky floor, grimacing in distaste.

The innkeeper stuck his head out of the kitchen, and a few moments later, a young woman came bustling out, wiping her hands on her apron as she approached him. His heart sank at the coy look she gave him. He knew that look all too well. Women and men alike were fascinated with his delicate features that made him almost fey in appearance.

He had no interest in either women or men. He held no trust in his heart, and could not find the courage, or the need, to invite someone into so intimate a thing as sexual relations. Everyone was a potential foe, except perhaps Calven and Hilden, and after a lifetime of being Vax’s target, he had no desire to wonder how else he could possibly be hurt. His purity, so obvious in a fortress with no privacy, was grounds for much of his brothers’ taunting. “Little virgin” was the least of their names for him, and Vax had threatened to tie him down and watch one of his own men rip that purity away. Dradin kept far out of Vax’s reach whenever his brother was back from the sea.

The girl glided up to him, watching him through her lashes in what she obviously considered a flirtatious, enticing manner. Dradin took a step backward when she reached out to touch his arm.

Her smile faltered for a moment at his obvious retreat before she rallied, only halting her advance when one of the guards stepped forward, half hiding Dradin behind his bulk.

“My father wishes to know what would please you for breakfast.” Her tone implied that she was included in the menu.

“Something hot and filling, in case we can actually leave on our journey.” Dradin’s voice was brusque, but he didn’t regret the tone. The fact that the innkeeper had sent his daughter out here to ply her trade made him slightly ill.

The girl nodded, stepped away slowly, watching him intently the whole while, and finally disappeared through the doors into the kitchen.

Dradin heaved a sigh of relief and turned for the doorway. He pulled it open and looked out at the pouring rain. He could hardly see across the muddy courtyard to the stables, where he could just make out the edge of his carriage on the eastern side. It was evident that it could not be fixed under these conditions.

The thought of being stuck here for another night was dismaying, but foolishness was no part of his character. The clouds hung low and dark in the sky, with no break evident in the distance. It would remain a wet and dismal day.

He sighed, long and aggravated. At least he could hole up in his room after eating and work on some trade deals that needed to be clarified and written up. If he could get it done before he reached the fortress, it would mean less time spent sitting in one place, which meant fewer opportunities to be harassed by Vax.

Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad thing to be stuck here.

He turned back into the common room and closed the door, only to freeze in place, eyes wide.

The bard had returned. He’d slipped into the room, unseen, somehow, and was ensconced by the fireplace once more, gently tuning his mandolin, head bent in concentration.

The guards seemed startled by the man’s sudden appearance as well, making Dradin frown. His men were skilled and alert, and it would have been difficult to slip past their attention to the fireplace. He saw his head guard, Brilat, narrow his eyes upon the musician, almost bristling.

Dradin shook his head, silently averting confrontation, though he, himself, was taken aback by the bard’s stealth. Even so much larger than Dradin, the man certainly could move like the cat Dradin had likened him to the night before. He could appreciate that, as he had spent his youth doing the same to avoid his family within the fortress.

A sense of anticipation began to build within him, something rare in his ordered existence, and he slowly went to sit at a table that would give him a close view of the man’s fingers upon the beautiful instrument.

Then the bard began to play, soft and low, just a whisper of sound, and Dradin forgot everything but the music.

Wondrous.

Dradin watched every graceful movement of those long fingers, the way they plucked and strummed, teasing the sound from the mandolin rather than forcing it. He cradled it, touched it gently, the way he’d touch a lover’s skin.

Dradin drew back, shocked, wondering where such an aberration of thought had come from. He was not given to flights of fancy, but music seemed to bring out something within him, something frightening. For the first time, he considered that maybe his father was right, that music was something to avoid. Certainly Dradin was responding in a manner that was not at all comfortable. He shifted in the chair, restless, suddenly wanting to leave and shut out the notes that played upon his nerves, leaving him shaken.

Pale blue eyes rose to meet his, and he froze, caught, trapped in a manner he could not fathom.

The smallest of smirks lifted the corner of the man’s mouth, and his look was knowing, challenging, taunting. As though he dared Dradin to stay instead of flee.

Dradin found himself accepting the silent challenge, lifting his chin and settling back stubbornly into his chair, arms slowly crossing over his chest.

The bard grinned before skipping his fingers over the strings with speed and finesse, creating a sound much like the rain outside. The similarity was fascinating, and again, Dradin found himself leaning forward, caught in the snare of the music.

Those eerie, pale blue eyes watched him intently, but Dradin could not find the presence of mind to be self-conscious. It was only when Calven entered the room, sleepy-eyed and tousled, that his attention was drawn away from the music and its creator.

He gave a fond smile and ruffled his servant’s hair into a further tangle, making the boy bat ineffectually at his hands. “You slept well, little one.”

Calven, never one for mornings, pouted, rubbing at his eyes like a sleepy three-year-old rather than the fourteen years he was. “You were supposed to wake me, my lord. And it got cold after you left.”

