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Footsteps echoed in the dark hallway as the man walked deeper underground. It was a forgotten passageway. Time had decayed the torches long ago, and the only source of light came from the flaming torch he held.

His boots sent tiny droplets of water flying as he stepped closer to the end of the passageway, his torch held in front of his face. When he got to the wall at the end, he moved closer, trying to find the false brick that would open up the secret door. 

"Dammit!" he exclaimed, his voice echoing throughout the tunnel, scaring the ants that were retreating to their home, bothered by the disruption of the visitor. His brows drew together in frustration, making the scar across his face throb a darker red as the skin around it tightened. He was clearly frustrated, being unable to find the stupid brick. 

Unlike the ants, the scorpions were not happy to be disturbed, and neither were they scared of him. Rather, they were annoyed and angered, so it was no surprise when one crawled to him and stung his foot. To the scorpion's surprise, nothing happened, so it crawled up the boot and climbed atop the intruder's knee, which was only shielded by cloth. 

The scorpion stung him, the stinger hit just above his knee cap, and immediately, the man felt immense pain shoot up his body from his right knee. He placed the torch in such a way so he could see what stung him. When he saw the scorpion, he slapped it off his body and stomped on it with his heavy boot, savoring the crunching sound. However, the venom was coursing up his body, and he was more likely to die there than to receive any help. 

In a last-minute attempt to save himself, he let go of the torch, watching as the embers sparked and the fire died out. He slumped against the wall, on the brink of unconsciousness, but managed to grab hold of the spot he was stung and recited a healing spell. 

In a blissful wave of magic, he felt the venom's effect subside and heaved a sigh of relief, leaning fully on the wall. He had not practiced magic in so long—it was not befitting a man of his status, a Lord to be a wizard—but he was glad it came through when he needed it the most. 

Unbeknownst to him, his left shoulder had pressed right on to the fake brick, and when he had leaned fully on to the door, he had pushed it in, starting a chain of mechanisms that opened the portal. 

Suddenly the floor gave away, sending him tumbling down into the earth. He felt around for anything to hold at all, but there was nothing but crumbling sand and smooth earth. He screamed as he fell, his thoughts drifting to how no one would find his dead body down in the earth when he fell face-first onto the floor. 

He groaned in pain, his whole face ached, and he was sure he had chipped a tooth for the metallic taste of blood had flooded his mouth. 

"My Lord," came a voice, as he raised his head to meet the beady black eyes of a man standing above him. He spat out the broken tooth and a glob of blood on to the carpeted floor.

"Ooh," the man remarked, shaking his head, "That's going to leave a stain."

"Are you going to keep staring at me, or will you help me up, Hunbald?" the scarred man asked, glaring at him. 

Hunbald grinned. 

"I suppose I should, can't have my hospitality questioned now, can I?" he stretched out his hand towards the scarred man sprawled on the floor. "It won't be a good thing for me as a King to have this going around."

The scarred man rolled his eyes as he accepted the hand and pushed himself up while Hunbald pulled him all the way up to stand on his feet. 

"Follow me," Hunbald gestured with a smile walking down a lit hallway. The man followed him down the stairs and into a small chamber. 

A woman stood over a long table, poring over open books. She looked up and nodded at them in greeting before returning to her books, her black locks falling over her face like a curtain. 

"I assume both of you are already acquainted." Hunbald said, walking to the woman and standing beside her, "Wynna, Andrer." 

The scarred man nodded, standing opposite Wynna.

"I'm pleased you're here, Andrer," Wynna said, raising her head to look at him, "Did you bring what was asked of you?"

Andrer, the scarred man, nodded and reached into his robes to pull out a scroll. Wynna smiled and held out a hand to collect it. Andrer placed it in her hands, her fingers curled around it as she brought it to herself and rolled it open before placing it on the table. 

She poised over it for a moment before pointing a finger on a spot and exclaiming. 

"Here it is! The entrance from underneath the fortress. It has been long forgotten by the people when the cave that leads to it was sealed. However, if you use hot pitch, you can open it up. It's a mile away from the city, so no one will hear the noise." 

"Especially since there's going to be a lot of noise due to the coronation tomorrow," Andrer added.

"Exactly," Wynna said, smiling at him. "Andrer and I will be at the celebration, we'll help you take care of half of the guards, but you'll have to be fast before we are caught," she said, addressing Hunbald.

Hunbald nodded. 

"I'll come with the ships from the southern waters of Traveria, disguised as merchants, while my hidden group makes quick work of the cave and enters the fortress." 

He smiled, his teeth gleaming in the light.

"They'll never see it coming." he said with a chill. 

Wynna grinned.

"Tonight, we go home, and we rest." 

She plucked a tiny blade out from behind her neck and cut off a strip from the scroll. She walked to a torch. Her green eyes shone brightly in the presence of the flame. 

“Tomorrow, we burn Maelhear to the ground!” 

She tossed the strip into the flame, the colorful calligraphy spelling out Maelhear burned to ashes.
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"If anyone ever is in doubt as to how a coronation needs to be celebrated, they must come to Maelhear and learn of it. The splendor, the majesty, and excitement, none of these could be experienced anywhere else." 

This was a popular saying that was whispered in hushed tones —and said over full mugs of ale—through the lands, which spread across the different domains in which the Victor houses dwelled, regardless of the fact that the Maelhear house had not beheld a crown in over five decades. 

It did not matter in the end, the length of time the crown had been away, only that it was there at that moment. This was indeed why the land overflowed with food, drink, and merriment for music rent the air as they celebrated the coronation of the Lord of Maelhear; Queen Aelid Maelhear, as ruler of the Realm of Lords.

After Queen Wynna’s claim to ascension, she and the rest of her house were run out of Maelhear, with only Ravenmere acknowledging their own Queen as ruler of the realm. Many thought, though none could prove it outright, that Wynna herself had been responsible for the death of Queen Racquel.

And so, following an unopposed declaration after the Trial of Victors, with all the other ruling houses bearing witness to the fact despite personal inclinations, Maelhear was recognized as the house that would rule, much to the dismay of many in House Grannitewatch.

The city was truly a sight to behold as freshly woven fabrics of silver and green lined the streets, the silver threads catching the sun and reflecting its rays over the people. The silks were spun by the fastest and best weavers in Malhear, as the intricate designs of each fabric clearly were made with love and dedication. 

The banners on the walls of the hilly terrain on which the city of Maelhear was founded, shone their light onto the water, making it glimmer as though it were enchanted. The land dipping and rising in tune with the rocks underneath it created the picture that in Maelhear, all the forces of nature were aligned. The city was a visual representation of perfect harmony, as all the features fit seamlessly. 

Perhaps this is why the city had been built where it was in the first place. The ancient rulers who had established the Realm of Lords had seen the grandeur of the landscape and hoped their capital would reflect this.

It was like the ancient and ruined city had regained much of its former glory.

The city dwelt on the Southfall of the Realm of Lords, just beyond the seas of Traveria. This was a water route that many ships had passed. The palace which was one of the tallest buildings in the city—shadowed only by the great guard tower —caught the sunset on summer evenings, and made for an intimidating structure. It was rumored that men built it in the era of the dragons so that the Great King and his knights would enter the palace from above. 

It was said that the waters were named after a lonesome lover; Traver, who had sought to possess the betrothed of another; Lady Ameria of house Notherveil. This was despite the fact that such overtures had been frowned upon in this more conservative time, and some stories just do not die. 

Lady Ameria had been fair of beauty and graceful in such a mystical manner that could only be felt, but never accurately described. It was this inviting trait that made her countenance sought after over in all the houses which dwelt in the Realm of Lords. Despite the almost desperate overtures of suitors who promised her the upper atmospheres and Terra Mater, Lady Ameria had been betrothed from birth to the young Prince of Grannitewatch; Prince Aldenas. 

Prince Aldenas was the first of his name and heir apparent designed to follow after his father King Maser Grannitewatch, as ruler of House Grannitewatch. This made the Prince a worthy suitor and her, a lucky maiden. 

As the story goes, the child grew into a fair lady who was sharp of mind and so sweet of nature that the young man Traver, a warrior and one of the King’s Guard of House Grannitewatch, fell in love with her upon setting his eyes on her. 

Traver who had been given the task of guarding her, beheld her first when she came to visit her betrothed for the first time since she had come of age. This was a common practice for young ladies, especially with ones who had been betrothed from childhood. 

Traver had been assigned to be a personal bodyguard and protector to the Lady Ameria, stayed by her side the entire journey, ensuring she had been delivered safely from her hometown in the flat cold plains of Northveil, through the thick forests and grasslands of Ravenmere, until they had come to the rocky hills of Grannitewatch. 

The young warrior had been said to have thought his master, Prince Aldenas, undeserving of Lady Ameria, for the young Prince had been corrupt of heart, having given his essence to depravity and his mind to vile thoughts as was prevalent amongst most Princes of his time. 

In fact, the prince was rumored to be a frequent visitor of whorehouses which were built for his sole pleasures. After all, a prince's misdeeds should be buried deeply. 

The story follows that Traver's love for the Lady Ameria was reciprocated by the fair maiden, who fell in love with the simplicity of the warrior's nature and the sincerity of his heart. But, alas, the cruel Prince discovered this when a spy of his reported the matter to him, and plotted to have them executed. But the lovers fled to the Southfall of Realm of Lords, disguising themselves as merchants as they gained access to Maelhear, where they settled to begin their new life — a simple life where pleasures were derived from nature's humility, and where their only objective was to love and live together as long as death would allow. 

However, their tale of life and love was cut short when they were discovered by spies whom Prince Aldenas had sent to comb the lands for the two lovers. Before they were caught however, the Lady poisoned herself in a bid to thwart the Prince's rage against her lover and rid him of the burden of catering for her.

The aggrieved lover had been said to have been in great sorrow as he carried the lifeless body of his wife to the seashore and then pledged an eternity of slavery to the sea goddess if she could grant him another lifetime with his beloved, even if it was in another world. 

He then walked into the waters with his woman in his arms and drowned himself whilst searching for the gateway to a realm where he and his lover could flourish in unhindered intimacy. The thought of a life without his woman, the emptiness, pain and sorrow drove his feet further into the waters even as it engulfed him slowly, and permanently. 

From that day on, the sea had been named Traveria, and young lovers came to its shores to pledge their love and loyalty, choosing to believe that the two lovers woke up in another world, where they could love without any resistance. In between picnics, singing love songs and getting lost in each other's presence, lovers soon turned the site of such tragedy, into a place of affection.

The rocky path which led from Sea Traveria was adorned with blazing flags of silver, and green which bore the crest of a castle with two towers, the royal symbol for House Maelhear. The trail branched into the four major streets, into the city which sprang directly from the lone city gate, which stood in its glory—a formidable structure of mortar and wood. It was the only entrance into the city beyond the seas, and the only survivable exit since Maelhear's strong walls were surrounded by Traveria on every side, the city could never be invaded by an army except through sea. 

The paths had been freshly watered, and one might wonder what need or reason there had been in watering stones, but it was common cleansing practice among the people of Maelhear, especially if there was to be a great celebration, much more an event as remarkable and exciting as the coronation of their Queen as Ruler of the Realm of Lords. The chatter in the fortress continued non-stop, for it was not every day one happened to witness the coronation of the Queen, let alone of Maelhaer.
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It was indeed a thing worthy of celebration and this was why the Queen Wynna Ravenmere, Lord of House, Ravenmere, and King Andrer Devilknoll, Lord of House Devilknoll —  two of the five great houses of the Realm of Lords had come to pay homage to the Queen Aelid Maelhear, as a sign of their loyalty and good wishes, but their expressions said otherwise. 

“Did you see the face of Queen Ravenmere?” A handmaiden asked, in hushed tones, whispering in her friend's ear. “She doesn't look like she's here for a celebration.”

“And King Andrer too. Why do they make such a pair of sour lemons? Frowning as though they were displeased by the coronation.” Her companion whispered back, “In fact, I heard a rumor that...”

“That's enough out of the two of you!” The Dai'ma scolded, never one to be patient with gossips and being the King's own nursemaid and the oldest female servant there, she had seen many gossips in the palace. “Gossiping like street mice when you should be helping the rest get the Queen ready.” 

Her stern words and expressionless face had them turn red in shame as they muttered their apologies and ran as fast as they could to the Queen's chamber.

The smell of roasted pork, of the people of Maelhear, which was made from the freshly churned milk of the sea goats with saté and patì. 

These were both locally grown herbs, which only grew on the shores of Traveria. The milk was steamed with wheat and soy flour, along with other spices until it became porridge, and served with beef stew. Freshly baked bread and freshly crushed grapes used to make sweet wine, mixed with the smell of expensive perfumes of the wealthy, and the natural perfumes from freshly plucked flowers which adorned the arena in which was where the celebration was currently ongoing, gave the arena a slightly nauseating but delightful fragrance.

The Queen of Maelhear had intended for the coronation to be a quiet celebration to be held in the main hall of the Maelhear palace, which could house about one hundred participants at once, but she had been persuaded otherwise by her husband, King Malore of Maelhear, who had reasoned that the guests would be more than anticipated, seeing as the entire citizenry of the fortress was to be in attendance. 

True to his wisdom, there had been more guests than the King had even imagined during his persuasion. This was why they had settled on the outer courts of the city. They were some good distance from the grand, inner courts of the palace and the arena, but this provided more space.

Though they were outside the inner walls of the city, it could never be said that food would be in shortage. The food had been made to be plentiful and in surplus. 

The hum of voices carried through the open space of freshly cleansed stony grounds in variants of excited whispers, by the sea’s breeze, loud squeals of high-pitched laughter—which came occasionally from a group of young women who were huddled close together on the right far end of the arena— the noisy chatter of excited children running round the arena, weaving through the conversing adults and the deep sonorous dialogues of the men that echoed in grave tones. All of these voices were silenced when the Queen rose from her chair, and clinked one of the rings on her finger, on her silver cup. 

The sound echoed and the arena immediately fell silent so much so that a pin could have been heard if it had dropped at that moment, and everyone turned, facing the Queen. 

“Long live Her Highness, the Queen Aelid Maelhear!” the herald announced, and the people of Maelhear echoed same and awkwardly bowed, seeing as there was no space enough for proper genuflection.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 4

[image: image]


Her thick waves of dark hair billowed about her face as the sea breeze blew in from the east entrance into the arena. Her well-fitting apparel made by the finest seamstress—Mistress Arrywa from the western tribe of the grasslands—in the Realm, a silver aqualine-styled long dress, with an attached green cape, and a plunging neckline that only seemed to accentuate her height and her slender frame. 

She smiled slightly, her cheeks reddening, as she cleared her throat and began to speak, her voice ringing loud and clear like peaceful rivers on a low tide night. Her words revealed a rigid strength and a flexible wisdom that only came from experience.

"My good people of Maelhear, it is with honor and great joy that we are gathered here today. Today, our flags are proudly displayed, decorating the land from the shores of Traveria to the ends of our town. We have indeed been victorious and ought to celebrate our victory. However, may we not lose sight of the lives which have been lost in the quest of this victory, for we lost one of our greatest house wizards, Malern, and we remember our champion, the warrior Folke who had suffered injuries in defending our honor, and now lies bedridden as we speak.” 

“May we be reminded of the sacrifices which have made possible this day, and may we not lose sight of what is at stake, for now we must have enemies who hide amongst us and claim to be friends and allies." 

Her piercing gaze swept through the crowd as if searching the most intricate part of every man's soul, stirring up whispers that could be heard as they rose an octave or so higher as people shuffled uncomfortably in their seats. 

Two youths, who were just on the verge of young adulthood, watched the ceremony from the sides. One had been recognized throughout the land as a formidable warrior, having shown her strength and determination through the Test of Strength and Test of Will.

The other was a wizard, though no noble house claimed him as their own. Not yet, at least. 

"What do you think about the King of Devilknoll?” Rosha asked, leaning to her left and whispering to Aladorn, whose train of thought seemed to be far away from Maelhear at the moment.

"What?" Aladorn asked, not seeming too pleased to have been distracted at that point. He had been memorizing a spell he had learnt from Farish, his former master, repeating it over and over in his head trying to make it stick. 

His full dark brows furrowed as he narrowed his gaze onto the frame on the seat in front of the seating columns adjacent him, the black and red banners flying proudly. 

King Devilknoll was a bulky man with a serious expression on his face which never seemed to waver even for a moment. He looked like one who drank the blood of hellspawns for refreshment. His piercing gaze, underneath his very bushy eyebrows had been rumored to make even the bravest of men to control of their bowels and embarrass even the hardiest of warriors. 

He was a very intimidating man, and none dared to look him directly in the eyes except those who possessed the same power as him, and judging by his brooding expression, the rumor stood to be true.

"So, what do you think?" Rosha asked again, this time not bothering to whisper, as everyone around them also seemed to be in conversation and no one seemed particularly interested in what they were saying. She continued when she saw that Aladorn was still studying the man in question. 

"Do you feel that something is... off? I mean, why would he come all the way from Devilknoll to pay homage to the Queen if he was going to look displeased the whole time, like that? It doesn't help that he has that ghastly scar too," she paused, folding her arms, then continued. 

"And the Queen Ravenmere, she's literally burning with rage. I don't even need magic to feel the anger radiating off her. I just don't understand, and I cannot shake off this feeling of dread that's telling me that something is wrong...really wrong."

"You're right Rosha. I feel it too. I’ve been so busy with my spells that I had forgotten that the truest danger usually is that which you can see. I really need to start paying more attention to what’s actually around, even though I can’t afford to relent in my practices." 

Aladorn ran his fingers through his mass of dark spiky hair, a habit that showed that he was in some sort of contemplation. 

"We will figure this out, the Queen is looking our way,” he said, tilting his head slightly. 

True to what he had said, as Rosha swung her head in the direction he had suggested, her eyes met the burrowing gaze of the Queen Ravenmere. Rosha lowered her head in embarrassment. She had not meant to be caught staring. The King Malore of Maelhear was addressing the crowd, he called upon the house wizards to bring forth the crown for the coronation, and the scepter of power which was only to be wielded by the ruler of the Realm of Lords.

The crown was brought forth in a slow procession by two house wizards whom Aladorn recognized and identified as Kamin and Rarder, both older than he was, but far less experienced, according to his evaluation. 

Farish should have been here, he thought, immediately fighting back frustrated tears that began to pool in his eyes. 

He felt a hand slip into his and cover his right palm. He looked up to the owner and saw there were tears in her eyes too. Rosha had read his mind. She missed Farish too. 

But more than that, they both missed Darrion.

Aladorn squeezed Rosha's hand, letting it sink in yet again that all they had left was each other. He couldn't help but curse his selfishness at that point. Rosha had lost everything she loved in less than a year, so it was he who should be comforting her and not the other way around. 

He looked at her clear face and smiled, noticing that she had learnt to keep her grown hair out of her face and into a neat braid at the back of her head. His peripheral gaze saw her right hand gripping her spear tightly with pale knuckles and the action made him smile. It was one of the rare moments when he actually, truly admired her and dared to admit it.

The crown shone under the harsh rays of the Maelhear sun. Rosha could swear she could see twinkles from the silver object as though there were little stars on it. The wizards handed the crown over to King Malhear who took it off from the velvet pillow on which it had rested then he turned to face it to the people. A loud roar erupted from the crowd as the people cheered wildly, some standing and hooting, others clapping, and yet others dancing to a tune that must have only been playing in their head. The king smiled. It was obvious that he had been looking forward to the coronation.

After a few spells had been said and offerings to the gods of the realm given, the crown finally took a seat around the wavy mass of the Queen’s hair which had been gathered together by her maidens at her nape so it wouldn't get in the way of the crown. Another round of wild cheering and clapping broke out through the crowd as the chief coronator took his hand off the crown, signifying the end of his task for the day. 

The queen rose to address the people, when the sound of a bugle interrupted her. 

“Ships! Ships south-ward!” came a shout.
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There was hushed silence everywhere for an entire moment, and it seemed that everyone was unsure of what to do, or even think. Then, the unmistakable sound came again, no one needed to be told to scurry for they recognized the bugle as a battle cry, but before they could make their escape, they saw armed men surrounding the arena. 

The men brutishly hacked down a young boy, nearly an adult, who seemed too petrified for his legs to carry him. He screamed for the dozen breaths it took for him to bleed out. The King’s Guard surrounded the King and Queen while two soldiers engaged in a brawl in order to guard the boy’s wailing mother out of the arena. Two soldiers carried the limp body in their arms and ran after the mother.

“We can’t just watch,” Rosha said.

“Then let’s engage!” Aladorn replied, pulling a sword from his side and running up to a Red Corsair.

They fought alongside the Maelhear guards. The soldiers didn’t mind who got stuck in alongside them, as long as they took down some of the dread Corsairs.

Suddenly the fight was in full swing with swords immediately clashing, spears drawing blood with no reservation, while shields jolted against bodies. Men shouted and grunted whilst the women screamed. The fight grew brutal immediately, as the Maelhear soldiers who had been taken by surprise continued to fall with more bodies slumping to the floor never to rise again. 

Some men were cut down before they could even draw their swords, while others were killed after a short brawl. Blood pooled on the ground as hundreds of men and women were killed in minutes. The fight ended quickly as archers in strategic points picked down those who were about to escape, and the same time supporting their men — the invading army. 

Eventually, the last of the Maelhear soldiers fell to the floor, even as people continued to escape the arena, running for their lives. Only few people escaped with their lives. Seeing that the resistance had been crushed, the fighting quietened, and eventually ceased, for a while, only the sounds of wounded men being silenced could be heard. 

"My sincere apologies to your highness for our late arrival. We did not mean to crash your little gathering here. Forgive our manners for showing up uninvited," a man in black armor taunted as he approached the Queen from the opposite end of the arena. 

The heavy cape attached to his shoulders swept the floor as he walked deeper into the hall. The helmet of his armor rested between his chest and his arm, the black horse hair running vertically across the helmet was a clear indication that he was royalty. His face was stained with blood which must have splattered on during the fight. And he sheathed his sword with a slow and deliberate motion. Reaching for one of the colorful Maelhear banners, he snatched it off and bent to wipe blood off his face and boots.

His eyes never left Queen Aelid’s face, a grin marring his expression as his eyes raked all over her figure in an insolent gesture. He halted when he was right in front of her. then smiled in a manner that made him appear sinister. He bowed in an exaggerated manner, sarcastic in his mannerism. Mockery exuded his every action. The Queen’s guards held their swords at him, keeping him at a distance.

"Your beauty truly does precede you, my Queen," he said as his eyes swept hungrily over Queen Maelhear.

But the Queen kept her cool, defiant gaze on him, seemingly unruffled by his presence, almost daring him to say another word. The man taken briefly aback by her defiance studied her curiously, then collected himself and continued.

