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Prologue

The Founding Year marked its fourth winter anniversary since the War of Olstare after the battle that led to the fall of Niele. Falshire now owned that part of the continent, as well as territory to its neighboring southern east Vinne. 

Dregin and White Mane ascended as Emperor and Empress, ruling over this newly forged empire that controlled the better parts of the continent including Falshire, Niele, Vinne, Asm, Jolanne, Lunexia, Grimrook, Rainbrook, and Heartrock, with the outskirts of Casca; with the exception of Tarenne at binding Zandria fully in separate sovereignty.


Chapter 1

	Midwinter, White Mane lay in her lazy chair of firm cushion cloistered to a gold gilden frame of flourish carvings. One arm propped to a velveteen pillow, hand pressed to the back of her head. Her snowy white hair done half up pinned in place by a couple of dragonfly combs with gold chains wrapped over her flowing hair. She wore samite beneath her warm suede cloak trimmed with mink fur around the collar. She was now Empress of the newly forged empire, partly of her making after slaying a mortal enemy, Sidora, the Niele Mistress of all the Black Warriors. It was a bitter feud over a few very personal things, yet as a whole it was convoluted in politics and rivalry beyond repair. Her enemy's death laid no more rest than the thorn prickling peace of the mind she now posessed. In this poison, she will grow into a hateful woman toward the weed left behind by the dead.

	The wind blew in through the windows and left by way of the door opening into the chamber by Dregin. He ushered in a little girl no taller than his mid-thigh at the age of barely six, counting only the autumns she survived. The girl was dressed in a cotton white dress. Her hair had been combed and pinned neatly behind the ears. With hardly a look at that child, whose face resembled the skull of her father while all her other features were tainted dark as the mark of the mother, White Mane couldn't bear the sight of her existence. She was angry still. Guilt-laden, she was infuriated, even, incited by her inner demon desiring to snuff out the roots of her rage. Even more so, that Dregin had the gall to bring this child to her, in a daring plea for her to accept his illicitly conceived child. The conception was burned to her memory in utter humiliation and shame. And this child's presence re-enforced the emotion in that experience a hundred-fold.

	She stood up to her full height, hands folded over her abdomen, head held high, ready for this fight. It had been held off long enough. All she needed was for him to speak the words. Upon seeing her stance, Dregin became morosely apprehensive. He knew he no longer retained the rights of a husband to make a case for anything in this matter. But desperation forced him to try in the least, simply to amend for his sin.

	"Please forgive this child. She's innocent. She's not part of this feud between us."


	"Isn't she?" White Mane's glare darkened a couple of degrees, sardonic brow arching.


	"No, she is not."

	"I think she is. After all, you've brought her here for a reason."

	His eyes narrowed, tension building as he tightened his jaw, gritting his teeth a few times. "You know what I think, White Mane? I think you enjoy being reckless with murder."

	"And what, pray tell, have you done to judge me?!" she fumed. "How dare you mock our marriage with that -that-THAT ABOMINATION!" She pointed at the target of her wrath with poignant indignation causing the child to cower behind him, yet was disciplined to stay quiet. "My stand stays the same, I am justified in what I did! Our son's death for the head of your mistress. That was the price to pay!"

	"In that case..." He grabbed the child by the scruff of the neck and threw her across the hardwood floor at White Mane's mercy. "Go ahead, finish it." He was cool in his words.

	White Mane stared angrily down at the sprawling little body crawling to get up on its knees. She was tempted. The temptation was so real as she was within reach to do what he said, she wanted to slap the face belonging to Sidora that insulted her. She rolled her right hand into a tight fist, feeling the need to hit that face looking up at her seeming to have stopped breathing. The girl turned to Dregin and then back, her eyes wide in bewildering fear and confusion. White Mane raised her eyes squaring Dregin in the face. He had won. She was tempted, and not willing to go further. But she would have the last word.

	"I will not raise your daughter, not with every last breath in me. Leave me in peace."

	He exhaled a long breath, walking over to the child with care in his steps. Grabbing hold of her by the arm, he dragged her off even as she tried to keep up in striding and skipping in between. What White Mane didn't see was the stark terror on the child's face amid a grimace of dread. There was a muffled cry when the doors shut. She turned away. She didn't care. She didn't want to know. None of it was her responsibility. It was all his....




....Dregin felt he was defeated at the fault of this inconvenient child. In this dark windowless room away from eyes and ears, he placed the comatose child on the mat in the corner on the stone floor. Wrought with suppressed tears, he found his Elemental powers to be a curse as it had grown beyond his control around his daughter. Each time he accidentally unleashed the fury of Wind, she would end up absorbing the shock until she was hit unconscious. And each time, he had to heal her wounds, and with it was the effect of stealing her memories. She didn't have too many memories left to sustain her life as normally possible. He knew he was doing more harm than good, if this continued. A decision was made.

	The candles burned weakly, flickering as drafts travelled through the trapdoor left open. A loaf of bread and a pitcher of water were set on the small wooden hand table to the side. He arose to his feet descending the steps, pulling the trapdoor down over him, turning his eyes away from the girl, wishing secretly she would breath her last. He told himself it would spare her a lifetime of misery.

	He went on to a little place called The Porridge Pony in the countryside, crossing a wooden bridge over a thin frozen river. The snow drifts drew a blizzard behind him when he left a bag of silvers at the door. Two days later, the child he deemed to be doomed under his care was delivered to that place on a current of wind and snow.


Chapter 2

	Legran holed up in his study as he searched far and wide for the clues to the missing little girl that suddenly was unheard of among the palace guards who had rumored of a child's cries in the prison tower. Not a soul knew or remembered her name. Almost a year gone, yet he discovered nothing. This was a subject that even Stone Bird was kept in the dark, because of a promise he made years ago, just a couple of nights before they went to war. Dregin had a few drinks too many. And Legran himself was half asleep in his world of self destruction. They were two men locked in dark times. At length, he stopped his scrying. The rivers and ponds were chilled with the early touch of winter with the exception of a few thunder showers that warmed the landscape at the end of autumn. It was as if the weather was crying in self-inflicted pain.

	A stinging pinch bit on his skin. He stood up walking to the window, pushing the shutters wide apart. As he extended his bare arm outside catching the sprinkling of raindrops, he felt the prickling chill of each that landed on his skin. Anguish. Lost wilful rage riled in the droplets. He examined the rain in his palm, seeing lightning and spinning raindrops like a conflicted blizzard. Looking up to the late autumn purple painted sky, a rising moon shone like a hot tear in the fabric of a painting, he followed that moon tracing the light where it reverberated across the land bouncing off the downpour like a blackened rainbow. The thin river appeared to him with a wooden bridge that led to the large cottage so many leagues from Falcon's Spire, even further than Falshire where he was stationed.

	As he touched the rain water flowing off the brick shingles, he spied over the steeple. There. Behind the cottage beside the well was this child lying in wait with her eyes staring at the sky. A dragon was painted in the wind shaping through the rain that bounced around it. He could smell the greenery in the air, but he tasted salt in every drop. Sad was the fate of this little girl, destined to a life imprisoned by this impression of her childhood. And then, he teleported himself there, riding on the raindrops to her side. He materialized, gathering her up in his arms to carry her with him. A look of determination came across his expression. By will of his mind, he summoned the water in the well to rise. He stepped into it, sinking into the swells with her.

	Not long after, he organized the Squireship of Zandria, modeled much like the one he grew up training in back at home in Tarenne. He then sent out scouts and seekers gathering children to be enlisted for the education. Many orphans were offered up. And he really needed just the one. Stone Bird didn't recognize the child either, nor would she know to notice. Oddly enough, the little girl was hiding her Elemental potential, appearing before everyone as an ordinary child. He handpicked her from the crowd to step forward. She presented him with a bouquet of fresh daisies shyly.

	"And what is your name, daughter?"

	She looked up with a plain stare that melted his heart. "My name is Ikrah of...your Royal Majesty." She fell short of naming her origin.

	He had her recorded as Ikrah of Falshire in his book which was in of itself unique and revealing. "Very good. I can see you are a good child. You will learn much in this Squireship."

	Perhaps his smile was pleasant or perhaps his words were encouraging, whichever it was, she began to curl her lips slightly. She seemed fascinated by his hand as he took the bouquet from her. Such curiosity in her, like a thirst for knowlege or a sponge absorbing the world around her.

	Since then, he found himself wanting to go back to the Squireship as often as he could, though other things of governance filled his schedule heavily. As he attended the daily Imperial Court Assembly, he observed the Emperor from a distance, hoping to escape notice as often as possible. The other Kings and Dukes and Lords all took turns presenting their grievances. When it came his turn to speak, he modestly deferred to the next person in line. Day in, day out, he tended to his flock from one order to the next, keeping the ledgers accurate of expenses. The scholarships came pouring in from donations of many sources in the war effort to train these potential Knights in less than a generation.

	He hired war generals and retired veterans to school the children. Stone Bird had visited the Squireship on occasion with longings of her own to oversee the workings in there. She had felt child-rearing was limiting her potential. Then, when their son was old enough to attend the Royal Academy in Falshire after having been home-schooled to the age of seven, she offered to run the Squireship. He could tell she was itching to escape the mundane trappings of motherhood and the boring position of an ambassador.

	"I'd much rather you remain devoted to designing our home, Birdie," he said within the privacy of their bedchamber, lounging on the bed. Whereas she was sitting by the table with coffee and jammed toast. He admired his beautiful queen in her flannel morning robe, which accentuated her slimming figure.

	"You have girls in the Squireship. It would do to have a woman taking charge of the premises with genuine authority." She countered his argument.

	"Oh I have Captains. They teach and train the girls to be well-equipped soldiers."

	She grew hard in expression. "These children don't even know what that means. They attend the Squireship for an education, receiving all the practical preaching of war, but what will they be prepared for when they actually go into battle? Are any of those issues being addressed?"

	He gazed back at her hard line face. "I have every intention to keep them far from battle. They are the healers and backline bulwark of every army if I can help it."

	"That's not enough."

	"I know what you're implying. I don't want to open up old wounds. Each daughter in Squirehood will be instructed about the horrors of war. I have dedicated a special unit to address that, and it will be their choice to decide how they will sacrifice for this side of the continent."

	Stone Bird stared at him in a silent moment. "And..." she began, "this instruction...will be verbal or actual practice?"

	He gave her a look that answered her question without the need for words.

	She set her cup of coffee down on the table. She got up to walk toward the bed's foot end setting one knee on the decorative bench that doubled as a chest for their linens and sheets as well as weapons. Leaning forth, she crawled onto the bed and set her weight down beside him. That was always her way to meet him in a compromise on a serious subject, no matter how sensitive it may be.

	"Who will be doing that part?"

	"That delicate part will be delegated later." He was avoiding her at this point as he made to get up.

	She grasped his arm, moving over to curl up against him. He stayed to hold her, laying up against her back and breathing in the scent of her hair.

	"Truth be told," he said, "I have written a guideline for that level of dedication when the potential arrives. And only the worthy will undergo that step. Otherwise, they will be to put to civics duty."

	She smiled over this. "Your way of going against Dregin's will?"

	"I don't need to be obvious about it."

	He began to kiss her neck, moving up to her ear. She sighed softly leaning toward his kisses, reaching a hand into his hair drawing his head closer. His hand felt down her breast then pulled on the sash of her robe. Their breathing became heavy as their mouths mingled into the kiss. Within moments, he was laying his wife, driving pleasure in her naturally and patiently. She moaned beneath him, clasping against his body wantonly. They were like that for a while until they climaxed. He groaned contently, then moved to the side, pulling the covers over them as he held her in his arms, giving her another kiss on the lips.

	"I don't want to leave you today," he spoke softly.

	"Nor do I," she replied, smiling and nudging against him with her eyes closed. "Let's stay like this for a while."

	"Mm-hmm...."

	And that was how he brought purpose to their life together. They built a growing army and a network of watchers fronted as charities and merchants. She was very glad to do her rounds visiting the many places making her presence known, seeing people at work and making progress. Each day was closer to achieving their set goal at restoring their kingdom. By now, Little Phoenix had grown into a boy of ten summers, attending school and was well-adjusted in his academics.

	Things were going well for them. Their efforts didn't go unnoticed by the Emperor when they gained notoriety within another years' time. They received invitation from him to celebrate the Winter Solstice at the Imperial Palace. Legran modestly declined until he received another with an imperative word from Dregin personally after the Imperial Assembly was sojourned. White Mane was there, too.

	They stood in the corridor, all three of them facing each other as equal without the ranks and titles.

	"It's been a while," White Mane said.

	Legran chuckled smiling politely. "Well, I hadn't noticed. Time slipped me by."

	She darkened, not liking his tone. Before his marriage to Stone Bird, they used to be informal siblings under the pretense of his adoption. Not that formalities mattered at this point in history, but they each had a history together since the invasion of the northerners sweeping the south, starting from the Zand. She had never liked him. Partly, because of his Gorran heritage. But mainly, she was struggling with a changing world that never fit her prophesies.

	"I have to agree," Dregin remarked. "While we build, so is our enemy. But just this once, shall we put aside work for a family gathering. Indulge us on this, Legran. Like old times."

	"I suppose so. Stone Bird had missed Little Phoenix since the time he has gone to the Academy."

	"Your son is quite the exceptional achiever, I've heard."

	"The Academy is overly generous in praising his potential."

	"Well, in any case, we expect to see you and the family this Winter Solstice," Dregin insisted. "The sight of children would warm these halls."

	Legran's expression unlocked understanding upon hearing those words. "Ah...." He shifted the tension off his shoulders.

	"Yes, it would do to bring warmth back into these halls," White Mane added, seeming detached for a moment. Her mood was one of vinegary and listlessness. She seemed afflicted with a somber darkness these years since the Founding Year.

	Dregin looked at her while her gaze wandered off into a place too far for him to reach. He seemed to want to touch her but didn't dare to. He swallowed the salt in his saliva, frowning remorsefully. Then, he turned back to Legran with a nod. They were very sad, indeed. Legran saw the joyless couple suffering their childless years while watching other lives in envy. Precisely so, he counted his blessings that he had Stone Bird and their son.


Chapter 3

	Winter Solstice. In the heart of winter while snow had whitened the landscape into a blinding glare during the day, the night was warmed by torchlight throughout the palace in Falshire. Evergreens, pine cones, and holly berries were made into wreaths hung on doors and walls with variations in ribbons of festive colors. While servants and serfs and citizens celebrated with music and pandemonium, there was a private gathering within the palace halls. Only the most trusted servants were allowed to bring in the wine and foods to the long table in the Royal Dining Hall. King Sundan of Falshire and his wife, Queen Jenna, brought their children, the Royal Twins. Crown Prince Sky Fall and Princess Solaren were two seasons behind Tarenne's sole heir, the Crown Prince of Zandria, who for the better part is nicknamed Little Phoenix among family. The four Elemental Incarnates were the pillars of this society, though they lived as humans with names and titles. Their Soul Spirits walked with them like familiars attached to their relative owners. Dregin had his Dragon hover behind him floating in the air, wide spanning wings flapping with a spade tail switching every so often. White Mane was accompanied by the silver Unicorn, a magnificent war-mount with a horn on its forehead. Stone Bird's fiery Phoenix simply perched itself on her shoulder with flames aglow on its feathers. Legran had his color changing Chameleon trail behind him.

	Such a small clan at this gathering. Yet, it was large enough to fill the occasion. The servants retreated as were ordered specifically for this occasion. No musicians were employed here. So music was artificially created by Dregin. He had fashioned pantonic bells plated in silver strung to a giant harpsical frame of oak. The mallets set to hit any one of them were plugged into a panel. A steel drum with calibrated perforations was put into play, turning to trigger the mallets. The gentle gonging and pings set the mood to be nostalgic. Beside the instrument was a bubbling fountain to give the illusion of a spring song.

	This hall was lit up by golden light-globes set on the two large chandeliers hanging down from the ceiling. Dregin and White Mane were seated at the one end on their high backed chairs, stately cushioned in red velvet. Adjacent to their right were Sundan and Jenna, and seated opposite them were Legran and Stone Bird. The children were seated further on, a space separate from either side. Sundan raised his goblet of wine to make a toast.

	"To the best Winter Solstice we have yet and many to come."

	The others did the same, including the children, with reverberating "Cheers!" as they drank.

	"I say, Brother, the scenic festivities this year is better than the last," he said to Dregin. "How say you?"

	"Perhaps." Dregin remarked modestly. "It would be better still if we gain more land."

	"I'd say secure the borderlands first," White Mane put in.

	"It won't be long," he muttered behind his goblet, taking a sip before setting it down.

	Sundan looked at them, and reserved himself from speaking. There seemed to be tension between them. The war had changed them for the worst, yet they remained here as a couple. He had done his best to retain who they were, who they used to be, but it was a far and long way from where they came. Everything in between was bitterly twisted by fate.

	The children were well-behaved on their end of the table. They ate and exchanged looks and giggled. Sundan caught sight of Solaren blushing when she stared at Little Phoenix a little too long. He surreptitiously tapped his wife on the arm, nodding his head toward the children as he sat further back for her view. She looked, and soon enough a broad smile came over her face as she watched them. Their attention didn't escape Dregin's notice either, of which he made a mental note.

	"Shall we listen to a stronger piece of music?" Dregin asked everyone at the table.

	Stone Bird let out a chuckle. "With that contraption of yours? I'd like to hear it."

	He pulled up a smirk to his lips, and obliged. Turning askew slightly, he summoned his Dragon to begin dancing, spanning its wings air-lift itself to a corner of the ceiling. In a speeding dive, the aeration beneath its wings sent the bells in a clamoring of goings. The Dragon glided back every which way around the Dining Hall, darting in beats. Legran twirled his fork between his fingers before pointing the tines at the fountain, channeling his Element into play. The water began to jump up in rows at each beat wind clapping on the walls in echoes. Stone Bird began clapping her hands to the beat as well. The Phoenix escaped from her back ascending in the air and flew like a flittering fiery set of wings. Next, came in the Unicorn doing a trot before the fountain. It reared on its hindlegs to each high note. The children were absolutely impressed by the display of music and dance of the Soul Spirits. As their faces lit up to the party, Dregin checked on his niece again who was clearly glancing back at Little Phoenix often while the boy's eyes were locked on the Dragon.

	And then, he found Legran was gazing upon him with a studious consternation. The two men weighed in each other's stare briefly. Each understood what was at stake awaiting this new revelation. The Emperor was very much interested in the sole heir of Tarenne, of which soon to be the whole of Zandria if a bargain was struck properly. Yet this was not the occasion to discuss such dealings. Dregin was a cunning politics acumen. He would choose his negotiations wisely as he could see Legran was ready to oppose such a proxy proposal. However, he still had White Mane to go about things from a different channel. He broke away from Legran's stare as though he dropped the idea as much as he had entertained it.

———<>———


	Far away up north....

	While everyone was celebrating Winter Solstice at Falcon's Spire, Ikrah was wandering into the frozen orchard outside castle grounds. The plum blossoms had finished blooming. The petals were falling adrift like snowflakes to the ground. Dressed in riding garb with a heavy cloak of suede scraps trimmed with ermine, she walked in the snow, laced boots putting tracks in the snow with each step. The moon was full and lighting her way easily. She stood, closing her eyes and tilting back her head as if bathing in its light. She experienced her menarche two days ago. Her growing breasts were adding a sizeable discomfort on her chest, but she was adjusting to that. Entering womanhood was frightening for her, until her Squire-mentor explained it to her what was happening. One of Ikrah's shortcomings is having a wall up around her friends. Not one person in this place was close to her. She had tried to thank Taye's simple gesture of reaching out to her, but it came out awkwardly. Taye merely smiled and went on with the day's chores as her turn was to do the linens that day. Putting that memory aside, Ikrah strode to a very old and large tree. She looked up seeing its bare branches reaching thestarless sky of midnight blue, tinted by the moon's brightness. She came down on her knees, clasping her hands together.

	The words came to her like a dream, she whispered softly:

"Tears adrift on snow, I kneel to pray,

Of heavy heart, I dare not cry.

Cut like blossoms, each drop to die."






	Little did she know, those words were the life sentence charged upon her existence while she lived. The touch of the Goddess came to her in the northern lights painting the night sky in waves of teal, white thunder, lavender, gold, and purple. She looked up in wonderment at the myriad of colors that blew away the darkness of night in an evanescent moment in time. And then just like that, life was taken away in the deep, deep darkest heart of winter.

	Ikrah rose to her feet, feeling the bitter cold frost of a coming blizzard surrounding her. She thought about her life, wondering what of her future. It was bleak, it was far from reach, and it was a short and lonely path she knew she had to walk, though it seemed to last in such an endless night. The taste of fog touched her lips. She took in a breath, then made her way back to the castle.

	As fate would have things set, after she left, a youth of barely nineteen winters entered the same grounds, carrying a glowing lantern in one hand and a scarf bag in the other. Dressed in formal robes from the night's festive party, the breath of wine on his lips, Aquine meandered his way around searching for the same tree. Though he noticed the tracks in the snow, he cast the thought aside as he set the lantern down. Loosening the cords of a scarf bag, he drew out a lock of dark hair and a comb. The scent of lilac and lavender escaped it, filling his nostrils. There, he stood in thought for a brief time.

	Silently, he recited the words in his mind:

"Without tears in snow, I stand to pray,

Mother's love, a heart broken

Joy and pride, gone too soon, first to die.

On this night, starless moon, I cry

Remembering you, your son, your child

One knows your name, the other forgotten.

Soon to find, I shall reunite blood of kin

The task at hand I shall fulfill...."






	He cast his hand into the air, conjuring crystalline snowflakes into the portrait of the mother he knew.

	"Sidora, Mother, Mistress of Black Warriors in Niele... your son the Eagle will carry out your wish."

	The portrait melted away disappearing like ashes blown away in the wind. This was the anniversary of his mother's death of thirteen years to the day. He never attended the funeral because there wasn't one. Her body was never found, but he had been told how Niele fell. All the more, with great conviction, he came here enrolling himself into the Squireship of Zandria for the last three years in hope of finding the girl who had attached herself to his half-sister's name. His mother had left only one clue for him when he was sent away the year of her death. She had written in a letter for his eyes only that the child in her belly would be named after the "Eclipse Moon" if it was a girl, or "Sunless" if it was a boy. Both names were in the Niele tongue. He retrieved the lantern and went back the way he came disappearing into the night.

	The girls at the Squireship in Falcon's Spire were enamored by Aquine, even the women instructors. The boys were either envious of him or they rivaled his stature in popularity. Partly, because he owned favorable attributes, a handsome face with strong and balanced features to his looks. Dark haired, green-eyed, fair skin, straight nose, and heart-shaped lips, he was very pleasant to look at. Unlike other youths his age, he was very comfortable in his own skin. Confidence exudes from the way he carried himself walking around the grounds, which didn't go un-noticed, even if he didn't realize it. He was made Prefect within the year, patrolling the halls on monitor duty three days out of the week. Although he would prefer keeping up with his studies. The free culture in Falshiren society fascinated him. Being Prefect, he was able to go where the novices were forbidden. He held onto his post with every opportunity available as he searched for knowledge.

	A great aspect that opened doors for him was the Scribes Guild. That place eventually, he knew, led to the Royal Archives, where every name was recorded into the Imperial Census, be they born into Falshire or immigrated. The Hall of Records was still off-limits for him as was to anyone until they proved to be worthy of clearances in security. Yet, patiently, he endeavored in his schoolings in hopes of being more noticed and trusted by the instructors, that he would become a Knight of the Grey Order, where they had a diminitive branch overtly based within the Scribes Guild.

	The heart of winter passed into the first melting as snow formed sleet that eventually warmed into drippings that fell into the river flowing down the mountain. Aquine went into the Mess Hall for his late breakfast after the dawn shift monitoring the parapets and the halls. The Knight Orders were spread all over the three growing cities below along the mountainside as well as two main houses within the fortress. He had observed these houses at length, and wondered which one he would be enlisted into when he finishes his Squireship. One of the advantages of the Mess Hall was being in the company of all dwellers within Falcon's Spires with the blurring of classes. Novice, apprentices, squires, or the knights, all were able to come here to talk or take meals. Everyone was young, and the atmosphere was full of bustling chatter. He had sat down with his plate and goblet of cider at an empty table in the corner by the door. It was a drafty spot, which was why the others had avoided it.

	"Ikrah!"

	He looked up, searching for that voice. It was a Niele name that no one seemed to notice the meaning of in this place. Strangely enough, it was an open society that boasted the use of multiple languages. "Eclipse Moon." Soon enough, a striking blond ran up to the door to her friend, the younger brunette that was her counterpart. She was endowed with full breasts and a solid height to her figure. Her blue eyes were like the lifting blue of winter, much like the snow wolf of the upper timberlands. Dressed in dark green livery over her leather pants tucked neatly in knee-high laced boots, she was fit for riding. He imagined a tether to go with the occasion. Some other girl came up to her from behind and whispered to her ear, which prompted her to look back his way. While the brunnette escaped his notice after having been handed a couple of books, he found himself steering his eyes away sipping his cider to disguise his flustered moment. He made to eat his meat in gravy sauce and fried potato.

	She began to walk toward his table. He glanced up wanting to smile as he ate. When she sat down, he decided to entertain her company, if she was interested. He wasn't one to run away from this kind of attention. She was blushing in the cheeks, smiling and ambivalent as to what to say. First love was sweet that way.

	"Hello," he greeted as if to an old friend.

	She widened her smile into a grin. "Hello, Aquine."

	"I take it you've heard of me?" He offered her his cider. "I didn't realize my name is so well-known."

	"You are... the fairer... Prefect. And I'm known as Taye." She hesitated a moment before drinking from his goblet.

	"Taye," he spoke her name savoring the sound on his lips, "I believe we can be very good friends, if I may be so bold and frank to this first meeting."

	She nodded her head modestly. "I agree."

	That was the simple beginning of their relationship. He liked her from the start and loved her as they began to work together in secret. Their lovemaking nights were short and their days were long with purpose. As it was, the page under her care was Ikrah. The child was oblivious to this arrangement they shared together. Yet he grew curious, as to why Taye was given charge over this orphan.

	"You never told me how you came to be Squire," he remarked as they lay in his bed, cuddling. He played with a lock of her hair.

	"Mmm...." She smiled as she touched his lips with her fingertips, tracing the contours of his face. "My father is General Topaz. It's only natural I receive education worthy of entering Knighthood." She let out a chuckle seeing his reaction to her openness. "What now? Are you nervous?"

	"Ah, yes." He replied frankly. "I hadn't thought I'd be laying with the daughter of Zandria's General."

	"Well, I'd be honored to carry your bloodline," she said sweetly.

	"Um, I'm nervous to give you my seed," he replied.