“Well, we won’t be going anywhere today.” Dradin gestured to the large windows where rain ran down the panes in streams. “Damn weather will hold us back.”

Calven sighed, leaning an elbow on the table to prop himself up. “We have to stay another night here, in this dump?” He straightened, throwing a worried glance Dradin’s way. “I mean, this place is poor lodging for you, my lord.”

Dradin smirked at Calven’s slip of the tongue, then cleared his throat as the young woman reappeared, carrying a large tray with various plates and mugs upon it. Calven subsided, but the dismay in his expression did not. Calven thrived best with cleanliness and order, both of which were sadly lacking here. “You can tidy up the room after breakfast, if that helps.”

The girl set down the tray and began to sort out the dishes, placing them neatly in front of Dradin, while making sure her cleavage was on full display. Impressive though that cleavage was, Dradin only felt discomfort and annoyance. One of his guards made an appreciative sound, and the girl transferred her attentions to him, perhaps realizing that there would be no response from Dradin.

He sighed with relief, taking a bite of fresh bread slathered with honey butter.

The music paused, and he glanced up.

The musician had put aside his instrument as the innkeeper placed a dish on the table in front of him. Again, the bard was given a half bow and a nod from the taciturn owner, and Dradin frowned at the strange gesture. The musician seemed well known here, and the respect he received seemed more than was warranted.

The bard met his gaze, then inclined his head ever so slightly, as one lord would do to another, with Dradin being the lesser.

Dradin found his eyebrow climbing. That gesture was done perfectly, with the ease of a person who knew the rules within landed nobility. He chewed his bread slowly, meeting that pale stare until he was quite sure the man had taken the point. If Dradin looked away, it was because he wished to, not because he was intimidated.

The nerve. It could be, perhaps, that the bard was of noble blood, or perhaps a bastard without proper acknowledgment from his father. The lazy arrogance that practically surrounded the musician seemed to lean more toward the former. That arrogance was well honed, in a way that only noble blood and upbringing could bring about.

He ignored the bard utterly after that. Today the man was mocking him with irreverence, and yesterday he’d sung sedition to Dradin’s face. Whoever he was, wherever he was from, the man was looking for trouble. Trouble that Dradin had no intention of delivering. He was no fool. He was far from the nearest loyal city, in a place where his father’s name was cursed rather than respected.

It would be best to lay low, ignore the provocations, and move on in the morning. He could only pray that such a thing would be possible. Perhaps they could pack all his things and buy a horse or two to carry the extra load. Surely he and Calven could double with two of the guards. Anything to get out of here, be free of the grime and poverty, the sense of hostility, the feeling of safety being a fragile, temporary thing.

“See what you can do about horses, Brilat.” He kept his voice low as he addressed his head guard. “I want options if the weather does not change and we need to move.”

Brilat nodded, his broad face solemn and wary as he eyed the bard. “I will, my lord. I don’t like what I feel here. There’s danger, and it involves that bard.” He jerked his chin in the musician’s direction.

The bard had returned to his music, face serene and involved, as though he had utterly dismissed their presence.

Dradin was inclined to agree with his guard. Something was here, something that seemed to slide into the tavern and wrap around his senses. A feeling of being on edge, of knowing that something was happening just out of his sight. He had honed his instincts well; they helped keep him out of his brothers’ grasp. Judging by the odd respect the innkeeper had given the musician, he knew Brilat was correct. Whatever the danger was to them, the bard was part of it.

* * *
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DRADIN WORKED IN HIS room as the day dragged on, with the guards outside, some playing dice upon the floor, while others remained alert. Calven was content cleaning and then repacking Dradin’s possessions in a manner that would enable them to be carried on horseback.

Dradin pushed his worries aside and concentrated on drafting a report to his father that he would deliver upon his arrival.

When this was done, he could focus on the trade deals that were the only thing his father would care about. With any luck, once he laid them in his father’s hand, he would be dismissed as he often was, only called back to talk to his father’s scribe if there was anything in the reports needing clarification. He would finally be able to rest in his own room, his door heavily barred as usual. In his quarters, he had at least a modicum of safety, with a thick oak door between him and his brothers. Not to mention the secret passages he’d discovered as a boy. Here, the door looked like it might crumble under the force of a mild breeze, and the lock with it. Only his guards stood between him and the hostility of this place and its people. The hatred his father fostered could well land on Dradin’s shoulders.

He frowned, his quill pausing for a moment before he dipped it in the ink and began writing the next line. He needed to leave this part of his father’s lands as soon as possible. He would inform Brilat that they would abandon the carriage and leave before morning light, which should give them enough time to reach the city of Rayshire by nightfall. Without the carriage, they’d make much better time, although he mourned its loss and comfort. His father would not be pleased with the carriage falling into the hands of thieves, which certainly seemed like its fate.

Even if it was another black mark upon him and his work, the loss of a carriage seemed a far better prospect than staying here another day. The feeling of danger had only thickened throughout the afternoon, and Dradin knew he’d find no sleep that night. His sense of danger was highly attuned from his youth, living a day-to-day existence in fear for his own safety, all while in the luxury of his father’s home.