"Forgive my manners and permit me to introduce myself. I am King Hunbald of Darkveil, ruler of Darkveil. I..."

"I know who you are," Queen Maelhear interrupted coldly. "What do you want?"

King Hunbald seemed amused by the strength in her words. He regarded her curiously before he took two steps towards her. 

"Don't you dare touch her!" King Maelhear screamed in protest as he stood on his feet, causing one of the invading soldiers to strike the back of his head with the hilt of his sword. At this point, the King’s guards were shuffling on their feet nervously, not knowing whether to strike the guard down for this attack or to continue to hold their weapons at the ready. They were outnumbered ten to one, at least the few who were alive among them.

The King fell to his knees, groaning as he raised his hand to the back of his head, his fingers returning stained with crimson blood. His eyes were glistening with unshed tears from the hit, and the veins on his temples throbbed. 

"That's enough, Idren," Hunbald commanded the soldier and he sheathed his sword, leaving King Maelhear on his knees, rubbing his blood matted hair.

"Take her away, she will do." Hunbald spat, then spun around to take his leave while his men took the captives to the Maelhear palace.

The King's guard stood in shock whilst quivering in fear for a second, before the King's cry of anger roused them. Then they clustered around him and escorted him out from the arena amidst bodies and blood that covered the floor. It was a terrible sight for even the most seasoned of soldiers.

And only those who had seen war managed to retain the shreds of their dignity, while others vomited as they escorted the king away. 
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Hunbald sat on the throne with a bored expression on his face. The woman before him possessed more resilience than he had expected. The whole ordeal tired him, even as it just kept fueling his rage with every passing moment. He had thought Maelhear would be an easy city to capture, but it would seem that their Queen possessed the stubbornness of the five house lords put together. 

She simply refused to surrender.

"I have told you that you must surrender and you must hand over the wizards in your court or else.." 

"Or else what?" Queen Maelhear spat, her slender chin jutting out in defiance. 

She wasn't going to give up her fortress easily. She met Hunbald's gaze and saw the rage in his eyes. 

Good, let him be outraged, she thought as a small smile of derision crept onto her face. 

She had hoped to stall him long enough to give her advisors, and her husband time to devise a means of saving Maelhear from ruin.

Hunbald saw the smile on her face and it infuriated him even more than her stubbornness. Still dressed in her ceremonial garb, although having been summoned from the dungeons, she looked nothing like a prisoner or a captive saved a few misplaced strands of her dark wavy hair, and her slightly rumpled clothes. 

She possessed grace like he had never seen, and it went beyond her poise as royalty. Her grace was internal. Personal. Like she had created it to be worn by her, and her alone. It was befitting of a powerful Queen.

Hunbald had come to realize that true grace indeed came from within and damned be him if Maelhear’s Queen was not the most graceful woman he had ever seen. It took more than ingrained court mannerism for one to remain graceful and calm whilst being threatened by an enemy who could easily squash one's life. 

The former ruler of the Realm, Queen Racquel Grannitewatch had been beautiful, but her ruthlessness had stripped her of every feminine charm she may have had. She possessed a grim stony look, and her gaze seemed to penetrate into the depths of one’s soul. The Queen of Maelhear was nothing like Racquel Grannitewatch, with warm loving eyes and a certain comeliness to her, which was why Hunbald had readily embarked on the journey of his Southfall conquest. What he had not expected was that a woman as fragile-looking as Queen Maelhear would be as mountainous a resistance to his plans.

"Or else what?" the Queen asked spitefully, snapping Hunbald out of his reverie.

"Or else Maelhear will burn, you with all your people in it," he replied with a leer, studying her gaze.

"My people, you say. Is this why I do not see the Devilknolls or the Ravenmeres? Were you all in on this futile conquest?" she asked, raising a cocky brow. 

The corners of her lips tugging upward, as she returned his gaze, but with more determination in her eyes than his. 

"And if they are part, what is it to you? You who are close to death with your stubbornness," he spat, further enraged by her boldness.

Aelid smiled. 

"Then I would know whose death I must be held responsible for," she spoke calmly, then finished with a disarming smile that painted her a harmless damsel. 

Hunbald knew that she was no woman to be toyed with. Her eyes and smile had become firm. 

An assertive witch, Hunbald thought. 

He was beginning to really hate this woman. He just needed her to surrender. He was too far gone in his plans to be stopped by this crazy woman. And here she was, dragging on and on, toying with his head. He gnashed his teeth and tightened his knuckles in anger. 

"It would seem that you do not understand the situation. You are in my custody now, and..."

"And you are in my fortress," Aelid finish for him, albiet much differently than he had anticipated.

Infuriated and not expecting her smart interruption, Hunbald stood and muttered a colorful string of words featuring ‘cow dung’ and ‘imbecilic’. The Queen tucked her smile away. It seemed for all his 'charms,' he had not yet mastered the art of cursing. 

What a shame.

"Idren!" he screeched, fuming with rage.

"Yes, my lord." 

A soldier on the left-hand side of the throne answered the summon, his well-toned muscles glistening with sweat. Hunbald looked from Idren to Aelid, then grinned widely before he turned his attention back to Idren.

"Bring in the young princes and princesses. Let us see if the Queen would still stand her ground after I've slit a young throat or two.”

"Don't you dare," Aelid spat out, her eyes ablaze with rage, as she clenched her fists. 

Her knuckles turned white and her breath became ragged as her chest heaved up and down. If looks could kill, Hunbald would have fallen then. 

"Oh... it is already done. And Idren, do tell the captain to begin the building of the siege towers.”

“Now,” Hunbald started, turning back to face the Queen. 

“Where are the wizards?” he asked, distractedly playing with his dirty fingernails. “See how this place has cleared up, in just a few minutes.” 

Hunbald paced the length of the makeshift stage as though in deep thought as he continued. 

“You do know, that if I send my men to search this fortress thoroughly, they’d produce the two cowards that apparently have gone into hiding. Pfft,” he paused, “However, as you like it. They cannot evade me for very long.” 

“You there!” he barked at one of the soldiers. “Take our horror-struck queen back to the dungeons, would you? And, Aelid dear, this is your fortress all right...” he turned dramatically, “for now.” 

Hunbald smirked without as much as a glance for the queen as she was forced from his presence. 
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As the Queen was carried off to the dungeons, Hunbald and his men huddled together drawing up a map of the fortress. 

“General Kitai, we have work to do”, he murmured. He looked up and saw a hooded figure in the shadows, and motioned for it to come to them. 

“Yes, child?” Hunbald prodded, a sly smile smacked across his rather hairy face. He could tell when good news was about to come his way, and this was good news.

“I... I heard some things sir.” the hooded person whispered, shaking at the sight of Lord Hunbald. 

He wasn’t exactly the comeliest of men.

“Well, speak up then! I have told you: you are safe. We will find your family as a reward for your good work,” Hunbald said impatiently.

“I heard the general muttering with his commanders outside of the court,” the hooded figure said, clearly a child playing at being an adult. “They talked about drainages and surprise attacks... that is all s- sir.” 

The child was scared out of his mind. A sudden smell of urine filled the area. One of his pantlegs had a growing dark spot forming.

“Take this...” Hunbald praised, pressing a gold coin into the figure’s small palm. 

“Find out more, and you’d get more money, and your family. Courtesy of the Darkveil House,” he whispered to the boy, who scurried away, glad to be away from them.

“Well men, you heard the boy!” Hunbald said, turning to the men, rather proud of himself.

An enemy is not much of an enemy when their next move is known and can easily be countered.

“They would expect us over the wall, seeing as the construction of the towers has commenced,” the general said stiffly, a calculating expression on his face. 

“They would expect us under the wall... through the drainage pipes, like the boy overheard. But, they won’t even think we would come through the wall," he paused, as though in thought. “While the north is attacked from atop the walls, we will come through the walls on the east, here.” 

As he said this, he slid his scrawny fingers over the map. 

“That sounds like a marvelous plan to me”, a soldier spoke up from the corner of the tent.

Hunbald turned.

“Who said that?” 

All the men in the room froze and seemed to shrink as they exchanged glances, trying to decipher his mood. 

Was he happy with the declaration or did he want to punish the man for speaking out of turn? 

The frightened soldier pushed his way to the front. 

“It was I, sire”, he said, staring at the ground.

Hunbald looked the shivering man over, then smiled, soothing the nerves of the gathered men.

“What platoon are you, in my good man?”

“The seventh sir,” the man answered nervously, his legs quaking in his boots. His face drained of color as he looked into the face of the feared king. 

“Splendid. You are now a commander, go and get twenty men ready. Pick good men from the infantry.”

The soldier gave a salute and left, with Hunbald watching his retreating back. He moved his gaze from the soldier to the rest of the eagerly awaiting advisers.

“What are you doing dilly-dallying around? Go and get ready. Tonight, we take Maelhear!” 

He pumped the air with his fist and the men roared along with him. As they left, he settled into his chair, pouring over plans and adjusting them.
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At the same time, in the Maelhear court, the King met with his advisers and the court wizards who Hunbald had come to cart away. He paced back and forth red faced, his fists clenching and unclenching. His head still throbbed from the blow the Darkveil soldier had given him.

“This is preposterous! Hunbald?! Of all house lords, Hunbald! Darkveil blaggard... I never would’ve thought that he would work in concert with Ravenmere and Devilknoll!” King Malore seethed. 

“Patience, my King. The guards are holding forth, and the children are safe with their nurse, hidden in one of the secret cellars. Only the queen is unaccounted for at this moment,” the wizard, Rarder, said.

“Send scouts into the hills at once! And..” the King was silenced by a rather round and loud messenger that ran in. 

“My Lord! We are surrounded round about! Only the moat of Traveria separates us from the ruthless army outside! And the Queen was taken to the dungeons by one of Hunbald’s men. I saw her taken and ran here immediately. Hunbald has men guarding the dungeons and our men suffer greatly as they try to break through the enemy’s ranks to save the Queen!” the man huffed, clearly unfit for the distance he had run. “Word is, Hunbald’s men are looking for the children and will hold them hostage as well until we surrender!”

“The Queen is in the dungeons!” whispered Rosha to Aladorn from their hiding place from where they eavesdropped. 

“Hunbald has it in for us, doesn’t he?” Aladorn whispered, deep in thought.

“Shh! They’re talking again," Rosha said, silencing him with a wave.

“I think I know why they want you,” the King muttered, motioning to the wizards, “I believe he’d torture you into telling him our house secrets! Seeing as you both are wise and experienced, he’d recruit you, and use you against us! That is the only obvious reason.” 

He stopped threw his fists into the air in frustration. They were still stained red.

The scoundrel!” he shouted.

He looked back to the soldier,

“We prepare for siege,” the King said, after taking a deep breath to calm down. “We do not have men enough to engage them in combat.”

He looked deflated already, for thinking too hard had knocked the wind out of him.

“Sire, they plan to oppress us. They already have cut off food supply and have taken over all of the food carts and munition outside the walls,” Harold, one of his generals, quipped.

“Food will be rationed then, and might be subject to further re-rationing. Oh! let us hope this does not last long,” the King said, settling into a chair, and taking a sip of water from a flaggon. Suddenly the ceremonial regalia seemed to swallow him, his eyes, sunken.

“Why, Hunbald is within our walls, holding the Queen against her will. It might be a slim chance, but I suggest we take it!” Rarder said, grinning from ear to ear unaffected by the despair of his fellows. 

“In essence?” the King deadpanned. 

“We kill him,” Rarder said, bobbing his head up and down in obvious excitement, so much that the other advisers chuckled nervously. 

“How do you suppose we do that?” one asked. 

“Pfft,” Rarder started with a wave of his hand, like he was swatting a fly, “He is within our walls.” he said, emphasizing the word 'within'.

Waiting for them to see his point.

“What?!” The king yelled, jumping up from where he was seated, his eyes blazing red with anger. 

“Giving orders to his men from our camp?!” the King further yelled, neck pulsing, enraged at Hunbald's audacity

“Oh sire! No matter how many men he has, whatever munition, it is useless against us on Maelhear soil. They might attack us from without, but we hold the power within!” Rarder explained with such renewing hope that eyes twinkled around him, slowly grasping Rarder’s inclination.

“Oh. Oh! Brilliant!” the King exulted, and began clapping loudly as the message settled on him. His advisers clapped nervously as well, uncertain and wary of the king’s mood swings.

“Sire,” General Harold said, bowing, “We outnumber Hunbald and his men inside the walls. And, he has confined himself to the outer courtyard with even fewer of his men guarding the dungeons where the Queen is being held,” he paused, then continued. “Sneaking up on them in the dead of the night might seem cowardly, but it is our only chance” 

“We shall fine-tune this scheme in a while,” the King said. Returning his attention to the map of the fortress on the table, he muttered, looking distracted. “Our men would need reinforcements soon, as we are clearly outnumbered. Northerveil seems to be the only house that isn’t against us. At least not openly, if at all.” 

Turning to the general, he narrowed his eyes. 

“Did you take inventory of the arsenal like I asked you to, last week?” 

“Yes, my lord. We have the blades that were brought by the Decahelm visitors, as well as crossbows and catapults.” the General said. 

“And, of course, the oil and stones. The ironsmiths are currently hard at work making more arrows since our men have sent reports that the enemy is building four siege towers with which they plan to attack us from the four walls,” he concluded.

“We would be at an advantage though,” Kamin the other wizard started. “We are surrounded by hills. We could drive them into the lands beyond us.” 

“The hills? We would be under siege, Kamin, the archers would simply pluck us down like stubborn slugs." Rarder said, enunciating the word siege. 

It was apparent that he thought the idea was moot. 

“We should surrender. We have to tell the Queen to surrender. We are low on men, ammunition, food. The caravans carrying food and weapons were taken over by Hunbald’s men! We have nothing else, but what already is within the fortress’ walls. It's over, we should surrender now, while we still have the chance, not fight a battle we know we can't win. We stand no chance against them,” Aegis, another advisor said, pacing and wringing his hands nervously. 

The fight had left him. It had been long since war took the Kingdom, and unheard of that the Queen was captured whilst an enemy fleet snuck up on them. 

“Will you please breathe, Aegis? Thank you. The Queen is in the dungeons! And while whatever you have said is true, we cannot dwell on our losses. But, I will not surrender, nor will I give up. I shall die, fighting for our city. General, we need to strategize!” the King roared.

“The moat is to our advantage, my lord, and the underwater spikes. The drawbridge should be raised, and we are more or less an island— we are disconnected from the rest of the Realm by the half-bridge across Traveria,” the General said, motioning to the map on the table. 

Pointing to the walls, he continued. 

“If they come up on the northeast and northwest walls with the towers, they would have to dig the moat. Only there would be no opportunity for that, as we would have archers in the battlements, shielded by screens of our own making. As the Darkveil army sets forth to dig Traveria’s shores to redirect the water, we open fire on them.” the general finished.

“We do not know how long this siege will last, but we have to go over these strategies as often as possible,” the King added.

He slumped deeper into his chair, feeling himself grow weary. Any sort of battle was such a tiring affair.

“Yes sire, of course,” nodded the General, “they will be unable to position the towers except they build their own bridges. Chances are, they would expect their soldiers to build towers, as it would be unfitting to include carpenters and masons in their ranks. It is a war they expect, so they would ration their supplies!” Rarder exclaimed, with a triumphant smile. 

“Their men would have to enter the moat to build their bridges, if they successfully redirect most of the water, they would be caught in the underwater spikes— that is a negative for them, and a plus for us! We buy ourselves more time,” Rarder finished. 

“Still, we will post soldiers night and day at the battlements on the wall. We will take no chances,” the General said.

“You, Kamin!” the King managed to call over his labored breathing. “I want as much food and supplies as possible taken to all the secret cellars! Store them in different locations, so that if Hunbald and his men discover one, we are not entirely done for. See that the noble families are given sanctuary in the castle, and as many other citizens as the castle can hold. Use the arena if you need for the lesser nobles and other important citizens. Keep them away from the outer courtyard though. The rest will have to make do with the caverns.” 

Kamin nodded, raising his right arm and placing it across his chest in a gesture of respect for his King. 

Turning to his General, the king continued his instructions. 

“General! I expect you to use one of Hunbald’s men against him. Preferably find the lowest of the low of one of those men. They do not seem like much anyways, but find one, and offer him security under the Maelhear house. However you would do it, I do not care, but we need inside information, and firsthand too!” he seethed. “At least until we indeed follow through with killing the bastard. The gates are locked, I presume. I want the drawbridge raised as well.” 

The king concluded as they all went about to carry out their assigned duties. He did not feel like their victory was assured, but at least the king now felt like they were not weaklings recovering after a devastating blow.
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Rosha and Aladorn scrambled away from the door so they would not be seen by the advisors. When they had turned into a corridor, Rosha looked at Aladorn. 

“This is overwhelming, even for me. Why would Darkveil want to take over Maelhear? It is... it's unheard of.”

“One would think their targets would be Grannitewatch after what happened down south,” Aladorn offered.

“Then again, King Devilknoll has a hand in this, and you saw how Ravenmere was scowling,” she whispered, the entire situation had her befuddled. 

“True, we didn’t look hard enough. And there really was no need to, because danger was right in front of us!” Aladorn mumbled.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself, Aladorn, we really couldn’t have done anything more. But why would they want the wizards though? Advice, yes. Power, all right. But it seems to me like there might be something more that we are missing,” Rosha thought aloud, forehead scrunched in concentration. 

“They are giving us no option, Aladorn. Devilknoll and Ravenmere will stop at nothing to have one of the great houses fall, so that their competition is eliminated one after the other. Where better to start than the present Lord of the Realms’ fortress?” continued Rosha.

“Do not overthink this, Rosha. The King and the soldiers, especially the King’s Guard, and of course Rarder and Kamin, will solve this now, would they not? It’s not as if our thoughts or input really would matter anyway,” Aladorn said, rising to his feet from their base on the floor, outside the courtroom door. “We’re from Grannitewatch, after all.”

“Right, right,” Rosa said, stretching an arm out so Aladorn would pull her up. “I think that we should leave. Sneak out before the siege gets worse and we are stuck here. There is an exit in one of the caverns. If only we can find it.” 

“Rosha...wait,” Aladorn said in a rather low voice when he pulled her up, his stomach churning as he realized that she was not going to take what he was going to say easily. He rubbed the back of his neck nervously, dreading what was about to happen. 

“Come on, let’s go! There’s barely any time left.,” Rosha said, pulling Aladorn with her when he stayed standing in a spot, yet to notice his change in countenance

Aladorn slipped away his hand from her grip, still rubbing his neck and clenching his jaw in anguish, his eyes not being able to meet hers. 

“That... I... That I'm not... I can't...” He mumbled, trailing off. He could not say the words. He would not be able to bear the look of hurt on her face. 

“Aladorn. What's wrong?” she asked, her brows furrowed in worry. “Are you okay? Is something the matter?”

Aladorn inhaled sharply and nodded. 

“Yes, I... I can't...”

“You can't what? Tell me, Aladorn, there’s no need to be so nervous. Besides, we have to hurry before they start putting their plans into action and our lives are lost in a needless battle for power.” 

She was done fighting for power. At least for now. Her time as Grannitewatch’s champion had earned her fame and glory, none of which she desired to keep at this time.

She wanted to survive. She wanted to find Darrion.

Rosha was urging Aladorn. She really was trying to be patient with him, but all she wanted was to drag him out of there.

“I...It's... sort of... is the thing. I can't...no, I won't...that is, I am not going with you.” he finally sputtered, knowing he would soon face a baptism of questions.

“What? Why?” Rosha asked, shocked. She stared at him, her face a mixture of shock and sadness. “Why not, I... You're going to leave me too?” 

She croaked out as understanding slowly dawned on her, her brown eyes beginning to fill fast with tears, causing Aladorn's heart to sink into further depths he didn't know existed in the hollow of his being. 

Aladorn knew that Rosha often felt like he was going to leave her, even long before now. Their paths would eventually part. She was a soldier. He was a wizard. But the timing of this could not have been worse. He was leaving her like Darrion did. She couldn’t bear having both of her friends leave her.

“Rosha...they are wizards. I cannot leave them, I have to protect them, and if the worst comes, learn from them. They’d surely teach me because they are unsure of their fate too,” he tried to explain, although weakly. 

He was aware that he sounded insensitive to her feelings, but he knew what he was doing. What he had to do.

“Please, Rosha,” he added quickly, reaching for her hand, seeing that she opened her mouth to protest. 

He truly wished there was a way that this moment could play out that Rosha wouldn't have to feel more pain. But also for the sake of the guilt he would feel and for the sake of her already hurting heart he only wanted to soothe and not worsen.

He saw this coming and he knew how hard it would be on Rosha, giving everything that had happened to her, but he saw no other way. He cursed himself for not being able to see another possible solution. 

“But...but how? I mean, I can survive alone, but still...” Rosha's voice faded. 

She struggled to express her vulnerability without feeling weak. He was all she had left after Darrion...

After what happened to Darrion.

And yet, he was just going to let her leave because of knowledge? Of wizards he didn’t even know? But the more she tried, the more her legs weakened at their joints. Her heart seemed to be tugged by their strings in every direction possible. Maybe one day she would learn, but today she let her hurt, an indication that she still needed, slowly submerge her. This was the part she hated the most: having the need to fell.

“Please, Rosha. Please. It’d be more profitable, you know. With me on the inside of this dreaded castle and you on the outside,” Aladorn pleaded, trying to get her to understand his hopeless attempt to rationalize the pain of the moment. 

“Yeah. Fine. Whatever,” Rosha said, shaking her head and taking a purposeful step away from him.

She was not going to waste her time understanding his reason. He wanted to leave her, right? Then fine, she would do him the favor of leaving first. She gave him one last look, so he could remember how much he hurt her, before she turned around and began to walk away. 

She was walking away from Aladorn. Away from the pain that threatened to swallow her if she stopped to pay heed to it. As she gathered momentum, her paced walk turned into a jog and soon she was running, trying to outrun the growing ache in her gut. She could feel her eyes watering too, a solemn indication that her soul was being ripped apart yet again. She could barely see through her angry tears now, and her already blurry vision was worsened by her hair that flew around her face. But still she ran anyway.

She let her feet lead her away from Aladorn, her sparse memory of the palace directing her steps instead of her eyes. The tears streaming down her cheeks made her sight useless. She stumbled over a rock, grabbing hold of the wall to steady herself. She let out one small sob as she clutched the solid surface, holding herself upright against the wall as she put one foot in front of the other and walked further away from him.

Hurt and anger warred in her chest as she groaned. They clogging her throat. She tried to breathe but couldn't, because she found there was a weight pressing down on her lungs. It was the same feeling she had when she saw her parent’s bodies burned in the stables. The same feeling when she knew Darrion was gone.