	"You weren't so before knowing my family background."

	"Uh yeah," he said with his eyes widening in realization he had been hunted and slain.

	She let out a laugh. "Silly, what's the harm? You will be my Chosen come this Spring. We can still finish our Squirehood."

	"Do you plan on that and children at the same time?" he asked feeling the coming of a headache.

	"Well, I have Ikrah." She turned onto her back to relax.

	"Your page?" He crawled to place his arm across her body. "What of her?"

	"I don't know." Taye shook her head thoughtfully. "I've never seen a child so solitary."

	"Sounds like you've adopted her," he teased.

	Taye looked at him, studying him. "She's...." The words would not come. Again, she tried to speak, but the words were lost to her. Clearly, she was struggling.

	He pulled in his lips as he stared at his partner for life. Even if they ever grew apart, he knew he would still love her. At once, he understood and yet found the arrangement all the more mysterious. He made a decision. He moved closer to her to kiss her. She relaxed, closing her eyes to be touched by his loving caresses....

	Aquine discovered soon enough that Taye had been conditioned not to have children of her own at this time. It was a barbaric practice that these people did to prevent pregnancy. A little too effective, in fact. Each time he saw her take the potion, he could see her body was depleted of fertility. Added to it was magery. As the weeks continued, her body developed muscles in ways he couldn't even imagine. The nights with her became more rigorous, though he managed to satisfy her. He began to wonder if she would prefer more than him. Then, one night, she wept in his arms, apologizing about having lost her way.

	"Did you find a better man?" he asked with a laughing quiver.

	"No!" She shook her head burrowing into his chest. "I don't want to do that. I love you!"

	He held her until her weeping subsided. "Why don't you stop taking your medicine once in a while?"

	"I can't do that!" she whispered hard, sitting up. "I will lose momentum."

	"I don't think your body can take anymore of it, dove." He could see she was distressed. "To be blunt, you are on your way to become less of a woman, possibly a fruitless one... permanently."

	A studious moment passed. "I have to. While I live, I have to."

	"But why?"

	"Ikrah."

	He understood now, that Ikrah was her mission. And that mission seemed to be complex in design by the elders. He dared not question it, especially with knowing how Taye was put under a spell of secrecy. If he pressed, he would put her at risk as well as compromising his own position. Yet, beyond the practical points, he did love her through the fact that she had delivered to him the existence of Ikrah.

	Taye touched his face affectionately. "This is why I love you. No questions. You simply accept me."

	He smiled back, caressing her hands and arms. "You are beautiful. I enjoy every moment with you."

	That brought a smile to her face. She lay over him for a warm and sweet kiss that gave her peace of mind as she fell asleep in his arms. He stared up at the ceiling as her soft snores lulled rhythmically in the room. Tomorrow would be another day, then the next until surely one day the battlefield will be met. Chances were he will fight along side Taye or protect Ikrah. Either way, he won't be wasting his life.






Chapter 4

	Ikrah was starting to miss Taye who had gone missing every night for weeks now. Though initially, she welcomed her independence, which thrilled her with a sense of horror and joy at the same time, she was learning the loneliness in her adolescence unlike any other her age. Those early years trapped in a windowless room lent her memories of fearful nights, lashings, pain, muffled cries as she slept. Her heart seemed to grind between pulses every time these haunting thoughts crept back into her mind. She was sitting by the candle at her desk beside the bed. Notes for her lesson plans were done and neatly put away in the pouch set on the side. With a sigh, she rested her chin on her crossed forearms laid on the edge of the desk. Staring at that flame steadied her mind. It helped her focus. The brightness brought warmth to her senses. Though she dared not sleep while it lit, she was growing tired in staying up this late in the night. Taye had promised to come back this evening to go over their plan for tomorrow. Otherwise she wouldn't know how to answer Captain Boleran.

	Her eyelids began to droop. She fought to keep them open fluttering as she made them peel back. Again, they fell close. She snored softly and shortly. Then, she popped them wide open again, straightening up this time. With a moment's consideration, she gave up and was about to blow out the candle when the door's lock clicked to open. She turned looking over, ready to get up.

	But instead of Taye opening the door, it was a young tall dark-haired man whose hand had pushed it in by the door knob. Slinking against him was Taye in the most enchanting beryl silk dress Ikrah had ever seen. The light in the hallway revealed as much. Gulping in stark terror, she jumped out of her seat, unsure what to think or do. He hoisted Taye up, stepping into the room into the bit of light, revealing themselves very much a newly wedded couple. His groom formal wear was a full set of crimson and black over coat to cover the longvest tapering around his waist in double buttons. After one look at her, he next picked his bride up and carried her to the other bed. He pulled the cover up halfway. Then, he undid the choker lace around Taye's neck, setting it aside on the dresser. Next, he untied the ribbons on the front of her bridal gown, reaching in to loosen her corset's laces. Taye moaned with a cough as she managed to breathe though she obviously was out cold. The room was filling fast with the smell of wine between the two. He pulled the covers up over her shoulders. Standing up to his full height, he scratched his head, one arm akimbo to his side as he realized Ikrah was staring at him and Taye, wide-eyed and scared.

	"You must be Ikrah," he said. She nodded. Looking over at Taye, he let out a sigh, shrugging. "Well, looks like I will be helping you with the lesson plans. Captain Boleran expects expert level promptness while novices train. Where are your notes?"

	She gulped, reaching her hand toward her pouch, though her eyes were stuck on him. A warmth was building up in her face from the initial chill that awashed her head. He was the most handsome groom she had ever seen, though she had yet to meet an even more handsome man later in her life. For the moment, this man sufficed. He came over to her side of the room, pulling back the chair for her to be seated. The notes were laid out for him to read over where he stood. He picked up a couple of sheets in one hand. His other hand pointed up an index finger making a twirling motion as a gesture to conjure a light globe over his shoulder, which lit up the room softly brighter than the waning candle at her desk.

	"Ahem," she uttered softly, "do I call you by name? or Brother?"


	He smiled readily, glancing over to her. "How do you usually address her?"

	"Sister. Sometimes Taye."

	"Then, you should call me Brother."

	She flushed a deep red, finding herself still staring at him. The problem was not in his good looks and friendliness; it was in his clothes. There were silver threads in the embroderie around the trims of the coat collar. The custom cut did him great justice fitting every seam to the contour of his sinewy body. His height ranged like the mountains. But those emerald green eyes were so hauntingly bright in contrast to his black hair, they captured her attention like some exotic bird. He had these beautiful hands with deft fingers. She wondered which weapon he would likely wield in battle. Long sword? Long bow?

	"Ikrah," he said as he placed his right hand over his heart, "I am known as Aquine, husband to Taye this day and Chosen Night."

	"Ch-chosen Night?"

	"Yes, surely, you've heard of it."

	"I-I-I have, yes!" she stammered. "Just... today? I hadn't...realized it was today."

	He arched a curious brow, which stirred an awkwardness in her, feeling of being scrutinized. "Didn't Taye mention about me?"

	"Well... she had been away at nights. I suspected she was seeing a friend."

	That made him chuckle. "Let's get back to homework."

	She made to smile, nodding. Pivoting in her seat, she pulled out more vellums and a stylus with her inkpot ready. He began to recite things as she recorded what needed to be focused on for the quiz tomorrow. They were working well throughout another part of the night, during which he would ask her questions to test her knowledge. He was thorough on brushing up points in her civics duty understanding, including horse tending and names of the Lords and Ladies. And then, after inspecting all of her notes with a satisfactory nod, he bid her good night. After the lights were doused, he took off his overcoat and long vest stripping down to his trousers. He crawled into bed with Taye for much needed sleep. Ikrah had turned away in respect of their privacy and climbed into bed with her robes on under the coverlets.

	By morning, she awoke feeling sunlight ebbing into the room through the crack of the shutters. She turned her head up sneaking a look over to the other side. Her jaw dropped her mouth ajar as her eyes widened. There was movement under the coverlets. It was obvious they were quietly coupling. She pulled the covers over her head, closed her eyes shut, and tried to drown out whatever sound that might come out of them. Before long, a hand patted onto her elbow from outside the cover. She drew it back slowly, seeing Taye in her nightie while Aquine was tucking his shirt in his pants and picking up his outer garments. He had to sit on the bed to put on his boots.

	"Sister, I didn't mean to...." Ikrah flushed, lost with words to explain herself. Aquine glanced over at them briefly, shaking his head with a secret grin.

	"What?" Taye made light of it. "It's only natural that couples wed and enjoy each other's company." Ikrah's crimson face was a full hot flush at this point which made Taye laugh. It's been a long while since she's heard Taye that happy. "Are we embarassing you? Don't be. Some day, it will be your turn."

	Ikrah giggled awkwardly. "I doubt that very much."

	"Taye, better get ready." Aquine put in.
	"What's the hurry?"

	"I think the Captain might expect some visitors today. Better to make a good impression."

	Beat. "You don't mean to say my father will show up there...."

	"Better to make a good impression," he repeated as he finished lacing his boots. He got up to walk over to her for a kiss on the lips before going out the door. "I love you. Meet you there."

	Ikrah felt her stomach sink several layers upon hearing this bit of news. She was still shocked by what had transpired overnight and now the idea of being inspected by Taye's father, THE General Topaz of Zandria's Elite Phalanx of 105th just about threw her into the abyss of adolescent dread. She wanted to hide away than to be asked a few questions about what exactly transpired overnight. Taye was hardly phased by the situation. Dressed in her full Squire garb of green livery with the emblem of fire on the chest, motley shirt sleek in the sleeves on her arms, leather belt crafted to secure a fat quiver of arrows, a bow cross-slung over her shoulder, leather jerkins tucked into laced top boots, Taye was ready to join the Great Stag Hunt. Double daggers were strapped to the sheaths attached to her belt on the back side, too. Ikrah on the other hand, was a mere page. She was equipped with a green doublet and tight black pants with matching boots. A double pouch bag carrying even more quivers was strapped to her back. Both had their hair braided up with red ribbons neatly behind their napes. They stood in line with the other Squire-Page teams across the field quad-column filed into a solid block of two hundred waiting for the lecture speech from Captain Boleran. The archery-master was yet to be seen on the makeshift archer tower.









Chapter 5

	Squire's Game. This was the main event in the contest for the Squirehood. They were up against the male squad on the target range. Archery tested skill and accuracy rather than might in strength. Sparring between the sexes was not permitted, except in the showmanship category in which only the best swordplay artist may come on stage to display their skills and form. The winning prize this year was the opportunity to join the Royal Guards in the Great Stag Hunt. Everyone knew that also meant getting noticed by the rulers of all the kingdoms for either employment or knighthood, depending on achievement merits. After the Great Stag Hunt, there was still the next major event: Tempest Rite, after which was the Knight's Ball.

	Captain Boleran climbed the ladder to the archer tower. Once up there, he looked to the pulpit that by now was filled with dignitaries from the six kingdoms from ambassadors to generals alike. He then turned to the pupils with a very short and precise speech.

	"Squires, do your best. To the winner, the spoils of war! Let the game begin!!!" He roared, then picked up the beating sticks to pound out the giant drum.

	The archers moved with their bows and arrows ready. Each was accompanied by their pages. The first two rows marched onto the target range. The drum beat changed to a slow rhythm to set them. The fusilade of arrows found their targets of straw figures. On and on, wave after wave of the same routine continued. Then, came Taye's turn with Ikrah keeping up behind. They did their part with high marks as Taye's arrows hit the headshot. They took their places to the side to watch the rest come up. Ikrah looked proudly up to Taye.

	"Bitch."

	Ikrah's eyes shot open, hearing the sneer.

	"Look at the whore who slept her way to get tutored high marks from a prefect."

	That remark was meant for Taye's ears, who subsequently turned around to the accuser. "Say it to my face, Mogren."

	Uh-oh. Cringing beside Taye, Ikrah really had nowhere to hide, not with the open range behind them. Mogren was this big dark blonde with sea-green eyes. Judging by her color affiliation, she heralded from the Red Bang Company. And she had company, her entourage of four other girls dressed with the same red sash on white shirt and red pants with black boots. Not that Taye, who hailed from Zandria, didn't have teammates as they thronged over to the scene having heard the confrontation, but this was personal.

	"I'll say it. You cheating bitch. Taking advantage of access to what the rest of us are denied."

	Taye mocked a laugh. "He's my husband. I have every right to do so. What do you cry about at night?"

	"Oh you slut!"

	And the fight began. Ikrah wished she could sink into the ground and avoid all of this mess, but she was loyal to Taye. Even though, she balked at joining, they came at her anyway. So, she ducked and strafed to have Taye's back. Being shorter than them, she went for their legs, kicking behind their knees to trip them while Taye was punching and blocking out her opponents. Others were in a frenzy cheering or jeering them depending on whose side they took. A determined fist jabbed into her face below the eye, smacking the cheekbone loudly. That threw her back. She got back up seeing they were jumping on Taye from all sides. The one who punched her pushed her down, and was about to put her in an arm lock, choking her. So she moved to bite, which got the assailant off of her. She realized she still had the quivers on her. Pulling out two arrows, one in each hand, she leapt onto the Red Bangs to start stamping them with arrowpoints each in the butt, back, and shoulders. They yelped jumping in pain, which angered them into targeting her.

	"Ikrah!"

	She ignored Taye's cry at this point as the blood rush had enraged her. The stinging bruise on her face fueled it. She drew more handfuls of arrows this time and began to use them like twin blades as she moved into the fighting motions she had practiced daily. They circled her. She waited for them to come at her to do the Firecracker move, which was to let fly the arrows at two or three faces laced with Wind while she ducked backing away into an opponent behind her with a clenched elbow. Then, turning, she struck into that body with a re-enforced punch. She scissor-kicked into the one beside her. And then, someone countered her next move. She jabbed again only to have her fist caught in a massive hand. It was a Zandrian man of barely forty-five winters maybe, who was dressed in deep-blue velvet mantle. He sported a mustache and goatee that made him immaculate. The fight had stopped altogether. Everyone was in shock that someone of his magnitude had come in to intervene.

	"Enough!" He didn't even need to shout. She cowered in his presence right away.

	"They started it, General Topaz!" One of the Zandrians spoke up.

	"Yeah! That one over there! She called Taye----"

	"I said ENOUGH!" Topaz announced forcefully. Then, he set his eyes on Ikrah. "Quite the pair you two have made of yourselves, hm?"

	Ikrah scowled impotently, indignant to be accused as the problem when the situation wasn't her fault. Where was the justice?

	He smirked eventually. "You're a scrappy one, aren't you?"

	She yanked her fist out of his grip. She glared at the Red Bangs with her eyes welling with tears. This might cost her the privilege to stay in the Squirehood. But to hell with that, too. She marched up to Mogren, short of breath in anger, but calm as can be she spoke:

	"Say it now, " she dared the big girl. Mogren froze, darting eyes at the spectators. "Next time you think you can smear Taye with six on two, better bring a full dozen. And I not only won't pull punches, I'll gut you where you stand. Asmi puma."

	Taye had to pull on her shoulders to usher her away. "Come on, Ikrah."	

———<>———


Squirey Dean's Hall. 
	Taye and Ikrah along with two others from their team were put to stand in one corner. Mogren and her cohorts were put to the other. The tension between Zandrian and Asmi pride were high. The teenagers were still giving each other sniding looks across the floor of no-man's land. The issue remained whether they were disqualified from participating in the contest. Three instructors were speaking among themselves in the far end of the hall. Each of them represented the regional ethnicities: Northerners (Gorran), Mid-lands (mainly Falshiren-Poplari and Asmi), and Southerners (Zandrian desertbred). They gestured and argued, then broke to look at the teenagers, and resumed their discussion again. In the end, apparently, they agreed to disagree. So they walked to the center of the floor to address both sides.

	"Who here is ready to excuse themselves before being expelled?" Master Templo spoke up first. He was Mid-land by trait with his motley features of auburn hair and fair skin with substantial height. His eyes were the color of hazel.

	No one volunteered to answer that question.

	Master Fawna from the southlands, particularly Asmi, scanned through the Zandrian group. She settled her eyes on Ikrah, who was the youngest and stood out like a weed with her looks. "You," she charged, and Ikrah looked around, "yes you. Tell us what you saw and heard."

	"She threatened to kill me in public!" Mogren interjected.

	Ikrah instinctively looked at her rat-accuser with a distasteful scowl. Taye had to grasp onto her by the elbow to remind her about restraint. She looked up to the Squire with an adamant expression, but quelled her anger adequately.

	"Master Fawna," she began, "if I may be blunt with my words, I heard Mogren call Taye a bitch and a cheat. Then, they attacked us when Taye merely challenged her to back up her claims."

	"And why didn't you stop them or in the least go report on them?"

	"I would have if her cohorts didn't blind-side me with this bad shine." She pointed to her bruise below the eye, which by now was turning purple and blue.

	That brought a few muffled snickers and disguised coughs praising her bravado from her side. Even a couple Asmi girls were jeering on that note as well. Master Templo forgot to hold in the smile though he managed to contain his amusement.

	"What is your name?"

	"Ikrah of Falshire."

	"Falshire---?" Fawna looked at Templo out of the corner of her eyes while Master Pierce remained silent as he crossed his arms. She turned on Ikrah's Squire next. "Taye, what have you got to say for yourself?"

	"I'm no cheater, Master Fawna. Nor am I a loose cat. It was insulting to say the least, and at worst a pack of lies to besmirch my family honor."

	"And what about the threat on Mogren's life? Will either one of you make good on those words?"

	"If they have to, I wouldn't blame them," General Topaz spoke up, coming in from behind the drawn tapestry of the back entrance. "Six against my two girls plainly speaks cowardice."

	"General Topaz, we take death threats seriously. Clearly, these two have personal vendettas, and that degrades the cohesion of schoolmates."

	"Oh?" He looked at Ikrah who was only as tall as Mogren's shoulders. "I'm not taking sides here, but do you think Mogren can take on Taye's page?"

	"Not likely, General. Witnesses say she used magery."

	Now that changed the level of the playing field in his arguement. But he was not about to budge on his stance to advocate on her behalf. "Then, you should prove that before judging her by her name alone. Not all who hail from Falshire carry mage-blood in their veins."

	"Well, then, we'll test her mettle on the mock battlefield. That should be the special event of the year."

	Ikrah froze upon hearing those words. The Asmi girls were smug with Master Fawna on their side. Taye stepped forth without hesitation.

	"In that case, I invoke Battle Royale on Mogren and her partner. I defend my honor, as well as my husband's name." Taye spoke seriously.

	Fawna nearly fell backwards upon hearing this challenge. "Mogren, what is the meaning of this?" The girl retreated sheepishly. "Why is he involved?...Someone answer me!"

	General Topaz eyed his daughter with pride, then looked at the would-be Asmi pumas of the future vying the Zandrian desert-bred in glory. Master Pierce paced into view.

	"Well, Master Fawna, this looks to me as a matter of cultural differences," he said. "Asmi tradition has it that pumas who come of age tend to kin-take a groom? If I have that right. Usually a dozen are involved."

	"In short," Templo put in, "the girls are fighting over a boy."

	"This is Falcon's Spire, not the forest of Asmi," General Topaz said.

	"Battle Royale, then," Master Fawna conceded. "At high noon tomorrow. We will use the showman stage." She stepped back toward Pierce to whisper a question, "Who is the boy?"

	"Aquine the Eagle, Prefect of the Seventh Squad," he whispered back, which made her eyes pop up in surprise.

	"Impressive."

	"You haven't even seen him."

	"He's in the Seventh Squad, enough said."

———<>———	

	....That evening with twilight aglow, the trio were in the girls' room. This was a secret meeting, of course. Aquine was the oldest at the table. He was looking at Ikrah seriously.

	"How badly do you want to win this one?" he asked.

	"I don't know," she replied with dread.

	"I'm not worried about Taye. She can put Mogren down. But you, you're smaller than Boots and she's known to fight dirty."

	"How do you know that?" Taye asked.

	"Saw the whole thing. She's the one who punched Ikrah in the face for dodging. Believe me, she's notorious in a street fight when traveling with her company."

	"Did you run into such a fight?" She narrowed her eyes.


	"No. I've seen how the Asmi fight. Especially, when they feel like hunting a Squire from my division."

	"But Mogren's team in particular...?"


	He hesitated a moment, before speaking again. "You are not to speak to anyone about this. One day, a member from the Squirey was reportedly kidnapped by the Asmi from the maiden Squirehood. Our captain had to organize a solid team of eight to venture into their den to retrieve him. They fought us fiercely."


	"Were you one of the eight?" Ikrah asked, with big eyes.

	"No, I was the spare member, to report back in case they were killed or taken prisoner."

	Her jaw dropped ajar. He chuckled, then turned facing Taye. "I don't think I like the idea of being their prisoner much, dove. They abused the victim beyond repair."

	"Then, what am I going to do?" Ikrah was distressed.

	"I'm going to teach you a trick shot. Come on, let's go outside."

	They were in a clearing with the night sky embracing moonlight. He produced from his vest four mini-darts that could be passed for pincers. They were pressed to his palm with his thumb, the points seeming to fan out with his fingers. He next poised his hand into position over his shoulder, swivelled full circle and launched the darts into a tree with a hard swing from his arm. He retrieved those darts and handed them to Ikrah.

	"Now, you try. You're more flexible than me, so it should be more easy."

	She tried to do as he demonstrated. The darts landed on the stump. She made a dreadful face over that failed first attempt.

	"Are you left-handed or right-handed?"

	"Right."

	"Then, reverse your spin, and release at three-quarter turn instead."

	She did as he instructed and the darts were closer to his marks. He nodded with approval, telling her to practice that until midnight.

	"Taye, you will need to be prepared for Mogren and Boots in a three way fight. Ikrah was lucky there today. But maybe it's because she's too short for their reach."



	His new wife listened to his advice carefully, absorbing his every word as they practiced their martial arts. He even warned about the secret daggers they usually hid in their bracers and boots. Ikrah also paid attention to his instructions while she practiced.	




Chapter 6

	By noon the next day, they strode up to the platform usually reserved for swordplay demonstration. The Asmi were dressed in their ethnic fur-decorated garb with their short spears in tow. Taye and Ikrah had their own battle gear dressed in green-dyed suede tunic over pants and leather belts. Their weapons were mixed: Squire short sword, Page double-daggers. Master Boleran stood on the pulpit with a green flag for Falshire in his right hand and a blue flag for Asmi.

	"This is Battle Royale. Battle Royale's simple rule is to win three rounds or keep trying until either side forfeits. The weapons are real. Fight your opponents with all your training. No death blows. But in case of heavy injuries, we have mage-healers ready for you. And now, " he brought the two flags up high, "BEGIN!" He waved the flags apart to commence the battle. The drums were rumbling as the drummers began to beat them into rhythm.


	Both duo teams ran toward each other and clashed center stage. Taye parried Mogren's thrusting spear as Ikrah slid on her shins arching back to strafe past Boot's swing. That made the crowd roar wildly as they waved in pandemonium. Ikrah rolled back onto her feet like a cat planting her feet to the floor dancing on her toes lightly spinning as she kept up with the continuous jabs. Taye grabbed hold of the staff with one hand, pressing down on it with the cross of her blade at the hilt, and kicked Mogren in the gut and retracted fast enough to stick the heel into her opponent's chin, too. She went for Boots with the newly acquired weapon. As they were engaged in strikes and parries, Ikrah tackled Boots from behind the legs causing her to fall flat on her face. THAT was round one. Total pandeomonium.


	The drums stopped so that they could rest briefly. Aquine brought them water and towels.

	"Be careful now. They will change formation." He said between mopping their sweat and massaging their muscles, Taye first, then Ikrah. "Could be two on one or hit you in a blindspot."

	Back on the fighting arena again, they had to watch their opponents with double the attention than before. The Asmi went for confusion, approaching them by strafing interchangeably. Sure enough, Mogren attacked Ikrah this time while Boots distracted Taye. She drop-kicked Ikrah into side-stepping her just so she could double back with the end of her spear into Ikrah's ribs below the plate of the shoulder blade. With a grunt on impact, Ikrah was immobilized. She fell hearing a ringing in her ears. Mogren stepped off her body to attack Taye. Ikrah staggered to sit up feeling numb all over. Rage built up inside her, filling her vitals with renewed adrenaline. The crowds were completely riled up in excitement, but she didn't hear them. She was focused on the fighters, seeing a great opportunity with the back of the Asmi girls facing her. They were pushing Taye farther and farther toward the edge. Ikrah inhaled a huge breath and stood on the balls of her feet, pulling out the darts from her vest. In practiced perfection, she spun and launched them laced with Wind for maximum impact and accuracy. Mogren received one each in her arm and leg, Boots got one hit in the buttock. They retracted in yelping pain freeing Taye to beat them in a wide spinning scissor kick. Round Two ended there.

	Taye and Aquine both had to lend their support to get Ikrah off the stage. The mage-healers came charging in to serve both sides. Aquine quickly refused their services.


	"She's fine. Right, Ikrah?"

	"I'm fine!" she snapped fiercely. The healer backed off. Aquine was particular in keeping them off of her. She took a long draw of water, putting her eyes on Mogren. Next round, she will have her revenge.

	"Ikah!" Aquine slapped her face. She directed her eyes on him without flinching. "Drop it! Whatever anger you have in there, drop it!"


	"I can't drop it, Brother! She stepped on me while I was still down!"

	"You have to, if you want to live!"

	Taye reacted to his vehemence, but said nothing as she rubbed on Ikrah's back, who bit a lip sulking. He grabbed hold of that sour face roughly making her lips funnel like a fish mouth and turning it toward him.

	"Now focus, Ikrah!" he commanded as he forced her to look at him. "Taye will be your shield. You are slow now because of the last round. But with coordination, you two will take them out!" He pressed his face to her ear. "I know you cheated," he whispered. "If they discover how you used those darts, you will be taken to the Academy."

	She shook to the core upon hearing what he had to say.

	He drew back to look at her again. "Let them come at Taye. You have to dodge for an open spot. Don't do like before, but aim to disarm your opponent when under attack." She nodded adhering to his words. "Good, remember that."

	This time, she was cautious. Taye was gripping a short sword in defensive position with the hilt up, blade down. Ikrah did the same with her twin daggers holding them up in the butterfly form. She narrowed her eyes seeing Mogren was smirking smugly. She was disgusted by the way Boots looked at her, especially with the way how she traced a finger across her neck mocking death. Ikrah was aware that they were going to bury her in this round in order to cripple Taye's victory. The blunt pain was beginning to come out of the numbness. She could feel it affecting her arms, especially on the left side. And then, both Asmi girls had their eyes wander off to the side watching Aquine who was pacing around the stage. The crowds screamed in a rioting raucous. Ikrah noticed Taye didn't bother to look, never taking her eyes off their opponents. Although he had said for Taye to be her shield, apparentlyhewas their shield before the round even began.

