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She woke up with a start, alerted by a strong crash. She settled back into the old rocking chair from which she was slipping and picked up the woolen blanket that had fallen to the floor. She was suddenly overwhelmed by the anguish of a thunderous silence. She had stopped hearing the crackling of the fire in the fireplace and soon realized that the flame was almost extinct. She just had to get up and step forward to rekindle the fire by throwing in a couple more logs as she stirred them with the poker. The fire emerged like a small phoenix and devoured, insatiably, the coniferous wood that had fallen into its jaws. The old woman stood there motionless for a few more minutes, as if the warm orange glow from the black fireplace had mesmerized her. She adjusted the shawl that hung over her shoulders and turned her gaze to the window, where she heard a new crash; it was a thud, like the one she had heard just a few seconds ago. Trying to suppress a secret fear, she stood up and walked slowly towards the window, drawing back the curtain. The darkness engulfed much of the environment and only the silver disk of the moon, crowning the sky, offered a vague idea of a landscape that seemed idyllic by day and became disturbing and sinister by night.  The jagged silhouettes of the mountains that rose in front of the old farm, stood solemn and majestic, almost haughty before the fear of those who lived in the vicinity.

That was not a feeling that she could have turned into a habit,  since  it  went back to just a month ago. The Innoth Forests had always been populated by wolves, but these noble animals seemed to have always known the limits of their territory, something they had respected until just three weeks ago. Since then, there had been many who had claimed to see the members of some packs on the old roads to the village.

Lora could not help but direct her gaze to the west. By day, the old stone bridge that led to the village of Vianta was perfectly visible from there, but on that dark night, only the shadows contrasted with the most absolute darkness. In the distance, the lights of the village made its outline vaguely distinguishable. Hans, her husband, had left that morning for the city of Glosburg, which was about three or four days ride. After hard days of non-stop work, they had managed to harvest a good part of the crops and the man did not want to wait another day to trade those fruits of his pride. Themselves and that old farm were all they had and for that very reason, Lora was concerned that Hans had not wanted to wait to return and had risked traveling at night to the helplessness of that darkness and the dangers that from it lurked. Their old mare was no longer up for those trots and although she had said so a thousand times, Hans insisted that removing the animal from her usual activity would only be a way of condemning her to death, as was happening to himself. But the truth was that in recent times, the strength of that mare had failed more than usual and Lora feared that if that happened on the edge of the forest, something terrible could happen. She had insisted on asking him to wait and travel just in daylight, something he had promised her, but she feared he would not fulfill.

A third crash startled her making her recoil, uttering a gasp as she released the curtain. The outer shutter of the window had come loose from its bracket and was beating insistently on the façade and the glass at the whim of the strong wind blowing from the north. The shreds of cloud tore the velvety sky, intermittently hiding the silver moon and the tops of the tall pines that formed the slopes of the mountains, swayed like a sinister audience in an imaginary grandstand.

Lora opened the window and held the wooden gate. An icy blast entered the room and violently rocked the thin gauze curtain that hung down from the pantry. She felt a chill and lost at a stroke the warmth that had comforted her into a deep sleep. She was not very clear about the why of it, but an anguished sensation nestled in the pit of her stomach. She desperately scanned the surroundings and tried to find the reason for her unease. She did not find it, but she was not the only one who felt that way. She suddenly heard the horses neighing in the stable; they seemed nervous and troubled. However, she was greatly surprised that Black, an old retriever dog that always used to accompany Hans on his trips to the city, but who in recent months, suffering from the ailments that made him limp, had stopped doing so, had not joined his barking at the neighing of Tisa and Amber, the steeds, younger than old Yona, but in whose loyalty Hans did not so blindly trust.

“Black!” Lora turned inside the house, with the window still open and she called the animal, thinking that perhaps he had fallen asleep in some corner, but Black’s dark silhouette did not appear. He used to sleep inside the house, despite often going outside through the hatch Hans had built in the back door. 

When the woman turned her gaze outward again, she felt like she was out of breath. The path ran a few feet further, on the other side of the old wooden fence that surrounded the property, and it was not difficult for her to distinguish the fire of some torches that were advancing at a rhythmic pace along its route, to the east. 

Lora put her hands to her mouth and was silent. It looked like a procession; she could not make out much from there, but the glow of the torches did give her a rough idea of the number of people who seemed to be advancing in single line; there must have been at least twelve or fifteen. But what daring travelers would have been reckless enough to walk through the darkness on the  fringes  of  the  Innoth  Forest,  of  which  such  dark events have been recounted in recent weeks? She wondered.  She thought that they were probably some travelers whom the night had surprised far from the village. For an instant, Lora strived with the need to run and warn them, but that nonetheless made her struggle with unusual fear. Suddenly she felt ridiculous: she did well to be afraid of the wolves that in recent weeks had destroyed crops, herds, and even taken some lonely walker, but why should the presence of a few travelers who would surely be unaware of everything and that they would probably only seek to advance without pause to arrive as soon as possible to their destination?

She quickly closed the window shutters and ran to the shelve to get the lamp, which she carefully lit. Then she turned and walked out the door, striding across the expanse of ground that separated her from the fence, heading for the road.

“Wait!” She yelled as she advanced. “Wait a minute, please!” 

The slow march of light stopped and she knew immediately that they had heard her voice. When she reached the fence, she could make out some of the faces that made up that curious retinue. Coming face to face with them did not reassure her in the least, but rather the opposite. A man with tousled gray hair watched her indifferently from atop a dark steed. His pale complexion contrasted with the blackness of his clothes, the final touch was set by a very long cloak that fell over his saddle. Lora had the impression that this man must have many years in his back, despite barely crossing his face a couple of wrinkles on his forehead and a striking scar traced from his right temple to his chin. Guarding the strange rider were many faces, no less devoid of that disturbing halo that made them seem everything but simply lost or hurried travelers. Rather, it resembled some kind of strange retinue. 

“He... hello,” stuttered Lora. “I just wanted to... warn you. It is dangerous to cross the roads at night.”

The one who seemed to be leading the retinue smiled without excessively changing the expression on his face.

“And what kind of dangers lie in wait for us, my Lady?” He asked.

“In the last weeks wolves have been sighted outside the forest fringes. They have attacked houses, herds and even people. I do not mean to scare you, but...”

“We will have in mind those warnings,” the man interrupted. “You do not know how much we appreciate it.”

His voice was low and deep; his eyes, dark and penetrating. She was disturbed by the confusing mix of hues that seemed to blend into them.

The wind continued to blow strongly and fiercely waved the flames of the torches carried by some of the members of what seemed to be his retinue. 

Lora felt everyone’s gazes fixed on her, something that made her feel uncomfortable. She moved hers through the procession and she could tell that this man was not the only one traveling on horseback. From the proximity of the lights she could make out at least two more silhouettes mounted on the back of their respective steeds, while the others did so on foot. 