Like always, a heavy heart made it hard to breathe, weighing down on her ribs. It felt like she was about to combust and fall apart at the same time. 

She suddenly stopped in a hallway, sliding to the floor in a sobbing mess, unable to deny her anguish any longer. She gathered her legs to her chest and wrapped her arms around them as she buried her face between her torso and her knees. She struggled to inhale, while her tears threatened to blind her from the sheer force with which they kept coming. It seemed like all the water in her body was leaving her.

Just like every other thing did.
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The ugly voice in her head spoke up for the first time in a long time. It appeared not when she needed it, but to inflict more damage and prey on the vulnerability of her soul and feed off her pain. The voice sounded like it was snickering as it mocked her, reminding her that everyone who ever became close to her left. She sniffled and tried to argue with it. 

“That's not true,” she said out loud. 

Her voice shook, and her confidence wavered as she thought of all the people she cared about that had left. 

Her parents were dead. They had been the victims of the bloodthirsty Red Knight who had burned their stable to the ground when he pillaged Grannitewatch. 

Her mother and father had just wanted her to be a stable hand. But she wanted adventure. If she had done as they wished, would she had died with them?

Every now and then, when she would see happy families or when the wind just blew a wee bit softer than usual, bittersweet feelings would surround her. Longing, yearning, pain and sadness would keep whirling around her. 

Darrion, her best friend Darrion abandoned her for the stars knew where, or why. She still couldn't understand how one day, he was laughing with her and Aladorn, as he set fireflies soaring into the darkness and the next day, he left. 

And now, Aladorn was abandoning her too.

Even though she was the one leaving, it was for the good of the kingdom! Aladorn was supposed to follow her! The weather was annoyingly humid and she pulled at her clothes, trying to let the mildest breeze calm her down. Her thoughts plagued her in the silence, and the ugly voice said nothing to refute them. Of course, it only encouraged them.

She descended into sobs once more, her tears wetting the stony ground in the silent hallway while she desperately wished to disappear. She felt her tears fall onto her skin. They felt warm, nothing like the cold that ravished her being. She hid her face in her arms and covered herself with her hair as her sobs racked her frame.

Meanwhile, Aladorn paced the halls, cursing himself for his stupidity. He knew Rosha was a tad bit more fragile than she let on, and she tended to hold on. He walked in the direction he thought she had taken, fighting the urge to shout her name. 

He couldn't make that mistake. He wasn't even sure they were supposed to be within the palace halls but he couldn't help wanting to learn more from some of the most powerful wizards in all the kingdoms. Maybe even convince them with what he had learned, that the 'unorthodox' methods may be worth looking at. He had too much to lose and he couldn't afford to leave. Learning under Farish, as much as he had told himself he didn’t want to, he had learned from the old man. Maybe he could learn more from these other wizards? He desperately hoped Rosha would understand. 

His thoughts were his only companions, and as he desperately searched for her, he came across no-one. It was like a ghost town. His footsteps sounded unnaturally loud, even as he tried to be quiet. He peered down hallways and saw nothing. 

He finally spotted her on the floor in a hallway that led to nowhere, her head between her knees. A sigh left his lips as he walked towards her, whispering his thanks as he slid down next to her huddled form, racking his head for what to say, how to comfort her.

Rosha felt Aladorn sit next to her and tensed, waiting for words to leave his mouth. She was ready to retort and get up again. No words came and she relaxed a bit, letting her tiredness take over. She felt exhausted. She desperately wanted to wake up from this dream that had begun ever since her parents died. It felt like years ago and almost like no time had passed. Fine, she didn’t always agree with them, but they were her parents. They didn’t deserve to die the way they did. She chided herself as she experienced these thoughts. This was no time to get all sentimental and emotional.

Aladorn felt her tense again as soon as he was about to talk and resolved to allow her relax before he spoke. 

“Rosha, I really wish I could leave with you, but I have to stay with them,” he said as he kept his gaze on the wall in front of him, knowing that looking at her would break his resolve. 

“You don't have to do anything Aladorn, you just want to.” 

Rosha's tired voice surprised him, she was usually full of energy and ready to accomplish whatever task lay ahead of them. 

He bristled at what she was implying, and retorted. 

“That's where you're wrong, I have to do this. Where else could I learn?”

Rosha gave a short, bitter laugh and he was forced to look at her, seeing a fire in her eyes that scared him a little. When she spoke, her voice was stronger. 

“Don’t give me that! You've survived on your own for years. Coming up with amazing feats without formal instruction. I do not know your reason for staying but please, don’t insult me by lying.”

She stood up to get away from him. 

“If you'd excuse me, I'm going to leave and go gather information for the sake of all our lives.”

Aladorn stood with her and made the mistake of touching her arm. 

She exploded in a rage, moving back from him like he carried the plague as her body vibrated with suppressed fury. 

“Don’t touch me! What do you want from me? You've abandoned me to my own devices and now I have to leave here and go out to find forsaken information, while you stay and preen your feathers in the name of learning.”

He was about to reply when he spotted the shadow who stood behind Rosha, his fear turned white in shock, but nevertheless, he tucked it away as he stooped into a bow. 

“Your Majesty.”

Rosha was stunned when Aladorn bowed, she turned back and nearly tripped in her hurry to move away from the King of Maelhear. 

“Your Majesty,” she curtsied, sweat leaving her body in rivulets. 

The King said nothing for a while, leaving them in a state of fear. How much had he heard? If he had, what was he going to do to them? Rosha’s eyes darted from side to side, unsure of what to expect. 

Aladorn snuck a glance at the king, seeing that he had seemingly aged decades in hours. It was understandable, given what he had gone through. Aladorn pitied him, but with the reward of the crown came its burden.

The king waved them up, turned to leave the hallway and beckoned them to follow him. Aladorn and Rosha gave themselves wary glances before hurrying after him. He led them into a hidden passageway and took them into a room with table and chairs. As he went behind the table, he surveyed them, taking pleasure in their squirming. When he spoke, his voice rumbled with authority.

“What are you young ones planning?”

Rosha debated lying but she couldn't find it within her to, especially when she was unsure of what he had heard. Her demeanor was fearful as she spoke. 

“I was planning to leave the palace, Your Majesty. To sneak into the Corsairs camp before the siege, to discover why they need the wizards, and whatever else they might be planning.”

The king glared at her. Then looked at Aladorn with a raised eyebrow before returning his gaze back to her.

“So you mean to tell me that you plan on leaving the only guaranteed safe place for the heart of the enemy?” the king seemed to increase in size as his voice grew. Rosha and Aladorn shared a quick glance.

“That is an incredibly horrid plan...and it may be the only one we have,” he added as an afterthought. He seemed to deflate with that declaration, as Rosha risked a tentative look at him.

“This is the most proactive plan I have heard today. The others were good, but nothing of interest, tsk!” the King seemed to come alive, settling into a chair.

His eyes drifted away for a while, as if considering how insane but hopeful their plan was.

They said nothing, not wanting to upset him any further. He looked at Aladorn. 

“And you boy, are you going with her on this foolhardy mission?”

“I...” Aladorn opened his mouth, but found he couldn't quite say he wanted to stay behind. “Yes, your majesty, I am.” 

Rosha took in a sharp breath and at once, all the tension seemed to leave her body. She looked at Aladorn, her eyes radiating with happiness, but he kept his gaze squarely on the king. 

“Very well, you may leave. Take anything you need. But if anything happens, the crown knows neither your names nor your allegiance,” the King said as he stood, making to leave them. 

“Yes your Majesty,” Rosha stood up straighter. 

“May the stars see you through,” he nodded at them, before leaving them alone in the lit room.

“We need to get supplies"

"And horses. Food and transport are our main priorities. Also, some kind of plan on how we are going to avoid this Hunbald person and his men,” Rosha said, her squeaky voice laced with an overdose of happiness.

Rosha knew some day she would confront him. The fact that he had it in him to leave her under different circumstances still nagged subtly at her, but today she was going to delight in knowing that she was not alone in the world

“Right,” Aladorn said with an eye roll and a smirk. “Off we go then.” 

He was surprised at the level of her happiness. He shook his head. She never ceased to amaze him.

They ran out of the castle, and saw a food cart with a farmer trying to push it hurriedly. 

“How much for apples, sir?” Rosha asked, stooping so her height was the same level with the man's. 

“Two gold pieces each,” the man managed, wheezing. 

“What?!” Aladorn exclaimed, stepping up beside Rosha. “Under no circumstances! Rosha, grab as many as you can.”

Rosha filled her bag as quickly as she could with as many apples as she could shove into the sack. 

“And let’s go!” Aladorn yelled, already running. 

The farmer groaned, and shook his fist at them, too tired to actually chase after them. 

“Sorry!” Rosha yelled back, laughing.

“What was that?” she asked Aladorn who was barely running through his unending bouts of laughter. 

“Once a thief, always a thief.” he said with a wink.
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Armed with spear and magic respectively, Rosha and Aladorn were on their way to the cavern opening on the southern part of the fortress when disaster struck. A loud boom, the roar of falling rubble from the eastern wall and the guttural yells of soldiers in the wall’s battlements to their compatriots on the ground, telling them to retreat. 

Darkveil had just sent two stone balls at the eastern walls from their ballista. A good attempt at offense, but Traveria still stood between them and Maelhear.

Aladorn and Rosha ran like they had never run before, the sounds of chaos behind them, propelling their feet forward. The dust from the rubble filling the city with a dense fog. They were unrecognizable in their peasant clothes, blending in with the rest of the common folk, who were scampering about in the dead of the night.

The whole city was in chaos, the watchtower in disarray, while people stumbled about trying to salvage what they could and run. It didn’t occur to them that there was nowhere to run to. The gates were barred yet it shook with the force of the attack it was receiving from the army camped outside the fortress walls. 

It was like in the arena all over again, with no one sure what was going on but knowing that there was danger, and wanting to get away from it. They careened towards the gate, but found it blocked by armed guards who were preparing to defend their home to the last breath. 

Aladorn’s body vibrated with each step he took, Rosha spared him a look. 

“And pray tell what is wrong with you this time? You were laughing barely minutes ago. Why do you look like you are fighting your inner demons?” 

Aladorn spared her no response, he was fighting in a sense. Fighting his conscience. He was preventing himself from turning back to defend the people he had come to see as mentors. Rosha sidled closer to him as they approached a bunch of farmers, slowing her steps to show fatigue. 

“What in saints’ name is wrong with you?” she whispered furiously in his ears. “If you didn’t want to come, you should have said so, instead of slowing me down with the way you’re walking like a troll. We have to save the kingdom. Maybe the whole realm, blast it.”

Some fire awakened within Aladorn at her words. He put his mouth close to her ear and tightened his hold on her, giving the illusion of a couple, while he spoke hotly to her. 

“Are we really going to save the kingdom? Or is this some harebrained scheme to prove to yourself that you aren’t afraid? Or it is some way to get revenge for your parents? To prove that you’re still a champion?”

He knew he shouldn't have said what he said but at that point he just wasn't thinking straight.

Rosha whirled away from his embrace, hurt and anger warring on her face for the space to be expressed. She gave up all pretense of them being a couple and took the risk of attracting attention, and shouted at him.

“How can you think that? How can you believe such a thing of me?”

Aladorn either didn’t hear the hurt in her words or he did, and he chose to ignore as he yelled back at her. 

“Is it that big of an assumption? You always take the warrior’s way in every situation. You’re brash and headstrong. Traits you mistake for bravery. This is one of those situations. I am sure of it!”

“If that is what you think, I do not think I shall be much use changing your mind now, shall I?” Rosha had withdrawn into herself, pulling her arms around her as she walked backwards.

Aladorn followed her. 

“Rosha,” he held his hand out. 

“Please understand, I have to go back, Rosha! Rarder and Kamin need my help. I can’t leave them to die or be taken!” Aladorn pleaded with her. 

“No!” she refuted hotly, her demeanor different from a moment ago, her nose in the air in defiance. 

“The King said to leave the fortress, did he not? He said whatever information we would get would benefit the castle, did he not, Aladorn?” she asked through gritted teeth, poking his chest with every word, her eyes red with fury.

“Well...” he started.

“Well, nothing! You want to be stupid, and go back in there to die?” she tried to mask the fear in her voice. 

She wasn’t losing any more people.

“We need to go. Let’s see if we can find anyone going to the southern caverns as well. We’d follow them. We’re safer in a group anyway. Do you understand Aladorn? Tell me you do,” she said as she glared at him.

“I understand Rosha,” he let out a breath he didn’t even know he was holding. 

This girl will be the death of me, he thought and followed her already marching frame.

Rosha marched ahead of Aladorn, walking as fast as she could under the weight of the emotional load she was under. She really wanted to open her eyes and discover this was some dream. But as it wasn’t, she would have to make the best of it. 

Her mind was a whirlwind of thoughts. She was cataloguing the things they had to do to get into the camp outside the walls. Find a group. Get out of the walls. Get into the enemy camp. 

Those words went around a loop in her head, going round and round until those were her only thoughts, her entire future dependent on how well she executed those plans. 

Try as she might, she could not plan past infiltrating the corsairs’ camp. The only steps that were visible to her were the ones in front of her. She walked without seeing, relying on nothing but her instincts to guide her path. 

On some level, she could feel everything. Aladorn behind her, the dust from the siege towers rising in thick clouds as Hunbald tried to infiltrate Maelhear, the people scrambling around her, heading to stars knew where.

If only they knew what was really happening.
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She was pulled out of her thoughts as she stumbled, tripping over her own feet. Strong hands caught her and she found herself looking into the eyes of a man with soot-stained face. She looked him over and deduced he was a blacksmith or a farmer. She freed herself from his embrace and smiled. 

“I am fine sir, thank you for catching me. I must have not been looking at where I was going.”

She felt Aladorn coming up behind her, and then his hand rested on her shoulder before he spoke to the man who had saved her. 

“Thank you for saving my sister from a hard fall.” 

Rosha looked sharply at him and shrugged off his hand. She wasn’t aware the plan had gone from a married couple to siblings.

The man laughed, shrugging his shoulders. 

“All this thanks for saving her from the ground? What would happen if I happened to save her life? Would she become my wife then?” 

Rosha was stunned, then laughed to hide her awkwardness. Aladorn and the stranger laughed along with her, a reprieve from the seriousness of the situation.

The stranger chuckled as he regained his stance and looked between then two of them. 

“I'm Icaron, my family is over there,” he pointed away from them, at a group of people who were loading things into a cart. “We are going to the caverns from the southern sides and from there, maybe Grannitewatch, or even beyond.”

“You want to go into the lost lands?” Aladorn was dumbfounded.

“Not the lost lands,” Icaron shrugged, “Maybe beyond, who knows what lies in the lands beyond ours?”

A woman came to stand beside Icaron. 

“Death and destruction,” she put her hand out, “Diedara, Icaron’s sister, is my brother boring you with his tales of adventure again?” She looked at Rosha’s and Aladorn’s faces then nodded. 

“I presume he is. Fair warning, do not let him lure you into his grandstanding plans. We are going to the caverns and nowhere beyond. All this would be over in a second. I trust the King’s guard. Now let’s move so we do not get caught in the crossfire,” with that she turned and walked back to the cart.

Rosha and Aladorn exchanged a look. It seemed like the true situation hadn’t been revealed to the citizens of Maelhear, and they had no idea how dire it was. Their queen kidnapped and the terms of the surrender. Rosha and Aladorn also knew that their best hope of getting out of the walls were with Icaron’s people. With one mind, they moved towards the cart and settled into them.

Rosha wondered how she wasn’t identified or recognized. She had been a champion after all. Perhaps she had been wrong in thinking that everyone attended the games. It seemed like the most common of common folks didn’t leave their means of livelihoods to attend games, even if those games decided their futures.

She spared a glance at Aladorn who was ingratiating himself with the woman, though she rolled her eyes at him. Once a flirt, forever a flirt even if he was doing it to cement their position as members. Rosha hoped he was giving them the story they had agreed on before leaving the palace.

Another ground-shaking boom echoed and it seemed to shake the group out of their reverie as they immediately moved. Dropping what they were holding or shoving it onto the lone cart haphazardly and rushing on.

The party increased their pace and Aladorn walked with them, keeping a keen eye out for any signs of disturbance. He and Rosha had planned to keep his magic a secret, but if anything life-threatening happened, he’d risk exposure to protect himself and Rosha.

They had walked for a while before the narrower road out of the castle was blocked by a group of men. Their party appraised the new arrivals cautiously. They were dressed in common clothes, but they carried themselves with the bearings of military trained men.

They drew closer and Rosha stifled a gasp. she had recognized two of them as Ravenmere soldiers that were part of the Queen’s Guard. She sidled up to Aladorn, stopping by his side and grabbing his hand in hers. He looked at her with a side eye, whispering out of the side of his mouth. 

“What is going on?”

Rosha’s mouth was glued shut in fear, before she took a cleansing breath and whispered back to him. 

“Those men are Ravenmere soldiers.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive,” she was sweating rivers now, her nerves getting the best of her.

“Well calm down,” Aladorn smiled disarmingly at the people, who had turned back to look at them. “You’re drawing undue attention. They probably will not recognize you. You look very different from when you were competing. Smile like the unbothered peasant you are.”

Rosha tried to smile widely, and even though it probably was a grimace, it must have been passable as Aladorn said nothing more. She focused on moving forward with him. One foot after the other. She adjusted her shawl over her unruly hair, hoping to look the part.
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The men were indeed soldiers, as they ransacked the packages they had kept for their journey. One kept glancing at Rosha and muttered to one of his companions, while she prayed deep within to all the saints and the stars that his memory would elude him and they would walk on. 

It seemed like whoever was on duty at the universe’s shop for answering prayers had gone temporarily deaf for he turned back with an ‘aha’ expression on his face that would have been comical, if it weren’t so detrimental.

Rosha knew the exact moment his eyes found her. She felt the heat of his hateful gaze on her spine, she grabbed Aladorn’s hand. 

“Run,” she whispered and ran. 

He took off after her, flinging a spell behind him that caused the sand to fly up from the ground in a frenzy. The shouts of dismay followed them as they ran.

“Hey you!” the soldier yelled. 

Of course they didn’t stop. They kept on running.

“Aladorn!” Rosha shouted. “No more magic. Please. I can’t have you weak on me.” 

She panted as they ran. Finally seeing several buildings huddled together, Rosha led them into one of the alleys, hoping against all hope that it wasn’t a dead end, and that the Ravenmere soldiers would not spread out in search of them. They crouched behind the building closest to the wall, and hid amongst some broken carts. 

“I heard them go that way!” a soldier shouted.

Rosha and Aladorn heard this faintly and looked at each other, sure that they had lost the men. 

“I skinned my knee when I tripped, sheesh!” Rosha grimaced, feeling up the area.

“How is your knee?” Aladorn asked, looking over to inspect it. The scrape was small, but poked through her pants leg anyways. Aladorn blew on it softly and Rosha found the heat in her face was not just from their running.

She blushed, pushing him away. 

“It's just a small cut, it'll heal soon.”

“Shall we wait? Or shall we find Icaron and his group?” asked Aladorn, looking to Rosha since her brash warrior behavior saved them just minutes earlier. 

“We wait, of course.” she said in a ‘what sort of question is that?’ way. 

Aladorn threw his hands up in mock surrender and exasperation. 

“All right, general,” he started with an eye roll that had Rosha giggling. 

He opened his eyes wide and looked both ways, trying to tell her not to blow their cover. 

“Right, sorry. Go on, sire. But, I already am tired, and we haven’t even left the fortress. Stars know what we’d meet outside. I’ve gone over the plan several times and my head hurts, but I still do not feel confident about this.” She said, chuckling, because she was the one insisting earlier that Aladorn leave the fortress with her. 

“Thank you! We wait, then what?” he asked, smiling. 

Finally, she thought with her heart, throwing logic away for however few the minutes were. 

“Do you think Icaron would go ahead without us? They just might be waiting for us,” Rosha said. 

“Which is why we shouldn’t keep them waiting. Let’s go, and stick to the shadows. Our clothes are dark anyways, and these houses are empty, so we really could be anywhere and pretend to be anybody,” Aladorn said to her. 

“Okay, master of stealth,” she said, wiggling her brows and punching him lightly in his arm.

“Well, off we go then.” he said, helping her over the carts.

They walked in the shadows like Aladorn had suggested, flinching every time they heard any sound or saw light. Sweat stung Rosha’s eyes, dribbling from her hairline. Blood pounded in her ears, drumming a rather angry beat inside her head. 

Aladorn didn’t look any better. He licked his lips several times when they paused, looking left, right, behind. He grimaced when he swallowed, his throat clearly parched. Running with tired bones hurt, but stopping meant falling right into the Corsairs hands. 

One more turn and we’d be at the cavern entrance, Rosha thought, feeling a burden being lifted from her shoulders.

Finally, they were out in the open and they could see the cavern entrance.

They saw many groups lined up with their carts outside the cavern’s entrance. The King’s Guard apparently checked everyone who went through the doors. And not so surprisingly, not a single corsair was in sight. They stopped at each cart, peering into the faces of their owners, hoping to catch Icaron and Diedara and the rest of their group.

“Hey, what are you looking at?” an old farmer waved them away. 

Several in the line turned to see who was causing the ruckus. Aladorn’s scanning eyes met Icaron’s, who motioned them over with Diedara waving enthusiastically. They were the next to be cleared on the line. Rosha and Aladorn ran towards them. Getting to Icaron’s cart, they tried to catch their breath. 

“Well, look who made it.” Diedara laughed. 

“We knew you wouldn’t leave without us!” Rosha said through short breaths. 

“We tried to stall, but the soldiers were getting aggressive,” Icaron laughed, clapping Aladorn on his back. 

The soldiers checked them in, and they entered the caverns. It seemed like many rooms in many rooms. They followed the group that entered before them, quite unsure of where they were to go. 

“I think the exit is somewhere around the end of the fourth corridor on the left,” Rosha said, trying to call up the image of a map she once saw during one of her snooping, and eavesdropping sessions. 

Only Icaron’s group didn’t go down the first corridor like the others. Somehow, they trusted Rosha to know where the exit was. Icaron exulted over and over in his thoughts. He knew he wanted to take his family out of the fortress, and knew vaguely that the exit was somewhere in the caverns, but where exactly, he didn’t know. It seemed to be chance, fate, or maybe even the stars, that brought his group and Rosha and Aladorn together.

“Fourth... corridor. Here we are. What next, Rosha?” asked Aladorn. 

“Next, we look for a grate,” she said, “It should be hidden in the walls somewhere. Everyone check the walls and look for inconsistencies in the mortar.” 

She directed them as they searched. The group looked all around the cavern, but to no avail.

“Are you sure it was the fourth corridor on the left? What if it was right?” a teenager from Icaron’s group asked, exasperated. 

