

  

    

  




  





  





  





   




  Fate of the Child




  S. B. Sebrick




   




   




   




  Copyright 2011 Golden Bullet Publishing




  Cover Image By jandrielombard on istockphoto.com




  XinXii Edition


  ISBN: 978-3-95830-693-6


  Verlag GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG, Berlin


  E-Book Distribution: XinXii


  www.xinxii.com


  [image: logo_xinxii]





  All rights reserved. All similar appearance to other works or people are coincidental.




   




   




  





  Also by S. B. Sebrick




   




  www.sbsebrick.com




  http,//www.goldenbulletpublishing




   




  Assassin’s Rising Series




  Decoy




  Deluge




  Defiant




  Desolate




  Deliverance




  Dire




   




  Related Short Stories




  Fate of the Child




  Betrayal




   




   




  





  Author’s Forward




   




  Special thanks to my friends and family for their constant support. I’d like to offer a special thanks to Dr. Rita Carey, who helped me to find my voice. Thanks to Randy, and DiAnne for challenging me to put "Assassin’s Rising" on the market.




   




  I’d especially like to extend a special thanks to those of you reading this book. Without your support, stories like these would not see the light of day.




  Thank you.




   




   




   




  
Fate of the Child





   




  "You have a lot to answer for, Commander Taneth," Cahlder growled, slamming the door shut behind him with a hollow thump.




  "Less than you might think," Taneth chuckled, with that light-hearted grin that only fueled Cahlder's anger. He was an experienced soldier though, and despite the strong desire to knock his superior to the floor, he reigned in his anger. There was only so much disrespect a Battleborn like Taneth would allow, and Cahlder had experienced this particular officer’s ire first hand. He had labored long and hard to avoid such treatment ever again.




  "The twenty second division left without me," Cahlder emphasized, pacing like a bear with a three-inch thorn in his side. "You know it's my last season of service. I could have gone home after that."




  "Ah, yes. You're from the eastern counties along the shore, correct?"




  Cahlder paused in mid response, eyes still smoldering. He glanced at the glowing coals in the fireplace, where three empty chairs sat around a low table. "Yes," he answered hesitantly. "What’s that got to do with anything?"




  "What if you could be there in the next few weeks, fully paid?" Taneth asked, folding his arms across his chest with a proud smile. "Just imagine, seeing your brother and nephews again, hunting with them in the eastern forests. Sound appealing?




  After a moment's hesitation, Cahlder asked, "You offering me a mission, sir?"




  "Indeed," A man answered from the shadows, stepping into view. His eyes glowed so brightly blue, they rivaled the crackling coals in the fire. A sight seeker then, and a powerful one at that. His embroidered tunic hinted to wealth, but it was the ornate mace hanging from his belt that completely captured Cahlder's attention.




  "Master Stratagar," Cahlder muttered with a quick, nervous bow. "I did not know you were in these parts."




  "That's the nature of traveling in secret," the Royal Advisor said, removing his cloak and draping it over a nearby chair. "Have a seat, Captain, I'd like a word with you."




  "Of course, sir," Cahlder replied, his anger interrupted by confusion. He took the chair opposite the advisor and folded his arms, unsure how to 'properly' sit in the presence of a noble. Not many of such rank visited the outskirts of Shaylis.




  "Officially," Taneth explained, taking his chair across from the crackling fire, "we'd like to extend an early release to you, with full payment for your years of loyal service," He leaned over, pulling an iron poker from the wall and stirred the coals. The aged, crackling firewood popped and sizzled in the flames. Willing, but weakened from previous use.




  Cahlder's gaze flickered from one superior to the other. "Officially," he said with a note of sarcasm, "That sounds wonderful. Can we move on with the unofficial business? You didn't bring me here for the 'honor' of meeting me. What’s the catch?"




  Gereth stiffened in reflexive anger, eyes flaring blue in rebuke. Taneth interrupted the royal advisor's words before they left his lips.




  "Gereth, you wanted an experienced and loyal warrior for this mission. Someone who's loyalties wouldn't put up with or seek political favor."




  "No loyalty to the king, or authority in general, I see," Gereth said, shooting the Battleborn a distrustful look. "What loyalties am I to trust to then?"