“You should go back to your house.” A middle-aged man, holding the reins of the first rider, had spoken to her in a much softer, velvety voice. Lora looked at him and could not suppress a shudder as he bit his lower lip. The woman gulped and instantly regretted having set out in search of those strange travelers. She thought of Hans and the string of reproaches he would have said if he were there; he would have scolded her for her impulsiveness, for her need to help people whose intentions she did not know, and for the few times she bothered to take precautions before “getting headfirst into a thousand troubles”. She began to back away slowly, under the intense stares of those people and soon turned to quicken her pace towards the house. Even with her back to those foreigners, she felt the weight of their gaze. Why were not they moving on again? She thought.

She quickened her stride more and almost began to run, driven by something that not even she understood. Such was her haste to disappear from there that she fell facedown to the ground and lost the lamp, which rolled a few feet beyond her. Still lying on the grass, she turned and looked again at the strangers, who had not even flinched. She felt that her heart was going to leap out of her mouth and, helping herself with her trembling hands, got up again and ran awkwardly to the house. She shot across the threshold and leaned her back against the door as soon as she closed it. She had not even felt the change in temperature when she entered again; she was still shaking and totally rigid. Trying to catch her breath, she shifted her gaze to the fireplace: the fire was out and soon realized that the cold that overwhelmed her was not just a product of fear. She clasped her arms with her bare hands and moved timidly toward the kitchen, which back door was open. 

“Black!” She exclaimed with a small voice. 

Motionless in the middle of the room, she turned again and found that on the other side of the windows there was no longer any trace of those strange travelers. She turned her attention back to the kitchen and she could no longer, if she wanted, think of screaming: a pack of wolves stalked her, snarling with contained eagerness and fascinating longing. The dark animals pouncing on her was the last that her small eyes could see before she felt a sharp and heartbreaking pain, a prelude to absolute darkness.
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The sun had already begun to descend on the horizon of the small village of Vianta when the hooves of horses made the earth rumbled and the murmurs among the villagers ignited like wildfire, from mouth to mouth. The rumors about the arrival of the most anticipated day for them seemed close to becoming a palpable and tangible reality, but none of them wanted to launch the bells to the flight before they had total certainty. The first soldiers entered the village at a trot, causing the locals to stop their chores so as not to lose details of what was happening. The restraint was palpable in the atmosphere and nervous laughter was combined with fear and suspicion for what would ultimately be the future of that remote place.

Little by little the soldiers stopped and accepted the gifts that the villagers offered them upon arrival, after five days of absence, although none of them dared to ask what had happened. Suddenly a black-furred steed rushed into the village, forcing soldiers and locals to move quickly away, many of them swallowing their expletives as they found out who it was.

“Jaren!” A voice shouted from the crowd.

The young man slowed down and retraced his horse’s steps until he was next to the one who had called him. 

“Erik,” he greeted him. “Good morning.” 

Erik then noticed the blood that stained his friend’s face from  his  left  temple  to  his  chin,  tracing  an  eerie  furrow across his cheek. It still looked fresh and he wondered if the injury was serious, though the smile on the other young man’s face made him dismiss the possibility.

“What happened?” Asked the lad, frowning. “Is it true what they say?”

Jaren got off his horse, not losing the smile that lit up his face despite the bumps and bruises.

“Almost never,” he replied. “What are they saying?”

Erik said nothing and continued scrutinizing the young man’s face in search of some answer, some clue that would reveal what he would end up announcing next.

Jaren climbed over the well in the center of the small square and held onto the rope that tangled around the pulley to raise and lower the buckets.

“Villagers and people of Vianta,” he shouted, “the war is over. Likara has surrendered and there will be no more attacks.”

Containment gave way to an outburst of joy and happiness; some wept in disbelief after several months of suffering, death and destruction, while others hugged each other and ran to deliver the good news to those who had not yet found out. There were not a few who surrounded Jaren when he came down from the well, filling him with gratitude, emotional tears, hugs.

When he managed to break free from the tumult, he walked back to Erik, who was waiting for him, leaning on his crutch. At times, his injury did not give him any problem and the lad could walk without any help or support; others, however, his battered leg suffered and he was even unable to walk. Jaren would have liked that day to be one of those where he could run and jump, because in the three months that he had been there, he had come to truly appreciate him and care for like a brother. 

“I can’t believe it,” Erik said, as he hugged him, even letting go of the crutch. “I can’t believe this day is finally here.” 

“Well, believe it, Erik. It is over.” Jaren picked up the

crutch again and handed it back to the lad. “My Father’s messengers have arrived in the last few hours. Likara has surrendered. We have driven the last soldiers and Vianta has resisted. Now everything is at peace.”

A man then approached to take the reins of Donko, Jaren’s horse and lead him away, after bowing slightly to the young man. Erik had seen that scene replay for a long time, but even so he was unable to get used to grown men twice Jaren’s age paying homage to him in this way and offering him such signs of respect. It should not be strange, he repeated, since Jaren was the son of the King of Isalia and although young, he had accompanied his men in war on numerous occasions, since his father sent him for the first time, when he was only fourteen years old, as he himself had explained.

The young men walked among the people, who kept coming closer to thank the young Prince for the defense of their village and the end of that war that had lasted so long and that had gathered their last forces there.

They advanced slowly, as Erik limped on his left leg as a consequence, according to what he had explained, of the accident suffered in the fall from a horse.

“I suppose you will now leave, don’t you?” Erik asked, looking straight ahead.

Jaren watched him, reaching for the blood that was still flowing from his temple and making him start to feel slightly dizzy.

“Yes,” he replied. “My Father has ordered to return immediately. As I say, here we are finished.”

“My sister is going to miss you,” Erik added, smiling. This time the young man did look him in the eye. 

“I am going to miss Sylvaen too; and many things in Vianta.” 

“You’re kidding,” Erik replied again. “No one in their right mind can miss this place, even less when you live in Isalia, in a castle, surrounded by all kinds of luxuries.” 

“Luxuries, responsibilities, obligations, things that do

not even matter to me,” Jaren said. “I spend my life accompanying my Father to meetings with people I do not know, but whom he would kill to please and be liked. This is the opposite, lost from the world, away from everything, free. Everything is so simple, so easy despite the difficulties. Trust me, I would not hesitate to change it.” 

“Only someone who has always had everything would say that.”

“I do not have as much as you think, Erik.”

Jaren stopped and surveyed the surroundings before returning to fix his eyes on Erik.

“You know that I am engaged to the daughter of the King of Esteona. I cannot offer your sister anything.”

“But I thought that you and she...”

“I was honest at all times, Erik, with her and with you. I did not fool anyone.”