“Listen to the lady, Johnis.” Icaron chided. 

Rosha looked up, down and around and nearly gave up, when Aladorn who was sprawled on the floor squeaked. 

“I have got it,” he said, scrambling to his feet, “Icaron, Johnis, please come help me push.” he groaned. 

Together, they heaved and the little grate gave way to a cut out in the wall. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 14

[image: image]


The wall led them into an abandoned drain pipe, which seemed to go under the sea Traveria. It also looked like it had been used as a hideout for rebels as there were pieces of fabric strewn here and there, and the smell of rotting food covered the entirety of the pipe. Thankfully, it was dry.

They could hear the swish-swoosh of the sea against the metal. It seemed like there were other metal contraptions like the drain pipe. 

“No,” said Icaron, “There are spikes underneath the water. The Queen’s father, when he still ruled Maelhear, had them created in the event of an attack.” 

“Thank the stars for foresight.” he whispered.

They were nearing the end of the pipe, but there was one challenge. The Corsairs were patrolling on the other side. Opening the end of the pipe slightly, Rosha snuck a look, taking a head count in her mind. 

“There are twelve of them. Icaron, let’s put the children in the carts, so we do not look too many.” she suggested, her heart thumping wildly in her chest.

“Right, the fewer we seem, the better,” he replied, head bobbing up and down in agreement.

“Diedara, let’s get them up into the cart. Children, please be quiet in there until we come get you.” he added. 

“Okay, Papa,” they whispered, nodding, as they cuddled together.

“Aladorn, what would we tell them? That we are escaping?” Rosha asked, face flushed. 

She was panicking, he knew. But these men didn’t look scary. They seemed like they were having fun, laughing amongst themselves and drinking from their canteens. From their laughter, Aladorn knew that they were intoxicated. He had come across many men like these on his ‘rogue’ adventures. He slipped out behind the stone slab.

He knew what he was doing. He had experience dealing with men like this. All he had to do was act confident around them and show no sign that he was their type. 

“Wha- Aladorn! What do you think you're doing? You're gonna get us all killed!”  Rosha whispered, rather harshly. 

He turned and winked at her, mouthing.

“Trust me,” 

Facing the men, he turned all the charm he could manage.

“Gentlemen, what an amazing tower your men over there are building.” 

What nonsense! He’s going to get us all killed! Rosha thought, though she got the cue. 

He was distracting the soldiers, to give them enough time to make their escape.

“Icaron, open the slab a bit wider,” Rosha directed. “Everyone, leave quietly. Get behind those bushes, while I make sure the slab closes with as little noise as possible.”

She winced, glancing at Aladorn, when the carts started rocking and groaning. Aladorn spoke louder. 

“May I please have a drink of your canteen, mister?” he asked the soldier closest to him. 

“What a drunk fool,” the soldier muttered, handing the canteen to Aladorn, hands shaking. 

Oh the irony, Aladorn thought as the man literally was swaying. Aladorn pretended to take a deep drink, remembering the time he had shared mead with the king of Grannitewatch. It gave him an idea.

“I am a wizard!” he blurted out.

Rosha froze mid-walk. She was in plain sight, on her way to the bushes to meet the others. Aladorn continued. 

“Let me show you a trick!” he staggered like he truly was drunk. 

He raised his hands in the air, and motioned for Rosha to keep moving, but to the soldiers, he looked like he was flexing his fingers in preparation for his magic. The soldiers looked on, ebullient smiles on their faces, anticipating a show. Rosha and the rest of Icaron’s group hurriedly ran behind the bushes. 

“Everyone accounted for?” she breathed, looking round the group.

“Yes.” Icaron replied, smiling.

“Let’s walk a little further, then I’d howl and hopefully Aladorn, if he is about his wits, will understand and leave those men alone,” She said with a chuckle, grateful for Aladorn’s silly, but effective distraction. 

Aladorn was in the middle of creating swirls of wind that seemed to grow with every flick of his hand when he heard the howl. He chuckled, knowing it was Rosha. 

“Well, gentlemen, I hope you enjoyed the show, but I fear I’d have to leave you now,” he said, a wide grin plastered on his face. 

The men were barely coherent in their responses, and he didn’t think they’d even be able to chase him, so he strutted down the path and towards the end of the bushes where Rosha waited.

As he neared the bushes, he heard the soldiers. 

“Hey, you there!” 

He froze in fear, hoping that they were not referring to him. He looked in the direction of the soldiers and thought he saw a flash of silver in the leaves. 

“Aladorn!” Rosha whispered harshly, snapping him out of whatever brain freeze he was experiencing. 

He ran towards the bushes to meet her. They watched the soldiers through the shrubbery. A while later, a huge soldier staggered into the clearing, pulling a young man along with him. 

“Who are you?” one of the sitting, swaying soldiers asked as the man landed at their feet. The man remained mute and did not volunteer his name. 

“If I have to ask again, I’ll kill you,” the soldier snarled. 

“I see silver. Maelhear eh?” another said. “You were sent to spy on us?” 

“No,” the man said, though he was sweating enough to show that he was fearful of any other answer. 

“Oh. Oh, he lies!” the soldier exclaimed, bursting into hard, loud laughter. His men laughed with him. Soon they got up and circled round the man like vultures spying their prey. 

“So, what information have you gotten so far?” the man sneered at the scout. He looked young and very visibly shaken.

“Doesn’t matter anyways, huh boy? Neither you, nor your information are getting home. Night night,” the soldier said, swiping his knife across the boy’s throat. 

The force caused the boy to spin before he dropped, whatever was left of his neck, pulsing as blood covered the ground his body fell on.

“Show’s over,” Aladorn said with a pale ‘Off we go, or we are next,’ expression. Aladorn moved to Rosha, slightly pulling her away from the bush where they hid.
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They were careful enough to stay in the shadows, so they would not be mistaken for scouts. The night was dark, a little too dark for comfort. They groped in the darkness, until Rosha stumbled and they both heard a crunch and yelp. They heard rustling and mumbling. Apparently Rosha had stepped on someone. They froze, not knowing if this person was a friend or foe. 

The figure stood upright and brushed dirt off their leathers, slowly but deftly. Rosha and Aladorn still stood frozen, while the figure chuckled. 

“Why do you two look like you have seen a ghost?”

“Ah.. erm, well. Who are you?” Aladorn said, voice firm, trying to salvage whatever first impression he may have made to the person. 

“Haha, impressive. You’d ask that to a Ravenmere soldier who could turn you in?” the figure asked, chin in the air. 

He sounded young, but that didn’t mean they could take any chances. Aladorn and Rosha retreated slowly, but stopped when the figure said in a low voice. 

“Quite unwise, you two,” he sauntered towards them.

They had turned to run, when the boy, or man, or young person, whoever he was, reached to grab Aladorn’s cape. 

“Stop! They’d see you, stupid!” he whispered harshly, muttering quick words.

“Wh...” Aladorn made to speak, but was interrupted by the stranger.

“No. No more words,” the stranger said, turned and motioned over his shoulder for them to follow him. 

“I am Hun’et,” the young man volunteered. 

Rosha looked at him wearily, and turned to Aladorn, hoping that Aladorn would not be stupid enough to reveal who they actually were to Hun’et, if that was his real name. Then, she heard Aladorn respond. 

“We are Aladorn and Rosha,” motioning to himself first, then Rosha, as Hun’et looked over his shoulder. Rosha glared at Aladorn wanting nothing more than to slap him. Hard.

“I am a Ravenmere soldier,” Hun’et said in a matter-of-fact way. Rosha stopped in her tracks, making Aladorn bump into her. She threw her head back and whispered a sharp curse. 

“I told you so!” 

“Breathe, Ror-sha.” Hun’et said, craning his neck slightly. 

“What?” he asked when Rosha’s face squeezed into a scowl. She thought he might be trying to mispronounce her name as a joke. It was certainly not the time for joking.

“I didn’t get it right? Oops, forgive me.” he said in a mock bow, turning to face Rosha. Aladorn chuckled fondly.

Rosha was seething. 

Aladorn always gets us into trouble. Always! she thought. Look at him, he already chums with this Hun’et boy. What if he was sent to capture us?  What if he kills us? 

The thoughts bumped into each other, as they danced around in her head.

“I do not like the army,” Hun’et said quietly, barely loud enough for Rosha to hear. 

“What was that, Hornet?” she asked, intentionally mispronouncing his name, “Oops! forgive me, for I didn't quite pronounce it right.” 

She smirked, earning an eyeroll from Aladorn and Hun’et.

“I said, I do not like the army,” he repeated, as he led them deeper into the trees, farther away from the patrolling soldiers. At least they hoped.

“There is no use for this stupid siege,” Hun’et said, his tone laced with anger, kicking a twig out of the way, as they settled unto the forest floor. 

“Bloodshed, bloodshed, and even more bloodshed!” he spat bitterly, ripping a leaf in two, rather aggressively. “But, there is no way to stop it. I am one soldier, and speaking out might mean my own blood being spilled. That still won’t make any difference!” 

Rosha and Aladorn watched his outburst quietly. What if it was some ruse? Could they really trust someone they stumbled upon as they were escaping the city? They had been burned before by trusting Kell. Would they be able to trust a stranger again?

They heard footsteps and quickly stood up, slipping into the shrubbery. 

“Oi!” they heard. 

A voice that sounded like it belonged to someone as young as Hun’et, boomed. 

“Misha, it is Hun’et,” Hun’et said, stepping out of the shadows. 

“Oh. What are you doing, hiding there?” Misha asked, craning his neck to look behind Hun’et. 

“I heard rustling and decided to take a look. I saw these farmhands here,” Hun’et said, motioning to Rosha and Aladorn who were pretending to be very tired, and in need to rest. 

“How are we sure they are not scouts, like the other one?” Misha asked, staring at Aladorn and Rosha suspiciously. 

“Erm, well... Their master just passed with his cart and family,” Hun’et said quickly, hoping his hesitation would not be apparent to Misha. He motioned in the direction Icaron had gone.

“Hmm, very well.” Misha said, sauntering off. 

“That was... easy,” Rosha said when Hun’et joined them, finding herself surprised at her own relief. 

“Now, do you trust me enough to tell me what you’re doing here?” he asked with a sad smile. 

“Oh.. well, why would you think...” Aladorn started, trying to sound convincing. 

“Pfft, I would not trust me either,” Hun’et said. “Nobody seems to be who they say they are these days.” 

He finished with a shrug, but Rosha was deep in thought.

What Hun’et just said seems deeper than what it appears to be.

“I’d help you,” Hun’et said reassuringly. “At least, my effort could count for something with you both.”

Rosha scratched an itch in her hair. Aladorn looked from side to side, up at the starless sky, and down at the ground he could not see. Rosha treid to glance up at him, but couldn’t find his eyes. They looked everywhere expect where Hun’et stood.

“Well?” Hun’et prodded.

“All right,” Rosha said resignedly. “We left the fortress in search of information. From wherever we could get it.”

“That seems what... basic?” Hun’et said, chuckling. 

“Yes, Hun’et, it is basic. it is all we have got. The Mother probably ordained that we would meet you here,” she said with a bright smile, tapping his nose. 

“Look who’s chummy with the ‘stranger,’” Aladorn mumbled.

“Pfft, lighten up!” Rosha said, pinching and pulling Aladorn’s cheek, making him smile.

“Are we going to be here all night? Or are we getting a move on?” Aladorn asked. 

“Move on to where?” Rosha retorted. 

“Anywhere before Misha gets back here,” Hun'et mumbled, and started walking away from them. They followed behind him, all three of them unsure of where they were headed.
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Aladorn played with his magic, sending gusts of air into Hun’et and Rosha’s faces, earning a glare from Rosha as she smoothed her hair. He skipped a little ahead of them, feeling the euphoria that came from using his magic after a time of abstaining. 

It felt like a breath of fresh air after suffocating, clawing for the space to breathe in his lungs. Or maybe like after being locked up in a small space. It felt like freedom. 

With each step, he ached to fling his hands and make the elements bend to his will. He breathed in slowly, and turned, feeling his magic bubble up to the surface. He kept his eyes on Rosha as he flicked his wrist in a circular motion. 

Little pebbles rose up around his feet, dancing as he moved. He felt like he could fly. He ached to use air, to see what more he could do, away from the prying eyes of the kingdom. He looked up and saw that Rosha had stopped, waiting for him to catch up. He dropped his magic, pushing it deep within him and slamming a lid on it, as he let out a sigh.

Rosha briskly walked ahead of him and waited for Aladorn to meet her. She was tired of having to look over her shoulder for him. Her paranoia was getting the best of her. She was surrounded by factors that were out of her control. The stories about the land outside of Malhear wall were legendary. They were the stories told by parents of disobedient children. 'Behave or you'll sleep outside the Malhear wall.'

When they had first arrived here, it had been with a battalion of guards for the queen. Now, it was just three of them. Two, if she didn’t include this stranger.

Meanwhile Aladorn was walking towards her with a dopey smile on his face, practically skipping in fact. 

“What in the star's name are you all happy about?” she asked, a little annoyed.

He shrugged when he got to her side. 

“Nothing of consequence. Why do you look so gloomy? We're almost done with the plan.”

Rosha looked over her shoulder. 

“We're outside the wall for one. Were you told no stories as a child?” she queried as she raised a brow at him.

Aladorn smirked.

“I was told tons of stories as a child,” he thought back to when he was an inquisitive child, constantly asking questions, and the exasperation of the adults he was surrounded with. “I paid attention to none of them.”

Rosha walked closer to him, practically melding her body with his. 

“Well you should have. Beyond the wall is a place that even experienced soldiers dare not to pass, without the might of a battalion with them.”

Aladorn paused and looked her over. 

“Do not tell me you are afraid,” he exclaimed, the thought of something scaring the brave Rosha excited him. She gave him a terrible look and he drew her closer, his hands over her shoulder. 

“Never fear. Aladorn is here. I shall battle all monsters and men on your behalf.”

She clicked her tongue and elbowed his chest. He let out a little puff of wind that made her smirk.

“Don't be daft, I'm not afraid. Merely cautious. This is uncharted territory. And like it or not, there has to be some sort of truth to the stories being told. And I'd very well like to make it to the gate with all my limbs intact.”

He smiled inwardly, knowing that was the most admission of fear that would leave Rosha's lips. 

“We walk any further and my legs shall fall off,” he said.

“I agree,” said Hun’et as well.

“Where do you suppose is safe to sit and rest for a while?” Aladorn asked Rosha, looking around. 

They didn't wait for her answer but walked a little further to a rock and sat on it. 

She hurried over to them. 

“A viper could have bitten you! Don’t you care about that at all? I don’t have the strength required to carry you all the way to the gate. And I don’t have any magic to lift you up either!”

Aladorn patted the space beside him patronizingly. 

“Yes, yes, I agree. I made an unwise decision by sitting on a rock. And you’re correct. You have no magic, but I do. Now shall you sit?”

She levelled him with a stare hot enough to peel rocks as she sat. 

“I don’t appreciate being made fun of, Al. This is serious, anything can happen. At anytime.”

His expression melted into one of seriousness at that. 

“I was not making fun of you. I was merely trying to make you feel better and lighten the mood,” he said as he all of a sudden looked very serious. “I apologize if it seemed like I was laughing at your expense.”

Her body heat warmed him as they both rested their legs and looked up at the night sky. 

“You know I meant none of what I said at the castle,” his voice was small in the vast space. 

“Look at you two being a cute couple,” Hun’et said, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively. Rosha and Aladorn glared in his direction, then away from him, blushing.

She turned her head a little to look at him, showing him a little sliver of a smile before returning her attention to the sky. 

“You did. In that moment you did. But I hold none of it against you. You were right. It was in theory, a stupid decision, but we have nothing to fall back on and so we have to go on.”

Aladorn opened his mouth to reply her when he felt a sting on his hand, the hand that was on the floor behind him. He turned his head to look and saw the end of a tail slithering into a hole in the ground. 
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Aladorn coughed nervously. 

“Rosha?”

Something in his voice must have alarmed her, because she looked at him with panic on her face. 

“What is it, Al?”

“I think you may have been right about something this once. I've been stung or bitten or whatever, but my hand hurts.”

She or Hun’et must have said something, but he couldn't hear them over the blood rushing in his ears. He could feel his heart rate slowing down as the poison worked its way through his body, numbing him from his arm to his chest. He fell sideways. Rosha caught him in her arms, resting his head on her shoulders.

Rosha looked around, alarmed. There were vipers whose poisons had no cures. She hadn't even seen the poisonous snake, so she couldn't determine which kind it was. Aladorn's hand had started to swell around the puncture wound so she brought it up to her lap. The man before her didn't react. 

“Aladorn?”

“Hmmm?” he mumbled, the sound barely heard. 

“Don’t die on me in this cursed place. Focus on the sound of my voice. Whatever siren call is luring you away from me, focus on the sound of my voice.” 

Aladorn tried to focus on her words but it seemed he was underwater and she was above it. Her words were foggy. On some level he knew he would die if he didn't do something. Hun’et tapped on his leg to keep him awake. The taps were beginning to hurt, but he could not voice a complaint.

His face was slack and Rosha was panicking. She hadn't paid much attention to any kind of advice on traveling to strange lands and now she wished on the stars that she had. She pleaded with the heavens that would be a healer nearby. 

Realization dawned on her face at the tail end of that thought. Aladorn was a wizard! And even if he wasn't a healer, he could do some of the things they did. Energy rushed into her body as she adjusted to face him, his body was limp but he was still breathing, albeit slowly. 

“Aladorn focus on me,” she drew her face level with his. “Blink if you can understand me.”

A second, then two before a slow, agonizing blink.

“Progress. You're going to need all your willpower for this, I want you to draw the poison out of your body using water.”

Aladorn could hear her but he wondered if he wasn't hallucinating. Drawing the poison out with water magic? Never mind the fact that he took great care to not practice water magic. He hated the anxious feeling that came with it. It was the antithesis to his fire magic. It made his body revolted just thinking about it. 

“Sound of my voice Aladorn! Listen to the sound of my voice!” 

Her words brought him from deep within his thoughts. 

“I don't know how exactly magic works, but you could try drawing out the poison from your bloodstream. I reckon it would feel different from the rest of your system.”

Aladorn hoped his eyes effectively communicated his amazement. What she was suggesting was top level healer wizardry. Something he had only read about in a book somewhere. In theory, it should work, but actually doing it was harder. Of course, Hun’et still tapped away, not wanting to seem useless.

He didn't seem to have a choice. He could see black spots in his vision and he could feel his body shutting down as the poison neared his heart. 

“Blink twice if you understand and you're going to try it.” Rosha said, her mouth close to his ears, as eyes brimmed with tears. She had lost everyone in her life. She didn't want to lose him too.

Hun’et smacked him hard.

He blinked, even though it took a lot more effort than he expected. He turned his mind inward, summoning the magic from the well within his soul. He expanded his senses, feeling his entire body, trying to locate what wasn't supposed to be there. 

He felt the poison almost immediately. It was a slippery thing, tingling everywhere it passed with a foul energy. He centered his mind, knowing that if he made a mistake, it would be the end of him. In one breath, he used his magic to take hold of the poison and wrench it out of him. 

The effects were glorious. He heard Rosha screech as she tried to get away from the liquid that had left his body. He felt the euphoria that came with using his magic. There was something else too. Something he couldn't quite decipher. 

He could feel his hands again and he smiled at Rosha, the fingers of exhaustion grabbing at the edges of his mind. 

“See. You both were afraid for nothing. Oh yes, thank you for the smacks, Hun’et,” he said with a faint smile. 

Rosha's grateful face was the last thing he saw, before he fell into the blackness. 
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When he awoke, Aladorn was aware of his body in a way he had never been before. His eyes opened to unforgiving sunlight. He closed them again and breathed in, trying to get a bearing for his surroundings. 

He was on the floor, lying on some sort of pallet. He could hear movement to his left. That was most probably Rosha. Or Hun’et.

He heard his heart beat and the blood thrumming in his veins. He could feel each organ in his body. He could feel the air traveling from his lungs to every part of his being. He flexed his fingers. A wave of relief came over him as he could feel them. Now, however, he was even more aware of every nerve and every muscle in his hand and could differentiate them. 

He wondered at the change in him, wishing he could ask a scholar more knowledgeable than he. Or at the very least, read about it in a book. But, he surmised, he wouldn't see a book to read if Maelhear was overrun. 

He must have made some sort of noise because in the next moment, Rosha rushed to him. 

“Oh you're awake. Praise the Mother. I thought you were gone, you fainted immediately after the poison left your body and didn't wake no matter what I did. You scared me Aladorn,” she breathed out, tears clouding her vision.

He sat up, wary of lingering pain but none came. It was like he was a new man. He looked at Rosha's face and nearly smiled at the furrow lines between her eyebrows. 

“You were worried for nothing, I can take care of myself,” he raised his hand to smoothen out her forehead lines playfully. 

She swatted his hand away. 

“I’m serious, vagrant,” but she was smiling, relief evident in her features.

He surveyed her, and looked at the sky, trying to gauge how much time they had lost.

“How long was I out for?”

Rosha sobered up immediately, a frown marring her face. 

“Hours at best. Hopefully not more than we can handle.”

He stood up at her proclamation. 

“We should get moving then. We would not want a snakebite to stop us from saving the kingdom now, would we?”

Rosha stood along with him, hiking her pack unto her shoulders. She looked at him with a critical look. 

“Are you in any shape to be undertaking journeys?”

Aladorn laughed. 

“Even if I wasn't, would you tell me to go back? There's nowhere to go back to. Malhear is under siege and we don't even know what's to be said about the other houses. It's best if we keep moving.” 

He picked his pack from the ground and started walking, his speed a far cry from Rosha's. 

She hurried after him. 

“You could go to the caverns. With Icaron and the rest. They couldn't be too far away. Stay safe and rest.”

“What? And leave you to continue the mission alone?” Aladorn said, looking back at her. “I promised his majesty I'd go with you and I do not intend to break my word.”

She caught up with him and walked just a moment beside him. After a moment, she gave him a side eye. 

“You didn’t really promise the king per se. Besides these are special circumstances. And, I have Hun’et, stupid.”

Aladorn laughed. 

“Indeed, but I still don't intend to leave you and Hun’et! Besides, the ones in the caverns are leaving on borrowed time. We both know that. So unless the court comes up with a plan solid enough, I'm afraid to say we're the kingdom's only hope.”

“Maybe even the whole Realm,” Rosha added in a small voice.

They walked in silence for a while after that. Both statements weighing heavily on their minds. 

Aladorn's steps were lighter and he felt the need to practice his magic. It was like an itch he wanted to scratch until it bled. Then scratch some more for that blissful sensation. If it was a rash on his skin, Aladorn was sure his fingers would be rubbed raw until he could see the bone underneath. 