	When they engaged in battle again, she was surprised to see they doubled on Taye with their spears, but the Zandrian Squire was limber enough to block them with her sword and bracer. Then, in the next moment, Mogren was retrieving a hidden dagger from Boots' bracer. Ikrah wasted no time lunging into the fight dead on, scaling the duo by stepping onto Boots' upper thigh, hopping on the spears to bounce into Mogren. Her target barely had the chance to see the looming silhouette of her attack, eyes wide in surprise by her speed. She stabbed that big wide open shoulder just as the arm below was stabbing out at Taye. She flung her weight forward holding onto the hilt scoring the blade across the chest as she dragged that body down with her. Blood spilled on the floor shocking the whole world in horrendous silence for but a moment before the outraged Asmi in the audience shrieked in terror. The mage-healers ran on stage to huddle over Mogren who was still breathing, though her eyes were glazed with a blankness as her body twitched from the gaping wound.

	Aquine rushed into the scene and grabbed hold of Ikrah pushing her face into his chest to keep her from witnessing further. The others were still staring at the mortally wounded, including Taye and Boots. Taye turned to look at him, seeing her page in that strangely tender embrace of his arms, though the two only met for a few days. The mage-healers did their work. They waved to Master Boleran with nods that Mogren survived. He raised the green flag, waving it victoriously.

	"Squire Taye of Zandria defends in glorious battle! The Battle Royale Medal of Honor shall be added to her name!"

	The crowd from the non-Asmi sections went wild in whistles and pandemonium. Some of Taye's fellowship broke through the barricade, swarming the stage to hold her arm up in victory. Through that wave of full-blown fanfare, Aquine looked at her with pride, though his eyes were red with tears. He looked down and snuck away with Ikrah in his arms....

	....He kicked the door shut behind him and brought Ikrah to her own bed. Her feet were propped up on her pouch of study notes. Smoothing back her hair, he wiped at the sweat on her forehead with a quiet sigh. She was battle-worn from her first combat experience. The bruise from that other day was black and blue by now. Weakly, she reached up to touch his hand, then stopped upon seeing the dried blood on her own having caked underneath the nails. She began to cry, trembling in terror over what that may have meant. He hushed her with a soothing voice. When she was calm enough, he gave her warm whiskey cream. She drank obediently, taking small swallows. He nursed her head with a warm towel after that. As he was about to leave, he could hear the throng of people cheering raucously in the hallway. Looking around, seeing there was no other way out, he ducked behind Taye's bed for cover.

	Taye turned everyone away at the door and bid them well for the rest of the afternoon as she needed rest. They begged her to show up for dinner in the Mess Hall. She promised if she woke up in time, she would. And then, in the door, she entered the room, shutting the door with a nicking sound to the latch. She saw Ikrah laying there still in her clothes with the towel on her head. Walking over there, she placed the retrieved daggers on the desk. Turning to the side, she found Aquine who was standing up from his hiding place. He met her gaze warmly at first until her stoney expression made him realize she was upset with the fact that he had left her at the scene. She placed a fist on her hip as she walked up to him, tightening her jaw between gritting her teeth.


	"Taye, I---"


	She slapped him straight off across the face. "You want to humiliate me after all I've done for you?"

	"You've won the Battle Royale. What are you talking about....?" He glared curiously briefly, then ran his eyes over to Ikrah and back at Taye. "Oh my stars by the gentle moon! You think...no, Taye, you're mistaken."

	"Am I? Did you...did you come to me to get to her?" she grated out those words, her eyes telling on her with tears.

	"Gentle Goddess, no!"

	Ikrah could barely open her eyes, though she managed to see through the slit of her eyelids. They were so loud, she came out of the effects of the hazy brew that had yet to fully settle in. She watched and listened where she lay.

	"Taye, I swear to you, I don't own the same feelings I have for you with her."

	"Of course not! Every woman is different, you love different---"

	"Oh for the love of Gods' sake, she's a child!" clamped his tone down to a whisper. "Lower your voice with such ugly things to say."

	"Then, why?!" Taye snapped.

	"Taye, wife, swear to you, I can never feel that way about her."

	"You swear," she sneered, "your words are worthless if you had acted."

	Something in her tone changed him. He straightened with a stolid face, champing his frown. "Wow, Taye. I guess that's how you've always thought of me." His tone was dangerously soft. "I didn't make you a woman. I made you an honest woman. You of all people should understand what happened today. All this time, you've been with me, neglecting this page of yours. Do you realize what she did in her first taste for combat? She almost killed for you."

	For a moment, Taye stood there, stunned by what he had to say. She looked back at Ikrah who quickly shut her eyes. Then, she looked at him again.

	"Never?..." she asked. And he shook his head confirming that fact. "Are you certain?"

	"Taye," he drew her toward him, enveloping her in his arms. "I love you. I will die for you. See if you can find the next man willing to do that?"

	She let out a sigh of relief as if a great burden came off her shoulders. "But I'm still hurt."

	"From battle? Where are you injured?"

	"Right here," she placed two fingers pointing at her heart.

	He looked at that bruised heart with a great deal of interest. "Um," he swallowed staring at that spot, "heart troubles are usually cured with your heart's desire filling it with love."


	She chuckled, undoing the leather jerkin's laces while he ungirdled the belt to the sheathed short sword from her hip....


Chapter 7

	This year, Legran took great pleasure in being able to take his vacation at Falcon's Spire for the week of After-Spring. It was especially sweet that he was able to be here on official business before joining in the Great Stag Hunt with the newly trained archers, just to make things interesting. It was open season at Hartford, the hunting grounds reserved by the Emperor for this very event. Even training knights from the Academy were allowed to enter this contest for the best game catch, be that the biggest boar, bear, or buck. He sensed the excitement of the Training Halls. Along with the aftermath of the recent Battle Royale, the fanfare of discussion revolved around a certain Aquine, the Squire-Prefect from the Seventh Squad. He wanted to meet this young man, so he arranged for it. To his surprise, he was met with resistance. Thus, he made a point to investigate.

	His scouts reported back to him on the whereabouts of this individual after a couple of days. He decided to visit the private lodge himself in the cloak of night while most were retiring to bed. Once, he arrived outside the stone fence, he dismounted. There was still light within the house that he could see illuminating the windows. He knocked on the door twice. Momentarily, the door opened inward slowly far enough for the one behind it to look out.

	"Good evening," he greeted. "I wish to speak with a daughter of Tarenne."

	Aquine was careful, seeming to weigh his words, before assuming who he was. Though calm enough, he was visibly excited upon seeing Legran's face with the hood down. He opened the door wide for the King to enter, and closed it behind them. After a sweeping gaze around the parlor, seeing the fireplace, the rug, fur-lapped chairs, and foot tables, he counted two doors and noticed the one ladder that led to an upper deck where a large bed resided.

	"Taye's in here, my Lord." Aquine led the way to the door on the left.

	"I am---" he gestured for the youth to stop, "not here for the Squire." He smiled knowingly about the lovers. "I heard her page is recovering from Battle Royale. Incidentally, why have you refused the mage-healers?"

	A caught look came over Aquine's face. At least, to Legran, that's how it looked. "Minor injuries. Just bruises. Mage-healers were for the heavy wounds."

	Legran narrowed his eyes, thinning his lips into a harsh frown. He strode straight into the next room. Water-filled saucers and soft candles in there illuminated it warmly. Peppermint scented up the room sweetly. He stepped in without reservations. Ikrah was laying in bed on her stomach, drunk and passed out. Her forearms were tucked under the pillow. He drew the covers back far enough to see the bruising on her rib cage.

	"No, he's not her father," Taye was heard whispering in the background.

	"Then...who...." Aquine was hushed immediately.

	The door closed quietly behind him.Legran reached out pushing aside Ikrah's hair. He hovered his hand over her back, letting free the energy coming from his arm. The water in the room coalesced at his will swimming between his palm and her back. Every shade of the blackened bruise dispersed, moving around with clean blood from other parts of her body. Soon, her back was completely healed. She inhaled a heavy breath and sighed calmly, still deep in her slumber. He withdrew that energy allowing the water to return to their saucers again. The covers were replaced all the way over her shoulders. He went back out to the parlor, seeing the couple standing by the chairs with worrisome faces.

	"Well, this is indeed an interesting evening." Legran said, taking a seat by the fireplace.

	"Sire," Taye began, which drew a surprised reaction out of Aquine, "my father arrived last week. He didn't mention your imminent visit."

	"I couldn't help but come here upon hearing the news he brought me." He beamed glancing over to her. "Quite the Squire in a Battle Royale against a couple of half-seasoned pumas, no less. To the victor, spoils of war."

	"We did it together," she replied, eyeing her husband with smiles.

	"Well, hello," Legran addressed the young man. "Come, both of you sit." They did as he asked sitting down on the other two chairs. "Tell me about yourself, or do I have to dig up your roots?"

	Aquine went dead pan in the face. "I think you already have, your Royal Majesty."

	Legran eyed Taye gravely. "Do you realize who you are with next to you?"

	"I do, Sire. Aquine is from the House of Eagle... in Gorra."

	"I have heard you are tied to the House of Grace," Aquine remarked calmly, though his shoulders moved visibly with uneasiness.

	"Think nothing of it," Legran relaxed purposely. "I serve Tarenne and my Queen these days. I hope you would treat Taye well, regardless of your intentions."

	Aquine got up and kneeled with right elbow on one knee, while his left fist was squared to the floor. "Sire, I swear fealty to the Crown of Zandria, for Taye's sake and to forge a House of my own."

	This young lord didn't waste time, Legran noted to himself. "Rise, Aquine the Eagle," he said. "You are inducted on Taye's behalf."

	Aquine bowed his head, but remained where he was. "I have a grievance."

	"Speak."

	"I wish to be knighted this year."

	Pause. "You want to be emancipated of age to unlock the Legacy?"

	"Yes, Sire. It is the condition written in my father's will. My brothers are holding it hostage."

	Legran got up. "Granted." He placed a palm on Aquine's shoulder.

	Aquine raised his head in astonishment. "I am forever grateful for this boon, Sire."

	"You may have my support, but I cannot do anymore than that. I have no plans to enter Gorran territory openly."

	A grin splayed across the youth's face. "Nor do I, Sire." He rose to his feet. "I already appropriated the funds from the vault. With the Queen's ear, I seek only Knighthood to serve and earn my keep. A man must provide for his wife."

	Withdrawing his hand, Legran held an index finger up as he grinned. "Ah.... You are a cunning one. Noble, but cunning."

	"Thank you, Sire." Aquine actually blushed chuckling impishly, reaching out to Taye, who clasped his hand readily.

	"I am curious about one thing. Did you come here to wed the best Dame-to-be?"

	"Well, I came here for knight training. The Academy kicked me out... for lack of potential."

	Legran laughed then, as if wrought in amusement taking his seat again. "Your potential.... You passed all the low prerequisites, but you broke the larger rules."

	"As I've said, lack of potential."

	"And yet here you are, you excel in knowledge and politics."

	"I know very little of politics. I stay within the lines to get by."

	"Now I see why our General's daughter likes you so much."

	Taye proudly nudged against her husband, smiling with gleam. They were definitely a match made in heaven. Legran eyed them shrewdly.

	"You are invited to the Great Stag Hunt tomorrow with me at the East Gate. All three of you."

	"Yes, your Royal Majesty." They both spoke at the same time, then looked at each other with giggles.

	Aquine added. "It would be a great honor to serve at your side, Sire."








Chapter 8

The Great Stag Hunt.





By mid-morning with the sun bright as noon, though the air was cool and windy, they were at the East Gate. Ikrah was holding the reins to Taye's dapple gelding, which was saddled and equipped with all the things needed for hunting. Herself, she was dressed in leather jerkin and pants with heavy quivers strapped to her back and side. A spare short bow was slung aslant her torso. Taye was petting Aquine's black stallion as they conversed privately. Each was dressed for hunting. Their quivers were strapped to the saddles of their horses respectively. They were strapped with daggers matching their weapons of choice, short sword for Taye, and a long sword for Aquine.

	They all looked up when the King of Tarenne arrived, dressed in samite decorated in a lattice of studded leather tunic and riding on a ashen-bey stallion. The Royal Guards escorted him by the dozen. They were fully armed with helmets and plumes, almost as if ready for war. Legran greeted the youths with a gracious smile. He gestured to Ikrah with a beckoning finger. She strode up to him with a curtsie, bowing fully with her arms spanned and palms up in the courtly manner of Falshiren customs. At first glance with how the sunlight bounced off her white sleeves, she resembled a damselfly to him.

	"Did you sleep well, daughter?"

	"Yes, Sire."

	"Excited for the Hunt?" Her reply was a nod. She rarely smiled, though she looked up to him with admiration. Of that, he sensed clearly. "I haven't eaten. You will at least bring me quail or rabbit today." He was only joking, but she nodded devoutly. He nudged his horse to move forward. "One last thing," he spoke loudly, "from this day on forth, you are my Squire. Always, you may come to Tarenne's Halls with your grievances."

	The promoted page could only stare up at him as she strode alongside his mount, shuffling a step and half to keep up. This gesture was for her protection. The serfs were watching from the streets hearing those words. Stirs of mutters were already beginning as they approached the East Gate. Aquine and Taye mounted onto their saddles grinning with congratulations to Ikrah. Taye even reached out a hand for her. She hesitated until the King nodded. She then stepped on the stirrup and gripped the saddle. In one motion, she launched herself up with Taye's help and mounted into place behind her mentor-roommate. Legran halted beside them closely. He pulled a black ribbon with the embroidered emblem of a red and blue shield at its center from his vest pocket proffering it up. Ikrah was urged to bow forth her head by Taye. The King tied it to set the emblem on her forehead, then to secure it, he did triple spiral dead knots around her braided hair. It was tight, pulling on her hair with some pinching, but she didn't complain.

	"This will do for now. It will be official come Tempest Rite."

	"Yes, Sire." Ikrah nodded with happy eyes. "Thank you, your Royal Majesty."

	He shook his head, "Sire. I prefer hearing that."

	"Sire."

	They rode out to hunt in the wild forest rather than the Emperor's quartered acres. The sound of their collective set of hooves pounding on the ground rumbled reverberatingly through the courtyard and echoed on the walls of the extended postern gateway, which spanned two-hundred meters. The forest was alive, lush with thick greenery. Pollen was spawned in the air only to be blown north and south by winds that seemed to come from a confused sky that whitened into noon. They rode on a trail that led into a clearing where they made break to allow the horses to rest. Though no one seemed to notice Ikrah's hair had changed to a dark auburn under the bleaching of sunlight, they felt she had the look of a northerner with how that ribbon dressed her head. They proceeded to start tracking for game combing through the forest. Before long, Ikrah spotted antlers appearing between the low hanging branches. She alerted Taye with a wave gesturing in the animal's direction. Together, they set forth with their arrows. Aquine climbed a tree for cover at a vantage point. The Royal Guards stayed behind, except to remain close to the King who was eyeing the scene.

	Something spooked the animal into trotting away. They gave chase, taking cover behind the trees. Ikrah kept her eyes on that creature bounding in leaps skipping steps above ground without realizing how light she was. Whips of wind merged with her movements. Before long, the buck emerged from the thickets into a clearing, paused to look back before dashing off into the shadows of a dark forest where conifers walled up the rest of the landscape. Disappointed in having lost sight of that creature, she found herself standing there alone in that field of pine cones and needles. She could hear others calling her name echoing through the mountainside, but they sounded so far away. Searching for their origin, she wandered into the unknown, unsure how she could make it back.

	She saw a rabbit cutting across her path and running off under the bushes. Without much thought to objecting Legran's words about bringing him rabbit today, she chased after it. Brambles of blackberries appeared out of nowhere hedging her off. She struck at them with her bow, careful not to touch the thorns with her bare hands. Useless, she thought. Looking around, she searched for a way to get through. That large rabbit made it through somehow. She wandered around and around until she lost sight of the sky altogether. The canopy of tall pine trees sealed that off like a dark, very dark green ceiling. Light was diminishing to a dimness, causing her to panic fearing the darkness enshrouding her. Sweat poured from the pores of her skin, soaking into the ribbon on her head. The heavy scent of pine overwhelmed her breathing, suffocating her. She grew weak, her limbs struggled stagnantly to keep moving, until they gave out eventually. Collapsing against the bed of pine needles, she was on her way to breathing her last when the sweat from her face dribbled onto the ground, pooling around her into a shallow pond. The water entered her mouth waking her enough to swallow, sustaining her, though she couldn't get up.

	White Mane entered the thicket, garbed in a green knee-length tunic with black pantaloons tucked in sleek boots. Chains and studded leather wrapped around her waist over the hip like a half skirt. She walked over to the sleeping girl who lay protected in that pond that let off a warming steam to purify the air keeping her breathing even. Her silver-blue eyes gleamed with fury as they narrowed focusing on that girl. She crouched low, extending an arm and was about to touch Ikrah's head, when a dozen crows cawed out overhead, swooping between the branches above. As she looked up, grey mountain rabbits appeared crawling out beneath the brambles. A snowfox jumped out of the brambles hissing at her with low menacing growls. She scowled curiously, annoyed to be confronted by all these animals. Angrily, she stomped her foot on the ground, sending the brambles into breaking up the wall around them splintering into an explosion of thorns and thistles striking at the creatures into running away. She flung her right arm directing the briars to whip at the snowfox that bounded out of the way. She gestured with her left arm sending another briar vine to catch it. Again, she channeled nature to her will until that snowfox was caught by the foot and tail. She wasted no time constricting it to death, breaking ribs, squeezing blood out of the mouth and nostrils.

	Suddenly, a dart flew past her ear nicking her jaw as she pivoted her head. She turned around seeing a youth with black-raven hair, eyes the color of raw emerald, skin that matched her own complexion. She withdrew her channeling, making the barbed vines recede from the lifeless snowfox.

	"What manner of sorcery is this?" she demanded darkly.

	"I should ask the same of you," he retorted, taking on a guarded stance with his hand over the hilt of his sword.

	"How dare you! Such insolence to your elder!"

	"I care not for your age, Lady. You were preying on this innocent girl."

	"These are my hunting grounds. She has trespassed upon my land." White Mane circled the pond and he matched her strides. Soon, a blonde maiden Squire appeared from the side after cleaving the hedge apart and pushing her way through. White Mane laughed. "Two against one. This should be interesting."

	"Squires, stand down." Legran appeared from behind the hedge, mounted on his saddle. Aquine and Taye looked in his direction in puzzlement. "Bow on your knees in the presence of her Imperial Majesty, the Empress."

	They recovered from their shock soon enough to do as he ordered. She smiled coldly running her eyes over them until her gaze settled on Legran with his guards in tow. "Well, the young inspire heroes. King of Tarenne, you flatter me with such talented Squires at my feet."

	He smiled curtly with a reply. "They are not at your disposal, Empress. But whatever infractions they may have incurred, you need only speak to me. I will discipline as I see fit."

	"This one," she pointed at Ikrah. "She trespassed on my Hunt."

	Aquine reacted solemnly with an arched brow, catching her notice. He corrected himself into lowering his face. Legran stepped off his saddle, leaping a wide somersault over the briars. He saw his new Squire laying there pale as the moon. Patiently, he sighed coming to her side. As he lifted her to sit up, water spilled out the corner of her lips as if she had been relieved of drowning.

	"This child is not yours, White Mane. She's mine." Legran scooped the girl up effortlessly. "Therefore, she is my jurisdiction. You may not punish her. If you wish to punish anyone, try me. I brought these children here with me."

	"Legran, you dare!"

	"No, White Mane," he snapped. "You may control the Earth at will, but you don't own the mountains. They belong to the Goddess. And I would appreciate you keeping this embarassment from the Emperor's knowledge."

	He leapt in the air over the hedge. After laying Ikrah across the saddle, he covered her with his cloak.

	"Let's go," he called to his other two Squires as he tugged on the reins for his mount to move with him.

	The hedge of briars parted and shrank allowing them safe passage. They rose to their feet to follow the King quietly, obediently. White Mane could only stare after them, seeing their backs as they grew small in the distance until the mist shrouded over any visibility. She stepped back, picking up the dead snow fox. Her Unicorn appeared behind her and lowered itself for her to climb on it's back. She straddled onto her Soul Spirit, grasping hold of its mane and rode off the other way.






Chapter 9

	In the market, Aquine met Trink.

	"Congratulations, what's it like to be a husband?" The woman behind the scarf stand stepped around to reveal herself.

	He smiled lightly striding to the stand and examined a strip of fine silk. "It is more than I expected."

	She wrapped a piece of chemille around her black hair, hiding her face in its shadow from passers by. "So, did you find her?"

	"Yes, I have, Auntie Trink."

	"Does she know who she is?"

	"She is very much in the dark."

	"Then, you must tell her the truth. Bring her back to her roots."

	"I don't know if I can do that."

	"What do you mean?"

	He squared her in the eyes. "Who is her father?"

	The woman clearly reacted to this question. "Your mother never told. She barely hinted it was someone important."

	"Royal blood?"

	"She never spoke on specifics. I only speculated that the child would carry mage blood in her under the arrangement. Why? What have you found?"

	"There is a new Squire by the name... Ikrah of Falshire in the roster. She has no potential in her. Other than the name, I can't see her significance."

	"And yet...?"

	"I don't know. She's treated differently somehow, but I can't say how that is. For all appearances, she is an ordinary child."

	"How old is she?"

	"Fourteen winters."

	"Hmm... there lies the discrepancy." She pondered in thought. "Are there others like her?"

	"Well, when you ask me that, I'd have to say, yes. Many, in fact."

	Trink gave him a rueful look. "I'm sorry I asked. At least, you didn't lose your manhood in this place."

	"I think I did," he remarked, grinning. "When will we meet next?"

	"I will send you word. Take care of yourself in the viper's pit." She removed the chemille hanging it back on the rack and disappeared....

———<>———


	....White Mane lay in the oversized sedan, pretending to lounge lazily on the embroidered cushions. Her silk robes of black overlaying light blue covered her from shoulders to toe. A white ruffle camisole showed between the frontal flaps. She counted the steps of her visitor coming up the steps listening to the soft echoes that bounced off the wall of the spiral stairwell. Soon enough, the door into the study was pushed open, letting in that perfume of gardenia of the wearer, a woman with raven black hair dressed in a deep green dress with a black doublet bearing the emblem of the Unicorn on a shield of blue and white tiles. Trink was now under her bidding. This servant was taken from her enemy's den literally. Her usefulness had not been done yet.

	"Good afternoon, Mistress." Trink greeted bending over in a bow.

	"Take your wine there on the table." White Mane spoke without moving.

	Trink looked over to the brew in the china cup, thinking: Another junk truth serum again? She did as she was told, feeling its effect take over her senses. Replacing it, she could only stare at the Empress with a stoic mind, unable to think steadily.

	"Do you have news for me?"

	"I have a bit of information on the whereabouts of your person of interest."

	"Go on."

	"There is a Squire in Falcon's Spire by the name in question, though the age is two years of difference."

	"Interesting." White Mane sat up, setting her silk-stocking covered feet on the floor to slip on her slippers. "And who is that boy you met in the market?"

	Trink's eyes popped open. Her expression was that of the question: You had someone follow me? But she knew better than to speak it out loud. "He is a son of the former High Lord from the House of Eagle in Gorra."

	"And what is his purpose in Falcon's Spire?"

	"He came to me seeking employment. I arranged for his training at the Squirehood there."

	"What kind of employment?"

	"That is a complicated question, Mistress. I am not sure how to frame the answer to your satisfaction."

	White Mane frowned tersely, being annoyed by this insolent servant. "He sought you out. I want to know his motive."

	Unperturbed, Trink replied candidly: "Revenge."

	"Revenge? on what? to whom?"

	"As I mentioned earlier, he is the son of the former High Lord Eagle. His father's House has been replaced by the House of Grace due to some political coup. He came to me for a way to reach Knighthood in the effort to restore his family's name in that capacity."

	As White Mane listened to this explanation, she raised a sardonic brow while weighing in the use of the source. Falcon's Spire was a fortress saturated with enemies from within. But perhaps, she could still put the information to some use after all.

	"So, his full name is...."

	"Aquine the Eagle, the conceding High Lord from his House, if none of his siblings contend that title."

	"Impressive. Almost nineteen, and already wed to a general's daughter with ambition to match." She let out a relaxing sigh purposefully. "Tell me, are the northerners all taught so young?"

	"I am unfamiliar with their customs, Mistress. However, if I am free to speak, they are a patriarchal society. Males are encouraged to practice the arts of the bedchamber early on."

	"Mm-hmm. I see."

	Trink glanced up curiously, then dropped her gaze again to avoid the Empress from noticing such a haughty action. She was anxious to depart from there.

	"I have a different task for you. Track down Isinn of Poplari. That shouldn't be difficult, considering you were the last to have seen her since the war."

	A sour note marked Trink's half smile. "The House of Grace, then. That is my best guess if she indeed survived the kin-take ritual."

	White Mane walked to her desk and produced a portrait from the drawer. She tossed it at Trink's feet. "That is what she looked like fifteen years ago. A face like that can live through any war."

	The servant picked it up and indeed recognized who she saw. "I...had thought she was a handmaiden," she said slowly, "that the one in the Lady's clothes committed suicide. How...do you know of this...?" She trailed because she realized she had forgotten her place again. She was never to question the Empress. Rumor had it that White Mane was the Prophet of Zandria and had turned white in the head because of that touch from the Goddess.

	"I find you good work, Trink," White Mane said smugly. "And you entertain me with your tainted reports."

	"I am at your disposal, Mistress," Trink replied haughtily, flirting with death.

	"You wish an end to your life. I'd rather prolong it, just to goad you. Your last master should have taken you with her. But I am curious. What was that bloodletting ritual for?"

	"Surely, you jest. Not recognizing the Curse of Death's Pardon." She waited before continuing to explain. "It is the equivalent of a spell in magery. So long as the one bestowed with its effect, that one never dies before old age, except in the event to offend a deity of Tartarus or your Goddess."

	"And how does that work? What is involved?"

	"It requires a host and an effagy." The effect of the brew pushed her stomach into a nauseating squeeze. "Death will pardon either so long as they tolerate life...." Falling to her knees with her hands to the floor, she could barely support herself on her shaking arms. Every one of her muscles convulsed as if though she was being de-veined while alive. "Please... no more! Not this... anything but this question...."

	White Mane watched coldly over the suffering creature. She turned away ignoring the crying pleas. At length, she did show mercy on the victim. "You may leave."