“Yeah... I guess it was naïve to think that you were going to change a Princess for a simple peasant.”

“It has nothing to do with that and you know it perfectly. You know me.”

“Do you love that Princess?”

“I have not even met her, but you know how things work. The agreement will be profitable for Isalia and Esteona and that is the only thing that counts. My Father needs it. He has too many open fronts and if he does not seek allies he will not resist.”

“Is that the only thing that matters?”

“Not for me, Erik, but in this matter I am tied hand and foot.” 

“You don’t love that Princess because you don’t even know her. But Sylvaen?” 

Jaren took a deep breath and was unable to meet his friend’s gaze, who nodded, understanding the young man’s evasion. 

“You should at least go say goodbye to her, do things right, you know.”

Without even saying goodbye, Erik left, limping and soon mingled with the crowd, which continued to run from one side to the other, immersed in an unusual activity, different from the day-to-day that Jaren had lived in Vianta since his arrival. He surveyed the surroundings and took a deep breath. Even though the war was over, it would take much longer for the village to erase the signs of suffering and devastation. The collapsed cabins, the destroyed buildings, the dust and the growth of the cemetery would give a good example for a long time of all that Vianta had suffered, but Jaren knew that the will of its people would be enough to rebuild that place and establish a more than necessary peace. He then remembered the day his father informed him of his decision to send him there to safeguard the passage to the largest silver mines in the area, a priority target in the war that Isalia was developing against Likara. Defending such an insignificant village had been a nuisance to Jaren rather than a challenge, even a humiliation. He had never understood why his father put so much effort into maintaining a place that was only a great annoyance because of how far it was from Isalia itself and that in return, hardly reported anything that could be beneficial to him. Not even silver mines were valuable to Isalia, who could import the mineral from anywhere else, but apparently it was a unique silver in the world for its strange properties and that was reason enough to fight for its safeguard. Even the fact that the growing kingdom of Isalia was too far away was not an obstacle, not only for the King to send there a defense more than enough, but for it to be headed by his own son, giving a good account of the importance that the sovereign conferred on Vianta. Three months after the King’s quest, Jaren was inwardly grateful that his father held such a small village in such high esteem. Coming to that place had allowed him to live in a very different way than he did in Isalia, mingling with its people, feeling like one of them, being called by name, treated without that exacerbated  respect,  almost  bordering  on  the  fear  with which seemed to treat him the few citizens of Isalia who could have access to him: only the servants and some merchants or soldiers.

He took a few steps until he reached the humble little cabin where Erik lived with his sister Sylvaen and his mother, Elessa, a place where he had spent many afternoons, as he had in so many other houses, where else humble to which their owners invited him with the best of their intentions despite the little they could offer. He knocked on the door without receiving an answer and leaned to look inside, in whose fire was boiling a pot with stew. The smell soon washed over him and he stepped inside, closing the door behind him.

“Hello? Sylvaen?” He exclaimed. “Elessa?”

He walked slowly to the pot and stuck his finger in to taste the delicious broth boiling in it. He calmly surveyed his surroundings as he leaned against the small four-seat table that occupied the center of the room. The murmur from the street reached there a little more subdued and Jaren thought then that perhaps the two women had gone out as well. At the same moment, Sylvaen appeared from the pantry that was located at the back and when she ran into the young man she stopped, suddenly. 

“Jaren!” She exclaimed. She released the braid she was doing and ran to lunge into his arms. “Dear heaven, I was so worried! When have you arrived?” 

“Just a few minutes ago,” he replied. “Everything is over. Likara has surrendered and the attacks on Vianta will never happen again.” 

Sylvaen grabbed Jaren by the face and kissed him intensely, almost desperately, as if somehow she sensed what was about to happen and wanted to take advantage of the last lashes of a desire that they had both unleashed from the first moment. But Sylvaen knew nothing and in that instant of happiness that was drawn in her eyes, she did not seem to consider whether she wanted the option. She brushed  away  the  lock  of  hair  that  fell over her face and fixed her dark eyes on Jaren’s, trying to appear a calm that she did not feel.

“You’re hurt,” she murmured, stroking the blood that still trickled down the young man’s face. “Sit down, I’ll sew that cut.”

He obeyed without question and trying to find inside the words to communicate what he had come to say to her. They had discussed the matter on numerous occasions, just as he himself reminded Erik, but Sylvaen used to pretend that those conversations had never happened, omitting that part of Jaren’s life that she did not like and in which she was not included.

The Prince watched her as she prepared the instruments to heal his wound, as she had done so many times before. Sylvaen was not to be missed by most of the young men in Vianta, and he had been able to see it for himself in the three months he had been there: dark eyes, straight reddish hair, snowy skin, full lips, generous curves. What more could one ask for? He thought. But beyond the mere attraction that existed between them, Jaren had never gotten to feel what she wanted, what Erik himself wanted. Sylvaen had always been an angel to him, as had the rest of Vianta. She had offered him a plate of hot food on numerous occasions and he had kept her awake in the nights of injuries and fever after the attacks suffered in the village. To confirm everything that and being unable to fall in love with her, as Erik would like, made him wonder if it was ever possible that he could come to feel something honest, important and true, not only for Sylvaen herself, but for any young woman, beyond the simple attraction or the fun that he had sought until then in them, also finding a way so easy that at times it made him feel bad about himself. Did they succumb to his charms, which were not few, or did they succumb only to the title he held? With striking green eyes and brown hair, Jaren had earned the predilection of many princesses as a first option to the pressure of their parents. Their marriages would be,  like  his  own,  arranged acts to satisfy allies and achieve goals far away from their own happiness, so that the least they could hope for was to assign them to one of the most desirable princes of those vast lands. Perhaps, he used to think, falling in love was not something destined for him and since he had been engaged to a lassie he did not even know, perhaps that was for the best, for how would he assume his engagement if he were in love with someone else? He had not even cared what she was like, that young woman whom he had not seen in his life and whom he would probably meet as soon as he returned to Isalia.

“This is going to hurt.” Sylvaen’s voice woke him from his reveries. He nodded and instantly felt the needle pierce his temple. He closed his eyes in pain and snorted. “I’m sorry,” she apologized.

“Do not worry.”

“I promise to make it up to you. Tomorrow we can spend the morning at the waterfall and then I thought we could eat at Issen Lake.” The young woman looked at him, pausing momentarily. “Life will not be enough for us to thank you for everything you have done, Jaren,” she concluded before kissing his lips again. 

“Sylvaen, I have to go back to Isalia,” he finally replied. 

She stopped again and even without opening her mouth, without making the slightest gesture, Jaren knew that his words had slapped her and returned to that reality that Sylvaen so eagerly ignored. 

“You’re leaving?” 