It was the pain of every wizard. Using too much magic would drain them. Not using it at all would eventually drive them insane.

He flicked his wrist and he felt the ground shift. It was nearly imperceptible, but he felt it. He was connected to the elements in some way now. Almost like they were an extension of him. 

He concentrated and two rocks a few feet away from them lifted, hovering over the ground until he reached them and then they dropped to the dirt. Rosha was too lost in thought to notice. They took a few more steps until he decided to get her attention. 

He started with little things. First, he tried getting the dust around her feet to fly a little higher with each step. The only reaction he got was her swatting her hand around in a futile attempt to clear the area. 

Next he made pebbles fly up. So while she walked, dust and little stones floated around her feet in an orbit. Her oblivious face gave him joy, as she looked down at her feet wondering why she was nearly tripping over nothing. It took all his effort to keep from giggling. 

Rosha's mind was on Aladorn's words. He was right. They were the kingdom's only hope and they couldn't afford to fail. It would be costly. The saints knew what Hunbald wanted to use the Malhear wizards for. She didn't subscribe to the king's mindset that the Darkveil king wanted them for court secrets. He had proven his worth. Hunbald could get the Malhear court secrets in another way. There was something they were missing and her instincts told her the answers would be found in the camp.

Now only if they could reach it. Within herself, she could admit that the cavalier attitude she had put on was a front. If Aladorn had died, she was almost sure that she would follow him. All the people she knew no longer dwelled on this earth. What would happen to her if Aladorn left as well? These thoughts led her back to Darrion.

Darrion... 

Her feet tripped over nothing and she stopped. That wasn't the first time it had happened, she heard laughter and raised her head to see her companion laughing at her. There was a sheen to his face that showed he had been working magic. 

“Aladorn!” she frowned.

He crossed his arms in front of him and pouted, making obvious that he really had been up to no good. 

“Really now?” Rosha asked, trying to keep a straight face but unable to hold up the act. 

She burst into laughter. Aladorn, surprised, started laughing too. They finally settled, and turned again to face each other and try as they might to suppress their laughter, they just couldn’t.

It felt like they were friends again. Not soldiers or spies on a mission to save a kingdom. But friends who could share a walk together without having to fear for their lives. 

It felt wonderful.

But, after a few moments, when the high wore off, they both became silent again.

“Why did you do that, Aladorn?” Rosha asked, serious-faced.

Aladorn tried to downplay her seriousness and send a gust of wind into her face, ruffling her hair. 

“Can you stop?!” she nearly shouted, heat rushing into her cheeks from her neck. 

“Whoa whoa, tiger. I’m sorry,” Aladorn said, facing falling. 

He had been having fun. It had brought a moment of peace to their otherwise stressful adventure.

“I enjoy it when you aren’t so serious.” he mumbled, walking away. 

“Aladornnnn”, she groaned, trying to keep up with him. “I am tense, on edge, and whatever else can describe how I feel.”

He paused and turned to her. 

“You do know, that when you’re apologizing, you shouldn’t defend yourself, right?” he asked with a wry smile.

“Oh, that smile again!” she groaned and stomped her foot, more frustrated. “I am sorry! I am sorry, Aladorn.” 

He ignored her and continued his walk. As he did, he raised more stones and watched the dust dance in the mini-wind he created.

“I am just looking out for you... that is all,” she mumbled, trying to get in his way. 

“Rosha... I am not mad at you,” he said quietly. “I just... I just wish you would give me a lot more credit.”

“I do give you credit,” Rosha said tentatively. She didn't want to risk setting him off.  “But it’s not too much to think that you'd be able to handle the effect of using needless magic.” 

Aladorn's ire rose, his will turning to granite, his voice hardening as he turned. 

“And what exactly might you mean by needless magic?” he waved his hand to emphasize his words. 

The sound of someone clearing their throat broke up the argument. Hun’et had walked behind them, letting them have a moment and only cautiously looking around when they were too loud for what was supposed to be a quiet walk. 

“Hey, hey, let’s not get angry.” Hun’et said stepping between them.

“Aladorn, I didn't mean anything harsh by that. I merely was worried about the repercussions of using so much magic.” Rosha said, stepping around Hun’et. 

Where did he come from? she thought.

Her words stoked the fire of his anger. He knew what she meant by ‘repercussions’. He was perfectly sane. He knew when he would be acting irrational and he told her so. 

Rosha couldn't help it, she laughed. 

“Is that so? Do you even see what you're doing now? Look around you.”

Aladorn looked then, seeing the dust and rocks gravitating towards him. Like water thrown on a fire. He gave out, sinking to the floor. Rosha came to sit beside him as he put his face into his hands. 

“I did that.”

“Yes, you did,” she rubbed warm circles into his back, thankful that she hadn't lost him to the throes of his element. 
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Stories of Elementals were legendary. The boogey men who came for disobedient children. But like in all tell tales, there was a seed of truth. 

Elementals were wizards who had used their chosen elements without caution. So much so that they had fallen slave to its whims. Their only ambition was to feed off the energy that they got from using their element. But a body can't survive without sustenance. And so the wizard would fall victim to their power, hollowing from the inside out. 

Aladorn was tethering close to that edge and he seemed to know it too. His breathing was harsh. Sudden intakes of air held in till they were expelled in a rush. His body shook with the knowledge of how he had almost lost himself. 

“I apologize, Rosha,” he said. His words were laden with shame, leaving him in a rush. 

“Why were you so careless Aladorn? You know the risks, I'm sure you've read it in a book of yours somewhere,” she continued, with the motion of her hand.

He blew out a breath. 

“I suppose almost dying would do that to you. Make you more careless, willing to do dangerous things to experience these fleeting moments we call life,” she said.

“Do you know what it's like to almost die Rosha?” he spared her a look, before returning his gaze to the horizon, remembering her fights in the arena during the Trial of Houses. 

“Of course you do. I do too. It stays with you, those moments where you're convinced that it would all be over. Before through some miracle, you're in the land of the living once more.”

Rosha kept quiet, saying nothing, instinctively sensing that her partner needed a release. 

“When I felt that poison making its way to my heart, I thought I was gone from the earth. Even when I fell into a sleep, or so you delicately put it, I was still dead in the sense of the word,” he shuddered. “That's something that comes back with you.”

Rosha stopped rubbing her hand on his back and took his instead. She used her other hand to turn his face towards hers. 

“I cannot claim to understand what you went through and I'm sure it must have been taxing for you. That still is no reason for you to tax your soul and your abilities by practicing magic without a cause.”

The weight of her words sank in and Aladorn pulled his face away from her, turning to the other side. 

“Precisely my point Rosha. you do not understand,” he said with a tone of hurt in his voice. “When you're at the mercy of the forces, with no will to follow except the stars, you would understand how I feel. How it felt to be held momentarily against myself. You would seize power wherever you saw it.”

“Even if with people around?”

Aladorn said nothing, choosing to stand up and walk away. Rosha followed him and Hun’et followed her. They walked around the walls, tension thick between them. They kept to the shrubbery and trees as much as they could. 

Darkveil men pushed and shoved carts of lumber and thickset stones here and there to support the construct of the siege towers and bridges. 

Rosha huffed and walked ahead of Aladorn. Hun’et strolled behind them, quipping once or twice about lovers and quarrels. Rosha saw dust dancing in the air by her feet and turned, annoyed already, expecting to catch Aladorn red-handed in his mischief. He still looked sulky so she shrugged and continued her march. She looked down again and saw pebbles rattling, like in a pattern. 

Thump-thump-pause-thump-thump. 

“Aladorn, Hun’et, do you see this?” she whispered, only loud enough for them to hear. They walked closer to her, and looking down, saw what she spoke about. 

“Not me,” Aladorn mumbled.

“Obviously,” Rosha deadpanned with an eye roll.

Rosha turned, a full circle. She saw nothing. 

“That is... surprising.” 

They looked again and saw what looked like a line of ants, huge ants, marching in a pattern. 

“Check if there is any insignia,” Aladorn muttered, squinting at the line. 

“I can barely make out anything, but they are dark-looking, so black?” Hun’et said, squinting as well. 

“I see red!” Aladorn shouted, turning to Rosha, an alarmed expression on his face. 

“Definitely Devilknoll.” she rasped. “We were right! Ravenmere will send in reinforcements soon as well. Oh why do they want to crush Maelhear so badly?” 

In the moment, she began pacing. It was a half attempt to try to calm herself. 

“Breathe, Rosha,” Aladorn whispered soothingly. 

“Breathe? Of course, I am breathing!” she snapped. 

“You forget to, when you’re nervous,” he said with a smile.

“Fine, I am breathing,” she huffed, blowing a loose strand of hair out of her face. 

“What do we do?” she asked, pacing back and forth, trying to breathe well.

“We wait for the darkest bit of night. We’d take turns watching, while the two other people sleep,” he replied. 

He found that her panic had given him a sense of clarity. A way to focus not on his own musings, but on her irrational behavior. It was as if she balanced him out.

“Okay, I’ll take the first watch, since you literally had poison in you only hours ago,” Rosha said.

“Well yes, but I slept after, remember?” he said, wagging his index finger in her face, then tapping her temple. 

“Hmph!” she harrumphed as they walked deeper into the bushes, away from whoever might wander into the shrubs.

They walked a tad bit farther and saw a spire in the distance. 

“What is a spire doing in the middle of trees? And outside the fortress too?” Aladorn muttered, walking slowly and carefully, with Rosha and Hun’et in tow, unsure of what awaited them. 

They found a path that seemed to have been created by the several heavyset boots walking it. 

“Ah yes, welcome to camp, boy and girl!” Hun’et said, grinning. They stayed beside the path, in the shadows. Aladorn jerked his head to the side. 

“What?” Rosha whispered, scanning the area with her eyes. 

“I thought I heard something,” he whispered back, reaching behind him for her hand, and giving it a tiny reassuring squeeze.

Aladorn stopped abruptly, making Rosha bump into him hard. 

“Oof!” she exclaimed.

“Sorry! Sorry. I thought I heard leaves,” Aladorn apologized.

“Oi, Demotius,” a guard grunted. 

The trio paused. They were within mere steps of two Red Corsair guards.
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One of the two posted at the flap of the biggest tent of all— presumably the Commander’s tent.

“What?” Demotius turned in reply, spitting out his rather mangled piece of tobacco. It hit the dry grass with a splat. 

“I hear sounds,” the man continued, over Demotius’ hacking. 

“Of course, you hear sounds, Andres. You’re going cuckoo!” Demotius spat again.  

“Go and check,” the guard, Andres said, tipping his head in Demotius’ direction. 

“No, you go,” retorted Demotius.

“Let’s draw lots then,” Andres said with a sly smile. 

“Are we really going to watch them play all night?” Rosha asked with an annoyed eye roll. They had been watching them for so long, and she was already getting tired of it. 

“Be patient. They’ll play right into our hands. At least whoever wins,” Aladorn said, shrugging, flicking an ant off his leg. 

“We’ll have to knock them out,” Rosha said. “Otherwise they’ll alert the whole camp.” 

Aladorn nodded.

“Pfft, look at you, thinking you’d win against me.” Andres gloated as Demotius made his way to the shadows. 

“You cheated!” he yelled. 

“Me? Cheat? Never! And, you better stop yelling before we are checked on,” Andres said, with the slightest hint of a laugh in his voice. Demotius shook his head fiercely and went anyway. 

“What are we going to do? He is coming this way?!” Rosha whispered, panicking, before an idea suddenly lit in her mind.

As he neared the edge of the clearing, a hand grabbed his and pulled him into the darkness. Before he could react, Rosha pulled a knife to his throat and Aladorn lit his hand on fire, pointing it right in the guard’s face.

“If I hear a sound...” Rosha said through gritted teeth, right by the guard’s ear. 

What a switch! Hun’et thought. 

Demotius nodded vigorously, goosebumps sprouting on his skin, his hair rising as well.

“Tell us everything you know. The Commander’s plans, all of them,” Aladorn said, waving his hands, bored and grim. 

Demotius spat again. 

“Why should I? We have won already. Ravenmere is sending reinforcements tomo...” he spat. 

And then, too late, his eyes went wide, realizing that he had said a little too much already. Rosha grinned.

Andres was walking the length of the edge of the clearing. 

“Where’d that lazy imbecile go now?” he muttered angrily as he paced. “How long would it take him to- ahhh!” he was pulled through the bushes too. 

Hun’et pulled him with both hands to where Demotius was. He was about to open his mouth to yell when Rosha wagged a finger in his face. 

“No, not a word,” she growled at the guard. “Now, you would tell us all of the commander’s plans, or we will kill you where you stand.” 

Aladorn’s head snapped in her direction. 

That didn’t sound like Rosha. Was it a hollow threat? He knew war does things to people, he thought. Andres tapped his sides in search of his weapons, and eyes scanning the field, they landed on his dagger several feet away, with Demotius. The two guards locked eyes, and then locked their mouths just as tightly.

They sat, unyielding for about twenty minutes. They knew Rosha and Aladorn were young and most likely only boasted with empty threats. But Hun’et, a Ravenmere guard, was supposed to be one of their own. That was not something they had anticipated.

“Aladorn!” Rosha whispered harshly to him. 

“We. do. not. have. any. of. this. time we are wasting,” she said angrily, poking his chest with every word. 

“I’ll ask them one more time, then do with them what you will.” he said, hands up in surrender. 

Aladorn, hands still glowing, faced the two men. He did his best to look intimidating, but he knew these were soldiers. Hardened by battle. He had seen wars as well. He tried to work a soldier’s roughness into his voice.

“Ravenmere reinforcements should arrive tomorrow. You’ve obliged in sharing that. After the siege towers and bridges, what next?” 

He squinted at them, hoping he appeared serious— serious enough to the men, and to Rosha. She had changed when they took control of these two men. Something had awakened in her that he did not recognize. 

Rosha held her knife against Demotius’ bobbing Adam’s apple. With every gulp, the knife drew blood. 

“Speak then, Demotius,” she said condescendingly. 

Sweat stung the eyes of the two men as finally they realized that Rosha and Aladorn were going to carry out their threat.

“We do not know!” Andres cried. Rosha held the knife tighter against Demotius. 

“Really?” she asked with a sickeningly sweet smile. 

“Yes! All we know...” Andres panted.

The guard took a moment to look back and forth, hoping that either Aladorn or Hun’et would spare him. Neither male moved.

“Is that...” he stopped to huff and catch his breath.

He’s so scared, Aladorn thought. 

“Well, get on with it!” Rosha barked, sliding the already bloody knife against Demotius again. 

She was getting very impatient. Aladorn looked from her, to the two men, back to her, knowing that something rash would soon follow. He hadn’t completed that train of thought when he heard it. 

“Argh!” 

The noise of pain was accompanied by the deft swipe of a knife. 

Demotius lay on the floor, his fingers twitching and neck pulsing as his life’s blood flowed out.

“You toyed with me for too long,” Rosha said, a foreign look growing in her eyes. Something had changed within her.

Something had broken. 
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“Andres? Is that what the dead man called you? I believe he said Andres.” 

As she said this, she was nodding her head wildly. Her face was a mask of pain and terror. She was not herself. 

“So Andres, you have wasted precious time. Very precious time. Will you give me what I need or will you choose the way of your compatriot?” she said, grinning.

Aladorn watched in horror. She looked nothing like the crying Rosha who was scared that he would leave. She looked more like Queen Racquel, ready to kill at a moment’s notice. She had changed.

“I’d die with honor. Darkveil, Red Corsair, honor,” the man said, head in the air. 

“Pfft, I thought as much. Aladorn?” she said, motioning from Aladorn to Andres, as if to tell him that he would be the one doing the killing. 

“Oh. No, I’d rather not,” Aladorn said, chuckling nervously.

“Very well then, swiftly,” she said, and with one step forward, her hand stretched in front her, she buried the knife in Andres’ heart.

“Okay,” she muttered, wiping her hands, first on the Andres’ leathers, then the grass when the leathers didn’t seem to do any cleaning at all. “Okay. Their... Their dead now. Now we need. No we need to...”

The man’s fingers twitched, but it was only minutes before he died. Nobody would find the bodies before then. 

Aladorn cleared his throat, unsure of what to do next. Hun’et watched them with searching eyes.

“We take their weapons, right?” Aladorn asked. 

“That I did not anticipate,” Hun’et said as he pulled a knife from Andres’ body.

“Neither did I,” Aladorn said stiffly.

After the work of removing their weapons was done, they hid the bodies in the brush as best they could. Though anyone who wondered by would be able to find the trail of blood that led them to the grim sight.

“Right,” Rosha said, nodding and smiling.

She led Aladorn and Hun’et out of the shadows and towards the tent. Aladorn shivered. The night was chilly, all right, but Rosha scared him to his bones. 

I vow I’ll never offend Rosha, Aladorn thought. 

Hun’et simply shook his head, trying to get the image of the gruesome murder he had just seen out of his head. 

Maybe he was soft after all. He should’ve just remained in Darkveil as a stable boy, but his father would have none of that.

“I am going to wait for you both here, then maybe enter the camp much later. We cannot be seen together,” Hun’et said. 

The trio agreed and separated. Aladorn and Rosha made their way deeper into the camp as Hun’et moved into the surrounding shadows.

Aladorn and Rosha moved quietly through the camp. Tents were set up in neat rows. Most of them were empty. Aladorn supposed the troops had all been tasked with building the siege towers and bridges that would break the defenses of Maelhear. 

He was glad for the silence. Nothing could explain the change that had come over Rosha in his mind. He swallowed every time he saw the look on her face as she took the lives of the two guards in his mind’s eye.

Soon, they found themselves coming towards what must be the center of the enemy camp.

Reaching the flap of a big tent, Aladorn and Rosha saw men huddled around a dimly lit lantern. Hiding as best they could while still being able to see, they craned their necks to be able to hear what was being discussed.

“...send scouts to the North Hills,” they heard the biggest man in the group say. 

Aladorn assumed he was the Commander, seeing as all the other men seemed to grovel at the man’s feet. 

“We need to liaise with Grannitewatch,” a man on the outer part of the circle was saying. 

“What are they going to find in the north?” Aladorn muttered and Rosha gave his hand a tight squeeze, a sure sign for him to keep quiet. He obliged and leaned closer to the opening of the tent to hear. 

“Tell the scouts to only scout,” the large man in the tent said. “If they see anything, they should take care not to touch. We don't know what we're looking for, but I'm certain it's something so unordinary. It ought to be recognizable.” 

Rosha was immensely focused on the men in the tent so Aladorn leaned into her a bit, bringing his mouth close to her ears. 

“Should we enter the tent to find out more?”

She tilted her head a bit in his direction, raising her eyebrows. 

“How do you suppose we blend in?”

He inclined his head in the direction they had come, standing up to move and she followed his lead. Her footfalls were masked by the silent way she moved. In their travels, they had both learned how to move stealthily.

When they were a good distance from the tent, they changed the way they walked in an effort to look like the faceless soldiers that littered the camp. 

They made their way to the bodies of the soldiers they had killed and stripped them of their uniforms. Aladorn's stomach threatened to heave at the sight of the dead, naked bodies. 

Rosha chuckled darkly. 

“Don't get squeamish on me now Aladorn, if I recall correctly, this was your idea. Besides they're dead, they don't need them anymore.”

They turned their backs to each other and wore the dead men's uniforms. Rosha rubbed at the bloodstain on the uniform she was wearing, looking distasteful. 

“I suppose it can't be helped. I hope the low light hides the stains.”

Aladorn's nose twitched.

“Can the low-light hide the smell too?” and Rosha laughed, a low sound that felt to him like a balm on a sore point. 

“No, but don't worry, being in a room filled with soldiers would do just that.”

She left him discreetly sniffing his uniform and walked with confidence she wished he had into the tent. The men there noticed neither her entrance nor Aladorn's. They were that enraptured with their commander. 

The said commander stood up and was pacing in the center of the tent, waving his hands in harsh motions. 

“This is our chance to prove to the sire that we actually know what we're doing. To redeem ourselves in his eyes.”

Rosha's stomach dropped, anyone who wanted to get in Hunbald's good graces wasn't anyone she wanted to be around. The men in the tent boxed her in as they roared at the end of his speech. She moved her head around discreetly, trying to see if she could find Aladorn in the mass of bodies that was suddenly a living thing. 

The soldiers moved, raising their hands above their heads in celebration. She raised hers along with them, blending in. The commander gave a shrill whistle and the soldiers quieted at once.

“We have been given a mighty task. A holy one,” he said as he looked around for confirmation. 

All around Rosha, heads bobbed up and down, so she nodded along with them while her thoughts were running amok on what exactly was going on. 

“As soon as the sire acquires the Maelhear wizards, we shall be halfway through with the plans. In fact getting the Maelhear wizards is guaranteed at this point! So we have to find the Sand god! If we do so, our destinies will be fulfilled!” he finished. “No longer will out home be the desert sands where nothing but rough weeds grow! But fertile and living like the Realm of Lords! And we’ll turn their land into a desert waste. They’ll finally be the ones who suffer as we had!”

The soldiers roared in approval, fists pumping the air. 

“We’ll be heading to Grannitewatch first. It’s closer to the sand god’s shrine. And, we just might need to add Grannitewatch’s strength to ours! Just in case Maelhear proves difficult to overrun, even with our Ravenmere and Devilknoll reinforcements,” the commander said grimly. “Very well now, head to your tents. We leave at first light.”

Rosha's stomach dropped. She didn't know who exactly the sand god was but he sounded like the one of the old gods that had been defeated by the Mother. And none of the old gods were good news. She craned her head, searching for Aladorn among the mass of soldiers, but she couldn't find him anywhere. 

Aladorn didn't know how or when he had been separated from Rosha. He soon found himself at the very back of the tent where the loose lipped tended to hang around. 

The soldiers there couldn't exactly be reached by the commander's arm of fury, so they did what they wanted. Aladorn leaned against the tent wall in an attempt to look cool. 

“You really think they can bring the ancient one back?”

One of the soldiers looked around before answering, leaning towards him so their words weren't overheard. 

“Misgivings too, eh?”’ he turned towards the rest of his crew. They all seemed to peek over at Aladorn with a general sense of misgiving.

“Sometimes I wonder if this mention of the old gods or more intentionally, the sand god is to rejuvenate fools like Oldrom over there,” he inclined his head in a general direction and Aladorn looked over that way. 

It wasn't hard to find Oldrom. The rest of the camp had faces of respect for the commander, but his was awash with love and admiration.

Aladorn's nose twisted and his new soldier companions laughed. 

“The way he wants to be a commander so bad.”

Aladorn saw that he had misjudged the situation, thinking badly and laughed quietly. He had thought that Oldrom wanted to just kiss the feet of the commander. It seemed he wanted to be the one calling the shots.