  "Those of friend and family," Taneth insisted, stabbing the poker into the fire emphatically. It sank so deep into the ash and coals that it stood upright. "That love goes far deeper than those of gold or thrones. You of all people should understand that."




  For a brief moment, Cahlder considered rivaling impulses to either bolt for the door or step in and prove his worth. Were they deciding his punishment? Sure, he'd put his fellows in danger, but in mid-battle such things were unavoidable.




  Closing his eyes, he let energy from his skin reveal a black and white image of his surroundings. He saw the whole cabin at once, included the two men arguing in front of him. Sometimes changing one’s perspective helped sort out a mystery or two. Here though, it did little good.




  Two of the most powerful men in the region were arguing over his worth. Part of him feared what they planned, the stronger part though, pushed on curiously. He sat at attention, the picture of discipline. Inside though, he felt he might burst from the stress of watching the collision of wills before him, both men accustomed to their orders being obeyed. As influential as Gereth was, he still couldn't countermand the orders of a Battleborn Commander.




  "Captain, how many times have you dragged your brothers-in-arms through the battlefield to safety?" Taneth asked.




  A shudder of anxiety passed through Cahlder’s stomach. Why on earth would these men need to revisit those old wounds? "Three. Why does that matter?"




  "You didn't even know these men, but in the tides of battle you risked your life to save them. You even left behind others in your own unit who were more wounded, or dare I say, more deserving of saving," Taneth leaned back in his chair, the glowing embers giving him an unearthly appearance.




  "So?"




  Gereth pulled a book from the nearby table, tossing it to Cahlder. "Page twenty six. The passage is marked."




  Cahlder opened the book. A brooch fell into his lap, marking the proper page. With trembling hands, he picked it up. The rusted, twisted metal was crafted into the shape of a blazing torch set before a quarter moon. He recognized it immediately, along with the blood stains still clinging to the rusted edges.




  "The men you saved were all sight seekers, like me," Gereth continued. "They had black hair, fair skin, were young and inexperienced," He continued, directly quoting some passages from the open page in Cahdler's hands. The old veteran didn’t have any words to speak in that moment, too much emotion boiled up inside him.




  "But when the healers finally found you," Gereth said pointedly, "All you kept repeating was 'my boy, my boy' and holding each young soldier close. Three different lives you saved, none of which knew you before the battle you saved them in."




  Cahlder wrapped his thick, weathered hands around the brooch, the symbol of the Shaylisian town watch. Its years atop the gravestone left it rusted, brown and brittle. His heart fluttered at the strong memories it sent cascading through his mind.




  "What are you asking of me, sir?" Cahlder hissed, clutching the brooch so tight it dug painfully into his hand. Bits of rust trickled to his feet, broken free by the sudden harsh treatment. His voice cracked from repressed emotion. "I don’t see how revisiting my old—injuries—can help you."




  "Because, there's someone else who needs your help," Taneth said, pulling a bread basket into view and setting it on the table before them. He did so with a level of gentle care that seemed out of place with the ferocity this man was known to fight with.




  "You two are making less sense by the minute," Cahlder said, shaking his head in a hollow attempt to hide his feelings. "You have a special loaf of bread for me to protect?"




  "No," Gereth answered, leaning forward and pulling the burlap from the top of the basket. "I'd like you to meet my son, Keevan."




  The three month old child lay curled in a ball, his chubby arms wrapped around his neck, cradling his serene face. He gasped momentarily from some unseen danger in the world of dreams. Cahlder's heart leapt into his throat, fueled with the paternal desires to protect and comfort. The likeliness to his own son, after so many years, was uncanny. They shared the same black curls he remembered so well. Though, this child had an odd grey scar along the palm of his right hand.




  "I—don't understand," Cahlder said, trying to keep his mind on the subject at hand. "Why do you need me? Why can't you just order a detachment of soldiers for whatever you want?"




  Wordlessly, Gereth leaned forward and rocked the basket. The tired, desperate father watched little Keevan stir, opening tired, inquisitive eyes. The look on Gereth’s face, touched Cahlder to his core. The old soldier didn’t see a mighty advisor to kings, just a father in pain.




  Gereth looked both determined and sorrowful, knowing the best course of action but not drawing any solace from it. The baby saw Cahlder and rather than cry out in fear, cocked his head curiously, studying him.
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