“My Father has ordered our immediate return, now that everything is over. I will leave some guards at the border until everything has settled down, but I must go back.”

To Jaren’s relief, Sylvaen continued to mend his wound until in a couple of minutes she was done. Then she crossed her arms in front of him and her expression, transformed into a block of ice, struggled with the crying she was trying to contain.

“And... we?” She dared to ask at last.

Jaren got up.

“I am sorry. We had talked about this before. I have to go back.”

“Asking you... to take me with you would be absurd, isn’t it?”

“Sylvaen, you know what awaits me in Isalia.” She smiled and shook her head.

“Are you still thinking of marrying her?”

“I have no choice; it is not something that I have decided.”

“But you just accept it.”

“And what can I do?”

“I can’t believe you are so belligerent in battle and so diligent with the King.”

“Not only is my future at stake, but that of Isalia. The alliance with Esteona suits my Father’s kingdom. The war has gotten complicated and he needs allies who...”

Sylvaen moved closer to him, who almost tripped over the chair behind her and hugged him tightly, covering with kisses his face, his lips, his neck. Jaren closed his eyes and tried to search inwardly for a way to stop this. Maybe listening to Erik had been a mistake and giving Sylvaen a chance to try to convince him was only going to end up hurting the young woman more. 

“Sylvaen, please...” 

“I love you, Jaren. I know it’s crazy, you’re a Prince and I’m... I’m a peasant, but I love you. Do not leave me please.” 

The door opened at that moment and Sylvaen stepped aside before Jaren’s mute thanks to the person who had just arrived: Elessa, the girl and Erik’s mother, a woman with a voluminous body who drew three heads to several of Jaren’s men. 

“Majesty!” She exclaimed enthusiastically. 

In two long strides the woman was next to the young man and hugged him tightly, patting his back so vehemently that the few parts of his body that did not hurt began to do so. 

“My Lady...”

“I just found out that it’s all over,” she exclaimed in her booming voice. “Congratulations and may the Gods bless you!”

“Thank you. We just did what we had to do.”

“Yes, yes... Long live the King of Isalia! And his son, of course, his glorious army. I heard you are leaving shortly. I hope you at least stay tonight to celebrate.”

“Of course.”

“Sylvaen!” She screamed again. “Is dinner done? Jaren could stay with us today.”

“I appreciate it, my Lady, but I would like to go take a bath and rest a little. We will have dinner during the celebration, so Sylvaen does not need to bother cooking anything.” 

“For her it is not a nuisance, but an honor; right, daughter?”

The woman put her arm around her daughter and pressed her against her chest, as she stared at Jaren, her face inscrutable.

“That’s right,” she murmured with hardly a voice.

“Still,” he insisted. “There is no need.” 

“Alright,” the woman agreed. “We’ll see you tonight then.” 

Jaren backed away slowly and said goodbye with a silent nod of his head. As he left the house, he leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. The image of Sylvaen begging him to take her with him reverberated in his head over and over again. He must have foreseen it before agreeing to Erik’s request to say goodbye to her; what was more, what he should never have agreed to was to surrender himself into the arms of Sylvaen or any other young woman in that place, to which only the strictest duty should have led him. There had been not a few soldiers who had done the same with so many other villagers, many of them, deceived only by the idea of  making them fall in love and being taken to Isalia, far from Vianta and the few possibilities that the village offered, a goal that the younger ones had looked insistently at Jaren himself. He knew it, but although he had tried to be clear with them from the beginning, he also assumed that it must be inevitable for them to keep hope: to fall in love with the Prince and for him to take them to Isalia, facing the King and whatever else it takes for them or at least, placing them in the castle or in some charming house there and offering them enough money to ensure their well-being for the rest of their life. Nor did he leave empty in his encounters with those young women, from whom he obtained pleasant moments and fun without that commitment that tied him so much in Isalia to many other obligations, but when he ran into Erik’s sister, things changed. The young man had become like a brother to him, treating Sylvaen in the same way that any other young woman was offensive to Erik himself, who was initially suspicious of what his sister might expect from the Prince. Jaren gave up other possibilities and prolonged his fun with Sylvaen too much, something that she had understandably interpreted differently. 

In the midst of his thoughts, Jaren winced when the wing of the window slammed against the wall a few inches from his head and he could hear then, the voices of Sylvaen and Elessa. 

“Tomorrow he will leave and he will do so alone, with his people,” the latter exclaimed, while her hand struck furiously on the table. “It was the only opportunity we had to get out of all this misery, to abandon this sack of poverty and rot, and you have wasted it. You are not uglier than the others, child, and I don’t understand why you have not been able to put a little more of you so as not to limit yourself to being one of those who warm his bed.” 

“I wasn’t one of those,” Sylvaen defended herself. “Jaren had spent much more time with me than he had with any other and that is already a huge triumph.” 

“And what use will that triumph do us if he doesn’t take you with him or consider you to become his wife? You will never have a prince under the roof of this disgusting hut again, do you understand? You don’t even make someone want to make you his wife.”

“Mother, he is determined to marry that noblewoman. I can’t do anything else; I have followed your instructions at all times, but...”

“But nothing! Can’t you see? I do it for you and your brother. The best healers could treat him in Isalia.”

“Erik says Jaren promised him that and my brother trusts his word.”

“Nonsense! Do you think that when the Prince leaves here he will remember us?”

“Well, if you are so desperate to leave Vianta and reach Isalia, you will have to settle for that other soldier, Atsel. He eats from my hand, Mother and could give us a good life.”

“A soldier... when we have a Prince. It’s lowering the bar a lot, don’t you think? We have one last option. Tell him that you are pregnant, that you are expecting his child, a grandson of the King. He will not be able to disengage just like that.” 

“Mother, he’s not an idiot. He will notice.” 

“How? Haven’t you done everything that needs to be done for that to happen? Once he accepts you, if you are not pregnant, get to it and if he does not want to know anything more about you, turn to your soldier so that he will give you that offspring.” 

Jaren straightened and walked away slowly and serenely, disgusted by everything he had heard. He could expect such tricks from many young women there who, driven by need, tried to figure out how to find a better life, but from Elessa, Sylvaen and therefore from Erik he would never have expected it. 

He brushed his hair away from his face and quickened his pace, no longer attending to the people who still thanked him for the peace they had achieved. The camp was to the north of the village and all he wanted was to lie down inside his tent, close his eyes and forget the world for a while.

However, he had barely managed to advance a few steps when the familiar voice of a child made him stop and turn.

“Jaren!” He yelled as he ran. “Jaren, you have to come, you have to see this.”

“What is it, Phileas?” He asked.

“Lora is dead,” answered the boy. His breathing was still racing from the run that had brought him there, probably from Lora’s old farm, located on the other side of the bridge, outside Vianta.