	The command was enough to relieve Trink from the wracking pains of that interrogation. On her hands and knees, she staggered to the door coughing for breath. Once the door closed, her hacking voice still echoed back through there as she went down the stairs. White Mane went to the window wondering to herself about the war, what she had done, what came to be. Perhaps...to this degree, she had matched her enemy's poison....

———<>———


	....Trink's fit of vomitting subsided. She wheezed for a clean breath as she gripped on the rock wall on one hand and wiping her mouth with the other. Straightening to her height, she slumped up against that wall laboring for breath. As her body calmed, she thought about what to do. The girl was alive. That much she knew. Not fourteen winters, but fourteen autumns born. The Empress assumed the girl was twelve this year, which was fine by her. She hated that white-headed woman. She was no stranger to these halls, even though she now walked through them freely at that cruel woman's bidding. Her previous mistress was heartless to a fault, but she had raised Trink from the tender age of five. She was a slave then, she was less than that now. One bad master for one that was worse. Neither owned her full loyalty; she served as was required of her, but something came out of the two that won her over: the little Lady Ikrah.

	If not for Ikrah's sake, Trink would have tried to do more to ruin the Empress. She was made available a dozen years ago, sneaking into the tower where the Emperor kept the toddler hidden away from the world. It was a highly guarded cell within the prison itself. Lowly rank prisoners were put in the dungeons below, but political prisoners were locked in separate cells above. And Lady Ikrah, as Trink would prefer calling her, was thrown up all the way to the very top with only a trapdoor for an exit or entrance. That little girl barely made three autumns when she was put there. Perhaps Trink was given permission by the Emperor himself. After all, she wasn't caught having brought food in there. And each time she was there, she made sure to teach the girl her mother-given name. In darkness, they played blindly, though mostly the girl clung to her for warmth. She had sung to the child to calm her cries. Just like that, their hearts grew closer and ever closer over the course of almost three years. Time seemed so short then.


	Then, that one forsaken night, Dregin came in with his mage-globe glowing. It seemed to corruscate with the Tourmaline chained to his neck. That power frightened the little girl into shrieking, writhing desperately in Trink's arms. An invisible force struck them both, but it stunned the child into inertia. She didn't even breath for a few moments. Trink barely got out of her own spinning head, when he dragged her off to the side. He had her thrown into the next cell below Ikrah's. She begged him to let her back up there. It irritated him enough to slap her around with the zephyr he summoned. She was knocked out and left for dead with no food brought to her. It was cold and dark, except for the tiny holes in the wall. The other cells were empty. She was utterly, utterly alone....

	White Mane came for her on the seventh day. It was by no means a rescue. There was a great deal of arguments over her. Dregin was there, speaking in his tight voice. She watched them while laying there weak as can be, but fully conscious and aware. It was a terrible affair.

	"I had her grown enough to be groomed at your bidding, but you said no. I've sent her away. But this---" he pointed at Trink "You want this back, you will have to go through me!"

	"I'll crush you where you stand, Dreg." White Mane snapped back.

	"Try me."

	They fought with their Soul Spirits, the Dragon ripping at the Unicorn. The steed would rear and kick and stab back with its horn. As those creatures flung each other around, they smashed a few cells. Spirit-spheres were launched slamming into walls. The loose stone in the walls would come off and be catapulted in a fusilade at Dregin. He put up a shield catching those stones, then had them thrown back at White Mane. She drew up the splinters from the broken wooden debris to shield against that. At that point, he teleported himself in the whip of Wind behind her. Before she could react, he subdued her with his weight as his Dragon thrashed its huge tail into the Unicorn knocking it out. He didn't waste time ripping off the brocade silk facade of her robe. The Dragon was already dragging the silver white mare to the side for its wanton feasting.

	"It's been a long time since I had this much fun," he said, pulling his belt out of his trousers. He bound White Mane's wrist together over her head, then had them placed beneath her neck. Her robe laces were undone and the flaps pushed aside revealing her bustier and pants.

	"I let you win, and you know so," she sneered back.

	"Oh really."

	He yanked down her pants and shimmied out of his trousers. "I'll make you wet, and you will beg me for more."

	Trink witnessed their cruel angry mating as an unwilling victim. He had made his wife swoon to the brink of passion, then released her to indeed have her beg for the orgasm. At that point, he drew her over him. With a wicked gleam in his eyes, he grinned as he moved in swirls inside of her.

	"Didn't I please you this way?"

	She gasped to each of his thrusting stroke up into her. "Damn you, Dreg!" It was a game they played angrily on each other. "Damn you to hell!" she cried, grinding down on him until their pubic bone made friction. She arched back at full climax lasting moments at a time.

	He laughed then, pulling on the belt which made her fall back. Without pulling out, he rolled onto her to suffocate her with passion in a locking kiss as he thrusted into her with hard slams. At the end, he was moaning for air, uttering in gasps with spasdic jerks. He released her rolling onto his back from exhaustion.

	"Come to me often, my dear Empress," he said breathlessly, holding his head with his palm. "Or I will plot against you."

	She sat up. "What difference does it make now? All your seeds gone to waste on this barren vessel."

	He looked at her as if mendicantly. "We have each other. Eternity."

	"What a trade," she remarked cruelly. "Mortals sire their legacy in the flesh. We outlive the rest as our own legacy for show."

	"Oh so now you want that child back. Too late, White Mane. She's gone."

	"Gone? What do you mean gone?"

	"I will not tell you where I left her. Find out for yourself."

	"Not even if the price is right?"

	He sat up so that they met face to face. His arms moved around her body, drawing her close into a searing kiss. "No, not even that. I'm no whore, and neither are you."With those words, he got up to put his pants back on. She was looking up at him then.

	"At least, give me her name."

	He squared her in the face for a moment. "I never named her."

	White Mane was dismayed upon hearing that. "But... why?"

	A sigh escaped his lips. He began to loop the belt back onto his trousers. "If I had learned her name, it would be cruel to you. I brought her to you as a gift. You threw that away. What does that matter now, dear wife? You and I are cursed. That child is a reminder of my betrayal to you. I can't even touch you without a fight."

	"You're wrong, Dreg. We fought on Chosen Night. It's not new."

	"But you don't love me as you once did."

	"Can I say the same of you?"

	"No." He grasped her arms by the shoulders, lifting her to rise to her feet. "Nothing good could come of that child. I've seen how the sight of her brought out your scars like open wounds. I don't want to see that ever again. I never meant to hurt you."

	She narrowed her eyes sarcastically. "Was that why you had me sit on you then? Remind me how she was conceived?"

	He chuckled boyishly, but humor did not reach his eyes. "I was angry. So were you. For all it's worth, I was thinking of you the whole time."

	She smiled tartly between tears. "How I remember that, indeed. I was there, too."

	He enveloped her into his arms, eyes wide with tears of his own hidden from her view. They had hashed open a terrible truth in that quarrel, but it was enough to enable them to put it behind them. With great resolve in witnessing that, Trink became even more loyal to Ikrah than ever with fresh determination to find her.

	Tears of pity fell out of her own eyes. They were willing to throw the child away in this agreement. What they didn't know was why she was attached to Ikrah. She and the child were bound to each other in the melding created by Sidora, Ikrah's birth mother. Her late mistress had made sure that in the circumstance of her demise, both of them were never to die without the other by enemy hands. So, long as one lived, the other would survive the most fatal wounds, unless either chose to undo that spell. But that was beside the point. She had held that child, nurtured her from sickness and starvation, and known only of the pureness of the child's heart. How could anyone be so cruel as these two with how they treated that innocent soul?!She made her way out of the walkway and crossed the hedges. In the garden, she stood facing due north. Ikrah was there, far from Falshire's blood-stained clutches.

	And then, the thought occurred to her. Someone else had a great interest in the little lady, too. She whispered to herself, "The Squirey...." If the King of Tarenne somehow had a hand in the girl's disappearance, taking her under his wing, then who was Trink to interfere with his intentions? For that, she was grateful. Though they never met in person up close, she found guilt to be her best enemy. She had worked to destroy his kingdom those years ago, only to be defeated in the war, despite all her efforts to start it in allying with Gorra. She dared not show her face in his presence, nor his queen. After her taste of being an enemy slave to White Mane, she had enough experience of her lifetime. All she had left was survival, that she lived out her days for the sake of Ikrah. She would endure it all to someday see her again, even just once.







Chapter 10

	Stone Bird entered the study with the note in hand. Her long flowing red dress draped over the floor as she walked. Legran was still busy writing and reading through vellums to cross-reference his notes into the giant ledger. He was definitely born fit for a king. And yet, he was her anchor of sanity in all those turbulent years. She loved him from his boyhood through his years as the man he became. Yet, she had refused him at first. A decade's difference hardly meant anything now. They had stopped aging ever since they reached their Awakening when they each retrieved their individual Soul Spirits. Her Phoenix was absorbed into her back melding through the fabric of her ruby red dress trimmed in gold embroidery and embellishments. She smiled demurely seeing the Chameleon shifting position from its perch on the silken painting frame behind Legran. The painting depicted dunes of Zandria with spraggly bushes and a pond colluding with an oasis.

	Legran raised his eyes without lifting his head. Slowly, he straightened in his seat setting his quill down in the writing tablet. His crimson robes with coppery trims and matching cape enhanced his features drastically. He was King in his own right. She placed the note on the table. He picked it up and read it. He looked up again.

	"What is this about?" she asked.

	"Just a page and Topaz's daughter."

	"I'd like to see to this situation personally."

	"We'll do it together." He replied.

	She had total trust in him. Just that the mystery was pulling on her curiosity like a moth to a flame. She wanted to know more of what he was involved in. It was important enough for a direct letter to be sent to him from the borderland scouts. As he could see she remained dissatisfied with his answer, he got up out of his seat, robes flowing with his body like a waterfall cascading off of him. She couldn't help but stare.

	"I want to know more about this." She insisted saying as he approached her.

	He curled his lips. "I guess I can't distract you today."

	She fought the smile crawling onto her own lips. He was very charming at the moment. Butterflies were fluttering inside the longer she looked at his face. Another step between them, he extended his palm. She placed her hand in his, which held her warmly sending tingly currents up her arm. Her blood seemed to ripple with waves of pleasure. He led her to the big sofa to sit together. Their lips met and caressed between soft breaths. He drew her closer and made it a rich loving moment of bliss for her.

	"I still want to know what you're hiding from me," she said prettily.

	He loved holding her, pulling her down onto him as he lay down against the cushion. At length, he let out a sigh as he made to get comfortable while she put her legs up on the other end.

	"Well, Tempest Rite is coming up. We need to see to how the Squires are doing. Who will be knighted and who will remain."

	"I can certainly see to that," she replied.

	And so, came mid-autumn. They arrived at Falcon's Spire, taking residence in the Westron Wing. Reds, browns, and the peeling of greenery in the groves painted the season like watercolor stills. But the most spectacular view of all was the golden groves of cypress behind the Royal Garden. They never grew tired of such beauty in the land, even when certain parts of the land laid bare branches of oak standing like lonesome guards on a carpet of fallen leaves. A cool wind swept up some of those leaves turning them tumbling further out to the fields where the serfs were coming in to work.

	Tempest Rite was a ceremony to graduate squires into the Three Knight Orders: the Grey Order, the Knights of Tarenne, and the Royal Guard. Each had their specialty. The first Order specialized in espionage and reconnaisance work. The second, these were the diplomatic ambassadors and watchers as they worked guarding within the interchanging royal courts. The third was exclusively reserved to protect the Royal Family as well as dispersing into the full military. The ceremony itself assembled in the Main Hall of the castle. Each page and Squire was formally dressed in accordance to their level of training, be that novice, expert, or mastery. Pages were dressed in green tunics with brown overlay and black tights. Squires had variations of crimson, moss, maroon, and earthy brown, dressed with livery or vests and belts.

	The bluster around the castle grounds carried an undercurrent of tension that could easily equate to terror and excitement at the same time. The training halls were robust with practice. Even the bowyer range filled up with apprentices from wall to wall. And all the servants bustled about with the decorations for the upcoming Knight's Ball, too. Flowers were being gathered from the fields and put to every wall in wreaths, bouquets, and baskets. Bright vibrant red banners curtained the Assembly Hall and ribbons decorated the eaves of the cross-beams. Saffron curtains draped the background for the pulpit while the heraldry banners were hung in front from brass rods. Garlands of marigolds were strewn on the walls to clear away the drear of stone masonry.

	They were reading down the list of names to correllate with the medals, badges, and shields when the guard at their door outside announced the young Crown Prince of Zandria's arrival. The double doors opened inward revealing thirteen-summers-grown Stone Phoenix garbed in his royal robes of deep sea blue trimmed with silver embellishments over his samite tunic and light blue pants. A matching bejeweled belt was fastened to his waist. His riding boots had been scrubbed by the attendance in the courtyard before entering the castle. Dark sandy hair graced his crown with only two neat locks beaded over each ear at eye level as the rest was corded securely at his nape. He strode in there evenly, as was befitting a stately fashion. As soon as the doors closed, he broke into a grin, picking up his speed to reach his mother for a warm embrace.

	"Mother!"

	"Little Phoenix!"

	Legran smiled broadly seeing his beautiful family on this happy occasion. He stepped up beside them. "How was your time at the Academy?"

	"Father!" His son gave him a bear hug then. "It was long and boring."

	He chuckled over his son's words. "Well, it's the best education we can afford."

	"I'd much rather attend the Squirey here. I heard great things about it. Heroic things."

	Legran grinned meekly as he met a glimpse of curiosity from Stone Bird. "Trust me, son, your role is never to be a Knight of the kingdom you serve."

	"What are these things you heard, son?" Stone Bird asked.

	The boy drew away from his father's arms with exaggerated graveness to his expression. "There was a Battle Royale. It was a fight for honor between the Asmi champion against one of our own. AND Tarenne won!"

	"Really...?!" she drawled with absolute interest, eyeing her husband staunchly. "Battle Royale?"

	"Mm-hmm," the boy nodded with a wide smile.

	"---You may not enter, young page!" the guard was saying outside.

	"I am not a page! I am a Squire to the King. Here is my proof! Look, please!"

	Legran went to the antechamber and spoke out loud. "Let her in."

	The girl was allowed to pass though she had to push in the door herself. Dressed in the livery of Tarenne, a beautiful set of maroon overcoat, a red leather jerkin laced over white cotton shirt, and leggings disappearing into thigh high boots. The emblem of Zandria below the lapel at her breast was a shield of half red and half blue with gold borders outlining the two colors. Her hair was ribboned up into worsted locks and tied neatly at her nape draping down her back. She bowed to the king flourishly, head down, hands up then spanned inward before setting them folded on her hip. The prince could only stare at his father's newest Squire as he turned from where he stood.

	"Your Royal Majesty, I bid you a fruitful year and a beautiful Winter Solstice yet."

	"You may rise, daughter," Legran said. By then, she raised her head looking up to him with practically stars in her eyes. "Word travels fast around here."

	"Sire, I had been dressed like this all morning. Aquine mentioned you would likely arrive sometime today. I trust I am adequate for the ceremony."

	He grinned pleasantly, gesturing for her to enter the suite. She followed him, and upon seeing the other two, she bowed diligently again.

	"Welcome to Falcon's Spire, your Royal Majesty," to the Queen, and then to the Crown Prince, "your Royal Highness."

	"This is Squire Ikrah," Legran introduced proudly. "A very astute student at the Squirey."

	Stone Bird rose to her feet from her chair, scanning the girl from head to toe. "Hmm, pity." Her remark made Ikrah gulp nervously.

	Their son began to examine Ikrah, walking around her as if she was a fine specimen. The Squire glanced at the Crown Prince out of the corner of her eyes then set her eyes to the floor immediately. Legran went on to converse with the Queen, perhaps to ease her jealousy.

	"Why say pity, my Lady?"

	"She would serve better as mine, instead. Such strength in one so small."

	"Envy suits you, dear."

	Stone Bird muffled her laughter, crossing left arm under her breasts tucking the fist beneath her right elbow as she rubbed at her chin with a finger. "Well, if you are to graduate, you will need to test my blade for true merits. I'd like to do it here, now."

	Ikrah popped open her eyes fearfully as she looked to the King. He nodded to her with assurance. She was still afraid of what the queen had laid bare. To avoid damaging her livery, she took off her overcoat and laid it carefully aside. Stone Bird brought out two wooden swords and tossed one to the girl who caught it with a snapping grip, which pleased the queen. They circled the floor of the antechamber before engaging in battle, crossing blades. Ikrah pivoted into her dodging routine, which was blocked at the foot when Stone Bird pounced into place. Next, their footwork were striding in sync like coordinated dance steps. Soon enough, she met the queen's elbow to her collar bone and a backhanded slap in the face. She recovered after backing a few steps, and was about to engage the blade again, when Legran called out.

	"Stop!" They turned to face him just as their swords crossed. Ikrah lowered hers immediately. "That was over ten moves already, my Lady. She lasted well enough in just one round."

	Stone Bird grinned, looking over Ikrah in astonishment. "I was having so much fun." She went to the table to retrieve a medal that bore the symbol of crossed swords over the sun. "Come, Ikrah. Kneel before me and swear your fealty in solemn oath."

	Ikrah knelt before the Queen as a steel blade was placed over her right shoulder. "I, Ikrah of Falshire, solemnly swear my fealty to Queen Stone Bird of Zandria. That while I live, I shall serve to protect her Royal Majesty, her land without and within, and all of the extensions of her thereof."

	Stone Bird kept a straight face even as she heard the name. She lifted the blade over Ikrah's head. "I decree you Royal Squire of Tarenne and all of Zandria. Now rise and receive your blade." Ikrah stood up proffering her palms forth to receive the short sword decorated with red and blue ribbons at the hilt. "And with this Medal of Honor," Stone Bird extended her arms to start tying the medal to Ikrah's right arm, "may you train well into the Knighthood of your choosing---"

	Legran intervened with an utter cry, then. "I'd rather she serves either you or me personally."

	His Queen obliged, nodding with a gracious smile. "Then, you will serve your training in Tare when it is finished by mason hands."

	Ikrah raised her face up to the Queen. Her pair of dark amber eyes met the grey pair gazing back with a warm devotion Stone Bird hadn't felt in a long time. This girl with her pure of heart hope reminded her of a young girl she once knew, long ago in the desert palace of Tarenne.

	Later, at the Assembly Hall, Stone Bird was on the pulpit knighting over three dozen knights with her royal sword. Ikrah stood on the gallery above watching the full ceremony. She breathed with excitement as both Aquine and Taye received full Knighthood. They were declared into the discipline of the Knights of Tarenne. She was so happy for them, that in her excitement, she ran to the exit that led into the corridor for the stairs. She didn't notice the boy standing on the pulpit beside his mother was watching her as she hugged her friends aka brother and sister in arms at the exit of the Assembly Hall. Legran came up behind him and placed a palm over his shoulder. Stone Bird strode up beside them following their gaze. The trio would serve Tarenne and her people, she thought with high hopes.


Chapter 11

Knight's Ball.

Ikrah was still marveling over the medal while sitting in bed still dressed in the livery lent to her by Taye. She loved it as much as the sword granted to her. Its blade shone with damask steel, though it was a flat sturdy length with a balanced thickness. She tied the medal to her neck before getting up to lay a swath of leather on the bed. After measuring out the sword, she began working on the sheath to fit it properly.
	At once, the door was practically thrown open. Taye stepped on in with Aquine shaking his head standing off the side behind her in the hallway. They were well dressed in formal wear for the ball. Taye was in a raven and quail feather dress that wrapped around her figure. He was in a crimson long coat that was buttoned down to the waist over offwhite trousers and black boots.
	"What are you doing here, Ikrah? The ball is about to start!"
	"I'm not going."
	"What?! Why not?"
	"I don't have a dress."
	Aquine walked in then. "Well, here's my gift to you." He brought in a huge box wrapped in a ribbon tied with a bow. "Happy birthday, little sister. And congratulations to being promoted as Squire."
	"How would you know it's my birthday? I don't even know it myself."
	"You never celebrated one?"
	"No, she never even told me," Taye answered for her.
	"Start doing that from now on. You have the look of an autumn child." He was smiling warmly, reaching for Taye to hook an arm around her waist. "Go on, open it."
	She undid the bow. The lid was cast aside. With gaping mouth and a gasp, she reached in to lift the bodice of an elaborate dress. It was velvet dyed indigo. The skirt was wide to accommodate the petticoats made of white satin. There was even a corset included. The worsted embroidery threads finished the embellishment into beaded tassels to either ends of the bodice. They smiled with great pleasure seeing she was wholly impressed.
	"And here's my gift to you," Taye handed her a silver decanter.
	Ikrah accepted it with surprise that it was filled. "What is this?"
	"Wine. You're a Squire now, more grown than you were yesterday."
	"But don't open it until you need a long forgetful night or a really memorable one," Aquine advised.
	"That doesn't make sense."
	"It will," he said with a winking nod to Ikrah, "depending on the night in question. One for pain, the other pleasure. Only to your heart's desire, little sister."
	Ikrah blushed warmly on her face. "You make it sound like it's betrothal wine."
	"And what would you know of that? Ah... you've been dreaming about it." He laughed then with Taye in the tease.
	In which case, Ikrah only crimsoned, putting the decanter in her drawer of treasures. She grabbed them both in a loving hug, trying very hard not to cry. They embraced her back.
	"All right, now change,change!" Taye tapped on Aquine's back, beckoning with her head for him to stand outside. He nodded and went into the hallway closing the door behind him.
	With Taye's help, Ikrah was dressed for the ball where all the Knights and Dames were attending for one night of dance to show the King and Queen their abilities to appreciate music and the arts. Even her hair was done up in a half up-do pinned with teardrop pearls, leaving a cascade of her dark auburn curls down her back and shoulders. They arrived in time just as the music had started for the first dance. The columns of paired up Knights and Dames moved in sync with each other, touching at the wrists to every turn as was cued by the musical beats. Spectators stood to the sides as drinks were distributed around by maid servants and pages. No glass stayed empty for long. Taye and Aquine hopped off to the floor joining the dance.
	Ikrah took a glass of rose wine from a platter presented to her. She sipped from it curling her lips as she soaked up the joyous occasion. They were the Knights of Tarenne, Aquine and Taye both; and she was the Squire of all Tarenne and Zandria. Yet a sad part of her stayed in reserve while she stood there just watching how Aquine danced Taye off her feet. The dance changed into a filing line thronging through the spectators ushering them around the ballroom. Ikrah was swept off in the crowd, spilling wine on the next person. Then, the music changed again to a gentle tune. The dancers then switched moving into a spiral formation back onto the floor. That was a bit wild for her. She snuck away, backing under an archway to stay out of the way.
	"Why aren't you dancing, daughter?"
	She turned around seeing the King behind the curtain's shadow. The young Crown Prince was with him, too. She assumed the Queen was resting after all that knighting ceremony from yesterday. Shaking her head embarassedly, she tried to make a weak explanation.
	"I came stag, because they dragged me here."
	He chuckled gently. "No date for the ball? Well, it's the same for Little Phoenix here."
	The boy stepped out of the shadow, revealing his full garb for the Knight's Ball. To offset her indigo dress, he wore a blood red samite tunic under a jerkin with the crest of a phoenix on his chest. His sandy brown hair was corded back over a matching samite band on his forehead that ran through the rest of his hair.
	"Would you honor me with a dance?"
	"I don't dance, my Lord."
	The King cleared his throat as if she had given the wrong answer. She looked over through the dimness seeing that indeed he held the consternation of disapproval. He reached out and plucked the glass from her hand. She crimsoned in the face.
	"Are you sure about this, my Lord?" she asked the young Crown Prince.
	"You're the only one my height around here. And..." he stepped up close to her, "when standing under the mistletoe, tradition allows a kiss."
	She looked up seeing that particular item was hung over them by a thin ribbon. Awkwardly, she lowered herself to one knee, picking up his hand to put to her lips when he grabbed her by the head and planted one fully on her lips. That was shocking to say the least. When he finally released her, she was mortally humiliated beyond repair wishing the floor would just swallow her up. It was her first kiss from a boy... made public no less. Everyone was staring at the spectacle. What's more, she turned around only to see the shadow behind her was now a full panel mirror. She got up to her feet marching out of there in wide strides, except that she went in the wrong direction. The crowd parted out of the way, avoiding her path. Only one person obstructed her escape. His gold buckled boot locked on her ankle in mid-stride. She pivoted on her other foot, turning to straighten her caught foot as a counter. He moved in, grasping her by the hand, leaning back with a raised palm flourishly. She matched his footwork, spinning into a half gainer to escape. The crowd was cheering with applause. The floor was theirs alone.
	He slid across the floor in a pincer move, then maneuvered into a side sweeping kick. She arched back, falling on her handstanding flip, rolling like that for a couple more circles as he chased her with his next set of kicks. The crowd just roared in awe at the beautiful dance. She then spun on an axle landing with an extended leg. He went for the Archer's Stride then making his way to her. She countered with the Sword in the Sky stance, bringing down one hand that ran across her chest when their wrists touched. They circled twice before switching wrists to reverse the circle, rocking on their hips as they strode with extended steps. Again, they switched, this time with extended left arms reaching across each other's shoulders, their backs barely touching as they slid to their respective sides.
	Then, the music stopped. The audience surrounding them applauded lauding with whistles. They stepped back, collecting themselves into a mutual bow.
	"Now, that's a dance!" Aquine said to her from behind.
	She turned around and ran off in embarassment. The laughters rang in the ballroom with total pandemonium. Outside, the cool night air blasted on her face. She welcomed it with exhilaration. Moonlight lit the way as she rushed along the esplanade. Soon, she heard them beside her, the familiar gigglng laughs from Taye and the chuckle from Aquine.
	"Wait up!" Tayed hollered.
	"No!" Ikrah shouted back.
	Aquine somersaulted in her path, throwing a mock punch. She ducked and dodged. Taye tapped her on the shoulder. She spun to spar with her sister-knight then. Aquine joined in with laughters pushing Taye back. Ikrah hopped off of his knee and threw a straight punch.
	"Hey, no fair!" Taye yelped blocking that, toppling backwards.
	Aquine rescued her from touching the ground as he extended his long arms catching her. "Oh not so, my Lady. I got your back."
	Ikrah also had reached out grabbing hold of her hand pulling her back up. Pause. Then, they all broke into laughters together....


———<>———



	.... Up on the balcony overlooking them, stood the King of Tarenne and his son watching them.
	"Did you enjoy the dance?"
	"Yes, I did, Father. Very much so."
	"Oh, really."
	"The Squirey isdefinitely... much more interesting than the Academy."
	The King smiled demurely as he kept watch over the children....