He shook his head, casting aside the morose feelings that always came with those memories. He was older now, wiser, and he had his own ways of avoiding trouble with his brothers.

It was only Vax he could not predict.

Calven looked up from his packing, noticed Dradin was squinting over the parchment in the light of a guttering candle, and quickly replaced it with another.

“Food should be coming directly, my lord. I thought it would be better to eat up here, even if it cost a pretty penny, rather than endure the scrutiny below. When it does come, please eat. You’ll need the strength if we are to ride hard in the morning.”

Dradin nodded, gave a half smile to his servant that meant he’d heard the words, even if he had little appetite at the moment, and returned to his work. The sun had just gone down when he finally signed the last paper, rolling them together into a neat bundle and tying them up with a red ribbon, his own sign of work completed. He straightened in the chair, groaning a little as his back protested the long hours hunched over the parchments.

Calven tutted and came over to massage his neck and upper back, scolding him gently as he did so. Dradin leaned back into the trusted touch, enjoying the simple pleasure of muscles unknotting, conceding to Calven’s talented and amazingly strong fingers.

Brilat opened the door and ushered in the innkeeper’s girl along with two others. The aromas of food drifted through the room, making Dradin salivate with anticipation. Whether it was the fresh air here, away from the city smoke, or some other factor, he found himself feeling ravenous, not his usual reaction to food.

After making sure there was enough food for his men, he sighed with relief as the door closed and only Calven and he remained.

The food was worth every penny Calven had spent. There was beef stew, rich and hearty. A potato dish with rich cheese mixed into it. Honey carrots that tasted better than his father’s prized cook made. And a dessert, light and lemony, that melted in his mouth. He prayed his stomach would accept the bounty and not act up as it often did.

Calven made a pleased hum as he uncovered a pitcher and sniffed its contents. “Apple cider! Fresh-made by the scent.” He poured himself a mugful and grinned at Dradin. “All mine, since you hate it so much.”

Dradin shuddered at the mere thought of the taste upon his lips. He was the only person he knew who disliked apples in all forms but especially in cider. He waved a hand, and Calven went to the window seat to enjoy his prize, away from where Dradin could smell the powerful odor.

There was water, a small pitcher, probably meant for washing hands instead of drinking but still clear and cold and inviting. Dradin would choose water ten times over cider, wine, ale or any of the usual alternatives. After he’d slaked his thirst, he summoned the guard captain.

Brilat, his grim face dour and questioning, shouldered his broad, powerful body through the doorway and shut the door behind him.

“Everyone had enough?” Dradin questioned.

Brilat nodded, his expression remaining stern.

“Good. I would like to leave before first light.” He struggled to keep his distaste for traveling all day in soaked conditions out of his voice.

Brilat nodded, his eyes vigilant, always a faithful watchdog for Dradin’s father. “I’ll see to it, my lord. A little rain won’t harm us.” Now his eyes shone with amused contempt. “I will be informing your father of the lack of respect that grows here.” His tone made it clear he would be telling Lord Landon of Dradin’s failure in disciplining that same disrespect.

Dradin felt the usual quiet despair overwhelm him. It was a familiar emotion when dealing with his father’s watchdogs. “Thank you. See that at least some of you get some good sleep.”

Brilat nodded, then left the room with the silent tread he was known for, a feat in itself for so large a man.

Calven held up Dradin’s boots. “I got the mud off them this morning, my lord.”

He rose to his feet and smiled at his servant. “I didn’t envy you that task. It felt like glue when I was walking through it. I can’t imagine it came off easily.”

Calven shrugged with his usual, easy good cheer. “A bit at a time. It gets done.”

“Your patience is amazing. Despite those being my best boots, I think I would have tossed them rather than have to work on that mud.”

Calven shook his head fondly. “You have patience for greater things, and for people. Let me have my little quirks, my lord.”

“I love your little quirks.” Dradin tousled his hair, grinning when the boy batted at him half-heartedly. “Come, I want us to sleep well, and early.”

* * *
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DESPITE HIS WORDS, hours later Dradin still lay awake, staring into the shadows of the rafters, dreading the coming morning. He usually slept well with Calven snoring in his bedroll on the floor beside his narrow bed, a steady, comforting sound, but tonight, for some reason, he could not find the will to sleep.

Even at this hour, he could hear the raucous sounds of the tavern below, and very faintly, the music of the bard. The music was at times loud and toe-tapping, then growing softer with the pull of a ballad, but the musician’s voice still powerful enough to pierce through all the rooms.

He sighed with exasperation, closing his eyes and rolling to his side. In the darkness, he could see the crack of light shining under the door. He watched as the shadows of two feet appeared in the crack, stopping right in front of his door. The door handle moved, a furtive, stealthy up and down of the latch, the sound drowned out by the song below.

His heart began to pound hard in his chest. The door was locked, but his guards would’ve knocked, not tried to open the latch. He quietly climbed out of bed and reached down to shake Calven awake. Calven did not respond. He felt odd – limp.
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