While at the front of the crowd, within feet of the commander, Rosha was forced to listen to him go through the plans over and over again. She supposed it was adequate so she could remember the plans but in honesty, his voice had started to grate on her ears. 

“We shall send an emissary to Grannitewatch for their assistance. I am positive that they would respond favorably.”

Rosha's stomach dropped to the floor again. She didn't want to think about the fact that her former home could betray the sacred oath of leave. But she had to admit, in war, all was fair. 

The dismissal order was given and she found herself outside the tent, enjoying the air. Aladorn walked up to her. 

“I thought you had been sacrificed to the ancient one,” he said.

She smiled, a weak one. 

“They really intend to wake the old gods? To turn our land into a desert? This is bad, we have to get out of here.”

“Agreed.”
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They had scarcely walked two steps when the bugle sounded. Three loud blasts. An emergency. All the men were heading back in the direction of the large clearing they had just left. All around Aladorn and Rosha, men mumbled and grumbled, visibly upset that their rest period was shortened again. 

“Well, I hope we are not going over those blasted plans again!” a man muttered, bumping hard into Rosha, with a fast wave of hand. “Oi, don’t stand there staring, except you want to taste Idren’s fury tonight.” 

“Oh...” started Rosha in her high-pitched voice. 

“Oh, oh. Right,” she said, deepening her voice, while Aladorn stifled a giggle. 

When the man shook his head and hurried away from them, Rosha punched Aladorn in the gut. 

“Stupid,” she said, clicking her tongue.

They got to the edge of the clearing. Immediately, both of them were overwhelmed by the smell of musty day old, or longer, sweat. 

“Oof!” Aladorn grimaced, face in his hands. 

“Oh, stop whining,” Rosha whispered before adding with a snicker. “Act your place, Demotius.”

“Roll call!” Commander Idren yelled. The men groaned audibly, and Idren yelled again for silence.

“Yes, we had decided to waive the roll call for tonight, but a scout brought news of bodies found in the bushes yonder, stripped too. So, there must be impostors in this camp! Any resistance will be met with appropriate discipline.” 

Nobody wanted to be stuck tending the horses, or worse, so they did keep quiet. 

“Captains, I expect to see your men in lines and ready for inspection. Except the watchmen, of course. And yes, I will see to the inspection myself. Send word that I want no one leaving this camp!” Idren growled, eyes scanning the crowd of men.

Soldiers rushed from end to end, seeking their platoons to fall in line, hoping to be released as quickly as possible. 

“We need to get out of here,” Aladorn told Rosha. 

“Yes, but how? The watchmen will be looking for deserters!” she said turning to him. 

They hurriedly walked back and forth, hoping to appear to others as men trying to locate their platoons.

They saw several groups of men huddled in the corners. They looked dirty, so Rosha assumed they were artificers and craftsmen. Probably masons, carpenters, smiths and carters. Aladorn looked towards where Rosha’s gaze seemed to linger. 

“We won’t fit in there, we’re dressed as soldiers, remember?” he whispered. 

“Well yes, but we can be the soldiers supervising them,” she said quickly. 

“What if there are no...” started Aladorn. 

“Let’s go. Nearly everyone is in line,” Rosha interrupted through clenched teeth. 

She marched to the men with her back straight and chin in the air like she was in charge. Aladorn followed her, trying to mimic her posture. 

Rosha stood in front of the soldiers who were in a queue, grateful for the night that masked her features, providing her with the anonymity that would be an added advantage in enemy territory. 

“Well men,” she surveyed them with the ease of a commanding officer. “It seems there's been an intruder in camp. Now you all know the protocol. I do not think I should repeat it.” 

She nodded at the soldier in front of the line and he stepped forward, reciting his name and platoon number before stepping backward. And the next man took his place. 

Rosha stood there, nodding at them as Aladorn marveled at her. Her bravery could rival the heroes he read about. In his eyes in fact, she was a hero and her story deserved to be told. The way she was brave in times where most would rather cower, the way she stepped up for what she believed was right. Maybe it wasn’t cold-hearted killing that had led her to slit those guard’s throats. Maybe it was bravery after all. She was his hero and he planned on telling her. 

He had just started discreetly moving towards her when he sighted a group of men coming in their direction, with a man that definitely was the platoon commander. His feet carried him towards Rosha just as the last soldier finished his retinue, he whispered in her ears. 

“We have to go,” and she didn't ask questions, simply nodded then walked out on the bewildered soldiers. 

They both passed the incoming retinue by a hair's breadth. Luck and Lady Fate seemed to play a hand in their timely avoidance. 

They stopped behind an abandoned tent to catch their breath. 

“I can scarcely believe that worked,” Aladorn panted. “I wonder how they didn’t realize that you were faking to be their commander.”

Rosha blew out a short laugh. 

“They might have but the problem with armies is that soldiers are taught never to question orders, and that worked in our favor.”

The smile slipped off of Aladorn's face. 

“We're still stuck here. We have to find a way to get out of this camp.”

They walked blindly, looking for the boundaries of the camp. Hoping they would not meet any men on sentry duty, they kept moving. A few slackers were hurrying to the clearing where the other men were assembled and glanced awkwardly at the pair. It made senses seeing as they were clearly walking in the opposite direction. 

They tried to look like they belonged but at some places, they faltered and Rosha noticed the eyes on them. She leaned into Aladorn a little and whispered in his ears. 

“What are we going to do? We're so lost.”

They made a sharp turn when they realized that they had come in circles. 

“Are you serious? I wouldn't have been able to tell,” Aladorn said in a very dry tone

“Don't get smart with me, Aladorn,” Rosha swung her hands in a leisurely manner, imitating the stance of the soldiers she had seen in the camp. 

It worked because no-one seemed to ask them anything. Until it didn't. 

“Hey you!” an unmoving man yelled, “It is the other way?”

“Ah.. Yes!” Rosha replied in her faux deep voice. The man was walking towards them. 

“We have to go now,” Aladorn whispered in a sing-song voice as he grasped Rosha’s hand. 

“Well, go then,” the man said, getting to them. 

Rosha and Aladorn started sprinting in the direction of the clearing then feinted and ran left, in the direction of more tents and nowhere near the clearing. 

“Oi!” the man said, jogging after them. As he jogged, he tried to unclasp his small bugle but it would not budge. 

“Cow dung,” he muttered in frustration. 

“Darrel! Otis!” he yelled as he sprinted after the duo. Apparently Darrel had presence of mind enough to blow his bugle thrice, and just as Rosha and Aladorn were out of breath and nearing the edge of the camp, they were met with men closing in on them from all sides. 

“What do you want? Get back to the clearing!” Rosha tried in her commandeering deep voice. 

“There is no time for that! They have gotten us!” Aladorn yelled, spinning and pulling gusts of wind from all directions, enough to trip the men up. 

“Why?!” Rosha yelled over the roar of the wind. 

“Would you rather be taken?” he yelled back. 

“Well, we’d be taken anyways because look! More men!” she said loud enough for Aladorn to hear over the din. He abruptly withdrew control of the winds and the men clambered to their feet.

“Let’s go, let’s go!” Aladorn said, visibly shivering and jittery. Turning, they were met with Idren himself.

“Wha...” Rosha was quieted by arms underneath hers, carrying her to the Commander’s tent. 

They were captured.
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“Do not take them in,” the commander said..” Leave them with the guards. And strip them of the armor they have disrespected!” 

As the soldiers followed their orders, the man sized the pair up.

“So, these two have replaced Andres and Demotius?” the Commander asked. He grunted in disgust.

“Make sure their post is covered!” he ordered a nearby captain. 

“Yes sir!” the captain replied, saluting. 

Reaching the tent, Rosha and Aladorn were dumped at the feet of one of the guards, hands tied behind them, and their feet too. 

“That will most definitely leave bruises,” Aladorn said, laughing nervously. 

As always, Rosha stared at him, hard enough to scald him with the fire in her eyes. 

“Pfft, breathe,” he whispered to her, his eyes twinkling.

They sat for several minutes until Aladorn grew bored. 

“Follow my lead,” he said. 

“What now?” Rosha mumbled under her breath, trying to sit comfortably enough, despite how her heartbeat doubled.

“Kind sir, what is your name?” Aladorn said, hopping on his behind so he could sit facing the man. Looking down, the man grunted in Aladorn’s direction. 

“What’s it to you?” he asked stiffly.

“That is quite the name,” Rosha said giggling. Aladorn glanced at her, surprised that she was catching on. 

“That is not my na...” the man started. 

“Oh? What is it then?” Aladorn asked, sporting a wry smile. 

“I said, what’s it to you?” the man said through gritted teeth. 

“But!” Aladorn and Rosha burst into laughter. 

“What’s so funny?” the man growled. His partner definitely was trying not to laugh as well. 

“You! You said your name was what, sir?” Aladorn asked, finally recovering from his bout of laughter. 

“Oh.. oh I get it!” the man said, his face lighting up, the redness in his cheeks receding, 

“My name is Gaius!” he said smiling.

“Finally, Gaius!” Rosha said giggling.

“We would’ve gone off calling you ‘Wotzituyuh’” Aladorn said.

“Pfft, silly children!” Gaius said laughing, his rather round belly jiggling.

A man poked his head into the tent they were being held in. He looked much more serious than the situation they had been leading their captor into.

“Gaius! Stop chatting with the prisoners!”

Gaius' demeanor changed immediately, his face settling into a scowl, and his back to the tent wall as he placed his hand on his weapon and faced them squarely. 

“Yes sir.” 

Getting him to talk then was a Herculean task. 

“Honestly Gaius, I thought we were becoming friends, what happened?” Rosha tried piercing his armor. 

No response. 

“I think it's because his commander told him not to speak to us. I'd have thought he'd be more of a man, listening to his heart and following his own principles,” Aladorn resorted to goading. 

It still didn't get any results as Gaius stared at them unblinking. They looked away in embarrassment.

The commander poked his head in again, 

“Gaius you're needed in a demonstration for the weapons master,” Gaius stood at that, nodding at Rosha and Aladorn before leaving them. 

The commander entered as he was leaving, surveying them on the floor as he paced the surroundings. 

“You might wear the colors of my men, but you are not my men. I do not know who you are but this I know.”

He sat down on a little chair directly in front of them. 

“Who are you? Who sent you? Tell me this and I shall not hurt either of you.”

Rosha couldn't help it, she snorted in disbelief. The commander turned to her.

“Do you have something to say?”

Aladorn touched Rosha with his bound hands, the universal sign for 'stay calm' but Rosha ignored it, choosing to speak instead. 

“I think it’s funny how you can claim not to want to hurt us when you sit comfortably on a chair and we're down here, sitting on the ground, with hands tied?”

The commander said nothing at first, barking out a laugh as soon he regained his wits. 

“If you think,” he wiped a little bit of moisture from the corners of his eyes. “That you may appeal to my better nature and get your situations improved, rid yourself of that notion.” 

He came down from the chair and looked them in the eyes.

“I am not a savior. And in this story, you're the villains. Villains never meet a blissful end. Now would you like me to repeat the question? Who are you?”

Rosha and Aladorn looked at themselves and kept mute. The commander sighed and sat back on the stool. 

“I thought so, I didn't want it to have to come to this, but you leave me no choice. You’ve killed two of my men. You’ve taken their clothes and tried to sneak around my camp.” 

He looked down at them like a predator observes its wounded prey.

“If you don't give me the answers I want willingly, I'd get them from you while you scream them out.”

With that, he left the tent, leaving both of them to muse about what tortures they would be subjected to. 

“Whatever happens,” Rosha's voice was resolute. “We say nothing. Do you understand Aladorn?”

Aladorn swallowed hard. 

“Yes I do.”

Rosha shook her head. 

“No, you might say you do, but when you are in so much pain you'd do anything to get it to stop, when you are at that point, remember who we do this for. The people, they're who we fight for.”

Aladorn nodded, reciting in his head all the people he had come in contact with. 

“It is an honor to be by your side at this time, till the end.”

Rosha choked back a sob. 

“Till the end.”

They quieted down when they heard angry voices from the tent. Aladorn and Rosha dragged their bodies as much as they could to the door of, beside Gaius and his partner who were also listening in.

The procession passed the tent and then nothing. What seemed like hours passed when in reality it was mere moments as they sat on the ground, waiting for their execution.

Aladorn was getting antsy. The voice he thought he had quieted within him roared again. His magic was crashing like a wave against a beach. He felt his power at the tips of his fingers and with it, renewed energy. 

“You know what Rosha?”

She looked over at him, defeated. 

“What?”

“If we're going down, I suppose we should go down with a bit of a fight, don't you think?”

As he watched, a new fire lit in her eyes. 

“We wouldn't win a fight even if we wanted,” she laughed as his expression became crestfallen. “We’re in the middle of the enemy camp. Prisoners. We’ve killed...”

The last sentence hung in her throat as she choked.

“I’ve killed...” she started.

Aladorn felt something within him change. This was not their end. At least, not the end they would choose.” 

“We may not be able to escape,” he said. “But we’ll fight. Fortunately, I do not believe they know I’m a wizard.”

He twisted his hands behind him as he muttered an incantation. His bindings fell off and he crawled quietly over to Rosha.

“You did something horrible,” he said, trying to make her meet his eyes. “War is horrible. Death is horrible. But we are not the worst thing we’ve ever done. We’re both more than that. And if we get the chance, we’ll live another day to prove that we’re both better than our worst moments.”
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Rosha smiled weakly up at him. Finally, after what felt like a long time, she nodded. Aladorn untied her bindings and she thanked him.

“The very real threat of death makes it hard to think sometimes,” Rosha cracked her head and shoulders and stretched her arms high above her head. 

Aladorn laughed, some feeling coming into his body with blood flowing into his limbs. He turned to Rosha. 

“So what's the plan?”

She sighed, as if a great weight had been lifted of her body.

“We escape,” she ticked it off on her finger. “Find a place to hide and listen. Find out what we need to. Get back to Maelhear and help the kingdom. Save the world. Live in bliss for the rest of our lives.”

He nodded sagely. 

“That's a great plan. Stars help us.”

“It's easier said than done,” Rosha sighed.

“We can do it,” he looked at her, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “I believe in us.”

She blushed, looking away. 

“Let's get going.”

As quietly as they could, they gathered what belongings they could and left the tent. It was surprisingly easy sneaking past the guards. They were more preoccupied with the game they were playing than the prisoners they were supposed to be watching. 

Aladorn and Rosha moved a little farther out and came to a tree that had branches over half the camp. Rosha looked up at it dubiously. 

“Can it handle our weight?”

Aladorn was already palming a branch. 

“Well it's time to find out,” he said. 

With that, he swung up and started climbing. Rosha followed him up, her pace slower and more cautious. 

Climbing was liberating. Aladorn felt like it had just been days when he had been a boy, scaling trees and being friends with the animals until it was time to grow up, to harness his gifts and be the man he needed to be. 

They settled on a branch hanging directly over the camp they had been held in. From there they had a vantage position to see into both tents. 

“Why did you kill those guards?” Aladorn asked.

Rosha didn’t look at him.

Instead, she kept her eyes on the guards.

“We’d be dead if I didn’t,” she said after a very long pause.

Aladorn took a deep breath. That might have been true. Hun’et hadn’t intervened. He could have offered a different plan, but he hadn’t. Maybe it really was the only option.

Rosha didn’t add anything else, and Aladorn didn’t press her. He was still impressed with her bravery.

But something in her or about her had changed.

A group of guards came out to enjoy the night's air, heading towards the base of the tree. Rosha and Aladorn stilled. All the guards had to do was look up and they were done for.

It was a tense minute before they settled down and focused on the guards' conversation. 

“Sometimes when I doubt that genius of the sire, all I have to do is look at all he has accomplished within such a short time.”

“Yes, yes, short term,” the other guard nodded. “My awe is at how he was able to get the Red Knight to support our holy cause.”

The first guard laughed. 

“You know nothing. The Red Knight was but a mere bandit, way laying innocents on travel routes and robbing them of their fineries. It was the king who saw the potential he had and trained him, building his legend across the country. He's flesh and blood like you and I.”

“Certainly doesn’t seem so,” the other guard muttered, pinching his cheeks to get blood flowing in them. “What I truly intend to know is how quick the Maelhear wizards would be able to summon the ancient one.”

“The Maelhear wizards are easily the most powerful and knowledgeable in any place. With the right tools and everything in place, less than a day.”

The guards nodded and marched off leaving Rosha and Aladorn to stare at themselves. 

“Information fell in our laps,” Rosha laughed nervously, dry humor dripping from her tone. “Thank the stars for that. Even though we're all dead.” 

Aladorn couldn't counter her. It seemed like they had been planning this for a while and Maelhear and the rest of the kingdom was in grave danger. There was commotion from the tent they had escaped from and their attention turned towards there. 

“No!” they heard someone, possibly Idren, shout, and a goblet hit the wall of the tent and bounced unto the moist grass. 

A hooded figure flanked by soldiers was making his way towards the tent. He looked built underneath his overflowing garb, unlike Johnis, the young boy Hunbald paid to get information concerning Maelhear.  The soldiers walked briskly to their stations to avoid being questioned.

He paused at the entrance of the tent noticing something, meanwhile up in the tree Rosha and Aladorn shrunk into the greenery. He nodded slightly to the guards and entered the tent.

It seemed to Aladorn that the atmosphere in the tent changed. Idren began to babble and talk all over himself like he indeed was in the presence of someone powerful.

“My, my, Idren, do you always talk like this, or does my gaze make you nervous?” a rather sinister voice asked. 

Rosha looked visibly shaken. She could recognize that voice anywhere. 

“The Red Knight,” she whispered.
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Rosha looked at Aladorn with a groan like she was in pain. 

“We found two impostors within the camp”, Idren said excitedly like a small child awaiting his parent’s validation. 

“Really?” the thick voice asked, then paused, like the owner of the voice was shuffling to be more comfortable in his seat. 

“Tell me more” the man said. 

Idren, pleased with his newly acquired permission delved into the story of the killing of two guards from earlier, and finding the impostors dressed as the guards. 

“And you captured them?” the man asked. 

“Yes, yes. They are young and are barely soldiers. We think them to be spies! Yes!” Idren said, obviously nodding very vigorously. 

“Easy Idren,” the Red Knight replied, with the slightest hint of amusement in his voice. “We would not want your head falling off your neck now, would we?” 

“Tell me then, where have you put them?” he said, suggesting Idren’s inadequacy. 

“Ah yes! Yes, right this way,” Idren said, rising from where he was seated.

He led the Red Knight to the tent where Rosha and Aladorn had been kept. The guards who had been playing games as they left suddenly stood at attention as the pair passed.

“Here! Here they are, sir,” Idren said with an exaggerated bow, making way for the Red Knight to enter before him. 

“Hmm.” was all he said in response. There was a long paused before the Red Knight’s voice came through the tent.

“I do not see anyone but your men,” he said in a flat voice, as though he had been waiting for Idren to slip up. He pretended to search, under tables and lifting dusty books. “No one else here, Idren. Are you playing games with me? I hope not.”

“What?! Gaius!” Idren screeched. The poor Gaius had burst into tears. 

“Is this the guard that was assigned to oversee the captives?” the Red Knight said, trying to suppress his growing rage. 

Rosha and Aladorn were listening from their hiding place and wondered what the ruckus was about. They jumped down from the tree and hurried to the edge of the tent where they heard Idren threatening to kill Gaius and his partner, if they didn’t lead them to where the escapees were.

“More deaths on our heads, I guess,” Rosha whispered at Aladorn. 

“Is there something you intend to do about this?” he asked, remembering her decisions that got them in this trouble in the first place. 

“Gaius wasn’t going to kill us,” Rosha stated. “And to die at the hands of the Red Knight. He’s the reason my parents are dead. Why Oldrum was burned to the ground.”

Aladorn could hear the confusion in her voice. Just then, they heard Gaius pleading and sobbing like a child. 

“Please! I have a wife and son at home!” he yelled. 

“I won’t let another child lose their parent to this monster,” Rosha whispered as she made to move.

Aladorn fought back with Rosha. 

“Gaius would kill us if he could, just to save himself, don't be foolish.” 

Rosha ignored him and charged into the tent, just before she crashed into the figure. 

“We meet again,” Rosha said, spitting to the side, not letting the monster have the first word. 

She hoped he would have no opportunity to gloat then. It had been no less than a year since their last encounter. 

Too much had changed. 

This time, Rosha was determined to not fail like she had before. The pain was still as fresh. She remembered vividly how she had watched her home in flames, head bowed, with hot angry tears flowing from her eyes. 

Now, she was seething.

Rosha advanced toward him, every step holding more rage and fervor than the last. Her pain had become her fuel. This was her battle. Not even the gods or her ancestors would stop her from ending his life. It was time to put this wretch in his place once for all. Wounding him had not been enough, not enough retribution for him. No one would get away with killing her family, the Red Knight had evaded her for the last time!

There were hushed whispers as men gathered to watch. Idren stepped up. 

“Girl, I would rather kill you than allow the Knight waste his time,” he said, looking expectantly at the Red Knight. 

“Silence, Idren,” he said with his hand raised, a stony glare that scanned the room and landed on Rosha. “And make sure your men don’t intervene. This pleasure will not be taken from me.”

She sized him up with her eyes. The Red Knight had indeed become taller and fiercer. He was clothed in his full armor. The third in the lineage of the fearful warriors, ruler of the Knights, and as it seemed, he was backed by Darkveil, Devilknoll and Ravenmere. He appeared to be no match for her. He had defeated her once. He had gotten away with murdering her family and pillaging her village. But not this time. He wasn’t going to escape her scot free. 

She had been a young and naïve warrior then, with arms as unsteady as the waves. He knew all of her weaknesses and capitalized on her naivety and lack of experience. Her petite body wasn’t exactly a plus. Every trick and maneuver she learnt were of no use where the Red Knight was concerned. He practically handled her like he would a piece of paper. As if the humiliation was not enough, he had bested them a second time in the sands of Darkveil. 

But she had grown. She had won the Trial of Houses. She was a champion. A victorious champion who had fought wizards and warriors alike. She had trained under General Tel.

She was no naïve warrior now. She was ready.
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“Never again! Never again!” Rosha whispered as the memories plagued her. 

She shook her head. She was angry that Darrion had entered her train of thoughts. She wasn’t sure the Red Knight would remember her, because who would have thought she would come this far. They stood face to face with each other and it appeared as though she was his shadow, small and petite with the grace of a giant.

“Red Knight...” the words rolled off her tongue condescendingly, and with as much venom as she could add. His name tasted like bile, in fact, it was worse. She spat at him, just like he had done two years ago. Taking her spear, she pointed at his chest and waited for the chance to strike.