The whispers caught on as quickly as rumors of peace days ago, or the arrival of the Prince of Isalia himself over three months ago. The happiness had lasted only a few minutes and again a dark event loomed over the village. The women raised their hands to their mouths, horrified by the news that the boy was bringing, and the men did not hide their expression of grave concern either. 

“You said the war was over,” exclaimed a voice from the tumult that had stopped right there. 

Jaren grabbed Phileas by the arm and walked, long strides, in the same direction from which he had come. 

“Bring my horse!” He exclaimed. 

***** 
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He had been in front of Lora’s lifeless body for a long time, the old woman with whom he had only spoken a couple of times, since her farm was not in the village, but a little further away, on the other side of the bridge. However, Jaren’s green eyes had long since been lost to nothingness, unable as he had been to keep looking. He had been going to war since he was fourteen, the first time his father had sent him and never had a lifeless body impressed him in such a way because he had no idea what could have killed her. She lay on her back in the kitchen, her glassy eyes fixed on the ceiling and a succession of huge bites down her face, neck, and body. 

The blood made everything dirty despite some women tried to clean it up. Jaren stood up and looked around him, the small room where the old woman’s shawl was, also stained with blood, indicated that whatever had happened had led her there. However, everything was in order. It did not give the feeling that someone had entered to steal anything and the injuries that had caused Lora’s death confirmed it. It must be, without a doubt, an animal, but how had it gotten into the house to do that to the poor woman? Jaren moved into the living room and stood under the threshold of the door that remained open. He observed then that the farm stood surprisingly close to the forest, but in all the time he had been there, he had never encountered wolves or any other animal that could have done that. Seven of his men were pacing back and forth, trying to find something to help them understand what had happened; some villagers had accompanied them and although they had managed to locate some tracks in the mud, the persistent rain that had fallen during the early morning had erased a good part of them. 

Goriath arrived and stood next to Jaren. He was one of his most veteran soldiers, a General in the army of Isalia, entrusted by the King with training Jaren in combat and in leading his own army. The relationship with him was not easy for the young Prince, as Goriath hated having had to end up as Jaren’s shadow on the battlefield, where he had  come to blame him on several occasions for the death of many of his men, for having to be especially aware of his safety. The King could admit the death of a soldier, but by no means the death of his own son, at least not while he was under Goriath’s tutelage. 

“Wolves,” said the man. “It is already foolish to locate the farm here, but if you walk at night on top of it, you are crying out to become their dinner.” 

“Inside the house? Do you think a wolf could have done this?” 

“One  or  more,”  Goriath  replied.  He  started  to  walk slowly toward the fence where the horses were tethered and went under to prepare his mount. “You know that wolves rarely go alone. But in any case there is no kind of mystery here. A waste of time the absurd walk here; someone should give that kid a few lashes.”

Jaren looked for Phileas, the boy who had informed them of what had happened and located him on the other side, near the men who were examining the tracks, grabbing the fence and with a tearful look. He could make out the trembling in his hands and the force with which his fingers were lung to the wood. Goriath untied the reins of his horse and mounted. 

“I am going back to camp,” he announced brusquely. “I will tell the lads to pack everything up and get ready to leave. The King urged us to return as soon as possible; I suppose your wedding preparations will be ready.”

“The wedding? Already?” 

“That is what the letter from Your Majesty said. They were going to deliver it back at camp, but sadly this... unfortunate unforeseen occurred. Everything is scheduled for our arrival, which should not take more than a few days. Congratulations.” 

He spurred on the horse and headed back to the village. Jaren had known for several weeks about his engagement with the Princess of Esteona, but until that moment, the event was only one more fixed act in his life, a life without his own reins, directed at a stroke of convenience, of obligation. However, seeing the closeness on the date stipulated for his marriage made him perceive it differently, with discomfort and a contained desire for rebellion. He took a deep breath and then watched the arrival of a wagon from which a man and a woman descended, who then helped a weak and brittle-looking old man down: old Hans. He had also only met him on a couple of occasions, but he knew perfectly well that he was Lora’s widower and he had to make real efforts not to break inside when he saw the old man’s expression as he ran towards the house. He snorted, dejected, and closed his eyes, opening them instantly at the start of a new voice.

“Can we leave, Jaren?” Atsel asked him.

Jaren turned his head, not moving, and looked at him pityingly. He was one of the youngest soldiers in Isalia’s army or at least of the men he had under his command, and chosen by Elessa and Sylvaen to conceive a child they would later pose as his own. 

“Did you find out something?” He asked, trying to focus on other matters. 

“There are horse tracks and also human tracks. Nothing that can be related to what happened to that poor woman.” 

“Goriath thinks they were wolves. But how could they have gotten there without leaving footprints at the exit of the forest?” 

“I don’t know, Jaren. But to be honest, the only thing that worries me at this point is to go back to my Isalia, sleep three days in a row, get drunk until I can’t take it anymore in Aurea’s tavern and go back to the next war that the King sets.” 

Jaren smiled weakly. 

“Does the idea of getting married and establishing yourself in a calmer life is not going through your head?” 

Atsel smiled back, though his expression was more open and sincere. 

“No,” he answered flatly. “I never want to see a woman again, not even from afar.” 

Jaren’s fleeting smile had already faded and the gaze fixed on Atsel made it clear to the boy why his Prince was asking him that question. 

“She has chosen you,” he replied. “And I accept it. There’s nothing more. I’m not going to dramatize.” 

“She and I do not...” 

“I know, Jaren. You’re engaged, but in this case, it doesn’t only count what you want or don’t want. If Sylvaen is with you, it’s because she doesn’t love me. I don’t need to  know  more.  And  if  you’re  determined  to have one of those talks I hate, I tell you I’m fine. I won’t find anything here that I won’t be able to find in Isalia as well.”

Jaren was silent.

“Can we go back to camp now?”

“Sure. I will go right away.”

As he watched him give the order to the rest of his men and then ride away on horseback, Jaren could not help feeling like a common traitor. He had not had the slightest idea of what existed between Sylvaen and Atsel until he had heard the young woman speak to her mother, but Atsel did know what existed between the Prince and the lassie that had awakened something in him. Jaren hated that his role granted him benefits that others could not even dream of and get out of the way when he laid his eyes on a girl who had previously been with someone else was one of them. If he were one of the lads, if they saw him as one of the lads, they would fight with him for the attention of the aforementioned; instead, they left him free, and they, unable to see him as anything more than the son of a king, did not hesitate to accept the change. 

He took a deep breath and then looked at the man approaching him. He was the same one who a moment ago had arrived in the wagon with a woman and old Hans. 

“Your Majesty,” he told him when he reached his side. “My grandfather would like to speak with you, if it is not inconvenient.” 

“Of course.” 