Chapter 12

	Aquine became noticed under the employment of The Nobles of Tare. With his newly acclaimed fame, he was invited to more tiers of the Imperial Courts. His name was a favorite among them as he guarded the safety of shipments frequenting between Falshire and Tare. The building material needed to build that fortress grew quickly. Taye, however, was still mentoring Ikrah, though they were becoming very much alike in how they practiced for battle as well as honing their archery. Always, were they on his mind. He felt the need to form this family, since Taye was permanently infertile, having no longer dependent on the herbal brew to keep her so. Such poison. But Ikrah, he had hope for if he could keep her within his reach and arrange a potential suitor. King Legran had complicated things for him, yet he found the man's involvement to be a blessing.

	The Great Stag Hunt was an eye opener for him. He will never forget White Mane, the white witch that was Empress over this land except for the mountains as King Legran had said. Fear and anger plagued him whenever he thought about her. He could only guess what she was about to have made the Imperial throne. Suddenly, a fierceness encompassed his heart over the idea that she may have targeted Ikrah for some hidden reason he had yet to uncover. King Legran had openly defied the Empress with his claim over Ikrah. But why? What was the purpose in doing that? Even stranger still, the King had addressed the Empress by name. And here, Aquine only wanted to keep his sister safe from harm now that he had gotten to know her better. That child is the only pure and innocent in this era of treachery, this divine war of the continent.

	His days became long, his nights short as nightmares wracked his mind with visions about Ikrah's imminent death. A pool of her own blood seemed to flow endlessly from her body atop a tower with no walls or ceiling. The cold porcelain floor itself was as if an altar preserving her dismembered bleeding heart for all eternity, sealing her fate in some forsaken prison. Unholy. Untimely death.

	He awoke in bed breaking out in heavy sweat. Alone without the warmth of his wife by his side, these nights were harder to put aside. He only needed to work to make life worth living. And he found much of that in having Taye. But now, he had to make room for Ikrah who was still so young. He was his own lord with footprints in the world. Though he wouldn't retire any time soon, he wanted to take more vacations to spend time with the small family he had. The nightmare was too omenous to ignore. How could he prevent it? He thought for some time, and decided the answer would lie in her birthright. He knew the half from his mother's letter. The other half, Ikrah's biological father was a subject so sensitive, no known records in public contained any hint or detail about it.

	He got out of bed to clear his mind. As he walked to the dressing area behind the screen dividers, the Unicorn and the Dragon appeared in the full-length mirror beside his reflection. He stopped in his tracks turning to look at that reflection. Upon second look, he found he was mistaken from the initial impression. They were actually two separate heads attached to a hybrid body. The left half was that of the Dragon, scaley body with frontclaws and hindlegs, while the right half was silver backed with hooves to its legs. He was no stranger to magical creatures, but he had never seen one such as this. And it was attached to him.

	"Are you an omen?" he asked.

	"No," it replied with two voices. "I am inside of you."

	"How? Why?"

	"I was ripped from my mother's womb to make you whole. Though I had thought my death was to appease your mother."

	"My mother?"


	"Yes."

	"But who are you?"

	"I was the offspring of the Unicorn and the Dragon."

	"Why-why are you inside of me?"

	"You were ill. I made you whole."

	"How was I ill? Explain all this to me."

	A long drawn sigh came from the creature. "Visit Niele again. I will show you memories there. My blood was spilled within the secret chamber."

	"You have been inside me all this time, why appear to me now?"

	"We share a sister. She is the reason."

	"Ikrah?"

	"Yes. It was not a dream or nightmare, but a vision you saw. She will die."

	Aquine gulped. "Her face. She looks so young there."

	"It is an untimely death. I fear for her safety."

	"For what reason? Why?"

	"I don't know any more than you do. The vision is the same for me as it is for you."

	Aquine thought for some time. The reflection of his "sibling" faded into obscurity. Unlike any other mortal, he embraced his destiny. He accepted this new revelation of his life, even though he had more questions now than answers. So much to do, and so little time. It was a race for time to save her life.

	After escorting the delivery of stone to Tare, he returned to Falshire with determination to buy a house at the edge of the North Square. It was expensive but well worth the price, considering he bought it for the secret passage beneath its grounds. Other than that, it was a two-story with four rooms, two fireplaces, a brass staircase, a backgarden with stone walkways, a well, and the fully equipped wine cellar. He sent letters to Taye about his plans to furnish it, only to receive one from her that she had plenty to be delivered from her dowry. He didn't think much of it while he was away attending to the court liasons resting at the guest house in the palace. When he returned home, the whole interior was redecorated and furnished beyond recognition. There was a banister added to the staircase. Tapestries, curtains, drapes and paintings covered the walls, overlapping the windows. The chandelier was lowered in the middle of the chamber where the dining table was dressed with six chairs. As if they would ever have guests coming over, he thought with a drag.

	But...the master bedchamber was a marvel indeed. The bed was massive with a canopy frame that hung sheer drapes around it. Red satin covered pillows with matching covers and silk sheets made the bed. There was even a full length free standing tri-fold mirror beside the wardrobe. The erotic tapestries surrounding the four walls was a bit much, but she did have taste. All were of romantic themes, except one flaw. The Nude Maiden. That painting featured exactly that: a fully endowed voluptuously naked woman holding her womanhood and breasts. It was her longing for fertility that saddened him.

	All the more to keep Ikrah close.


	His hidden sibling whispered behind his ear. He knew what that meant. Though he wasn't sure how Taye would take that arrangement. They had a quarrel once. He would prefer to avoid the repeat of such an episode. On the other hand, maybe Taye wouldn't be as lonely if she was distracted with tutoring the Squire. The dilemna disappeared then. That reason outweighed what gave him ambivalence.

	Taye tackled him from behind throwing him into bed. Although he was taken by surprise, he welcomed her rough touch. She rolled off his back to lay down beside him, touching his face and running her fingers into his hair. Her beaming smile lit up his life like a glowing fire.

	"I have something to discuss with you, dove."

	"Oh, what of, my Lord?"

	"I plan on going to Falcon's Spire to collect Ikrah."

	She arched both her brows is dismay. "You... worry she won't finish her squire training there?"

	"Who better to mentor her than you?"

	"What's the real reason, darling?"

	"You wouldn't believe me if I tell you."

	"You haven't told me yet. And I am all ears."

	"Remember the Stag Hunt this year?" She nodded. "Don't you find it strange that Ikrah wind up where she was?"

	"After how the King reacted, I wouldn't call it a coincidence either." She propped up on an elbow with genuine interest. "But how will we be able to protect her other than with the King's support? You know he isn't always here in Falshire, and soon with Tare built, he will likely reside there mainly."

	"After we officially adopt her as my sister, we can go on missions together or have her take errands in service for the King."

	"And meanwhile in between?..."

	He leaned over to whisper to her about the secret under the house. "It will take time to find the end of that tunnel. That's where either you or Ikrah could be of help to me while I'm away." She nodded studiously in agreement. "And... also, only I may enter that place."

	"I've heard of the curse on that place. The study on the Founding Year mentioned it."

	"Oh? Why haven't I heard such a thing? I've studied history at the Academy."

	"You will never find it there. I came across it when looking through bibliographies relating to the Chronicles of The Four Lands. Last I heard, it's still a work in progress at the Imperial Library. "

	Taye was a wealth of information he didn't expect to come his way. He was amazed that he could share his world with her. They went through many things with notes to compare between them. And they enjoyed building hidden places for everything, too. As they worked on the research of lost history in their spare time, they managed to keep a facade of being liason maintaining diplomatic relations between the Imperial Courts and Tarenne. They were hired often to guard those shipments between the two lands.

	Seasons changed hands again, autumn retreated its colors letting winter cover the landscape in snow over the northland heights. Winter Solstice was their first family affair as Ikrah was brought into their home with the parchments sealed from the Imperial Adminstration of Records officiating the adoption. Besides that, all of Falcon's Spire heard from Aquine declaring her as his sister at the Solstice Eve Party. The servants were allowed to go home for the week of this holiday. They had a succulent pig roasting in the pit which warmed up the whole house. Flasks of cider and wine were set by the fire to warm. So here they were at the table decorated with a centerpiece made of pine cone, ferns, conifer branches, and holly berries. Their meal included bread, sweet butter, jams, gravy, potatoes, and of course, whatever came off the spit over the fire.

	"Our first Winter Solstice together," Taye said, drinking from her goblet.

	"I plan on many like this if luck comes our way," Aquine remarked as he checked the pig with a skewering fork. "Before this forsaken war breaks out."

	"I hate to say it, but I feel the same, my Lord." She speared into a potato slice putting it to her mouth.

	Ikrah buttered her bread neatly before taking a bite. She looked up to her cozy new family. She remained quiet as she ate. Aquine began slicing the roast as Taye helped with a plate. Soon they had enough meat for the first meal. Ikrah bit into that slice of pork that was so perfectly salted and juicy she could only stare.

	"What's the matter?" he asked.

	"Delicious!" she replied.

	He smiled broadly eyeing Taye. "I officially declare myself a great provider to this family."

	She giggled, taking three slices for herself. "Well, I don't cook, so you will literally have to put food on the table for us."

	They laughed then. Such a happy occasion for a tragic family in the years to come.


Chapter 13

	Aquine grew impatient by spring when curiosity ate away at him like picking at a scab. He took the trip to Niele on his own putting himself at a risk he didn't know was going to cost him his life in a twisted irony later on. The castle was vaguely familiar, though it was abandoned now after these many years. He remembered the courtyard of the castle grounds, the parapets, the terraces, even the room up in the spire he once lived in as a boy up until he was about five. His druid blood was of no use here. No animal would come near this place with its unhallow grounds. The only creature willing to accompany him was the chimerical creature inside of him. It seemed to have awoken from him setting foot in there. He went as it instructed him to, meandering through the dark halls with just a torch to light the way and burning away the thick heavy cobwebs. The air was dank with moss, stinking of death. Time seemed to pass for a long while until suddenly, the flashbacks hit him full blown. He felt the pain of being torn from the womb. Blood covered his vision.

	----He struggled to open his eyes, seeing his mother at work. She wore a cold expression as she sewn up the incision made into the body of her victim. Some odd fear told him not to look further, but he did and saw none other than White Mane laying on the iron slab for that heinous surgery.


	----Then, he saw himself laying in bed, weak and sickly. His mother had come into the room giving him a special brew. It was blood wine. She had him drink it all up. Before long, he could walk and run like a normal child, making friends with the animals around him.

	He gulped with horror over what he had done, what his mother did to make him what he was now. There was more, but he was spared what those things included. That didn't stop him from seeing the strange chamber with all the chains, whips, hooks, belts and the island bed. He dared not enter it, walking fast out of the hallway to run to the courtyard. And then, he heard the screams of a woman while his mother's voice laughed over the groans of a man. Covering his ears, he fell to the ground wishing those voices would just disappear.

	----The sky darkened into a purple and black haze at the moon's rising only to be eclipsed by something dark, something cosmic. The baby's crying echoed through the halls of that castle like the lonely desperate thread of life left in a place so wrong.

	

	....The answers to his questions were more than he bargained for. He walked out of there unscathed. The portcullis was still left open like the entrance was the gaping mouth of doom to whomever dared to set foot inside. He mounted onto his horse and rode straight home. Once there, he drank himself to sleep, not even wanting to tell Taye about his wayward trip to the cursed place.

	When he awoke, he found Ikrah tending to him with a warm towel. Taye had fallen ill laying beside him. She too had a warm towel over her head. He watched his sister sadly, knowing exactly when she was born. Her name branded an ill-omen to her birth. She was designed for a dark path, even as innocent as she was.

	"How long was I out?"

	"Two days. Taye fell down yesterday."

	"What? From where?"

	"Your horse kicked her. But she'll be fine." Ikrah pulled up a chair. "Where did you go, Brother? She was so worried about you."

	"I...went to a place...I should have never set foot in..." he trailed. "Ikrah," he reached out and she held his palm in both her hands, "never go north. Live your life out here in the south. Trust me on this."

	She nodded, not wanting to question a sick man's wishes. And then, she did the unthinkable. She pressed his palm to her face affectionately. He withdrew his arm immediately, turning to Taye, but his wife was really out cold.

	"I think you should go downstairs," he said, a bit flustered having been caught off guard.

	The next few weeks were awkward for him. He was well enough to care for Taye who recovered fully. But the fact remained that he felt Ikrah somehow had feelings for him. She began asking about Gorra, the history, the customs, the culture, the politics. Even Taye noticed this as she lectured all things Gorran that seemed to fascinate Ikrah. The behavior was fanning gossip among the servants so much he fired them. After that, things were quiet for but a day until Ikrah started taking up the chores around the house, which was becoming incovenient as she would walk into their chamber to clean up.One day, he decided to discuss things with Taye. She could see he was ambivalent over what he was about to do.

	"I don't know how long you can keep her innocent forever."

	"Taye, I don't think you understand. Yes, Gorra is a place that allows boys to practice young. It's the opposite for girls."

	"And girls are slaves there."

	"Yeah," he replied. "I like owning you as my love slave." He came off his slacks, coming to bed into her nakedness. "I feel like a man just touching you."

	"Well, if you really need to...." She heard the footsteps on the stairs. "I guess we could...."

	He stared at his wife quietly. He had more control than that, given what he knew. But just to prove a point, he called out, "Ikrah, you may come in."

	The Squire had opened the door and nearly tripped onto the floor, which put a curl on his lips. She closed her eyes feeling blindly for the doorknob. Taye laughed out loud then. It was too funny.

	"No, come on in," he said. "Sit down----open your eyes, Squire. You need to learn this before going places with us."

	"What?" Ikrah asked still unconvinced, though her eyes parted a sliver.

	"Just take your seat and watch, and do close the door."

	She shut the door, then turned around finding the sedan to park herself down.

	"You will need to be careful, though," Taye said. "Unlike me, you are untouched. I've been conditioned with infertility."

	Ikrah nodded, turning red in the face. He proceeded to show her their bodies, explaining to her the differences and how to seduce a man by being submissive. There were ways to dominate a man, too. All for the pleasure. What was real and what was not. Before long, she was watching their movements like a tantra. The expression on her face was so pure, a burden was lifted off his shoulder. Then, the lesson of show and tell was over. She thanked them, smiling even if with a few tears as she closed the door behind her.

	Taye drew his face over to her for a beautiful warm sensuous kiss. "You're such a knight. I'm glad I married you."

	"Oh?" he was hard again, feeling his way inside her. "Mmm...ahhhhh. Dove, you just lay there and enjoy this....and this...."
	The next day was awkward for his little sister, now that she had seen them naked and how they had been doing it. And Taye was confident now. She was warm about their adopted sibling/ daughter. He still avoided touching Ikrah, except for the occasional hug or the hand on shoulder or the pat on the back. She blushed often which was cute in itself. And then, something happened. Two weeks later, she was in the backyard, turning pale and was afflicted with a sudden pain in her naval she had to squat for a short while before getting up for sword practice. But she was weak. They were concerned about the mysterious condition. At first, he was worried that she might have done something to herself without their notice. His hidden sibling appeared beside him.
	"She's fighting her body." The apparition whispered to his ear. "Fear of her own womanhood."
	He could only stare at Ikrah who, in all appearance, recovered her bearing in a couple of days since that breaking pain. She was so pale, her complexion was green like the faint lime veins showing through her skin. The next month, she repeated the same episode. He had her take some numbwine to ward off the pain. That sent the pain to her head, literally. Migraines sent her reeling and spinning, holding her head as if her skull was splitting while suffering shortness of breath. The numbwine only made that worse. She was bedridden for a day. He discovered yet a third incident in the month to follow that she fainted right in the middle of helping Taye, having stood in the kitchen all day. Each and every occurence was a month apart. And then, he realized her suppressing the symptoms was only forcing the cost on her weak constitution in spite of the strength she built in daily exercises and the medicine to numb off pain. Taye genuinely feared for the worst. She wondered if Ikrah had been sneaking off with the dame's brew. He reassured her that was not the case.
	She was coming of age with her druid blood colliding with her magery. The two starkly polarized disciplines were conflicting each other inside her body. Add to that, the burden of puberty which drained her energy every month, she was psychologically at war with herself. Her mental state was fighting for control over her physical form. The mix of her blood overwhelmed her, hence causing these episodes. He understood the problem completely. The only difference was he had only the druid blood that confronted him in the same fashion. Here, she suffered twofold due to the magery. His solution was pleasure. But he was not about to compromise his wisdom.
	"Taye, what did you do when you needed relief without a partner?"

	His wife gaped at him as if he was asking for something strange. "I use my hand...?"
	"Could you teach her how to do that?"
	"No....!"
	"Why not?"
	"Hey, to each their own. She will have to discover it herself....Just what is wrong with her anyway?"
	"Puberty with a curse."
	She dropped the kitchen knife on the cutting board. Unlacing the apron, she let out a terse sigh. "I'll tell her it's all right to relieve herself. I won't instruct her."
	"That's all I ask, dear."
	Scratching her ear absent-mindedly, "Well, she would need to take care of herself while training in Tare. Does this have something to do with magery or something?"
	"You know about that?"
	"I've heard from my brothers about things at the Academy. Girls who show signs of upset... They go through some intense purging treatment."	
	He broke into a cold sweat. She looked at him, askance and dreading the answer. "Yes, I was there before transferring out."
	"Does she have the same condition?"
	"I don't want to answer that question."
	"Then, tell me about the others."
	"It's the other way around, actually. The Academy tested for girls who show the sign of magery."
	"And if they do?"

	"They get put in isolation for further testing. When they come back, they are usually without memories or .... they get sent elsewhere for training. I never saw many come back."
	"What about you, then? Were you tested?"
	"I was. It's not pleasant, Taye." His tone was indicative in itself. She was shocked, seeming to catch a breath in gazing at him. He looked away, standing there as if being subjected to interrogations. "It's different for boys."
	She came over and embraced him offering her warmth. No words came from her. He pressed his face to her hair, counting his stars that he had such a beautiful wife.
	Although Ikrah was advised to comfort herself, it was not enough to keep the symptoms at bay. He decided to take her on field trips to start communing with animals. Taye was amazed by his druid powers. The way he could summon creatures at will and communicate with them just about impressed her as much as bringing her the moon. Once that basis was established, Ikrah was distracted enough to "forget" her condition. She rejoiced in the newly discovered skills and enjoyed endless sessions of practicing. The joy of an adolescent girl finding cute furry animals from the woods was just perfect in giving her pleasure for mental health.

	They were sitting on the overgrown root of a tree. Taye was a short distance away working on a campfire, leaving them to a private conversation. He pointed to the small hill where lush grass stood swaying in the winds.
	"Call out whatever is hiding there, Ikrah."
	She focused, sweating a little as she drew on the distant feel of a sentient mind. Before long, a wild hare emerged from the blades of grass, running toward them. She grinned in success having the animal sit in front of them. As she brought up her palms, she concentrated closing her eyes in that secret language of the mind. Within moments, the hare crawled toward him to rub up against his chest then began licking his face to no end. He grinned wickedly, setting his passionate gaze on her on purpose. She crimsoned reacting with surprise as he began to undo the lace of his tunic.
	"You better get Taye here. I can't hold myself."
	She stumbled onto her feet and ran for the campfire. Taye was informed immediately. The woman wasted no time sprinting to where he was. He pushed the hare aside then. Making love to his wife was the best joy in his life. He was on his knees, holding her hands leading her to stand against the tree. Today, he showed her the talent of his mouth. She grimaced in such deep and raw pleasure she nearly collapsed on her legs shaking as if all of her was burning in madness. Afterwards, his wife tumbled onto him clumsily.
	"Goddess, what was that for?" she asked panting in a headiness.
	"Ikrah's potential," he whispered to her lips. Taye woke up with blinks of surprise. "She thought it was funny to set that hare on me. I think we showed her." He chuckled. "Confused, dear?" His wife nodded. "It's the power of the mind. She is more advanced than me at this. She's able to gift the animal with her feelings, influence it to her will."
	"And... she instructed the animal to do that?"
	"Taye," he shook his head, mistaking her words for jealousy.
	"No, I mean she can part herself into the animal."
	He thought about that. "Sort of. It's not like that. Hard to explain. Wish you have the same ability."
	"Don't worry. I can learn by observing without actually knowing how to." She paused in thought. Then, she began to rub her aching abdomen below the naval. "Can you imagine what it would be like for her when she decides to allow a man to be with her?"
	"No."
	"Such pain to go with the pleasure."
	His consternation took on worrisome lines as he looked Taye over. "Does it hurt?"
	"I feel sore inside. You inspired so much passion out of me."
	He pulled down his pants, rubbing on his tool to get semi-hard, then eased himself into her under the cover of her skirt. She moaned, closing her eyes. It was his way to comfort her. The warmth was enough to permeate the sore muscles inside her. Tears came out of her eyes then. She pulled him down over her.
	"I married a demi-god," she said to his lips. "You are a gift from the Goddess herself."
	He kissed her, moving his body in easy simple strokes, pleasing her slowly. She swooned soon enough, squeezing her hips at the height of orgasm. When finished, she was breathing heavily to recover her lungs. He caressed her face and neck with soft kisses. She fell asleep within moments. Her skirt was drawn over her legs. He pulled his pants back on letting his short tunic fall over to cover over them.
	And now, he knew what was in store for his sister. What he sensed out of Niele, what he saw in the snippets of dark memories screaming from the stones that bore witness to crimes of the previous generation, whatever horrors was put into the conception of her, Ikrah was destined for devastation the moment she touched on birthing. It was not a wonder she feared her cycles with such psychological terror. For the first time in his life, he was afraid for someone's life other than his own. He and Taye were well aware of the life they chose together. Death could come for them in any battle. But Ikrah was this child that knew nothing of her own roots. She had been spared of the dangers of the Academy. Her courtly training was beginning soon come this autumn, which would eventually lead her within clutches of the Academy unless she learned to control her powers, keeping them hidden from the world.
	"Brother?"
	He turned, seeing her with that inquisitive look on her face. He drew her into a tight hug as if she was the only family he had left in the world. This little sister shared in his blood.
	"I'm glad you're not mad at me," she said.
	He chuckled softly. "I was mad, but I took it out on Taye. And now, we have to get home before it's dark."
	"I'm sorry. I was bad."
	He released her, looking into her eyes, still smiling as he did. "That was more pleasure than I could handle. Try to save it for the man you intend to wed someday."
	She scowled, pouting her lips in annoyance, embarassed of her prank that backfired. "Would you have lost control if I sent two doe on you?"
	"No. I might have resorted to cutting myself to stop if need be."
	She gulped. "Is that how----"
	"Forget it---forget I said that, Ikrah."
	"Aquine, I need to know! Is there a way to stop the madness?"
	He swallowed hard, lips checking a frown. "Not for us. Of our blood, no. Call it a curse or blessing, whichever you choose, it is our nature to desire. It completes us."
	"But why does love have to be so dark?"
	"It shouldn't. Look at me and Taye."
	Ikrah had that conflicted expression again, angry and frustrated. In that brief moment, he saw his mother in her. The shade of the tree had darkened her looks substantially. "You don't understand."
	"I think I do. You want control over it. But it is too strong for you to hold. You crave order when it is like a wild force trying to break from your body."
	She looked up, reacting in sudden fear seeing something beside him. He immediately recognized that she indeed saw the apparition. "B-brother...?"
	"Yes." His voice took on a double. "We are your brothers."
	Stepping back, she gaped at him shaking visibly. "We?"
	"Don't be afraid," the double voice spoke. "I mean you no harm, ever. Aquine and I stand to reason your rite of passage. Embrace your powers. It is less painful while you learn to harness it."
	"How?"
	"Accept it. Don't fight it."
	She gulped, nodding with care. "I will learn."


Chapter 14

	Late spring was warming up for summer. Taye and Ikrah were putting away the winter things, folding sheets, linens, blankets, and all sorts of heavy fur cloaks. They were wearing house clothes. Taye in her mauve green velvet robe was elegant. Ikrah was wearing a close-fitting fine-spun wool dress sewn with blue trims across the neckline and around the waist to give the illusion of a sash, when the corset lace on the back was what tightened it to her figure. Aquine was at his desk upstairs by the window overlooking the streets outside. The sheer curtains gave him coverage from outside prying eyes while he could see through them being that the interior was dim compared to the brightness of the sun cast over the city. He was dressed in a dark green mantle with wide elegant trestle trims to the sides. The sound of a carriage and hoofbeats at the front of the house caught his attention. Soon, there was the knock on the door made by the heavy iron ring.

	He got up hearing the voice of the Palace Emissary calling for his name. His wife and sister were standing in place downstairs, not wanting to move. He went downstairs to receive the strange and sudden visitor who was holding a scroll in one hand.


	"Sir Aquine, please show respect before the decree of the Emperor."

	Aquine went to his knees with his head bowed. The rest of his family did the same. The Palace Emissary unrolled the scroll and spoke resonantly.

	"Effective this day, fifth score of the fortnight, ending Spring of Year Fifteen, the words of the Emperor decree: Sir Knight Aquine of Eagle, Northlander, is hereby promoted into the Lords of the Commonwealth, through successful consecutive missions safeguarding merchant cargo between Falshire and Tarenne. Annual stipend now increases to one thousand bushels of grain, one stallion from the livery stable, and the Frog Ring which grants permission to enter the outer belt of palace grounds at will. Arise and accept the Imperial Edict."

	He rose to his feet proffering his palms out to be handed the scroll and the green jade ring carved in the shape of a frog. He bowed his head before the Palace Emissary to finish the transaction. When they left, Taye closed the door carefully before speaking.

	"What in Goddess name is this?!"

	"I don't know.... I wonder who recommended my name in all this." He studied the items, holding up the ring. Looking over at Taye, he shrugged. "Maybe the Lords will be giving me orders from now on. I only hope their interests don't conflict with Tarenne."

	"What does that mean, Brother?" Ikrah asked worriedly.

	"The Commonwealth in all appearances is independent to do trade, but they in fact serve the Emperor. They hold the backdoor to the palace in shadow dealings."

	"Directly?"

	Pause. "I take that back. They do the bidding of the officials in the palace. I haven't investigated if they indeed report to the Emperor himself."

	She gulped. Taye looked at the two of them. "Don't tell me, he wants you to do just that, my Lord."

	"It does hint of that, dove."

	"I don't like the implication of this."

	"I don't like wearing this thing either." He seemed to sense something sinister in the ring.

	

	.... White Mane watched the three of them from the shining surface of the carved jade in the rock. They were the most interesting trio she had come across by far, not to mention having the support of Legran. In this fashion, she would be able to keep an eye on their household from time to time. She didn't discover the Squire's name until now. That girl had the looks that fit the criteria of Dregin's daughter. The Empress wished she had done better in facing this enemy's begetting. Though she had refused Dregin's proposition that year, and later discovered he had abandoned the toddler off somewhere, she had changed her mind about keeping a distance. Would some call it guilt? Perhaps. But for the time being, it was curiosity. She was enticed by the potential of using that child to do her bidding...as was how Legran was growing his legion of honorable Knights.