“Ah,” the Red Knight gave her a once over as he recalled his last encounter with her. “You’re the girl who tried to fight after your prince’s castle was burned to the ground. And the girl who came with a company of soldiers with the King of Grannitewatch to Darkveil. Rosha, if I’m not mistaken. Champion of Grannitewatch and orphan of Oldrum.”

It had been a pretty sight for him. A smile formed on his lips accompanied by a smirk. He fingered the blade he kept in its sheath. His power was surging through him. He yearned to release his might.

“For someone who they say doesn’t talk much, you do have a lot of words,” Rosha replied, taking her stance and looking him straight in the eyes. If this was a staring competition, she could as well mark her victory now.

“This camp is big enough to house a fallen giant,” Rosha said grinning, her eyes lighting up as an idea danced in her head. “I might as well help you fall!” 

With that, he reached for her and she easily missed his grip, which put him off balance. He wobbled, giving her ample time to reach for his right leg and pull. His armor made it difficult for her to get a good grip. She pushed away and he drew his blade. The heat in the tent grew as tendrils of flame licked the sword’s edge. 

Rosha danced around him, using her small size and reach of her spear to her advantage. Just like Garis had taught her.

“Is little Rosha running?” the huge man snarled. 

Never, she thought. 

Loose strands of hair glued themselves to her forehead, sweat dripped off her as her heart drummed in her chest. The Red Knight watched her intently, as if unsure what she might do next.  

The soldiers who had come to see the Red Knight as he walked through their camp gave the pair room. Commander Idren was grateful the little wretch had shown herself. Perhaps if the Red Knight disposed of her, he might forget that his guards had failed to guard them.

At least, Gaius hoped for such an outcome. They gave the pair plenty of space as they dueled.

Every whoosh and sword clink reminded Rosha of the months before. Her humiliation and disgrace at having to flee to save her life. It was enough force to keep pushing. Rosha was definitely not about to give up now. 

All she needed to do was to get through his armor. 

He stabbed at her heart, but she was quick enough to move out of the way, before aiming for his waist. He blocked her spear with his spear, as they glared into each other's eyes.

“It's so fun to see you try,” he taunted.

“I won't let you get away this time, I swear you'll pay. I'll be the death of you,” she growled.

“Though you've improved greatly, I must say you're still no match for me,” he gloated. “And I'll find the person you came with, and you'll beg, just like last time.”

“I won't let you hurt anyone anymore, you've taken everything from me. Everything I ever loved, everything I ever cared about,” tears clouded her vision as she fought. “But I'll make sure I end you. And you'll never, ever, hurt those I care for. I'll never kneel before you. You'll kneel before me!” 

She was running out of time, and more importantly, out of breath. The Red Knight wasn't relenting. She turned, looking for Aladorn. Seeing him, she blinked rapidly, as if to ask for his help. The Red knight was everything they said and she knew he was. Just like last time. He was fierce, unrelenting and powerful.

A certain maneuver occurred to her, and it had to be then or never. Almost immediately, she saw the blade glisten in the moonlight and swirl past her eyes. Her hand where she had held her spear felt empty. It was gone. 

Everything went quiet. She opened her eyes to see him walk away. She tried to go after him, but she felt heaviness in her arm. He had stolen her spear from her and pinned her to tent’s main heavy pole. Men cheered the Red Knight as fury filled Rosha’s heart. She roared in blind pain.

“Weak,” he said over his shoulder.

No, Rosha thought. Not again!
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When Aladorn saw who Rosha had crashed into, there was a part of him that wanted to rush forward and help her.

She was his friend, after all.

But there was another part that remembered his own defeat. How the Red Knight had taken every ounce of his energy and he had not even made a dent in his armor. 

He couldn’t face him again.

“Sorry Rosha,” he whispered. 

He wasn’t’ as brave as she was. He couldn’t face that knight again. He backtracked gingerly out of the way. This was her revenge. Aladorn had no part in it. 

Shamefully, he snuck into the shadows as Rosha began to circle her nemesis.

He walked back to the tree they had fallen out of and leaned into the shadows, keeping an eye on what was going on. He saw Rosha raise her spear and sighed in frustration. He moved off the tree so he couldn't be witness to her impending destruction. Walking to the farthest end of the camp, he found himself in the company of the non-fighting soldiers in the army. Those who were artisans and blacksmiths. They were a group similar to the one he and Rosha had commandeered. 

These men were uninterested in the sounds of fighting coming from the camp. They were more focused on the work they were doing which was shoveling dirt out of the path. 

“If I had a staff, I would be out of this entrapment faster than a dragon could breathe fire,” one man grunted out as he heaved the shovel up. 

His companions laughed and shoved him playfully. 

“Dragons do not exist and you're an artist, not a miracle worker.” 

The man laughed. 

“I suppose it would be too much to ask if any of you were a trained wizard?” 

The men around him laughed, but Aladorn’s ears perked up, wondering exactly what the artist would have done if he had a wizard around him. He sidled up to the man and asked exactly that. 

The artist looked up at him. 

“Well, blow this place to bits of course.” 

Aladorn huffed, thinking that the man had had a viable plan. 

“I do not think you understand how magic works. You cannot just blow a place to bits just like that, it takes focus and training and...”

“I suppose yer a wizard then?” the man interrupted, dropping his shovel on the ground to fully face Aladorn. “Seeing as you know so many things about what to do and what not to?”

Aladorn puffed up his chest. 

“Well as a matter of fact...” he started speaking, then remembered it was unwise to blow their cover like that and deflated. “I read it in a book somewhere.”

The artist laughed and smacked Aladorn with his dirt-streaked hand. 

“Wish we could get the knowledge from how to escape this indenture from a book, aye?”

Aladorn forced himself to laugh along with him, wishing it were true. The men continued their shoveling of the dirt path, murmuring to themselves all the while. Aladorn felt their disgruntled emotions. They aligned with him perfectly, but he didn’t know how to harness both emotions to make everyone free.

He heard the shouts from where Rosha fought the Red Knight. It twisted a knife in his guts as his mind desperately thought of things that had the potential to let them go. The beginnings of an idea formed in his head, one that was dangerous and foolhardy but through sheer luck, had the capacity to make everything all right, if and only if, the timing matched.

He turned to the artist.

“Who needs a book? I have got an idea.” 

Aladorn rushed to Rosha’s side, panicking, hoping to the stars that his plan would go off without a hitch and that Rosha survived long enough to actually make it out alive. He rushed to the tent just in time to see the Red Knight’s steal Rosha’s spear and throw it right into her arm. 

Ignoring the roar of the soldiers who watched on, he tried to apply pressure to the bleeding wound but could not do much with the spear still in her arm. He looked around frantically. These men definitely would not give them sanctuary. They would not waste their healers on the enemy. She was bleeding too much, Rosha could die! 

Surprising Aladorn and even herself, she grabbed the spear and pulled. Hard. It came loose with their combined effort. The soldiers laughed as the pair stumbled away.

“She’ll bleed out before they make it long!” Command Idren laughed. “Let’s see if they can even survive the hour!”

Rosha ran, with everything left in her, fighting through the stinging in her arm. She was blinded with rage and fury, muttering as she went. 

“My mother. Father. Grannitewatch. Darrion. I. Will. Avenge. Them.” she said, through gritted teeth. 

The Red Knight walked gingerly away, shoulders high in apparent victory, sure that Rosha was weak. 

With one swift move, she spun him around, with a strength she didn’t know she possessed. He let out a small gasp at her strength. With a growl, Rosha sent her spear right through a weak spot in his impossibly tough armor. She shoved the tip as hard as she could, hoping to penetrate his heart. 

Expecting him to retaliate, she brought out a knife, scrambling to quickly search her pockets for any other blade the stolen armor might possess. Her salty sweat stung her eyes as she looked at her quarry. The Red Knight was panting and on his knees, bleeding out.

“I told you I’d win,” Rosha laughed. “I said you'd kneel before me, and I was right.”

“You... how...” the Red knight said, out of his breath, disbelief etched on his face. He fell to the ground, his lifeless eyes wide open in disbelief and surprise.

Idren and his men rushed to meet him, his pale face was full of shock and bitterness. Who would have thought that this little girl would be the legendary Red Knight’s undoing? Well, his pride was, Rosha only leveraged it. His doom had come and he fell, face flat. 

The Red Knight died with Rosha’s spear beneath him. 

Men hustled and bustled around the fallen knight like mother hens caring for a chick. 

“Carry him to the infir...” Idren started, then saw that Aladorn began to mutter, waving his hands. 

Idren stared at him. 

“What... What is the boy doing? Get him!” he yelled. 

Rosha turned to Aladorn grinning as she clutched her bleeding arm, knowing he was fast at work with their escape. 

Suddenly, the commander’s tent burst into flames. The fire licked at the tarpaulin and consuming everything in it. The men tried to put out the fire to no avail, and watched it spread to other surrounding tents. The make-shift stable close to the commander's tent saw horses skitter around loose, stomping men. Those who tried to escape were trampled by their counterparts. The entire camp was in chaos. It was in all this den that made Aladorn and Rosha's escape easier.
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Hun'et had patrolled the edge of the Red Corsair camp, hoping his Ravenmere uniform would not cause trouble. He wasn’t given too much grief by the Darkveil soldiers.

But he was looking for his two companions.

He heaved a sigh of relief when he saw Aladorn running into the trees with Rosha on his back, their dresses soaked in blood. He had been careful not to let the Darkveil soldiers find him. Seeing Rosha wounded, he was alarmed and looked with concern as if his gaze could heal the wound. The pair ran into the brush and Hun’et ran up to them.

“You live!” Hun’et said. “I was...”

"There is no time to waste, we have to keep going," Rosha said, rasping. 

Aladorn stopped in his tracks and motioned for Hun'et to help carry her. Shifting her weight to Hun'et's back, they walked as fast as they could towards the exit from the woods. They found their way back to where Aladorn had been bitten by the snake after what seemed like hours unending. They were closer to the wall faster than they expected though.

“Think they’ll come looking for us all the way back to the wall?” Rosha asked.

“I don’t believe they’ll need to,” Aladorn said, nodding at the Darkveil soldiers who were marching around the wall and the entrance to the underground path they had taken. In the time they had been in the Darkveil camp, the soldiers had been hard at work setting up their offensive.

“We should think,” Hun’et said.

They stopped to take a little rest. Rosha felt dizzy. She was feeling weaker as the hours passed. Aladorn could feel her pain and knew he had to do something. If not, she was not going to make it. 

She had lost a lot of blood. 

Hun'et couldn't help, but stare in pity which Rosha hated. She hated being pitied, but there was nothing she could do now. She really was looking pitiful. She felt it too.

Aladorn had picked out some leaves he felt could help Rosha in healing, on the way. While Hun'et looked out for vipers lurking around, Aladorn quickly removed the cloth he had used in binding the wound, squeezed the leaves and placed them on the gash. He worked some magic on the wound, while Rosha watched helplessly. Before long, she dozed off. Hun'et and Aladorn took turns watching her.

Rosha woke up just before dusk. Although she still felt pain, she was feeling a lot better. Aladorn's healing magic had helped. She moved her body calling their attention and tried to sit up to which Aladorn lent a helping hand. He felt relieved. He had hoped she would come around earlier, but she needed the rest.  

She motioned for Aladorn to come closer and whispered. 

“Hungry,” pointing to her stomach with her good hand, squinting as Hun’et held a damp cloth to her forehead to cool her. 

Aladorn smiled. 

She could very well pass for intoxicated. He quickly gave her some of the leftover fruits that had not started to decay from their food packs. She ate them hurriedly. He could barely hold the fruit to her mouth as she chomped aggressively on them.

They could not stay the night for fear of vipers, and decided it was best if they used the opportunity of the dark night to travel through the bushes since they had rested. Or at least until Rosha had recovered enough. They picked up their luggage and dusted their clothes and set off, Rosha holding on to Aladorn and Hun’et.

They passed through the bushes that separated them from the entrance of the pipe they came out from when escaping the fortress. Peeping through the bushes, they found more than double of the soldiers they had left there. This could only mean that the Ravenmere house Lord had sent more soldiers as promised. 
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The King Malore Maelhear paced, more red-faced than usual. Nothing seemed to be going as planned. Seemingly, he had traitors in his court. Before any plans were executed, Hunbald had countered them! Blood roared in his ears and his hands shook. 

“How?!” he yelled, pushing the map off the table. The advisers, save the two wizards, Rarder and Kamin were cowering. 

“This is no time to play tricks, and the next time this happens, I will kill one of you,” he said snarling. “A deterrent to the others. Believe me.” 

“Sire, we have had no sleep. And the men are unused to war, much more a siege!” Rarder said in the defense of the commander and other advisers.

“Well, put your heads together and produce something tangible! I can’t be the only one whose brain is worth its salt! You have to think of a plan, a way to rid us of Hunbald.” he spat. “Only then can you turn in for the night”

“That would not be much use anyways.” someone mumbled in a low tone, but not low enough for the king not to hear. 

“What was that?” the King said, turning on his heel. 

“Your majesty, dawn is upon us now,” the man said.

“Please, Your Majesty, allow them an hour’s sleep, or two. They’d at least think properly then,” Karmin said calmly. 

The king glared at his advisors and court wizards. Their eyes were haggard and their faces hung low. He wondered if his own face resembled theirs. He was furious. Why had the best minds in his kingdom failed him so horribly?

Was their best hope really in the hands of two young soldiers?

He growled as he pounded his fists on the table.

“If Hunbald creeps up on us again, You. Are. On. Your. Own!” he said, wagging a finger at Karmin and pronouncing each word with growing fury.
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While they rested, Hunbald and his men were rousing from a fitful night’s sleep. As Hunbald washed his face and prepared himself, a message came to him. The messenger wheezed like he had run miles in moments. Unfortunately, he felt as if he had. 

“Sire!” the man exalted on seeing Hunbald, “I have a message from Commander Idren.”

“Only good news I hope,” he said dully, smoothening his hair. 

“The Red Knight is dead, sire,” the messenger said, trying to gauge Hunbald’s mood. 

“Really?” Hunbald chuckled, feigning surprise as he took a bite out of the apple he had been toying with. “Why, I thought he was indestructible. Pray tell, how?”

He had never liked the Red Knight much. The man seemed hell bent on imposing himself as his superior. Hunbald would not be undone by anyone.

“A girl killed him, sire.” 

“A girl,” he said, unable to hide his smile as his eyes twinkled. 

He turned away from the man and walked to the other end of the room. 

“Mmm, does the Lord of Devilknoll know of this?” Hunbald asked, turning back, and signaling for the messenger to walk toward him. 

“No, sire. The commander wanted you to be informed first,” the man said, his voice low, trembling from exhaustion. 

“All right,” Hunbald said nodding, “Take word to the Lord Devilknoll for me, would you?” 

Hunbald was giving the man instructions with a sickly-sweet smile, jubilation building inside him. The messenger was surprised that his superior could smile at all, much more at him. He lowered his head in embarrassment. 

Hunbald settled into a chair, and took a quill out of the cup that rested on the table, and dipped it into red ink. He wrote his message to Lord Devilknoll, sparing him the details of the girl’s part in the death. 

“There, take.” he said, bored already.

Rising to follow the messenger out, Hunbald made his way to the room his men had prepared for their meeting. As he entered the space, and was about to sit, another messenger came in. 

“Sire.” he said bowing low. 

Hunbald rolled his eyes. 

“Yes?”

“Commander Wilder of Ravenmere,” the messenger said. 

“Ah yes, yes, allow him.” Hunbald said clapping. 

The commander walked in and bowed stiffly. 

“Apologies for the delay in our arrival, sir” he said curtly. 

Two soldiers in purple Ravenmere colors came in to flank the commander. Hunbald measured them in his mind and found them lacking. He hoped they weren’t the strongest Ravenmere had to offer.

“And, the Queen Ravenmere sends her deepest, sincerest apologies. She only could spare a quarter of the Ravenmere forces, and promises to make it up to the Lord Devilknoll and your amiable self, in ammunition.” the man said, clearly trying to flatter Hunbald. 

“What?!” Hunbald exploded, banging his hand on the table in front of him. For the second time that day he asked. “Does the Lord Devilknoll know about this?”

“No, sir,” the commander said awkwardly. 

“Mm, I see. Send word to him immediately!” Hunbald shouted at Wilder. The commander bowed and left the room.

“The nerve of Wynna Ravenmere! Oh!” he said, placing his fingers at his temple, trying to work out non-existent knots.

“What do you have on ground?” he asked his men, not bothering to look up at any of them. 

“More ammunitions have arrived from Lord Devilknoll, the lieutenants are taking inventory as we speak,” a soldier who was quivering in his boots spoke, and Hunbald nodded, signaling for him to leave.

“Good. Wynna Ravenmere cannot be a wrench in my wheels, I have come too far for that.” 

He groaned in annoyance, angrily munching on an apple. But then, the thought of the Red knight's death put him in a good mood.
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In Maelhear, tension and anxiety were compounding. The people were restless, knowing that Hunbald was still within the fortress walls, giving orders to his men. 

“Sire, there was a raid on one of the store rooms last night,” a rather smallish adviser said in a tiny voice. He looked like his robe had swallowed him, as it dragged behind him.

“Raid, really? What wing?” the King asked, already sure that Hunbald and his men were behind it. 

“We have to kill Hunbald and kill him soon. The people are protesting. And, this is the third day that our Queen slept in the dungeon!” the King growled.

“Sire...” Rarder started. 

“Yes? Quickly, we do not have all day,” the impatient King Malore said.

“By nightfall, we attack him. There is no escape for his men, although we do not know how his scouts and informants enter and leave the fortress,” Rarder said.

“To be sure, we will impose a curfew. Every person that is not on duty must be in the cavern or palace by sun down. Whoever defaults will carry stones to the battlements or serve the men food!” the King said, pacing forth and back, before directing his gaze at the general. “General, you will go to each family, and tell them the fortress Maelhear seeks the assistance of a male from each house. The fathers are protecting the fortress already, so the sons must contribute as best they can. We will need more men. General, I expect you to train them as quickly as possible. We don’t want these soldiers falling like leaves in the wind.”

“We will block every canal or creek leading into the Sea Traveria. Leave no exit open. Take some boys with you. They shall block the openings. Leave some to stand guard, in case any of Hunbald’s men seek to escape through those channels,” he finished.

“Sire, Darkveil men brought word to Hunbald this morning. They say reinforcements from Devilknoll have arrived, and some from Ravenmere as well. And, my lord, they are building bridges and siege towers,” Aegis said.

“Leave them to build their bridges. I am surprised there has been no mention of the underwater spikes from them. When the siege towers near the middle to the moat Traveria, we will deploy the spikes to destroy their towers and bridges!” King Malore said with obvious excitement. 

“But, the matter at hand remains. Killing Hunbald, and releasing the Queen. If as much as one strand of hair on her head is hurt, you'll pay dearly.” he growled, his stare piercing their souls, as his advisors gulped down their fears.

The rest of the day passed with various preparations for the siege. Smaller store rooms were created. Women bustled between stores, organizing the food, making sure it was sufficient. Young children filled buckets and canteens with water hurriedly, splashing each other in the process. Grapes were pressed for wine to store as well. 

Archers in the battlements arranged their wooden shields in preparation for attacks. Farmers held on to their pick axes and pitchforks in readiness. Some of the older children carried iron rods, taking on whatever role given to them.

Pots of oil and animal fat were boiled over fires all over the fortress. These were prepared so they could be poured over the wall on any Darkveil, Devilknoll or Ravenmere men that might make it to the wall and decide to climb. The result would leave them to writhe in ultimate pain.

Each of the citizens of Maelhear were ready. They would defend their city, no matter what happened. Come rain, come shine, or armies of their kindred, they would fight till their last breath. They would fight for Maelhear.

The sun finally began to set, brilliant hues of orange and red painting the sky. King Malore and his men positioned themselves for attack. General Harold and the King’s Guard were surrounding the courtyard, so that there would be no escape for any of Hunbald’s men.

The men were becoming tired of waiting for such a long time and suffering from the fire ants climbing on their bodies, so the king gave them a few minutes break to rest, seeing as they were running on very few hours of sleep and were mostly droopy eyed. In the moments they were spared, they repositioned themselves as best they could, seeing as Hunbald and his men were not preparing to turn in for the night yet. 

While everyone else prepared themselves for the attack after their rest, King Malore was restlessly waiting for the perfect moment to attack. He was pacing the inner walls, the only thing that separated him from the armies that had come against his city. As he walked, he stopped when he heard voices on the other side of the wall. Two of Hunbald’s men were talking about something, he couldn’t get the whole conversation but he was able to get pieces of it.

“Word came to Hunbald today that the Red Knight is dead,” one said. “And that Ravenmere wasn’t able to deliver as many troops as promised.”

“I even heard he died at the hands of a girl, the same one he had fought some time ago,” the other said, pausing for a while before continuing. “Such a shame, I had expected him to be the one to put an end to Hunbald’s rule.” 

“It's a pity he died. The man was blessed by some of the old gods. Powerful. I really don't know who'll deliver us from Hunbald now,” the other said, a sigh escaping his lips.

“What of the girl that killed him?” the first one asked. “She has not been seen ever since her victory, some think...” 

He was interrupted by a faint voice that boomed from a distance.

“Aren’t you two done with your patrolling? Lord Hunbald wants all doors and gates to the courtyard closed for the night! So get inside!”

Feet scampered away from the wall. Malore craned his neck as inaudible words were muttered, and a loud sound was heard of a door closing. Once King Malore was assured that all of Hunbald’s people had retired for the night, he ran to General Harold to report what he had heard.

“We cannot allow this force to overhwlem us when they are at full capacity,” Harold said. “If we can attack now, while they have suffered the loss of the Red Knight and unable to utilize as many soldiers as they thought, we may be able to cut off the head of the snake.”

“Indeed,” the king said. “We must strike. Tonight.”

The two quickly conspired to act before Hunbald could make his move. The King ordered his men to reposition for attack and placed the men who would break the wall at the war front. 

They waited an hour for good measure, idling around or seeking footholds on the wall, so they could climb over with as little noise as possible. Finally, at his command, they moved forward, careful not to make so much noise.

The men of Maelhear climbed the wall into the courtyard Hunbald had claimed as his own. Some were using the hilts of their daggers as hand holds, while others used a rickety ladder. Making sure that some of his men were positioned on his side of the wall, in the event of an escape, the king took two of his most trusted and went hunting for Hunbald. 

“Kill everyone in sight. But Hunbald, he is mine. Find the room where they have held our Queen hostage. She was not in the dungeons earlier. He must have moved her.'' 

The rage and hatred were evident in his hoarse voice. And with that, King Malore Maelhear and his men raided the courtyard and surrounding rooms, killing anyone and everyone they saw.
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Chapter 32
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Hunbald was already halfway into his slumber when a loud banging noise awoke him. One of his men rushed into his room. 