Jaren walked back inside the house, checking that Lora’s body was no longer there. The villagers had taken it upon themselves to wrap her in a white sheet and prepare her for cremation, which would take place after the late woman’s body had been veiled in the Temple of Vianta. Hans sat in the old rocking chair, staring at the fireplace, which remained unlit. 

“I am very sorry for what happened,” Jaren told him, not daring to take a single step. 

The  old  man  turned  and  looked  at  him;  then  he motioned for him to come closer and Jaren obeyed. He came to his side and crouched next to him.

“They have not even let me see her,” Hans murmured, as if he were speaking to himself.

“It is better not to see her; that you remember her the way she lived.” 

“After sixty years together, I had the right, at least, to say farewell to her, do not you think?” 

“My Father tends to scold me because I never accompany my brother to the pantheon to watch over my Mother’s rest,” Jaren replied, after a long silence. “I do not believe that she is there and neither is your wife on that sheet nor in that temple, nor do I believe that she will be on the pyre that they will prepare for her cremation.” 

The old man looked up and searched Jaren’s green eyes. 

“So where do you think they are? Your mother and my wife.” 

“I could not tell you where my Mother is, because I was little when she died and I can barely retain the memory of her. But your wife is in this house, in your wagon, in him,” he added, pointing with his head to the dog that was lying on the floor with his head bowed and his eyes sad, as if he perceived or perhaps as if he had lived the tragic death of his owner. “Your wife is in everything you shared, in every place where you breathed the same air, in your children and grandchildren, in what remains, in the memories of her. I believe that a person is an essence beyond a body, Hans. To dwell on the remains is to choose the most insignificant part and that is not fair. Is what I believe.” 

The old man tried in vain to draw a smile to his thin lips, but the sadness radiating from his eyes overshadowed any other feeling. 

“I like to think that,” he answered in a small voice. Jaren looked at him, unable to add anything else, because he knew that at that moment, with such recent pain, everything  he  said  would  be  formal,  something  he  was already fed up with. “You have to help us,” Hans added then.

“Come again?”

“You cannot leave now. Look what they have done to my wife.”

“Hans, they surely are wolves. Your... your wife should have been more cautious and if you take advice, you should move to the village. This farm is too secluded, close to the forest.” 

“Please, boy, no one is going to worry about us like you have. Postpone your departure. Do not leave us.” 

“I cannot. My wedding preparations are ready. I only have a few days to get to Isalia and...” 

Hans placed his hand over Jaren’s; he was cold and shaky. 

“Please. I beg you. My last wish, give me the peace of doing justice to my poor Lora. They will come for me.” 

“They are animals, Hans; they have not come for her deliberately and neither will they with you.” 

The tear that slid down his wrinkled cheek fell onto Jaren’s hand, who watched it slide down the arm of the rocking chair and a complicit silence was generated between them. The old man turned back to the front and fixed his blank gaze on the fireplace, while he held in his lap his wife shawl, still bloody. 

“One day,” Jaren finally concluded. “I will postpone our departure one day. In the morning my men will examine the forest, hunt or scare those animals and we will leave. It is all I can promise you.” 

Hans nodded in a barely perceptible way. Jaren did not know if that had satisfied the old man’s request or if his offer seemed insufficient, but he could not do more for him and if in just three months they had stopped the invaders, how much could they need to stop a pack of wolves? He estimated or expected no more than one morning. 

Jaren got up and walked back outside, where the fresh air  and  the  morning  sun  seemed  oblivious  to  all  the misfortunes that shook Vianta. He snorted and, after closing the door behind him, walked to the fence where Donko, his horse, was still bound. As he readied the mount, a host of thoughts assailed him: his mother; his brother. He seldom used to think of this and in Isalia, especially in the presence of the King, the matter was strictly forbidden, but it was something that one way or another had always accompanied him. Over the years, he began to see the image of his mother, who had died when both brothers were just children, as a result of the attack of wolves as they returned to Isalia Castle through the forest. Zoran’s courage had served to save Jaren’s life, who was a year younger, but the price to pay, in addition to the Queen’s life, who had died a few days later, had been excessive for the eldest of the king’s sons: an imposing scar furrowed his face from side to side in a perpetual memory of what had happened that rainy night and it almost lost importance when Zoran looked at his handless arm, ripped off by the bite of one of those animals. Jaren himself, too, had suffered injuries much less serious than those, which had plunged Zoran into deep bitterness. 

Jaren rolled up his sleeve and looked at the name of Queen Mara engraved on his forearm, next to the wound caused by the cut that, like Zoran himself, time and again his father’s healer made them apply a preparation to keep the disease away, because according to him, those wolves could transmit all kinds of evils that endangered the lives of the Princes of Isalia, as had happened with the Queen. Jaren was convinced that this was not necessary; he was healthy, as was Zoran, but the King insisted on the need to be cautious, concerned as he was, above all, for the future of Isalia’s throne. Thinking of his brother also gave him back a selfish perception of himself: Zoran had to be the heir to the throne, the one destined to marry the Princess of Esteona, the chosen one to lead the armies and the one who would have accompanied his father to countless of meetings and encounters all but interesting, but Zoran’s character had been completely transformed after the incident with the wolves and the young man ended up turned into someone bitter and sullen whom his father could not, precisely, expose as the best letter of introduction. It could not be said, either, that the King did not take his part in the depression of his son: relegated to the background in the armies, where the lack of his right hand detracted from him a great value. His face deformed by his scar did not make him the king’s first choice when seeking alliances with other kingdoms through marriages in which the chosen one used to be Jaren. To him, everyone repeated that he should feel privileged, but those privileges did nothing but weigh on his back like a slab; the slab that supposed the misfortune of his older brother, to whom he felt he was stripping everything that belonged to him by right. 

The attack of the wolves in Vianta brought back a good part of what happened that night, of which he had vague memories, since he was barely eight years old. 

He turned his head to make out a figure advancing on horseback: it was Erik and contrary to what usually happened to him, at that moment he was the person he least wanted to see. The young man got off the steed and approached him. 

“I can’t believe it,” he said, looking around the farm. “Have you seen Lora’s body? I just came across those who carry it and I don’t give credit. Do you think they could be wolves?” 

“What else, if not?” He replied dryly. 

“It seems that we are cursed.” 

Jaren gave him a fleeting glance, as he disengaged Donko and walked, holding onto his reins. Erik followed suit with his horse. 

“Do not talk nonsense,” replied the Prince. 

“Nonsense? First the war and now this. What will be next?” 

Jaren smiled as he shook his head. 

“I  suppose  you are looking forward  to  getting  out of here, right? And that you would be capable of anything to leave Vianta behind. You would go over whatever or whoever there was.” 

“I know you have fallen in love with the village, since nothing else,” he replied, not devoid of sarcasm. “But I hate it.” 