	But there was something else. Clearly, the young Knight was looking out for his newly adopted sister. And yet the both of them retained an uncanny property about them. White Mane was drawn to them like tendrils of the earth was to sunlight. Little by little and ever more at observing them, the vines encompassed her heart with jealousy as she unwittingly searched for the reason of their relations. She found herself obsessing over their whereabouts....





	The three decided to tour the public grounds of the palace together. They were careful not to enter places closed to visitors. It was a short and boring trip as all they could see were distant views of the palace from the steel fences and the sentries standing guard there as well as the ones from within marching rounds in the outer belt. So, they went on to the market looking at the many things from merchant stalls. Ikrah was engulfed in tassels and ribbons, which made the couple smile with a secret language between them. She actually loved dresses, too. They discovered that soon enough with how she perused the shops. She sampled so many sugared plums and pears, she practically ate her belly full. Aquine nudged at Taye pointing at the violet velvet dress on display when the Squire had walked off to explore another shop. They were spoiling her like a child. He smiled broadly pacing behind Ikrah to cover his wife as she bought the dress. A couple more shops and then they were home with a few sacks to sort through.

	As he looked at the situation, he made the suggestion that they should still go out. This time, the bath-house by Corinne Springs would be a good place to ease their shopping cramped muscles. The other two lit up their faces like it was Winter Solstice all over again. Veering to the side, he looked at the Frog Ring he left on the mantel over the fireplace as they went upstairs to put away their shopping goods.




	....White Mane was alarmed at the way he looked back at her as if he knew. Her heart caught skipping several beats sending a nervous pain down her trachea to her naval. How can that be? Was he not a mortal of flesh and bones? At this point, he came over to pick it up, closing his palm over it, covering it in darkness.	

	When it was revealed again, they were getting ready to step into the man-made pool harnessing the natural mineral spring water for bathing. She was surprised by how he descended into the water fully naked. Soon, his wife joined him after taking off the towel wrapped around her, while Ikrah was told to keep hers on and to just find a spot. The Squire chose to sink into the niche beside them, closing her eyes with a soft groan as her muscles relaxed nicely in the warm water....




	"Oh wow, I can't believe I'm enjoying this like that," she remarked, eyes closed dreamily.

	He chuckled holding his wife leisurely. "It's the best time to come to this place. The snow has long melted and washed off the impurities."


	Food was brought in by serving wenches on platters with brown ale. Sliced bread, cheese, cured venison, and grapes were sampled by each of them to satisfaction. They soaked in the pool talking about the day, how the shops were beautiful and all things simple and boring until they were interrupted by another family. The Royal Family of Tarenne, in fact. Aquine moved aside quite perturbed, though he spoke evenly enough.

	"Please don't tell me this is a coincidence, your Royal Majesty. I know this is the only natural spring bath-house in the city, but we were here first. I paid a very good sum to get in."

	Stone Bird looked at the two men with a question mark as a sardonic arch took over her left eyebrow. Legran pressed his rolled hands akimbo to his hip.

	"Well, you should know, we have a residence in Falshire until Tare is finished. And this is the best place in town to unwind."

	"By all means, do as you please. But may we stay?"

	"Yes, of course." The King disrobed down to the swath of cotton around his lower extremity. Stone Bird and Little Phoenix did the same. The young women in the pool had turned away respectfully. The youth was stealing glances at the Squire as he sank in until the water was up over his shoulders. "This is lovely. I have to say, we should do this more often. I am in need of my Squire to run a few errands for me."

	"Sire?" Ikrah asked meekly.

	"Simple tasks, really. I----" Legran stopped abruptly upon seeing Aquine's expression. "Hmm... what is that you have there, Aquine?"

	"Huh? Oh, this?" He turned to reach up on his robe picking up the Frog Ring. "It's from the palace. I've been promoted into the Lords of the Commonwealth recently. This grants me permission to enter the palace."

	"I see...."

	"That's a convenient item to have," Stone Bird said dryly.

	"Set it aside, Aquine." The younger man placed it on the rock to the side. Legran then fanned his palm, and a sudden mist filled the chamber heavily. He beckoned for the Eagles to gather closer to his side. The water rose higher and higher until it submerged that rock....




	....White Mane scowled somberly over Legran's interference. He seemed to show up at the most inconvenient time whenever she had her clutches on the children. She was insulted. She was upset that she wasn't part of their circle. She craved that connection most of all, yet she had locked herself away from the world....




	"Your Royal Majesty," Aquine spoke softly. "I do apologize----"

	Legran had pressed an index finger over his own nose and smiling lips. "I welcome the sight of my three favorite people."


	"Yes, as do I," Stone Bird put in.

	"As I've said, come to me when you are in need of my help." The younger family was glad.

	"Sire," Ikrah dared to smile, "about the tasks....?"

	"Ah yes, I was about to have you ferret messages for me, but I would rather you serve at my side instead. It would help you learn courtly etiquettes before actually walking in your senior siblings' footsteps."

	She looked at Taye and Aquine, her mouth ajar and expression unsettled. "That would mean...."

	"Yes, it does," Aquine replied plainly. As in she would be removed from his residence to live with the King and Queen.

	"But...why didn't either of you have to go through the same training?"

	He lisped an audible sigh. "Now that's the reason you need to go into etiquette learning. Such childish questions would reflect poorly in courtly dealings."

	The royal couple chuckled delightfully. "Don't worry," Stone Bird said. "You will still see your family."

	"Winter Solstice and in the spring." Ikrah noted glumly.

	"It is an opportunity, Ikrah," Taye said gently. "And Aquine and I will be too busy to tutor you."

	"Look," Aquine joined in coaxing, "it will be until we are fully settled in Tare." She was still frowning. "We plan to move down there. Remember I said for you to live out south?"

	"I really don't want to be away from you again."

	He actually blushed this time. His little sister was speaking openly in public. He looked at the royal couple awkwardly. "It's really not what you think. My little sister just feels better with family."

	"Uh-huh," Stone Bird uttered wryly. "You both have given her a home. I can always understand that kind of gratitude," she finished saying with a winking smile.

	The water suddenly felt a couple of degrees warmer, though no one seemed to notice. Legran grinned over this "extended" familyhe adopted. He actually looked forward to bringing this daughter into Stone Bird's arms. At least, that was how Aquine saw it, and he also keenly noticed the Crown Prince had eyes for his sister.

	"It's important," he said slowly. "Part of growing up, Ikrah. You are... probably the last one to carry on the family torch if not the heraldry in my place....Honorably. I can't count on my brothers."

	"They won't encroach on your knighthood. They're too content with the fiefdom."

	"I don't know." He looked down at his reflection on the watery surface. "I've fought them for as long as I can remember."

	"Boys tend to be competitive," Stone Bird put in.

	"Oh, I don't think that's always the case." He settled his eyes on Legran with a question of his own. "Your Royal Majesty, if a person carries the blood of another in his veins by proxy...would that seal their relations?"

	An astonishment sprinkled across the king's face. He had to consider for a moment before answering. "I suppose one may say they have blood relations."

	Aquine smiled weakly. "I had a stepbrother once. He never made past his first day in the world. But..." his eyes wandered over to Ikrah fondly, "I sense he is with me in spirit."

	"Oh, I see...." Stone Bird drawled seeing the girl had suddenly grown shy and introverted.

	"I really don't know if that makes a difference." He said thoughtfully. Taye came close and leaned up against him, smiling. He began to grow a silly grin with her cheek nudged to his ear.

	"Well, I'm glad I'm not your sister," she said running the back of her fingers on the side of his face. "You've made me very happy as a husband."

	He bellowed out a laugh then, turning crimson all over, which made the others join him with laughter. This turned out to be a genuine family affair after all, and among friends, even. As if with wise content, Ikrah and Little Phoenix retreated quietly in their separate places as they watched the joyous elders and senior class siblings enjoy the rest of the evening in good food and fine brown ale.







Chapter 15

	Lady Isinn was folding paper boats and making making paper flowers when the eunich entered and announced Court Lady Trinkera from the Empress of Falshire requested an audience. Dressed in triple layers of silk robes of white-red-and-green, she was adequately warm and presentable for such a sudden guest without having to change.She was surprised to hear such a name, which had a familiar ring to it. She gestured with her hand fingers wiggling as granting permission for the requester. Soon, she was met with a very familiar face that struck her down like a stabbing in the gut. The years had been too kind to this woman who had flawless skin, macabre make-up, and that damn raven black hair now adorned with a thin double stranded golden circlet between the hairline and forehead. Her lips were painted rosey red with a touch of gloss that made them appear velvet.

	"You...!"

	Trink bowed fully over to the wife of the reigning High Lord in the House of Grace. "A very charming spring day to you, High Lady Isinn."

	Isinn's hands were clammy, trembling as she reached for the scissors. Her attempt to be prepared prompted the visitor into laying eyes on the exact object, then. A mocking cold smile crept onto Trink's lips.

	"They say suicides by violent means only serve once. After that, one could survive anything."

	Isinn released the scissors and retrieved her hand. "Did you always work for her imperial majesty of Falshire?"

	"I serve her now. My master...has been disposed of."

	Isinn narrowed her eyes with restrained fury."What does Falshire want of this fiefdom? We are small and poor compared to the great empire."

	"It is a personal request of her Imperial Majesty. She sends you regards."

	"Regards?!..." Isinn recollected herself. "Regards, indeed," she scoffed. "The last time her husband sent regards, Poplari fell in ruins...." her voice became honey, "and I ended up here."

	Trink chuckled superficially. "A strange turn of events, High Lady."

	A quivering scowl permeated Isinn's lips. She wanted to dig her nails into the other woman's face. Nothing would satisfy her anguish more than that. "You witnessed the kin-take and did nothing. Now, you come here to mock me as the dog from the big bitch herself. I want you out! Be gone with you!"

	"Good day to you, High Lady. I only wish you well." Trink retreated walking backwards a good distance before exiting the chamber.

	She was escorted through the courtyard to be on her way out. As she walked through the walkway that led to the main square, she was directed to cross the bridge that connected the Halls between the Houses. A chilling breeze blew at her robes, giving her the look of a jaded maiden in her motley dress. The guide instructed her to wait then excused himself. Before long, Padrad appeared from the other end of the bridge, dressed in his native robes all colored in rusts and reds. He strode up the bridge to meet her halfway. His black hair was combed halfway up by the crown and secured neatly in place with a black ribbon. He had grown older with a short beard to his face, but those eyes of his were forever earthly to her. Those warm brown eyes.

	"Hello."

	His voice was the same after all these years. Her heart was tightened as if a viper had bitten into it. She bowed her head, not trusting how her words would come out or even what her voice would sound like if she tried to greet him out loud. He stepped closer.

	"How is our child?"

	She turned to the side fighting the sudden emotion invoked upon her. Though among them, she had been reputed as a savage, she had fallen far from that with him. Yet, here she was, having to confess to him the loss of their child. It was aborted before forming a gender. As if he understood, he came close circling his arms around her lending her some of his warmth against the winds.

	"You made it back to me, Trink. We can try again."

	"Too late for that, Padrad. I'm infertile now."

	Pause. He drew her toward him in an even tighter embrace. "I have three boys of my own."

	She curled her fingers into a grip onto his tunics. "I'm glad."

	"Come, stay with me. Sunfire, it's been over a dozen years, now."

	"I can't live with you. I can visit and stay a day. The Empress has errands for me."

	"You do the bidding of the Empress these days? What is that like?"

	She was quiet for a time, then spoke. "My days are short. My work is long and arduous. I have no time for tears. I had more funerals than I can count. But still I do as I'm told as a good slave that I was from one master to another."

	"Couldn't we just get away?"

	"No. The war was done, but not the empire. They want what was taken and more as revenge and they are winning."

	"They haven't come north yet."

	"Be prepared to lose the Zand."

	He rubbed his face to her hair, holding her contently. In that moment as was delivering the summit's cold front of Northridge Range, a misty drizzle fell over them, blown their way on the winds....

———<>———


	As promised, she stayed for dinner in the late afternoon. The meal was slightly formal as his family was allowed to eat at the table with them. She was not surprised to see his wife. Salbene was now renamed Passivah, the Mistress of the harem in Padrad's humble abode. As Grace Captain, he commanded nine armies, both official and secret ones. But here, he was just a father to his three sons, who were growing up nicely. They were eager to play the Game of Houses. Padrad was looking at her with the obvious offer of his sons. She thought about it, and decided to keep them where they were to spare him the devastation.

	Reiyane, however, she had no problem ruining. So, she began to plot.
	"How is the High Lord these days?"
	"Our uncle is busy breeding sheep," Roen said. He was fifteen and sharp.
	"Oh? Does he not have a harem?"
	"He does. But Lady Isinn won't have it. Our cousins are as bright as we are."
	"Your cousins?"

	"Twins, Revvine and Talland. They are as good as fairies. Clever and nimble."
	"Ohhhh... I see. You mean Reiyane is an idiot."
	Padrad raised his index finger. "I never taught them that. They simply observe the obvious."
	She laughed softly. "Now, tell me more about the twins."
	"Revvine is pretty. She's quite the jewel of the harem. Talland, ah, he's got the manners of a princeling if given the chance."
	"Hmmm... I wouldn't mind shaping such young potentially capable people. But their mother is prejudiced against me."
	"I wouldn't say that. There's always room for improvement to this fiefdom." Now that was the biggest hint he dropped for her to guess at Isinn's much needed and craved ambition.

	She drank from her mug smiling with a scheme hatching in her head. "If I could meet them... in person...."
	"They have an outing coming up. A trip to Falshire for cultural enrichment."
	"Father, doesn't that include us?" Roen asked acutely.
	"Yes, it does. All of us. Trade will be interesting this year."
	The smile on her face was small, but prospective. They could meet some of her choice people. After dinner, the boys filed in line to depart for the night, each even bothered to kiss her hand as if paying tribute. She was impressed by their manners. Though perhaps, she was surprised by their respect for her, a virtual guest. Once they left, Padrad got up from his chair to strode over to her. Taking her by the hand, he led her into the hallway all the way to his private room. She hesitated. He convinced her with a kiss in the dim, drawing her to him as he pushed the door back with his heel....
	In the warmly lit room with rose petals strewn all over the bed, she walked away from the naked man that once feared her before he learned the ways of her heart. Passivah came in with a tray that contained a carafe and two red glasses. Trink put on her dress and fastened her belt. The other woman looked at her questionably. They could well be strangers, but she was once Trink's favorite slave back from during the war. Now, the master was a slave to another of a land of the east. The tray was set on the night stand. Then, Passivah stood there as if awaiting instructions.
	"Keep his bed warm for me."
	"But you've just arrived. Why won't you stay?"
	"You gave him three strong sons. No doubt, he had your blessings and consent. I know a heart when I see it."
	"Not a day went by that he didn't think about your return."
	Trink looked at the sleeping man. She turned away walking to the door. Passivah followed her then and there, which made her smile to herself as they entered the hallway. "What's the real reason you want me to stay?"
	"Reiyane wishes to ruin you."
	She halted pivoting about to face the other. "What about Isinn?"
	"She's a hard woman. I think it's because she resents the kin-take ceremony."
	"Hmmmm," she drawled in thought, folding her arms. "Tell me about the other Lords. Who among them is vying for the High Lord's seat?"
	"None."
	"None?"
	"Two have been murdered. The rest simply remain silent to save their necks."
	Pause. "Is that all?"
	Passivah hesitated before speaking. "Lady Osivel of the Cardinal was raped and murdered last year. Her body was found in her lord's main hall...alongside two older sons from their rival, the House of Crane."
	"What exactly happened there?"
	"The Cardinal Lord claimed it was an affair that disgraced his house."
	"Let me guess, he's been quiet ever since."
	"Yes. Only....just that, the two had visited Padrad the week before."
	"Which two?"
	"The two elder sons of Crane."
	Enough was understood that Reiyane was involved. As to what extent, that was yet to be ascertained. "What did they want to see your lord about?"
	"They had asked for a stipend of four scores of grain and a hundred male and female livestock."
	"What kind?"

	"The four-legged kind, of course."
	"Cattle or sheep?"

	"Sheep and goats."
	She couldn't help but laugh in her head over the annoyed tone in Passivah's voice. "Interesting. That seemed like a simple request. It's late. I really need some rest."
	"Yes, of course. This way, my Lady."
	"No, I can see my way out. Stay with him."
	Passivah was reluctant for a moment, then began to disrobe as she pushed the door open to go back in, then closed it. Trink waited behind that door, hearing their soft voices. There was a little gentle quarrel, but soon they became the sounds of lovemaking. She lowered her head letting out a breath before slipping away in the night. There was so much planning to do. She wasted no time.





Chapter 16

	The candlelight illuminated the private room adequately. The seated was dressed in light blue satin which shone like the moon in there surrounded by crimson velvet carpeting and furnitures. The table was rosewood properly treated with its surface shone with the reflection of the candelabra. Trink entered and nearly jumped in surprise. The interior had been completely remodeled. The worst part of her shock was the visitor. White Mane was already here.


	"I take it you've spoken with Isinn?"
	"Yes, Mistress."
	"Did you enjoy your trip?"
	"The House of Grace was pleasant, Mistress."
	"Only pleasant? Then, what of the Grace Captain's bed? You could stay a few days longer, you know."
	Trink felt the shock of ice and a cold shower had dropped on her. This was not normal. There were no other eyes. Passivah couldn't possibly have travelled that far and fast in between to bring this bit of information to the Empress, even if doubt put her as a spy. And then, it hit her. She realized some form of magic was in play here. Yet, she knew she had to humor the white witch, lest she risked the foil of her plans.
	"He wishes a favor to take down the High Lord."
	"Oh really?" White Mane's tone was skeptical. "Seems he likes more than your body."
	"Yes, that is true. He likes my mind, and thinks he owns my heart."
	"He must have. Why else did you transfer your army to him?"
	"Strange, I seem to recall you tricking me into doing just that."
	"Ahhh, well, I did own the Asmi once I went back."
	You promised them two-legged livestock, is probably what you did. She sneered internally.
	White Mane stood then, walking over toward her. She gulped fearfully with nowhere to escape as she could hear the scratching on wood where the barbed vines were creeping up the door. She dared not move. "I want you to be loyal to me," White Mane said evenly, retaining a kind face. "I can't have you colluding with the enemy, but if he is the reason you fight so hard for life, I can hold out for mercy."
	Mercy? "I don't understand."
	"I think you and I want the same thing in the House of Grace. Removing Reiyane would benefit us. But if we can spare the bloodshed, I can provide you with a gift."
	"You don't trust in my abilities?"
	"Let's just say, I need a guarantee." White Mane brought up the other's arm. She plucked a barb from the vine that came up within her reach. With it, she scored open Trink's skin on the forearm, then pushed the barb into the flesh. "This will come in handy later, trust me."
	Trink was numb to what was done to her. Her flesh knitted over the foreign object cleanly leaving no scar. She raised her eyes up to the cold woman with her snowy hair, tawny complexion, and the ever elusive silver-blue eyes gazing cleverly, serenely back at her.
	"Though my years are few, they are long in service to you."
	White Mane smirked with barely a chuckle. "Insolent to the end, huh."
	"I have a request."
	"Speak."
	"Spare me one night with Padrad."


	"After you dispose of High Lord Reiyane."
	"I will do that to your satisfaction. Then, may I have the one night alone?"
	Pause."You may have the one night. Make sure it is when the blood moon rises full in the sky. You are free from my eyes then."
	Trink was grateful for that set of instructions. It was a genuine promise. She had but one chance to meet the one she loved. One chance.

	She set up shop in a peddler's wagon, decorated in gawdy colors with pennons of yellow on blue, red on green, and brown with yellow trims. The summery weather in Falshire was beautifully warm and fickle. However, unlike in the past many years ago, ever since the Founding Calendar came into existence, thunder storms and rains had be cast to the perimeter of the city surrounding the palace forming the brooks and tributary into the one river on the western side that flowed south all the way through the Zand and the delta that met the sea. The weather was ever pleasant with plenty of fresh mountain springs nearby that made life thrive vibrantly here. The bustles of the city was in full swing for the season.
	At a performance square, she parked her wagon to start her daily peddling. She did dances for the crowd by day, and retreated to the bath-houses by evening then rest in her wagon. Then, the day came when the Gorran tribe arrived walking through the street. Two families stopped her way. She recognized Padrad and his troupe easily having met them. Reiyane was there with the twins who were quite grown for youths. They looked like each other. The boy had his black hair combed fashionably into a half sweep with braids down his shoulders. He was quite dapper in his motley green tunic with a black leather belt that matched his pants and boots. His sister was prettier version of him. Her silky black hair was done up in rosettes around her head with a long train down her back. She wore red and beige white robes that fit her coming of age figure of curves and slender lines. Trink danced to her heart's delight, prancing over to Padrad seductively. His wife was nowhere to be seen anyway. The boys were impressed. They marveled at the way she put a scarf around their father's neck, then stepped back shaking her breasts by shifting her shoulders to and fro. Everyone else awed and laughed over the courtship, but it was just a performance. When done, she bowed graciously to the crowd, bringing out the bowl for donations. Upon reaching Padrad, he paid with five silvers, grinning happily.
	"What else do you specialize in, sweetheart?"
	"I also tell fortunes through palm reading, my Lord."
	"Ahhh, that is very interesting, indeed."
	"Would you like to step inside after the crowd disperses?"
	"Of course, most obliged."
	She nodded merrily. She went on to meet the others, asking for donations. The twins, a boy and a girl, stared at her as if she was a monument. Two full gold coins were dropped into the bowl at their father's hand. He was repugnant to her as ever. She recognized him on the spot, even as he was sporting a beard to his face. She retained her painted smile with a bow, moving along. The crowd began to move away to the next perfomance.
	"You haven't lost all of your audience yet," Padrad said behind her.
	"Ah, how gracious of you," she remarked, turning around, glad to be able to ignore Reiyane.
	"Shall we?"
	"Certainly. This way."
	They entered her wagon. A cozy setting for the party of five. The boys had to squeeze up against each other behind their father, while she climbed in from the other end. The interior was decorated with with sheer curtains of several pastels and maroon colors. The ceiling was painted with stars to a blue matte background. She pulled back the sliding shutters to let in light from the outside through the sheer veils as well as fresh air. Padrad understood full well she was not free to talk, as they engaged in code talk.
	"May I read your palm, my Lord?"
	He lent her his right palm. "Ah, I see great things abound." A message needed to be delivered.
	"I see. Where am I successful?" To whom.
	"Hmmm....You will rise above others, your rival, likely." High ranking person.
	"I have a few rivals. Which would most likely to falter before me?"
	She laughed capriciously. "One bird deserves another if it flew away from a fight." The Eagle.
	He smiled, moving over the table and took a kiss from her long enough to sear their senses as his hand reached behind her ear under her scarf to retrieve the tiny roll of paper. With slate of hand, he had it hidden in the fold of his palm when he sat back down.
	"I like the prospects of this year in the making," he said nicely. "Thank you, my dear. I think we should invite you to dinner at the Gander Inn."
	"Much obliged. I would love to earn my keep."
	The boys were all chuckles as they were learning from this game between the adults. A knock on the wagon wall was heard. She moved the curtain aside seeing the twins with their father behind them.
	"We would like a reading," Talland said.
	Trink nodded politely. She drew back the curtains looking to Padrad. He looked at her longingly again, and had to gather his brood out of there. The next family climbed in with curiosity and excitement.
	"Who would like to go first?"
	"Revvy," Talland volunteered his sister. "As customary here, ladies first."
	The girl was shy at first, but she brought out her palms to be read.
	"What would you like to know, my Lady?"
	She giggled softly, blushing visibly. "Fate."
	"Ah," Trink drawled, "Complex. Many fates await you. Which fate would you be more inclined to know?"
	"The fate of her first kiss," Talland put in teasingly.
	"Tally!" his sister rebuked with a scowl to her tone.

	"First...kiss, is it?"
	Reluctantly, the girl nodded. "Well, I say you stand a chance meeting a prince this year. Right at the Grand Royal Ball. Invitation is open to all within the city."
	"Really." Reiyane was very interested to know.
	"Yes, my Lord."
	"What, pray tell, does this Grand Royal Ball entail?"
	"Only dress for the ball and you may dance with all who will be there. Invitations are bought at the formal wear merchants. One is down the street."
	"Could we, Father?" Revvine asked excitedly.
	"Fine wine and food will be served, so long as you pay the merchant for the ball package, of course. The attire will be the indicator of your status."
	"Ohh-hh-hh-ho-ho," Reiyane laughed. "Gladly, children. I will see to this myself."
	"And you, young lordling," Trink turned to Talland, "what fortune would you like to hear for yourself?"
	"I want to know about...." He trailed indicating it was a very private matter. She nodded, leaning forward her ear. He moved close to her, brushing his lips to her earlobe, whispering ever so softly, "My mother, Isinn the Betrayor of Vinne."
	She was shocked to hear this coming from the youth who was probably sixteen and over. Reiyane was the one who eyed them with consternation. She drew back as Talland sat at her side. "Fortune speaks in many ways, lordling."
	"I know you will be at the Gander Inn. I will take my fortune over wine and deer."
	"Ah, no doubt your cousins will be there, too."
	Talland gave her a kiss on the cheek. "I will wait for you, however long it takes, as Uncle Padrad usually makes an invitation to matters of the heart."
	"Wh-what-what? Where did you learn such a thing?"
	He held her hand then with a bewitching grin. "Let the Game of Houses begin. My sister will attend the ball, while I feast at the finest dinner."
	Trink couldn't help but laugh out loud then. "Only if I'm worthy of your company."
	"No doubt, you will make good company."
	"Well, said. Well, said." She bowed.