“Sire,” he panted, gasping for air, “We are under attack!” 

Hunbald grabbed his sword at his side and rushed out of his bed. 

“What are you standing there for?! Go grab the queen and you better bring her with you,” he ordered, a murderous glare on his face.

Seconds later, a group of men came into his room.

“What do you want?” Hunbald growled, unsheathing his sword.

“What do you think we want?” one of the men growled, brandishing a sword at him, a look of determination on his face.

Hunbald stabbed the one nearest to him in the heart, before studying the rest of them. There were eleven of them. He couldn't run away. He had to kill them all.

The eleven men charged at him, careful not to kill him. Hunbald was overpowered, but not without getting a huge cut on his leg. They bound his hands, and carried him through the back gate.

He struggled with them, but they had secured him underneath their arms and gagged him, annoyed with his struggling.

Just after Hunbald had been taken, his group of soldiers rushed into the room. On seeing it empty, they rushed for where they held the Queen.

The entire courtyard was filled with Maelhear soldiers. They knew if they wanted to live, they had to surrender. One cannot be loyal to who is no longer in charge, especially if he was as good as dead. They had no chance of escaping.

“The Queen is in the chamber on the top floor, four doors to the left. The key is by the stairs. But please, spare us our lives, we will follow the King, and serve Maelhear, as long as you spare our lives. We promise to never betray the king,” they knelt before the Maelhear men, placing their swords on the floor to show their honesty. 

The Maelhear men studied them for some time, before ordering some of their men to go find the Queen.

“We don't have the right to make you one of us and neither do you have the right to ask such. Just you wait for the King to decide,” one of them said, before binding the men with ropes, and dragging them to the dungeon.

The Maelhear men followed the directions the soldiers gave to them, and found the Queen shivering on a makeshift bed of hay that Hunbald was thoughtful enough to make for her. King Malore wasted no time in rushing for his beloved as he held his wife and kissed her. 

“How are my children?” she asked hurriedly, hugging her sides. 

“The children are safe in the cellars, my dear. I promise they are safe, how do you feel?” King Malore asked as he examined her body for any signs of bruises. 

For the sake of Hunbald, there were none. Otherwise, the king would have done far worse than he originally planned.

“My body is weak but I am just glad you are here,” the Queen hugged King Malore. “Never for a day did I doubt your ability to find me.” 

“I will send able-bodied men to stay with you in the chariots while I go teach that Hunblad a lesson, I'll make sure he pays for what he has done,” King Malore said angrily. 

“Hunbald... Hunbald. My love, I want him to die a painful death... N-no, he has to suffer. He has to suffer greatly for all he has done, he has to suffer for the deaths he has caused,” the Queen said, quite shaken, as she removed her aching arms from his neck. All she wanted was to stab that Hunbald over and over again in his cold, merciless heart, but she was far too weak.

She wasn't going to let him die easily, he had to suffer greatly. For every bit of pain they went through, he would suffer tenfold. He wouldn't be let off without great pain.

King Malore went out in search of the men who took Hunbald after he was certain that the Queen was safe in a chariot, and there were sufficient Maelhear men to protect her. He took his sword with him and moved with aim in his steps. His breathing went deeper and heavier as he drew closer to Hunbald.

“My love!” the Queen shouted after the King. “Come back alive to me, please.” 

King Malore held onto his sword, giving the queen a reassuring nod, and then he turned to Rarder. 

“If anything should happen to me, swear to me she will see the children.” 

“But Sire,” Rarder started. 

“Swear to me!” the King demanded. Rarder gave a solemn nod and they continued on.

In one of the rooms, the defeated Hunbald was bound and gagged on the floor. From the blood dripping from his nose, it was obvious that he had tried one too many times to get away from the Maelhear men.

“Look at him,” one of the guards laughed, advancing towards Hunbald. “Who knew the mighty, Lord Hunbald will one day be tied up.” 

They taunted him as they all burst into fits of laughter.

“Ah well! There is an end to every rule, right? After all, the mighty Red Knight was killed by a lass!” another mocked, as they began to shake uncontrollably with their fits.

“Enough! Enough with the taunts, the hiding, the games. Finally, we are in the same room, together,” King Malore gave a sardonic laugh as he moved round the fallen lord. “Those three nights which you succeeded in taking from me, leaving me restless and on edge. Finally, I have my chance to take them back.”

Lord Hunbald tried to speak, but his voice was muffled by the filthy gag on his mouth. The king motioned for one of the men to remove it from his mouth.

“So what? You’ll kill me?” the lord asked scornfully. “Go ahead. Kill me.”

“Death is too good for you, I'll make you suffer, bit by bit, I'll watch you break. I'll torture you Hunbald. I'll torture you until you scream for mercy.” the King said, his venom laced tone, rising with every word, as he poked Hunbald’s chest with his meaty finger. “You'll scream, cry, and writhe in immense pain. Oh Hunbald, you will beg death to take you, but death won't come. There's no torture I won't let you pass through. Hunbald, you shall curse the day you thought of attacking Maelhear, and I'll make sure of that.”

He kicked him in his chest, sending him across the floor, as he desperately gasped for air, coughing violently.

The king laughed scornfully, before directing his gaze at the soldiers. “Take him to the square, and whip him a hundred times, and splash him with boiling hot water, and don't forget to pour a bucket of hot clay on his scars.” He commanded; his gaze locked on Hunbald's frightened stare. “This shall be done in public, so that all can see how far you’ve fallen.”

“You bastard, don't you dare do that to me. You shouldn't forget who I am. Do not forget I am...” Hunbald began, his voice quivering as he thought of the torture he would face.

“My captive,” the king sneered. “You are nothing but a captive Hunbald, remember that. Defeated. A captive not worthy to kiss my guard's feet. Squeeze every last drop of information from his now, please.” 

With that, he went out to meet his queen.

Immediately the king left, the guards started an argument on the pair that would whip Hunbald. All the while, Hunbald laid in the corner. He was almost lifeless as they kept on taunting him. They took turns kicking him wherever their boots could hit.

“Why did you come for the wizards?” a guard yelled from behind, nearly tripping as he stretched his leg to kick Hunbald.

“I...” Hunbald tried to say through broken teeth and a disfigured face. 

“You what? Speak clearly!”

Everyone gathered in the city's square, where they executed traitors, murderers, and those who broke the law. Hunbald was brought to the podium, before he was chained to two poles, blood pooling around him.

Every person was silent, anticipating what the king would say concerning Hunbald’s torture. As the king, who was sitting on the high chair, which was at the far end of the podium, stood up to talk, the crowd burst into chaos. 

Anything that they could get their hands on was thrown at the nearly dead Hunbald; tomatoes, stones, broken shards of glass, everything that was within their reach was thrown at him. A mother was even fighting to throw things at the leader who had attacked their city while holding her baby in her other arm. This went on until the king's amused voice boomed. 

“Enough!”

The crowd once again became quiet, as hateful stares were directed at Hunbald. They cursed him silently with their eyes.

“I know you all are angry. You all desire to see justice and revenge meted on this man who has killed, and tortured many of our loved ones. He who has made us have sleepless nights and nightmares. Am I right?” he asked in a voice that was filled with his own rage.

“Yes!”

“Kill him!”

“Castrate him!”

“Stone him!”

“He has to pay!”

They gave their opinions on what they wanted done to him, each of them seeking to torture him, as a peace offering to their raging anger.

“People of Maelhear, today this man will be tortured, much more than he already has. He shall pay for the deaths of our loved ones. This shall be what those who think they can trample Maelhear, shall face. Anyone who tries to betray Maelhear,” his eyes scanned the crowd, sending fear rippling through their hearts. “Shall face worse.” 

The king concluded, earning a round of applause from the crowd, as they cheered.

“Begin,” he ordered, as the soldiers approached the humiliated leader of Darkveil.
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Chapter 33
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Aladorn, Hun’et and Rosha walked briskly through the bushes, away from the camp, not knowing what was ahead. Rosha halted, making Alardon and Hun’et glanced around for any sign of danger.

“Did you hear that?” Rosha asked, retreating backwards.

“Hear what?” Aladorn questioned, rolling his eyes.

“Behind the bushes,” she said, taking out her dagger, as she moved towards the noise.

“I think that is a very bad idea,” Hun’et said, earning a glare from Rosha. Out of the bushes came a white rabbit, which scurried off faster than it had come.

“Really Rosha, a rabbit?” Alardon said, shaking his head, “Sometimes, you should take a deep breath and relax. Stop being so serious.”

“There is no time to relax, we have to leave here, and fast,” she said, with a straight face. 

Aladorn tried not to laugh. 

“Why, you had a spear in your arm barely hours ago...”

“I heard that Lord Hunbald has been taken captive by the Maelhear king,” a voice said, coming from their right, as the leaves rustled.

The trio darted behind a bush as three Ravenmere soldiers came into view.

“I am surprised. But I cannot say that I am not glad. Lord Hunbald was always unfair. I couldn't feel happier now that he is gone,” one of the men said.

“Captured is fine, but tortured? I think King Maelhear has stooped too low. A public torture? That’s no way to treat a monarch,” another said, kicking a twig out of the way.

“I heard he was castrated, and made to...” a third man started, but he was interrupted by the first.

“If half of that is true, the King of Maelhear is a very sick man,” he said with a sigh, as they made their way to the the Ravenmere's camp.

“Hunbald is dead,” Rosha said, jubilation filling her soul. 

“Maelhear is safe,” she laughed.

Alardon couldn't help the smile that crept to his face as he looked at Rosha.

“Maelhear is safe...” she said again. “For now.”

“What do you mean?” Hun’et enquired. “Aren’t you forgetting about Ravenmere? And Devilknoll? They’re still trying to undo Maelhear. And Darkveil isn’t just going to leave.”

Rosha and Aladorn looked at each other as Hun’et sighed. He looked at them both.

“Maelhear isn't safe yet. They'll still try to capture the wizards,” Hun’et finished.

Alardon looked at Rosha, as realization dawned on her. This wasn’t going to be as simple as going back into the city. They thought they were out of the hardest part of their struggles, and maybe they were. But they weren’t out of danger.

“We can't go back,” she sighed. “At least not yet.”

“Where are we going now?” Hun’et asked them.

“The Ancient One,” Rosha said, picking up a twig as she played with it with her good hand. “Do you know what that means, Aladorn?”

The wizard nodded.

“It means that we have a much bigger problem than just our realm,” he said. “I’ve read much and know some, but if we’re going to learn anything more, we’ll need to leave the Realm of Lords and head south.”

“South?” Hun’et said. “What’s south?”

Aladorn paused and looked around, there were no guards close by. None of Ravenmere or Devilknoll or even Darkveil. Perhaps they were all more involved in other ventures.

He waved his hands over the ground, taking the dust and rocks and making them to form a rough map on the ground.

“Grannitewatch,” he said, pointing at a rock. “Devilknoll, Ravenmere, and Darkveil.”

With each name, he pointed to a new rock.

“The Ancient One was the god who made the Realm prosperous and fertile and Darkveil the desert that it is. If they truly plan to wake the Ancient One, they may be wanting to change the very world as we know it.”

“And so we go south?” Rosha asked.

Aladorn looked at her.

“Or we could pretend this doesn’t involve us," Aladorn said. “We could dissappear into the realm, find somewhere to settle down and hope someone else sets to make this right.”

Rosha looked at him. Her eyes were alight with fire. Aladorn had his answer. She couldn’t leave it to others. Neither could he. This was something they had to do.

It was the right thing to do.

“Ugh! I was hoping this was finally over,” Hun’et groaned, exhausted from all the walking. 

Aladorn burst into laughter.

“What's so funny?” Hun’et asked him, settling down on the forest floor. 

Alardon kept on laughing, until his stomach hurt. This time it was Rosh and Hun’et’s turn to share a look.

“Stop laughing, it's not funny,” Rosha scowled.

“Oh Hun’et, you make me laugh,” He paused, a serious expression on his face. “This is just the beginning of our troubles. The worst is yet to come.” 

With that he skipped ahead of them.

“What does he mean?” Hun’et asked, confusion clearly written on his face. Rosha shrugged. The day was nearly half over. Their trouble, however, was not.

“We’ll find out, in due time,” she said, before running to meet Aladorn. “But first, we’ll need to speak to the King of Maelhear. If his wizards still live, they’ll be able to help us. There’s much we need to know.”

He looked up at the walls of the castle. Rosha followed his gaze. She let out a sigh. This was not going to be an easy task.

“This is just the beginning,” Hun’et muttered, repeating what Aladorn had told him and running to meet up with them.
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Chapter 34
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Days had passed without any word from Hunbald and King Devilknoll was growing more and more impatient. He sat as he poured over their notes and maps, trying to think back to the many plans they had made together, in order to set upon this sacred quest. Just as he was about to send a message to Hunbald, one came to him.

“Sire,” the exhausted soldier cried. “Lord Hunbald, he has been captured by King Malore of Maelhear who has taken back his Queen.”

“What?!” Devilknoll thundered, standing from his seat. He paced, looking over the intricate plans they had made together. 

“No more leverage, hmm”, he said.

“Uh.. um,” the soldier gulped.

King Devilknoll sat back down on his throne as he pondered everything through. 

“Pray tell, how did he die?” he asked the frightened soldier.

“That’s the thing, Sire. He’s not dead, but he’s been fiercely tortured. He was not dead when I left but by the time the day breaks, he will be.”

Deviknoll gave a nod signifying he was done with the discussion. The soldier saw that as an opening to leave.

Queen Ravenmere entered the room after the soldier left. 

“Lord Hunbald’s soldier,” she acknowledged.

King Devilknoll said nothing.

“Good things I hope?” she asked.

The King gave a grieved sigh. 

“I am afraid not.”

“And what does that mean?” her eyes grew big at such a statement.

“Before the cock gives its first crow tomorrow, Lord Hunbald will be a dead man. Either by the hands of the Maelhear men or...” King Devilknoll stopped and shook his head as if rebuking such a thought from his mind.

“Or what? Suicide?” the Queen inquired. 

When Devilknoll was silent, she believed she was given her answer. She stalked closer to him. 

“Do you think he might have killed himself if he was captured?”

“Most certainly not. If there were any man I know holds so much dignity to his name, it is Hunbald. He would most certainly prefer to die at the hands of a woman than by his own hands.” 

The both of them sat there thinking about what this would mean for their plans. 

If Hunbald truly was dead or dying, then that meant the whole plan was falling apart. To make matters worse, Darkveil knew nothing of what was going on. The wizards were not yet in their grasp, and if they were going to summon the Ancient One, this was the way they had to do it.

“We’ll need to contact her,” he said with hint of disdain.

“Who?” Queen Wynna said, looking at Devilknoll with piercing eyes.

The Lord of Devilknoll looked back at Queen Wynna with eyes that communicated that she already had the answer to his question.

“Fine,” Wynna said. 

She snapped her fingers and a soldier wearing the black and purple of Ravenmere appeared at the entrance of their tent. He entered and bowed low.

“My queen,” he said.

Darrion’s eyes looked hollow. He had survived the last few days by trying to forget what he had chosen. He had abandoned his friends. They had abandoned him too.

He had no one. No one but the queen.

“I have a job for you,” Queen Wynna said. “I believe you are familiar with the Queen of Darkveil?”

Darrion met her dark, piercing gaze. He had set out on a path he had chosen.

One he was beginning to regret more and more with each passing day.
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Author’s Note
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Rosha’s faced some of the hardest challenges she’s faced so far. And Aladorn has been in a world of pain as well.

This book was the transition from the story that takes place only in the Realm, to what we’ll get to see beyond it.

The world is bigger than just the realm. What we’ll explore more in the next book is what that world looks like.

Thanks for reading this story so far! It’s been fun to write. I hope you’ve enjoyed reading it!

Until next time!

RG Long
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The Adventure Continues
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“The Ancient’s Curse” will be available on February 2, 2021 on continues the story of Rosha, Darrion, and Aladorn.

Click here to pre-order your copy today or visit rglongauthor.weebly.com.

Keep turning to read the first chapter!
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Find me on social media:

	Twitter.com/rglongauthor

	Facebook.com/rglongauthor

	Instagram.com/rglongauthor


Join my newsletter to be the first to know about exciting new releases, new stories, and get other epic fantasy book recommendations!

	Rglongauthor.weebly.com/subscribe
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The Ancient’s Curse
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Unbearable. That was the only word that Rosha could think of to describe the incredible heat of the desert. 

Absolutely, completely, utterly unbearable.

She didn’t know that heat like this was even possible, the kind that weighed down oppressively on every inch of your skin, that you made feel that the very blood in your veins was about to boil. That you were being literally cooked, and very soon you would turn up on a dinner plate. While her short auburn hair was bleached a brittle, dusty blond, her pale skin was rendered a stinging pink by the sun.  The twin pains of hunger and thirst alternately overwhelmed her. Any more of this and she knew she would end up completely delirious. And then dead.

At times, the possibility felt incredibly tempting. It was almost like a relief. 

Just stop for a second, a tiny voice cooed from somewhere deep in her brain, a soft soothing voice like someone was reading her a bedtime story. Just sit down and let the sand take you.

She felt for a moment that maybe she was already delirious, and steeled herself against such a dark impulse. 

No giving up. That voice was stronger.

They were making their way towards Ravenbell, a city the King of Maelhear had told them of. According to the King of Maelhear, in Ravenbell there sat an ancient seat of dark magic, and both Rosha and Aladorn suspected that here dwelled the Ancient One that the soldiers of Ravenmere had spoken of. 

When Rosha and Aladorn heard about it, they knew what they had to do. They had to destroy it. They had to make sure dark magic would never hurt everyone ever again. They had to do the heroic thing and protect the people, even at the cost of their own safety. 

It was the source of the wildness near Darkveil. It was the source of the Red Knight’s power, or so they guessed. And now it was their holy task to seek it out.

And destroy it.

So the next day they prepared to go on a journey. From the King of Maelhear’s tales of how long and arduous this journey was—it would take weeks at least to get there from Maelhear—they knew that they had to be careful, more careful than they had ever been in their lives, because the ancient power in Ravenbell was one of the strongest and darkest forces in the world. 

If they weren't careful, the Red Corsairs would awake the Ancient One to make their desert land fertile, wasting the entire world in the process. Millions of people would die, and all hope would be lost for good.

So of course they had regarded this mission with the utmost seriousness, and took every precaution they possibly could. They brought water, rations, multiple changes of clothes and even some special ointment to rub on their skin in case it got burned by the sun. 

But no amount of preparation, nothing they could reasonably have done, could have prepared them for this. It had been days and days and days. Just over two weeks by now, Rosha reckoned, but it was hard to tell. The sun only dipped into the horizon for a couple of hours each day - each day, only a couple of hours of respite - so the days all blended together. 

Walking and resting. Pointlessly trying to keep out of the sun, worrying about how much longer their rations would last. Worrying if they would make it, if they were strong enough for the battle. That was what designated the passing of days.

“Rosha!” Aladorn wailed, flapping his arms in the air like a petulant child. “I promise you I’m really dying this time. I suppose we’ve been walking through the desert for more than two weeks—it’s been two months! No—two years! I’m sure of it!”

Rosha shook her head, trying to express exasperation with his constant whining, though she couldn’t help but smile at Aladorn’s ridiculousness. No amount of dehydration and nearly-fatal heat stroke would stop Aladorn from complaining. 

This was a good sign, really—he’d only stop complaining if he was dead or on death’s side. Although, she began to think with a small delirious smile, even if he was dead, he would probably just come back as a ghost to haunt her with his never-ending complaints.

“No, Al. We’re close now, I can feel it.”  

She didn’t fully believe those words even as she spoke them. Ravenbell felt impossibly far from wherever they were now—its significance vague and distant. The longer they walked, the farther away it seemed. It felt like they would never get there. Rosha hoped they hadn’t made a mistake—that they had accidentally veered South or even East instead of West-because if they had, then all hope was certainly lost. Their bodies would be buried by the sand, and all trace of their existences would be forever lost. The dark powers would win, and good would be forever defeated. 

“We should’ve packed more supplies! You know I told you so.” 

He was being petulant, but Rosha could tell it wasn’t totally serious.

“Oh yeah? Why don’t you magic us some, then?” 

She was fully grinning now, desperately trying to distract herself from her worries and probably grossly overcompensating. 

Aladorn groaned. 

“It’s too hot! If I were less sweaty, I could do anything!”

They both broke into laughter. Rosha tried to keep a front of good cheer even as she grew increasingly weak and desolate, hoping some banter would keep Aladorn’s spirits up too, and maybe keep him from complaining all the time.

He would whine and bemoan and bewail their wretched situation at least once a day as they walked, but when the sun dipped low and the air felt briefly, mercifully he would become quiet and calm. Before they set off they had rationed their supplies precisely, and yet each night as they sat together, counting down the minutes to sunrise, hoping they could get some real sleep, Aladorn gave Rosha an extra swig from the water flask. He would smile even as his lips were dry and cracked. 

“Really, I don’t need it,” he insisted, and he wouldn’t let up until she accepted.

The farther they walked into the desert, the livelier—and more dangerous—the desert’s ecosystem became. Scavenger birds, bigger than any birds of prey Rosha had ever seen in her life, began to circle the air high above them. It didn’t escape Rosha’s notice that the farther they walked, the more tired and the thirstier they got, the more the birds circled with wild, demented looks in their eyes. 

They’re just waiting for their next meal. They know we’re getting weaker. It’s just a matter of patience, of precise calculation.

She shuddered at the thought, but took a deep breath and kept on walking. She couldn’t let her fears overcome her now, not when they have already come so far and sacrificed so much.

Wary of the birds and the other dangers of the desert, they slept in shifts. Their sleeps were always plagued with nightmares, and sometimes they woke up screaming.

A few days into their third week of walking, a few hours after drinking their very last drop of water, Rosha turned to Aladorn. Her eyes were read and unfocused like she would faint any second.

“How much longer?” Rosha asked. She was tired, sore and hungry, but most of all she was thirsty. She was literally dying for a drink. Heck, she would drink horse milk. If you could even get any milk from a horse, of course. 

“I would say about a few hours,” Aladorn said. “The King of Maelhear said to go West until we meet the first signs of water, then follow the water to Ravenbell. I’m sure of it!”

If she had more strength, Rosha would have rolled her eyes. Even when facing the increasingly more real reality of Death by Dehydration, he still found the strength in himself to be cocky. 

How could he be so sure? It wasn’t like they had a map! Most people don’t even know Ravenbell exists. What if the King was wrong? Had he ever actually been to Ravenbell, or had he just heard about it through legend and rumors?

Just like Aladorn, she thought. At least he’s an old reliable. Unlike some people.

Unlike Darrion...

She felt a pang of sadness at the thought of her old childhood friend, about what he was doing now...

They kept on walking. 
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