Jaren stopped and tried to glare at him, something that was still difficult for him. He felt the blood boil in his veins as he remembered the trick that he, his sister, and his mother were preparing for him, but he could not help seeing Erik, the first person who had spoken to him on his arrival in Vianta, the one who had opened the doors of his house to him and introduced so many other people that he was now grateful to know, the same one who had confided a thousand secrets to him and had listened to many more, ultimately acting as that older brother that Zoran did not wanted to be, he hardly exchanged a word with Jaren, with no one, locked up as he lived in his chambers. 

“Now...” 

“Have you talked to Sylvaen?” Asked the young man. “I have been at home a moment ago and she has not left her room.” 

“Is your unbearable pressure for me to be with her part of your plan to change your life?” 

“What?” 

“Come on, I heard your mother and sister talking. I could expect it from many people in this village, Erik, and I would surely understand, but from your family... from you...” 

Erik caught his arm when Jaren started to move on. 

“What are you talking about?” He asked. 

The Prince shook himself free. 

“You accept that your sister pretends to make me believe that she is pregnant so that I can take her to Isalia with me? To make her my wife or to deign to support her, your mother and you for the rest of my life? I do not love her and even if I did, your plan disgusts me. I feel disgusted towards you and towards all your lies. I will not agree to any kind of blackmail.” 

The expression on Erik’s face made him doubt that he was aware of his mother and sister’s plans, although he found it hard to believe otherwise, given his stubbornness for Jaren to take Sylvaen seriously and reconsider his future with her. Erik limped a few steps away from the path that led to the village and dropped to the ground, his back to Jaren. 

“If I encouraged you with my sister, it is because she confessed to being in love with you.” Jaren looked at him, silently. “I’m not going to deny you: the fact that Sylvaen loved you... the possibility that you would love her back... I want a better life for her and my mother. And how can I miss that you are a Prince? But from there to... employing dirty tricks to force you... I would never do so or would never allow it.” 

“You draw an idyllic reality that does not exist in Isalia, Erik. My Father is an extremely upright, severe man. Life by his side is not a fairy tale. My brother does not make things easy either; he...” 

“Come on! What can you lack?” Erik exclaimed, turning around. 

“If you mean materially, nothing. If you treasure something else, you are much richer than me.” 

Erik looked away from him and after gazing through the woods he fixed it on him again. 

“Listen, your sister is a beautiful girl,” Jaren added, “brave, determined. She can have any guy she wants and...” 

“Except you,” Erik interrupted. 

Jaren took a deep breath. 

“She can fall in love and practically made fall in love with her whoever she wants,” he continued, “have a truly happy life in spite of everything. Do not let her sell herself for a few gold coins, Erik, it is not worth it, I assure you.” 

The young man took a deep breath as Jaren approached and held out his hand. Erik accepted it and stood up instantly.

“I am sorry. I swear to you, I had no idea that she and my mother were... You know I would never have agreed.” 

“I believe you,” Jaren concluded, placing his hand on his friend’s shoulder. He could not deny that that necessary conversation had alleviated a strange feeling that had constricted his stomach for a long time. Elessa and Sylvaen had failed him, but not his unconditional Erik and that was something; in fact that was a lot. Jaren walked back to Donko and climbed onto his back. “Erik,” he said, “I promised you that when everything is stabilized in Isalia, I will return to take you there and put your leg in the hands of the best healers. I promised you and I will keep it. Whatever they say, do not forget it.” 

“I know.” 

The young Prince smiled. 

“Oh, and Erik!” He exclaimed, turning around when he was already leaving. “I will miss you too. To whom the most.” 

Erik smiled and reached for a stone which he then threw at him. 

“Hey!” Jaren complained. 

“I could kill you for saying that to me in front of all these people.” 

“There is no one here.” 

“In Vianta the forests have eyes and ears.” 

He smiled again and turned, back to the village. He could not help but cast one last glance at the forest in front of Hans and Lora’s old farm, while he told himself that unfortunately those forests had more than eyes and ears.

*****

[image: image]


“It will only be a few hours, the time we need to finish off that pack or get it away from here.” 

“Jaren, no!” 

Goriath sprang to his feet, moving a few feet away from the circle of Jaren and four of his men, who were chewing quietly. 

“That old man is scared and people are too. They have just put an end to the war and are now threatened by those animals.” 

“They are peasants,” said the soldier, “hunting wolves should not be a problem for them. They will do it.” 

“He asked me for help, Goriath, and I will give it to him.” 

“Your father would not approve of it,” Atsel intervened for the first time. 

“I am the one who responds in this situation, so you do not have to worry about anything,” Jaren replied. 

“You answer before the King, but so do I and he ordered to return,” Goriath asserted, from his position. Against the backlight of the sun that was already setting behind the towering hills, he still seemed bigger than he was. Taller than the others, broad back and muscular body despite not being a kid anymore, his bald head showed the amount of scars that had hardened him during the many years of war. His dark eyes were the most striking feature in a cold as ice and deadly face, incapable of expressing compassion or a feeling that did not bring him closer to perpetual anger. 

There was a momentary silence after Goriath’s words, assuring that he answered to the King, just like the Prince did. 

“What do you mean by that?” Jaren asked. 

“My authority is the King, not you,” Goriath repeated.

“Your King put you under my command.” 

“To be more precise, he put me under your tutelage, not under your command. And he did so, in this case, to defend this damn village from Likara attacks and go back, not to save these people from a bunch of dogs.” 

“My Father put me in charge of this, but if you do not agree, then scram out of here.” 

Atsel snorted and lowered his head, while Goriath, this time, obeyed and went into the village, where that night, Vianta would celebrate the end of the war, oblivious as most of the villagers were to what happened with old Lora. 

“Do you really want us to stay and hunt wolves?” Asked Atsel. 

“That old man asked me. He was the pure picture of pain.” 

“I can only imagine, but... I don’t think the King will be very amused.” 

“You too can leave if you obey my Father,” Jaren replied, sitting up. 

The other four men, like those in the camp, were already on their feet and walking away, heading for the village. Atsel got up too. 

“I obey the King, but I also owe my obedience to you, my Prince,” he said. “I’ve been fighting alongside you since I was fourteen, right?” 

Jaren tried to sketch a smile. He knew that his men were fed up with war and that, as Atsel himself had told him that same afternoon, they dreamed of returning home and taking a well-deserved rest, but he could not abandon all those who had seen him for three months, him and his army, as saviors. At that, a question nested, treacherous, in his head: was he staying there for those people or for himself? Maybe both? Returning to Isalia would plunge him into a life that he already knew perfectly well and that he had come to loathe: obligations, protocols, false flattery, appearances, ostentation, distant from people, a different treatment. Faced with that, Vianta, that village that Erik hated so much, was a breath of something smaller and, at the same time, bigger: freedom. However, he knew that it would not be fair to keep his people there just because he wanted to flee from his existence in the kingdom of his father. 