Chapter 17

	At the Gander Inn, Padrad reserved a whole floor to accommodate this vacation. Food and wine were brought to the exclusive suite where a fireplace was burning two solid logs to ward off the night's cold air and evaporate the humidity. The boys all took their seats at the table where candles lit up the food warmly. Padrad stood by the door, leaning against the threshold with arms folded. He was dressed in a patterned sleeveless tunic overlay on top his moss green robe. Where he stood, he could look down to the floor below, but he was paying attention to the main entrance and the staircase. The patrons of this inn were quiet people. Music was playing softly on a violin. He enjoyed hearing the voices of the boys joking while they ate as much as he anticipated his date for the evening. What he didn't expect was Isinn and Revvine coming up the stairs in full Falshiren dresses. His niece was in lace and ruffles tamed by a single close-fitting robe. Blue satin was not really her color but it was like she was wearing the stars woven onto her. Isinn, her mother, was sporting an osprey patterned chemille set of robes with the bejeweled torque around her neck, emphasizing her status as wife to the High Lord from the House of Grace. As ravishing these two were, he could never feel up to the occasion at revealing his charming personality around them. He was only glad his wife was a double agent that moved where he couldn't openly. And for this evening, he was free to do as he pleased while she was away delivering a message.
	He straightened in the presence of Lady Isinn and her daughter. "Good evening," he greeted.
	"Evening. Dinner has already been served, I see." Isinn cornered her eyes inside behind him. The boys quieted upon seeing her.
	"It's only starting." He gestured for them to enter with a bow to be polite.
	Revvine went on in ahead. Isinn followed, pausing with a cold comment. "It won't be long till Reiyane makes her his slave. She would make a pleasant addition to the empty harem."
	Purely malicious of her to offend him. She was a dark and terribly bitter woman, despite all that he had done for her and her children in the name of Grace. "I doubt that very much, Lady Isinn."
	"Oh, you think so, huh. You've only stopped half the atrocities----"
	"Another time, Isinn." Though his tone was polite, he was ready to snap her neck. And she wanted to push him beyond the limit.
	"That's High Lady to you, Grace Captain."
	"It's a shame you eat with us." He gripped her arm, putting his face to her ear. "Kin-take suits you. Any Lord of his House could easily throw you in his harem, had it not been the House of Grace that took you in."
	She threw him an angry look. "You dare speak to me of your barbarism!"
	The children stopped what they were doing and were staring at them in the doorway. The twins were holding each other's hands in fear of what this episode could become. The oldest of them, Roen, became cool in expression.
	"I speak of our customs that befits your nature."
	"Hmph, don't break tradition on my account, Grace Captain." She was becoming louder, especially with the last part.
	Great restraint enabled him to remove his grip on her. "I've broken a few already. But I didn't do it for you, don't flatter yourself."
	Roen got up, and the twins hopped off their seats to intervene, grabbing hold of him as he marched for the doorway. "She's making a scene," he grated the words.
	They helplessly begged him to stay. Isinn was mocking a laugh, turning on Padrad fully.
	"You broke away from your barbarian brother is what you did. All on the account of a woman!---"
	"Then, she must be one very special woman." Trink's voice rang up from down the stairs. They quieted looking in that direction. She appeared walking up the steps, picking up her skirt for mobility. Daunting and lovely, she was in a beautiful ribbon green dress with an open corset front. Her hair was braided up loosely around her head pinned in place with bejeweled combs. Her slippers were black velvety suede with heels. The wide neckline was what captured Padrad's eyes. It was bare, unadorned of necklace or jewelry, and inviting kisses. She walked up to them, standing just a finger taller than Isinn. "Well, good evening," she greeted the Lady crisply.
	"Good evening," Padrad greeted his date like a boy who just found his Solstice present.
	But Trink was not done with Isinn. "Sorry to disappoint you." She paused to let her presence sink in. "Although High Lord Reiyane is not joining us this evening, he is spending time at the palace halls. King Sundan summoned him as a guest for the week."
	Isinn practically fumed in a flurry of confusion. "I don't know how you corrupt----"
	"I don't corrupt, dear. House rules. Learn them well before you play with a slappy mouth."
	That was the end straw. Isinn raised her hand aiming for the woman's face. Padrad grasped her wrist fast and hard. He chittered his tongue bringing down her hand. "Very un-lady like of you."
	"Let go of me!" she demanded, gritting her teeth.
	"Gladly," he replied, pulling her away from the doorway in the other direction.
	She gasped in horror as he tugged her along. "No! How dare you! Let go of me!"
	"You can't behave yourself this evening. I will teach you well."
	"No!" she yelped. She struggled uselessly at undoing his grip being dragged off across the walkway behind the banister. People on the lower floor were watching in silence.
	He threw her in the room down the hall, closing the door behind him. "Bitch." He was cold walking toward her as she backed away on the floor nervously. "I could beat you senseless before they catch me. It's not the first time I've been in the dungeons."
	She gulped.
	"Stay here until you are called upon. But sneak out, it's your funeral. I don't care what relations you have in the courts of this kingdom. You have the making of a widow to the House of Grace. It would be my pleasure to serve you a cold dish of revenge."
	He went out the door without locking it on purpose. His anger was put to the back of his mind when his eyes found Trink still standing by the doorway to the suite. The children were gathering behind her gawking at him as if some demonic feat had been done. He calmed himself striding toward them, making his paces strut a bit. The twins actually brightened then, knowing things were safe, now. They went for the room to check on their mother. He finally got to meet his preferred company.
	"Shall we?" he asked.
	"Oh, of course, by all means," Trink replied placing her hand in his palm for him to lead the way.	
	The boys were all excited over this display of courtship. They were coming of age for this kind of game, and were impatient to experiment yet.It was an art that had to be done by the playbook in order to successfully tame a socialite in these parts. The twins emerged from the room, walking quickly to follow behind the filing troupe that went through the doorway. They were in the privacy of the suite when the door closed. Denthe and Aithen went and retrieved playing instruments from the cases resting in the corner of the room. The twins took their seats at the table in anticipation of the recital. Roen cleared his throat. He took a swig of wine to wet his throat and cleared it again. Then, he nodded to his brothers to begin. One plucked the strings of a lute, the other began the lilt of a violin. He counted the notes.
	"This song is dedicated to you," Padrad said, putting his left palm on her shoulder blade, while his right palm was still holding her hand.
	Roen began to sing with his newly acquired deep voice, having broke it just last summer. The lyric was harmonized with the tune from the mountains.

	"Ever since you had been gone....
	My heart began to cast away warmth....
	Waiting on the snowy mountain paths....
	Wishing to walk back memories of the past....
	Withmy eyes I glared over land to no end....
	Blistering my face in the knifing winds...."


	The interlude was just as romantic as the voice of the singer.They began to dance, though the space between them began to shrink as they sank into each other's embrace. The twins peeled their eyes away from Roen and stared at the couple as if romance was transpiring before their very eyes, though it was intended to inspire their imagination. The tempo picked up on the next verse.

	"Still remembering your promise never to keep me from finding you
	But like southern geese flown away following them so far gone were you
	Love like a kite lost on the wind with that broken string
	Couldn't reach that promise you promised to wear the ring
	
	I waited on the biting snow top covered summit's bittern
	Lost my mind wondering for reasons where you've been
	Love like a kite lost on the wind with that broken string
	Couldn't reach that promise you promised to wear the ring...."

	The song ended, but not the dance. Padrad released her hand running his palm over her arm, up the shoulder, caressing the bare skin of her neck and around to her nape. He kissed her with lust tingling on the back of his tongue touching hers. She broke away to catch her breath. He teased her with soft kisses down her neck, causing her to gasp with gentle moans of arousal. And then, she pressed her warm sweating fingers to his lips prying his mouth off. Her stern stare at the gawking young audience only displayed a woman's lust in stark seduction. The boys were gulping in their saliva as if they were ready to dive into practice. She returned her gaze to her lover sadly.
	"Tonight is politics. I can't stay up past midnight."
	"Most unfortunate," Padrad remarked, pressing his nose to rub on hers, letting his breath warm her lips as he pulled her hand away.
	"Please, Padrad."
	The way she said his name made him want to dive into her deep and slow. He reluctantly retreated, lowering his head as disappointed as could be. He led her to the table to sit adjacent to him. The boys put away their music instruments with care, then returned to the table. Roen was already filling glasses with wine before taking his seat. Once all were gathered, they raised their glasses.
	"To the Game of Houses," Padrad said.
	They toasted, and sipped. And the conversation began. The first topic was none other than Gorran's Houses.
	"Grace is at the top now." Padrad was confident in his statement. "We have the support of Falcons and Cranes financial-wise. All else is just a matter of maintaining the armies and provisions."
	"That is good progress, indeed."
	"I know you're in a predicament, Trink, but I will accommodate as need be."
	"That's very reassuring. Considering Falshire is on the rise at the moment. The Houses must band together to keep a strong resistance."
	"Easier said than done. Old grudges are keeping us apart. Trade deals are not enough to pull ties together."
	"Leaning toward Falshire just might not be a bad deal right now."
	He chuckled dryly over the impossible. "Where should we start with that notion? We're not exactly on friendly terms since the last war fought."
	"I don't know... Depending on where the real threat is, there just might be a compromise."
	"I trust Falshire as much a lamb would to a hyena pact. They are maritally tied to Tarenne as is. How is Legran these days?"
	"The King of Tarenne is doing very well, having shed his Pruzian origin and Gorran fiefdom."
	"Yes," he drew out the word. "We were almost successful in ascending our title to princedom had he only agreed to indoctrinate our fiefdom of the four Houses."
	"The stars map the way, but people can't map fate," she lamented.
	"Well, if we could only change our fate in some form or another...." He eyed the prospective troupe with potential in intellect as well as martial art skills. "I wouldn't mind gaining a princess or two."
	"Father, I doubt you can put hope in us yet. We are still young." Roen was poignant as ever.
	"It helps to make friends. Especially at your age, you are less guarded against than when you come of age fully."
	"Yes, the young people are more accepting than their parents," Trink added with a wink.
	"Must we? I much prefer older women."
	She let out a laugh that could dance on stars. "Are you sure you want to christen your manhood that way?"
	"I have no qualms about it when the woman is as beautiful as you."
	"Hey, she's mine. I found her first." Padrad put in jealously.
	"Aw, don't hold that against me on account being born a junior."
	"Your son is very cute," Trink remarked to Padrad's face, adding: "By my standard anyway. He may be too advanced for the debutantes."
	"And he hasn't been christened yet. At least... that is what I believe to be true."
	Roen crimsoned at this point, hiding behind his food. The others were not laughing. They were thinking about their plans to win a date for the ball or at least, make friends as suggested to have their presence take root. Each had at least one specialty as far as qualities went. Talland focused on history and was a passive lordling, though he was good with his sword. Any who under estimated him would be in for a surprise during a duel. Revvine, the raving beauty entering her bloom was a debutante from her House. She was guile and feminine; her shyness belied her true nature. Her work was in all manner of fragrances. Roen was the sultry ever clever young lord, master of charms beguiling his serious bearing. Denthe was simply the middle child that had his mind filled with facts and justice, though he would plot as much as their father would to gain his goal. He had the gift of music, and was expert in twelve disciplines of musical instruments. The youngest was Aithen, who enjoyed slingshots and rocks. He had the making of a full archer yet. Those were the full introduction of the troupe through Padrad. Trink listened acutely on their resume. Such young talents before their eyes. They behaved as normal teenagers do, but they understood their roles in politics and the need to promote their House in this war in order to be recognized. In fact, that was how all the Gorran Houses raised their children.
	Dinner ended into a late part of night. While the other teenagers went to their rooms to sleep, only Padrad and Talland were the ones staying up to escort Trink into a carriage. The trip was short but it served a purpose. The lordling brought out his right palm for her to read. She held his hand, tracing a finger along the lines of his heart, mind, and life.
	"Your mother never betrayed her land. She underwent kin-take at the will of your father."
	He froze and stared at her, perhaps in shock at the way she said it. "What does that make me?"
	"You are destined to be Lord of your own House. The fate of stars traces that path for you. That much I can see." It was so dim in there, only snippets of moonlight slipped through the windows when they didn't travel in the block of shadows. "Do not neglect your sister. She may fall under the same fate if you are not careful in the ways of political warfare."
	"I have stood in Father's way once. I don't know if I can do so again."
	She looked up at Padrad with a stare as one who understood. Talland came on his knees toward her, turning up his head like a child looking up to a maternal figure. "Master Talland...."
	"I will come of age in a few years. Tell me, please. Did you witness the kin-take?"
	Padrad was about to jump up to grab him, but she gestured for him to stop and shook her head. He sank back in his seat, expression conflicted. She drew Talland into her arms in a warm embrace.
	"Never do such a thing, Master Talland, if you wish to hold the loyal heart of a wife. Cage a woman and she will certainly plot your demise."
	The boy wept soundlessly, sniffling softly the while they rode to the part of the palace where her residence was addressed in an apartment. It housed the guards as well as servant maids in separate rooms. They walked her to the entrance. Talland gave her yet another hug before returning to the carriage. Padrad faced her under the bright moonlight. She smiled then, looking back. He held her hands, leaning forward pressing his forehead to hers till their noses touched. Tilting, he kissed her fully on the lips, finding himself enveloping her body in his arms, rocking her a bit and wishing she didn't resist him. That was a short good-night kiss. He watched her go in, and waited for her to actually peek out from her window with a kiss blown his way before departing. When he boarded the carriage, his nephew was morose in mood, though when they began to move, the lordling looked out the window with a great longing at the woman who waved from her window.







Chapter 18

	Roen was sleeping dreamily in his bed until someone whom he assumed was Talland entered his room. Then, a mouth began nibbling on his neck below the ear. His eyes popped wide open as he jerked awake turning to find a girl in his bed. 
	"Fucking Seven Stars, Revvy don't do that!" He got up out of bed, searching for his pants.
	She froze for but a moment before giggling and sitting up folding her legs lotus-style. "I thought you might enjoy a little company."
	He pulled on his pants one leg at a time and corded it neatly. "Yeah, just not you." He slipped on his shirt next, lacing that at the neck. "What the hell are you doing here? It's night for sunfire's sake."
	"What's the matter? My brother sleeps in your bed all the time."
	"Your point being?"
	"Are you into boys?"
	He folded his arms with a dark glare. "If you must know, we sleep with separate covers and on occasion with clothes on."
	"I can do that, too."
	"Go back to your mother's room," he said impatiently.
	"No." She kicked at the covers, turning away sulking, but she was resolutely parked in place.
	He contemplated a moment, chewing on his molars. She would not leave unless a good bribe came forth. At least, that was how things were until recently. She had become uncompromising as of late. For the moment, he had nothing to offer, no cakes or secret on whose present was coming her way for Winter Solstice this year.
	"Just what is wrong now?"
	She looked up then with the veil of silvery moonlight barely on her where the window let in that bit of light. "Your father called me a raving beauty. Do you see the same?"
	"Well, yes, you are that." He replied too quick and plainly.
	"No, I mean..." she rolled her head with the big unspoken question.
	He glared curiously, puzzled by her demeanor."What?"
	She frowned with sigh. "You don't even see me in that light. How am I going to attract a prince?"
	He chuckled. "Oh, that! Hah! Trust me, a prince will see you differently from how I look at you, little sister."
	"But how would you know? You're not him."
	He shrugged, unfolding his arms to rest his palms on the credenza as he leaned on it. "I'm your brother. He is not. I know I look at girls to my liking."
	"Do they make you horny?"
	"Yes. Yes, they do."
	"Tell me how that is."
	"Well, I shouldn't be talking to you about this."
	"I have no one to talk to, Roen."
	"Wait till my mother comes back."
	"She won't tell me anything other than abstain for my own good." Revvy rolled her eyes. "But I know I need to have a prince like me."
	"Revvy, but why bother? You are still a Lady by birth."
	"Would you protect me, then?"
	"Rev, I need sleep. Couldn't we talk some other time?"
	She lay there. "No. I'll sleep here."
	He shook his head, throwing his head up as if he was dealing with an impossible brat. But he loved his cousin since forever as how older siblings do, and he spoiled her rotten. So, he gave up the room.
	"Tuck me in, please."
	He picked up the blanket and strewn it over her. "There. Comfy?"
	"I need a hug and a kiss."
	Ugh.... He wished he hadn't ever been there when his father took the twins in at the tender age of six. Only cost two weeks of that nightly routine from his mother for them to take up the habit diligently. And it stuck. He gave her a loose hug, avoiding her breasts and pressed his lips to her forehead.
	"On the lips, please."
	"I don't think so." He patted her over the head. "Good night, sleep tight."
	He went downstairs thinking to sit in a chair. To his surprise, his father and cousin were there, drinking. The waiter was nodding off in the corner behind the counter. Apparently, they had paid for the six good bottles on the table, all good red wine boasting of a vintage ten year's aging on the label.
	"What's with the moody wine?" he asked walking to the table.
	"Care to join us?"
	"Oh, hell, yes. I need one."
	His father laughed incredulously. "Why, what's wrong with you? Barely two days in the big city and you already have woman troubles?"
	"Revvy just kicked me out of my own room." He grabbed a bottle that was already opened and drank straight off. "Good wine." It was strong enough to give his head a little spin. "I'd trade my boy troubles with some yours any night, Father."
	"Don't worry, the right girl will come along and break your heart well enough."
	"I want a woman." He took another good swig. "Mm, really good wine."
	Talland burped, putting a fist to his chest. "No kidding."
	His father was smiling over them as he drank from his glass. Roen felt that melody come back to him again. He began to hum the tune of the song he sang earlier. Talland poured a full glass, nodding in the music swirling it in his head.
	"Yeah, I drink to that. She's a wonder." He drank so hard, some of the wine spilled from the sides of his mouth. And then, he sighed and passed out on the table.
	Padrad raised his brows over how hopeless his nephew was. He refilled his glass to savor it this time. Roen observed his father with an astute eye.
	"You wrote that song, didn't you?"
	"Every word, every note." Padrad drank up the wine.
	Full respect spilled into his heart at his father's frankness. He leaned on his knees with his elbows holding the bottle with both hands. "I hope to be as lucky... love a woman like that."
	"You will." Padrad refilled his glass again, but the bottle only produced drippings. He opened the next one, drinking from it instead.
	"Why do you drink so hard, then? She's made it out alive."
	"Because she's a prisoner of the palace now."
	"Hmph." Roen drank bitterly, suddenly surprised by the salt in his mouth though he was able to dam up his tears. "What kind of wine is this?"
	"Pruzian Black. It is bitter on sorrows, son. But it suffers your stamina while you want to sleep." The older man examined the label, letting out a drunken chuckle. His grin made him young, though years wrinkled around his eyes. Those liquid filled brown eyes were handsome even now with age stacking on him. "Ten years. More like twenty stolen springs on the snowy hills of Gorra."
	"Father, you drank too much."
	Padrad got up taking the bottle with him. He went over to pick up Talland. Roen helped to get his cousin to stand, but his father hoisted the boy onto him, putting the one arm over his shoulder. He dragged the boy with him to the stairs and the bottle in hand tucked under his nephew's slump figure, leaving Roen to himself. He was alone for a while, drinking the wine that just changed taste all around. It was strong with the distilled flavor of black cherry, then it was sweet and tart, but only when he slipped into that moment of weakness earlier, when salt touched his tongue that it would become bitter. Soon, the door was knocked on softly. He went to open the doors as everyone else was asleep. Now, he made sense of why his father had left him here. His mother came in wearing a turban to her hair, while the rest of her was dressed like the Falshiren local ladies wearing those close-fitting robes. She was beautiful by his standard, but of course, he hadn't met the love of his life yet, or filled his eyes with all the beauties around the world. She eyed the table and certainly detected the intoxication on his breath. Without a word, she went to the table to retrieve the last of the unopened bottles. They went up the stairs together. She went to the master bedroom. He went to his brothers to sleep off what the rest of the bottle made true.

	His mother shook him several times. He woke up to her serious face with full consternation. Sitting up, he found himself alone in the room. His brothers were off somewhere. It was a hot day at noon. His mother wasted no time.
	"Wake up, Roen. I need your help to do something very important."
	"I'm up, Mother."
	"Get dressed."
	He looked at the clothes set out for him. They were the same clothes she wore last night. He looked up seeing her pull out her make-up set. She was serious. He was to disguise himself as her. "At least, explain to me why I need to wear these clothes."
	"If you go as yourself, eyes will notice a lordling of Grace is going where you need to go."
	He gulped. It was that important. "All right..."
	He got up, and she began to put a wrap around his chest, placing two apples over his nipples. As awkward as that was, he understood it was necessary. Padding had to be put on him to give the illusion of curves. She helped him with the halter top next. Then the two layers of robes with the sash to finish around the waist. She had him sit to do his make-up, painting his face to pass for feminine, applying fake lashes. A mole was added to his cheek. The turban was put on to hide his hair. She put the roll of paper in the secret pocket of the lapel.
	"Do not read it under any circumstance," she warned. "Go to the perfume shop in the merchant district and pick up a vile of Black Orchid and Rose fragrance. Then, go----" she whispered into his ear the address. "You can't miss it if you follow the streets with the stones in the wall." She handed him banknotes as well as the receipt of the ordered perfume. On further thought, she dug into her purse to hand him money. "Get anything you think is appropriate as a first impression gift. Something house-warming."
	He nodded nervously. Looking in the mirror, he felt ridiculous, though he just might pass for a big girl. "What do I say when I get there?"
	She leaned over to whisper. "You are a daughter of the Goshawk with a message from the Raven."

	He looked at her sourly, blinking most disagreeably. "I don't think I will past that test, Mother," he replied through his teeth. And he swore his mother was laughing behind those eyes of hers.
	She brushed his crossed mood off. "Just pretend you're Revvy and you'll do fine."
	He gawked and gaped his mouth being appalled by her advice. "That's not a good idea."
	"Oh, just improv as you go." She vexed.
	"It's hard to teach a son how to be a daughter," he pointed out.
	"Try not to kiss any man."
	He seethed, but she grinned so wide her eyes teared. He put up with her. Then, he looked in the mirror again, with her in it. "Glad I have the resemblance of you, Mother dear," he mocked a feminine lilt.
	She checked for people outside the door. Then, when it was clear, she had him slip out going through the waiter's chute down the ladder to sneak out the back way. He did as she instructed walking in the streets as naturally as possible. Along the way, he bought dates, walnuts, flowers, and a bottle of rose wine. He didn't have to say a word when he entered the perfume shop. The vile was brought to him. The banknote was pre-signed. He left there with a bit of a challenge looking for the stones in the wall like his mother said. But once he saw the imprint of a bird's claw, he knew his way.
	The house he came upon was elegant with four huge hanging flags in front. They bore the crest of the Eagle. He knew exactly whose household he was entering. The front door had an iron ring for a handle which doubled for rapping loudly. He lifted it and tapped the iron facet underneath. Some time passed. He was about to rap again when it opened. A well-dressed man in full mantle greeted him. He bowed and entered the residence. The door closed with a latch behind him. He held his nerves to keep from jumping as he walked further in. The long stained glass windows from the back wall let in daylight that lit up the interior brightly. He turned holding the basket of gifts in the style of how his mother usually does with one arm hooked to the handle and the hand to hold it in balance.
	"My servant mentioned your visit yesterday while I was away."
	Roen nodded, afraid to speak as his voice would give him away. The man was none other than Aquine the Eagle, whom he had heard so much about during the uprising, even through the political coup. He dared not say anything now. All he did remember was the roll of paper. He produced it from his lapel and handed it to Aquine. After reading it, the man's green eyes came up like razors looking straight at him. Before he could react, Aquine had strode up close, picking his chin up with the crook of an index finger.
	"Who are you?"
	"Daughter of the Goshawk with m-message from the Raven." Roen swallowed to catch his own breath.
	Aquine looked down into the basket. A solemn grin cracked open his mouth revealing his teeth. "You people certainly have my desires in mind." He took the basket from Roen. "All the reminders of Gorra to greet me," he said next as he put the basket on the main table. "Black Orchid and Rose, hmm. Thank you for the rose wine, though."
	Roen stood there like an idiot, not knowing what to say. Aquine walked back his way, and was about to give him a kiss, but he dodged instinctively, which made the man snicker. And then, he was being sized up as the man paced, circling around him.
	"Not bad." Aquine moved quickly, grabbing hold of his arm in a twist and throwing him against the wall. The apples really smarted his chest. He felt bruised, and had clenched his teeth to bite through that pain. "But it would help if you had soft breasts," Aquine said to his ear.
	"I came to deliver the message, that's it," Roen managed to stammer.
	"Tell the Raven, the Osprey will migrate without fail." The man flipped him around with a forearm choking his throat. "Next time, I give you a brotherly kiss, you should accept it."Roen crimsoned from head to toe. The man cocked his head several degrees. "Well now, natural blush brings out your cheekbones. I like it."
	Roen coughed and tightened under his restraints. A couple of indignant gasps were heard. He turned to stare at the two Ladies who were in full dresses. One was dark, the other light. They were stark contrast of unique beauty both armed with sword and dagger each. The dark one was startling to him. She had brown sugary eyes and hair that made him think of maple. Aquine leaned up close speaking to his ear.
	"You like my sister? She's prettier than Countess Revvine, I'm sure."
	The youth gulped, but he couldn't take his eyes off that maiden. She was probably seventeen/ eighteen from the size of her height and weight. But her face with its oblongish oval shape, her heart shaped lips, and those beautiful dark lashes. He could stare at her all day.
	"What are you doing to that poor girl?!" Taye demanded.
	Aquine released his prey immediately. "I was just flirting with fresh meat."
	She scowled angrily, ready to skewer him. "Why?"
	Looking Roen over, then giving his wife a boyish grin. "She's got more than you. Bulk and bust."
	Taye fumed, then glared at Roen. "Get out." She used the worst tone from a jealous wife. "Out, or I'll cut you down."
	Roen hopped to it, rushing out of there, escaping with his life. He meandered his way through the streets trying to be as normal as possible. At one point, he recognized the peddler's wagon and followed it to the alley that was only three blocks away from the Gander Inn. Thankful for that, he came up to the fortune teller, who nodded with a smile. She parked it in place to set up shop putting the banners out that depicted the palm with painted lines. He climbed inside with a sigh of relief, glad to be hidden. She picked up his right palm for a reading.
	"Wow, your hand is cold, dear."
	"I was chased out by the mistress. She mistakened me for a wench trying to seduce her lord."
	Trink muffled down her laughter. "So how are the birds when the summer ends?"
	"In his exact words: Tell the Raven, the Osprey will migrate without fail."
	She smiled as prettily as could be, eyes glimmering. "Thank you, dear." She kissed him on the lips chastely. "Now go before anyone sees you. There's a door behind the corner. It will lead through the kitchen and take you back to the ladder."
	He nodded and returned to his brothers' room as its door was hidden from view while connecting to the ladder. With a light heart, he was looking forward to the ball in hope of meeting the Eagle family there. His mother helped him get out of his disguise. She had the look of knowing what was on his mind. Because his outfit for the ball was laid out next for him.