“Jaren!” When he realized, Atsel was calling him. “Not coming?” 

“I do not know how people have the spirit of celebration after what happened.”

“They don’t know,” Atsel replied. “That woman’s body will be in the shed until tomorrow. Then they will communicate it to the others.” 

“What are you saying?”

“Come on, it’s not that difficult to understand them. They have been at war for months, suffering attacks and devastation. They want a little joy and the death of that woman would cloud everything. They ask for a truce and I do not think it is crazy to grant it, since you have so many respects with them.” 

“But how can they leave her body in that abandoned place? It is a lack of respect.” 

“You always say that the dead are not there, right? They are just remains.” 

Jaren did not reply. He himself had told Hans that people were more than a body, tied to the weaknesses and hardships of life, but to think of Lora’s scrawny corpse, torn to pieces, wrapped in a sheet and hidden for the rest of neighbors, with the exception of her husband and her closest relatives, could enjoy the party, it was something else. 

When he realized Atsel had already left and although his head was dull and he did not feel like celebrating in the least, he also remembered that these would be his last hours in Vianta and that the night offered him, precisely, everything that he liked in between people who, except for those who saw in him a tool towards a deceptive freedom, appreciated him for what he really was, being more interested in his person than in his noble title. 














2 Dayrsenne


––––––––
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They had been up for a long time sitting around the bonfire that they had lit in what was the market area during the day. The torches lit up everything in little Vianta, trying to fight the darkness and despite Jaren’s little desire to celebrate at the beginning of the night, he had to end up admitting that the lads and the sly humor of old Niara had dragged him headlong into the party. She was the owner of the most controversial inn in the village, of dubious reputation, the permissiveness that she granted there had made her the best of fame among men and the worst among the women of Vianta. However, Jaren found her to be an endearing old woman, brave and always ready to offer good advice. There had been countless occasions when, while some of his men drank something in her tavern or were distracted by what bothered the local villagers so much, he spent his idle hours chatting with her about all kinds of things, as there were few matters he could not deal with the charismatic Niara.

Her skeletal body had been sitting on Jaren’s lap for a long time, delighting the soldiers, who burst out laughing at every madness the old woman said.

“... and when he got here,” she narrated excitedly, “his mare collapsed in front of the tavern.” 

“Was the animal so tired?” Asked one of the soldiers. 

“No!” Niara exclaimed. “That poor bastard’s ass weighed more than three of you put together.”

Again the laughter, of which Jaren was no stranger, momentarily deafened the music that continued to play.

“Both he nor the mare were able to get up and they were lying there for three days. In the mornings I used to pour a bucket of hot water on each of them, but failed and in the end...”

Sylvaen’s arrival silenced the old woman, who took the opportunity to take a drag on the weed that was smoking in her pipe. Jaren felt the tension in Erik’s body, who was sitting next to him.

“Can we talk?” The young woman asked him.

He slowly pushed Niara aside and stood up, then gave his place to the old woman.

“Be careful, Prince,” she said. “Remember everything we’ve talked about, boy.”

He nodded weakly, keeping in mind the conversations they had had about the Vianta girls’ desire to get out of there at any cost. Niara used to joke that taking her would be cheaper for the boy, since she ate little and occupy little space.

Jaren’s men smiled and murmured, while the party and dance continued in full swing, oblivious to the discomfort of the moment.

“Prince!” Niara exclaimed.

Jaren turned and the woman rose to her feet like a spring, stamping a kiss on the young man’s lips, a fact that caused a new burst of laughter among those present. Not so much in Jaren, used to the spontaneous and almost scandalous gestures of the woman, but preoccupied at that moment with other matters. Something in his stomach churned, making him doubt the need to accompany Sylvaen.  A part of himself prayed to all the saints so that the young woman would repent and only she would like to apologize for the simple fact of having considered such a horrible option. The other, he preferred not to go and simply remain with a doubt that would allow him to think well of Sylvaen and Elessa.  However,  in  the  amount  of possibilities that he was considering at that time, there was not the one that ended up happening. Erik stood up and spoke when Jaren and Sylvaen had already taken about ten steps away from the group.

“Sister, don’t do it,” he exclaimed before everyone. “You are not like the others, forget about him.”

Sylvaen’s face broke down and her rapid breathing betrayed her discomfort at having been exposed in front of everyone. Jaren’s men looked at her, some confused and the others indifferent.

“Erik,” Sylvaen stammered, just before running off.

None of those present seemed to give too much importance to what had happened and most of them continued eating, drinking and smoking without great concern; not so, Goriath, whose inscrutable face remained fixed on Jaren.

Erik dropped into his seat and buried his face in his hands, but the Prince felt he could not leave it like that. Sylvaen had been carried away by need and pressure from her mother, but she was not a bad girl. At that time he had had the opportunity to speak with her many times about her worries and dreams, about her desires and delusions, which used to be to see her brother recover and be able to buy a horse to replace the old mare that Erik rode on. Recovering part of that young woman who was now invaded by a cold and greedy girl was possible and had to be done, without a doubt, a brave conversation, far from dodging or avoiding it. Besides, he also knew that if he could not calm her down, she would never speak to Erik again. Jaren turned and was not even able to take a step when Goriath spoke. 

“You are not going to look for her, are you? You should not complicate your life with peasant women; you have already enjoyed enough of them in these three months and with that one, besides, you have repeated. She that good?” 

Jaren spun around the moment he heard a glass fall to the  floor  and  smash  against  a  rock.  Erik was on his feet, clenching his fists and holding back an anger that struggled to flare at any moment. Goriath, for his part, continued to sit placidly, drinking.

“Apologize right now,” Erik demanded.

Jaren retraced his steps and placed his hand on his friend’s shoulder, trying to calm him down.

“I’m not going to allow you to refer to my sister that way!” Exclaimed the young man. “Apologize.”

“You yourself have made her intentions clear,” Goriath replied. “She must be your sister, but she is no better than the others. Does she really aspire to be queen of Isalia one day?”

Laughter and jeers were drowned in music and merriment. Erik took Jaren’s hand away and took a few steps forward until Goriath finally stood up. Jaren stepped between the two.

“Erik,” he murmured.

“Why do you act like that?” Goriath exclaimed.

“Enough!” Jaren ordered him.

“How many of you have not tried to make the Prince see you as something more than simple villagers just by rolling up your skirts with him?” He yelled, causing the music to stop. “How many of you have not ended up with his majesty in a haystack taking for granted that it would be the first step to Isalia Castle?” He added, spreading his arms, as if haranguing people. “How many sluts have not...?” 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE CROSS OF ARGANA 1
udshe: «





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