Chapter 19

	The Grand Royal Ball was open to the public. But certain exclusive invitations were given to a specific list of names with emphasis on mandatory to attend status. The Emperor and Empress were attending it personally this year. Aquine and his wife were listed in there, surprisingly enough. However, he was not taking Ikrah with them. He had dressed in blue-grey set of robes with patterned lapels, while Taye matched him in lace dress that had intricate silver threading. The Royals all made it there, from Falshire to Tarenne. Ladies and Lords were sectioned to the lower tier where they were seated. Red carpeted stairs lined between the terraces to connect the patrons from the galleys to the floor. Aquine was glad that they were just below the Zandrian Royals in placement. King Legran and Queen Stone Bird were in matching black and red robes. Crown Prince Little Phoenix was a dashing explosion of teal on white. While the floor was filled with dancing pair-ups, they watched. At one point, the Zandrian Prince walked down to their level and seated himself in the empty chair beside Taye. She had to look twice to realize he somehow materialized next to her.
	"Is Squire Ikrah sick? Why isn't she attending?"
	"She is disposed of for the evening."
	Aquine looked over his wife seeing the Crown Prince was indeed paying attention. He was gazing back at him. "Don't ask me about it. My sister has her own reasons."
	Little Phoenix nodded in accepting that explanation. He went back to his own seat. He had grown tall in the summery weeks, matching his mother's height. At full sixteen summers, he could beat most youths his age in a duel. His magery, however, lagged as a late-bloomer, which was expected as his parents knew what that entailed. They left that part of his training alone. He was happier ever since attending the Squirey in Falcon's Spire, then now returned to Falshire for the break and would be attending the Citadel in Tare in the fall soon. 
	Things were boring until the Gorran House of Grace arrived in tow. The adults were ordinary by the standard of Lords in Common, but the youths were a pentacle of attraction. Four boys surrounding the one girl like she was their prized gem marching in there dressed with the most expensive fineries afforded to aristocracy. She was a dazzle in pearls and gold from head to toes. People politely parted from the floor to make way for them to take the floor. The Emperor and Empress watched with interest. They were garbed in ceremonial robes seated on the thrones set on the pulpit. Mirrors were paned to walls, striping the curved steeple ceiling to enhance the lighting, reflecting lit candles and golden ornamental chandeliers. Two blonde siblings dared to approach them. They were a year apart, but could match the Gorran twins with how they looked like each other. The people began applauding at the feat. It was like two sets of twins meeting for the first dance.
	"May I have this dance, my Lady?" The blond youth made the first move. He was fully dressed in white samite with a deep blue silk outer robe.
	Revvine smiled demurely as she had practiced in front of a mirror for five years now. "I would prefer to know the name of my partner before I do. It builds trust, my Lord."
	"Standing Crown Prince of Falshire, Sky Fall." He meant to impress her with his title.
	She was shaking underneath as she cursied, raising her hand to be placed in his palm. "Revvine from the House of Grace humbly at your presence, Crown Prince."
	Solaren smiled toward Talland with a half bow. He was calm in meeting her gaze. "Yet to ascend the High Lord's seat from the House of Grace, I am Talland, your highness."
	"Princess Solaren." She curtsied with her extended hand. "And yes, it's best we pair up. Everyone is waiting."
	They took to the floor as music began to set the tempo to the waltz. People were enthralled by the expert skills of these young people dancing flawlessly, taking steps in full harmony. Dark featured Gorrans mixing with the fair featured Falshirens was symbolic of how tolerant Falshiren society was. Soon, the floor was filled with other couples into a throng of synchronized moving dresses and robes swaying every which way they turned.
	Aquine was very much aware the Emperor and Empress had their eyes on him. Beside them on lower thrones were King Sundan and Queen Jenna, who noticed the gazes exchanged between them. Apparently, they were waiting for him to take the floor, but he was not one to entertain others to please them. Perhaps, it was the apparition hiding in him. Lately, he had discovered this new acquired sense of humor of which he took great pleasure in goading the elders. He certainly had enough gall to do so. After all, the Empress could very well be his second mother, given the circumstances. The only problem was having known what they would do to his sister, coming clean on the family reunion would only destroy them. So, for now, he lived out his life as their would-have-been son as this unknown stepson. He smiled over the reason for growing his spine.
	The music was ordered to end. The dancers stopped and looked up. The Imperial couple were standing. People began scuttling to the sides and stairs to clear the floor. White Mane extended her arm toward him.
	"Sir Aquine the Eagle, come forth," she announced.
	Taye was worried clasping onto his arm. He reassured her with a squeeze on her hand before getting up. He strode down the stairs as coolly as could be. Standing before them, he bowed in the Tarennei fashion, one hand over his heart, other arm curved behind him though clasped to the side. He took a knee to mock her southern roots. The Zandrian royal family watched with full attention then. Suddenly, he felt the pressure of an invisible force holding him down, trapping him in place. White Mane descended onto the floor walking up to him. He knew he was in trouble now, if he didn't stand up.
	"Rise, Sir Knight." She smirked turning it into a dark and contemptuous angry frown. "I said rise."
	With some itching in his blood, he writhed free of the invisible force, standing up fully to his height meeting her gaze, then peered down as she was not as tall as he. Some sense of shock streaked across her face. Dregin was just as surprised. Aquine tried to smile charmingly at her, for it was his other sibling's wish to display some affection.
	"May we have a dance?" he asked boldly, bowing his weight. "Perhaps in another lifetime, I was made your son. But in this one we are strangers. You would favor me just this once?"
	She allowed him to lead. They danced in the classic style. He twirled beneath her hand, then spun circling her. She did the same when the tune changed to cue her in. He held her hands by the fingers delicately, weaving around and around in those intricate gentle spins. People were awed into applause at how graceful the pair glided over the floor. He was like the wind swaying swirls around her, the ever indifferent tree. And the words came to him. He spoke without thinking:

	"You're at my side, wordless, traceless, nameless
	Hold my hand, feel the heart of my palm
	Break my heart, touch my pain
	
	I'm at your side, voiceless, senseless, hopeless
	Beside you, I cry to be free
	Beneath you, I pine to be seen."

	He ended the dance, holding her in one arm, letting her arch back with her other palm in his raised hand. They were elegant in the pose just as the music finished. Their eyes were locked in a gaze that only the stars and the universe would understand. The applauses were ignored briefly as they moved to stand, separating from each other. He bowed deeply with a fist pressed to his chest close to the shoulder. She went back to her seat. Dregin sat down beside her, expression unreadable. As for poor Aquine, he felt the weight of his years heavy in his tender little heart. The boy inside him wished to be noticed by the parents he was meant to be born to. Tears were making his eyes bleary as he walked back to his seat on the galley so far from that rightful place on the pulpit, even if to stand beside their thrones.
	"What happened?" Dregin asked.
	"The fool thinks he's our son."
	They were both too in shock to realize how he broke free of Dregin's meddling Wind that attempted to keep him from standing before the dance. That they had intended to commit him to the dungeons for holding contempt against the Empress in defiance at a public function. For the moment, that was forgotten, overshadowed by his dare to plea as if though on behalf of their long lost unborn son.
	The floor was filled with people as before again, resuming the dance.

	Legran walked down to the galley below. He placed a palm on Aquine's shoulder. "You're playing with fire with that kind of move."
	He hardly looked up as the King handed him a drink. He accepted easily. "I know I will get burned. But that can't be helped."
	"Now, why is that?"
	The younger man raised his eyes, getting up. "Unlike my counterparts there on the floor, I came to this land with a purpose all my own. Not politics, not for power, just human decency. If I could, I'd run back time and change a few things in history and unbreak...." He realized he was not himself at the moment. He finished the drink to the last drop. "Thank you for the wine." He went to the side, though Legran gripped his arm to stay, which made him stood for a moment. "Sire," he said facing the man, "I really need some air." What he really needed was to leave the place. "Please."
	Legran released him reluctantly as if he was losing a son. His fingers almost clung to the sleeve that slipped away as they closed into a loose fist.
	Out in the warm night air, Aquine stepped onto the balcony. Not far behind was Taye stepping up close. As soon as she reached out to touch him, he avoided her turning around on a stride leaning against the banister with his back, arms spanned resting his hands on the cool stone rail. She regarded him fully for some moments.
	"You're not my husband. Who are you?"
	A chortle escaped his lips. "What if I told you I'm a fraud?"
	"Fraud? What kind of fraud?"
	"I'm not that boy you met in the Squirey. I'm not the man you married. I'm not the knight you fall so hopelessly in love with----"
	"But you are the man who warms my bed at night. What does it matter who you are now from who you were then?"
	He folded his arms bringing up a fist to his mouth, biting on the knuckle of his thumb. She was Dame all the way, right down the core of being a general's daughter. 
	"I owe some people a debt. And I don't think a lifetime of work will pay up for it."
	"Why don't you consider it paid, if they don't even want to bother with you?"
	"Taye," he began saying and shaking his head but before he could convey his doubt, she stepped up.
	"You have a family now. You wanted this life more than ever, so why run from it now?"
	He looked up then, amazed by her wise beautiful face. They practically jumped into each other's embrace. The warm breezes began to stir, bringing the smell of potted jasmines and gardenias from the balconies and walkways across the streets in the apartments around them. Jasmine petals flown on the wind also swirled into the streets in flurries having been shed from the trees planted in the square and small lots between houses.
	What he didn't realize was he had paid dearly and in full. The Goddess could weep on his behalf over the price at the behest of the Fates. Taye would never be able to give him a child. Nor did he sire any from other women. All the more he felt the need to preserve and protect Ikrah with his life. And in so doing, he could only give the apparition hiding in him an evanescent life of grit and true gusto.
———<>———

	....Ikrah was drawing water from the well behind the house until she felt a draft blew at her face. It came directly from within the well. Curiosity caught her in its claws. She hovered over the rim, looking for the reason of it. Moving the rope around, she shook the bucket to make splashing sounds down there. The moonlight was bright, but thick clouds began to settle in the sky, enshrouding the moon into obscurity, casting darkness over the dimly lit night. She stopped to wait for the moonlight to return. But then, she heard some outlandish echo down there like a siren's whispery voice ringing its way into her ear. She leaned over the well, craning her head into it to listen to that sound. It grew faint, so she strained further in to hear better. In an instant, she lost her footing and fell in with barely a grunt or scream.
	The water was cool at first. Her body adjusted to the temperature soon enough as she thrashed in her amateur treading to stay afloat. The moon reappeared shedding light into the well. She could see the rope and the bucket, but what caught her eyes were the footholds built into the walls. The water seemed to warm up a few degrees too. She grabbed hold of the rope, climbing her way up. As soon as she was above water, she was free to channel Wind to swirl beneath her lifting her weight. Like a bat, she scaled the walls hopping on one then the other until she reached the top. Her hands gripped on the outer edge of the rim pulling herself out of there, wasting no breath. Though her clothes drenched through and through, she was dried off in a spin of Wind, sending a flurry of mist in the air. Straightening herself, she smoothed her clothes checking how dry they were. She looked around feeling safe without another soul in sight to know what she just did. Her inate channeling was improving by the day with use and practice....
———<>———

	....Legran sat calmly at his seat. He came out of his brief trance to enjoy the rest of the ball. In his goblet was the image of Ikrah walking off with the bucket in hand. The water in that bucket was his eye watching her from the side below her slender hand. When she had the bucket set down, the water moved up to the rim for a peek at what she was doing staying up so late. Illuminating stones were struck into lighting up the main hall of the house. She was dancing alone with a heavy rag, stepping in strange footwork patterns. Her body arched and twirled into endless spins. And then, she was rising up and up bringing water in a splashing flurry with her to the high stained glass windows. She was washing every part of that side of the wall in that manner. She flew to the other corners like a bird, catching hold of the eaves or the beams with one hand while her other hand was free to scrub down the rest of the high places. He couldn't help but enjoy her elegance in taking up such a chore with creativity. In his heart of hearts, he was glad he was there when she fell in the well. Someday, he might tell her she would always be safe near water on his watch. But for now, he gladly cared for her from a distance.




Chapter 20

	High Lord Reiyane was a brute, an absolute tyrant who was ill-tempered. He was said to have tamed his ways since the war, but nature of a man was never easily amended. Dressed in the motley greens of his House, he carried his weight in moderation. Over the years, he gorged himself in fine foods and imported wine within the rise of his House under the management of his brother Padrad. The only reason the other Houses feared Grace was because of the command of the sixty-thousand elite warriors strong was at their disposal. But that was not enough to compete with Falshire that now was the reigning empire of the continent. Sitting here on the velvet chair with the gold-gilded frame, he waited patiently for the King of Falshire to enter the chamber. This wealth of this kingdom was his envy. Gold was on every frame, even the exquisite paintings depicting portraits of the royals. The carpeting was crimson with black leafy patterns.
	"A pleasant season, indeed, High Lord." Sundan took the seat across from him. The fineries on him only made Reiyane grow more green with envy. As if noticing, Sundan smiled grandly. "Clothes make the man, though wealth does not equate power."
	"As you say, your highness."
	"I do." The King was cryptic.
	Reiyane knew he was wrong for this kind of meeting. The courtly dealings was too complicated, too volumous for his simple mind. Padrad was better at this than he was, but he was High Lord. The soft people used their speech too much, instead of taking actions. And he was a man who acted, than talked his way out of anything. He wished he knew why in the Nine Hells did Padrad place him as the High Lord, rather than just take over already. However, he did enjoy the title and the conveniences that came with it.
	"My brother, as you well know is the reigning Emperor. Born his senior, yet under his rule, though I retain sovereignty over my kingdom."
	"Ah. I have a different dilemna than yours. I am High Lord. My brother is the Grace Captain and yet he commands the armies. I'm merely just a puppet, until I agree to his... wisdom on matters of the court."
	Sundan laughed softly then. "I envy you. I truly do. I don't have to agree on anything of the sort. Only edicts from the Emperor, whichever serves his purpose or concern."
	"Matters of the court," Reiyane remarked mocking a chuckle. "Too convoluted for me to understand. Perhaps... you could speak more directly?"
	The smile on Sundan only widened into a grin. "The ball this evening demonstrated some prospects, wouldn't you say?"
	"Which part, your highness?"
	"The first dance, of course. The children did very well on their part."
	Reiyane was so thick-headed, he couldn't see through what the King was hinting at. This conversation was really going south and to nowhere as far as he was concerned. "I would have thought better of the second dance."
	To this comment, the King could only stare at him. "The Empress and the Knight? I don't understand."
	"You are aware he's Gorran."
	"Do you see him as a political threat?"
	"I saw that he's capable of winning her favor."
	Sundan feigned a relaxed posture leaning back in his chair. "Now, that is a matter of concern. However, I doubt a boy can sway the ear of her imperial majesty."
	"Is it because he has ties to Tarenne?"
	"Well, a Knight of Tarenne hardly seems like ---- I am confused. Would it have been better if Master Talland had danced with the Empress instead?"
	Reiyane was thrown off guard with that question. What he was trying to say was that Aquine might be seeking revenge against his House, yet the King mistakened his words for currying a favorable position strategically. "No. The Eagle is an enemy of the fiefdom, your highness."
	Sundan's eyes beaded into an agate pair of falcon-like expression. "I see. In other words, so long as the empire retains subjects Gorra considers as such, then we will have conflict of interest. You are an interesting man, High Lord."
	"I merely speak the obvious, King. You have no idea the rivalry of the Houses."
	"Yes, yes, of course. The neverending feud of bloodshed."
	"You disagree with our ways? We Gorrans live by House Rules and have little room for this---this mercy concept of the courts. It is our strength to be vigilant."
	"I think you mistaken intolerance for vigilance."
	"It is our way." There was no compromise with him. He was a big stubborn block.
	Sundan let out a very soft sigh, disguising his lost patience with boredom. He reached for the bell on the stand beside him and gave it two rings. "How well I know your way of doing things. But a little entertainment while we break from a dull conversation."
	The flutist and the dancer entered the chamber. Reiyane reacted to the dancer, because he knew the woman, who now dressed in a sheer red silk lace bustier over sheer white pants that were tied with red ribbons around the ankles and red silk slippers on her feet. The flute hit a low note, extending into a sacred tune. What he saw in the square was nothing compared to this performance. It was exquisite, seeing the parts of her that was stark between the midriff from the hips. Her bare arms were smooth supple slender flexible limbs beyond that of human. As she moved to cast the lace and ribbons fleetingly, she became just moving silk. He watched with planted poison in his head. She was like a drug he couldn't escape. Her steps were heavy on purpose as the tune picked up. They were like beats to a drum with a rhythm that ever so calculatedly struck his heart, causing it to skip in his chest.
	Sundan smiled over the success of the performance after a glance at the High Lord. "Sing, Trink."
	She tripped in mid-step, reacting with surprise, but recovered her balance easily being an experienced dancer. "Which song would you like, your Royal Majesty?"
	"Trinkeran the Fair."

	Her expression was adamant. Clearly, she had a problem with the title. "It may not please your ear----"
	"A little taste of the rustic would unwind the boredom in this meeting. Proceed."
	She changed her stance into a wiry snake dance. The flutist also transformed the sound into a lone sound of writhed and riddled accordingly. It was seduction visually with the added sound of her sultry voice.
	
	"Give me one night of your love
	Take my heart in your hands..."



	Her hands ran up from her hips to the sides of her breasts while she rocked her hips in a rolling motion. She popped her chest causing her breasts to seem to explode and implode.

	"Hold me for just one night of love
	Take me in your arms...."
	
	She turned to the side and moved her body like a flowing wine that he wished could pour down his mouth.

	"Love like this only Trinkeran the Fair
	Can boldly take you on the dare
	Touch me and make me share
	For the one night even if it's a lie...."

	The performance ended with a full bow from both the flutist and the dancer. They turned to exit. Reiyane uttered in protest.
	"Uh, perhaps another performance?"
	"We have many courtly talents such as these. Your stay will be fully provided for with entertainment."
	Sundan gestured for them to leave. Reiyane could only peer with disappointment. Once they left the chamber, he began to speak.
	"What can I do to employ your dancer?"
	"You mean on a loan?"
	A smile crawled onto his lips. "I understand Falshire has no slaves, only servants. But my land is short on performers. What you have shown me is an asset, surely."
	"Well, we could part with her if our two lands could reach an agreement."
	"And that is?"
	"Your Grace Captain."
	The greed lit up in Reiyane's eyes like a voracious beast salaciously catching hold of a horde. "He is my brother of full blood. I couldn't possibly deliver him."
	"I didn't say we want him dead. Just your aid in swaying his ear. I'm sure if you put the dancer in part to persuade him, you stand a better chance."
	"And what is it you want him persuaded for?"
	"Why, the use of the armies, of course. Surely, if you tell him to stand down, we have an easier time to siege the Zand."
	"Ah, so you want to take Tarenne without a fight."
	"Yes, indeed. Will you manage that?"
	"For a dancer."
	"Not just any dancer. She is a court lady of the Empress personally."
	He sighed at length. "I shall think about it, but...if I could take on that loan while I do, perhaps I can be more inclined to think of something...."
	The Gorrans departed the city gates of Falshire with an extra carriage that may as well be a treasured gift from the Kingdom. Reiyane counted his wealth in tow. The late summer of Falshire was hot and humid, but that weather faded as they embarked on the trail to the mountains. With the elevated landscape, temperatures would fall to freezing level though nothing would turn to ice. Colors of the trees turned to the call of the next season. Leaves fell on drifts of winds. They waylaid on a hilly summit where a ring of white rocks set the boundary of the bonfire of bringing in the first Autumn moon. Beyond this point would be Gorran territory officially.The Lords of all four Houses gathered here for the ritual. There were foods, wine, incense and wind-blown reeds and wind chimes that would be the equivalence of music. But this year, Reiyane added to the tradition with his newly court talent to cause the envy of the other Lords. He was ever ready to show off, and... his ulterior motive was to invoke upset in his brother. Patting himself for being so clever, he smiled over the prospect of his scheme.
	In late afternoon, everything on there was cast with golden red sunlight. The bonfire began burning bright filling the air with fresh scent of birch. The clans gathered to make their chants heard echoing in the ravine that reverberated down three valleys between the mountains.
	"Sarulan.... Sarulan.... Sarulan.... Sarulan...." they chanted the name of that summit.
	He went to the carriage, rapping on the wood. All from his House watched at who emerged from it with mixed emotions. The children were shocked. Padrad and Passivah were dark in expression. Isinn gazed on as if with satisfaction of a worthy revenge. Dressed in ribbons with flowers in her hair, Trink came down the carriage in a heavy cloak of which was taken from her at Reiyane's hands. The make-up on her was that of a performer. Her triple layered robes were embroidered with birds and butterflies. The outer layer was kingfisher red, the middle layer was green, and the inner robe was white. In her hand was a large bell strung tamberine. He gestured for her to go toward the bonfire.
	She strode her way through the gathering as they stared at her strangely foreign beauty. Tapping on the tamberine with a beat all her own, she began to rock on her hips in her steps. She spun with arms raised, then swayed like the limbs of a willow, which brought them to think of the river Moridrell that ran through their homeland. She transitioned into The Sunset Goshawk dance while they drank and roared. Padrad jumped into her path, joining her in the same dance completing it like a pair of synchronized birds mirroring each other. The twins ran in there, too. Then others strayed in surrounding the bonfire in a throng of wild music. In the fervent humdrum of dance and music, their hearts were lost in a sea of song. Reiyane brought a conch shell and blew it, expressing a long drawn blare. It echoed at least four valleys returning to the ravine.
	"Sarulan!...Sarulan!... Sarulan!..."
	"To our home that is Gorra."
	It was a successful celebration on that summit. He blew the conch shell again at short bursts this time as he strode into the heart of the crowd. They gave way, retreating to create a path for him. He circled Trink several times, then halted to stand beside her. The three other Lords of their Houses stepped within view while the rest moved to watch.
	"I will not kin-take this one. The highest bidder may spend the night with her!" He announced.
	Trink snapped a reeling glare at him. The House of Grace were shocked to hear those words. Padrad held the look to kill Reiyane on the spot, but he saw Passivah was shuffling to usher the children for safety. His guards in plain clothes were moving into position ready for disposing the High Lord at his call. He couldn't believe he had men at his side. The twins and Isinn were being dragged away even as they were wanting to stay and witness the auction.
	"One hundred silvers." Lord Dolma of the Owl placed the first offer.
	Lord Cray of the Cardinal raised his to, "One-fifty."
	Reiyane spoke to Trink quietly. "Aren't you lucky? At your age, you are still desired by so many."
	"This was not part of the agreement you made with King Sundan."
	"The empire is far from here. The King wouldn't notice if you're gone."
	"Two hundred," the next Lord was from the House of Crane.
	"Three," Lord Dolma bidded again.
	"---Then, very well, I am free of my obligation to fulfill the agreement," she said coolly.
	"Three-fifty," Lord Cray said.
	"Four hundred," Dolma announced.
	"Five hundred," from the Crane.
	"Six hundred."
	"Seven hundred."
	"Eight hundred."
	"One thousand!" Lord Cray announced clearly.
	People hushed in that moment. Reiyane nodded. "One thousand going once!... One thousand going twice!... One thous----"
	"Ten Bluejay Archers for her," Padrad spoke loud and clear for all to hear walking into view.
	The other Lords immediately retracted their bids as they walked away returning to their clans relatively. None would challenge that offer. Bluejay Archers were elite Asmi warriors. They were a taboo subject for them ever since the last war introduced the races. Though they were female in rank, they behaved as dominantly as the male patriarchal society of Gorra. They were the anti-feminine race that competed to uphold a matriarchal society over all. And for this occasion to have them mentioned... illicit omen was imminent. 
	The two brothers exchanged a brief look. Their hard feelings were mutual. The High Lord to his Grace Captain was one of contempt, while the other was angry without words. Trink was grateful that he had stepped up to the occasion, rescuing her from the claws of a brute. Though she was ready to defend herself.Padrad took hold of his prize, walking her with him to the carriage. He climbed up to the driver seat, groping for the reins, and simply drove off. His guards mounted their horses, following with weapons ready. Passivah and the children were sandwiched between the next group of guards. The Bluejays were also revealing themselves on the parapet above them, hopping over the rock cairns and through shrubbery to keep up with the slow riders below.




  Chapter 21

	The night was still young after dinner. The fireplace was well lit. The others had excused themselves resting for the night. Only Padrad, Trink, and the two eldest boys remained at the table. He went to bring out his bottle of finest wine from the shelf where he stored his private collection. She had been quiet all this time. A glass was placed before her. He poured into it filling it halfway, then put the bottle down to stand beside the glass like a keeper. She stared at it a while, her fingers tapping lightly on the table. The boys went to bring the chalice, placing it on the table. Talland pulled out a small knife still in its sheath of silver adorned with emeralds and opals. He unlaced his leather bracers, pulling them off and dropping them. The sleeve was rolled back to bare his forearm. He pressed his hand on the knife, sliding it hilt first across the table toward her.
	"Christen me," he spoke.
	Her eyes came up like a fierce creature of the dark forest. His father was the one who insulted and humiliated her in public. Calmly and coldly, she picked up the glass, draining it like water, then grimaced, slamming the glass on the table breaking it. Blood was in her palm where the shards cut it. She was fuming at this point. Abruptly, she snatched up the bottle marching to the big wide window, where the view of the courtyard was visible under the bright moonlight outside. She drank straight from the bottle resting her free wrist on the pane as she leaned slightly forward. Padrad came to her side, gazing out the window with a quiet sigh.
	"Tal!" Roen cried out, but he was too slow to stop what his cousin was doing.
	The youth had slit his own wrist, letting the blood out into the chalice. He stood there resolute and proud to see how it flowed from him into the clear wine staining it. The couple ran from the window toward him. Padrad quickly held the wound as Roen ran for linens and bandages.
	"Idiot boy!" Trink scolded, clasping him in one arm as he grew weak on his legs, and was putting the bottle down on the table with the other. He grabbed for it then taking a hard choking draw, spitting it up afterwards.	
	"That's... not wine... too bitter." His eyes were spinning.
	She gazed upon him not realizing a smile was crawling onto her lips, though her eyes were crying. She held a body this way once. It grew cold in her arms then, but not tonight. Not again. While the others worked on stitching him up and bandaging his wrist, she peered down his pale face, taking another swig from the bottle. Her palm was bleeding, too. Padrad took care of that next. They helped Talland sit down. She took up the bottle and drank from it again. Padrad had to stop her himself. She peered at him with silence. Another long moment passed before she surrendered the bottle. He drank the rest of it as if he was drinking her up, then threw the bottle into the fireplace. 
	She began to undo the silk belt to shed the robes, revealing what was beneath. What she had on was not undergarment. Leather armor from vest to leggings down to the faux slippers. Ringed knives trailed from around the ribs to her arms and thighs. The boys could only gawk at her body with new found fear. She leaned forth, taking the chalice in her palms. Raising it to her lips, she closed her eyes and drank from it, tears spilling from the corners of her eyes. Padrad had to turn his face away, helpless in the moment. The chalice was set down. She swiped the blood wine off her lips.
	"Talland," she said, walking toward him. He came down on his knees, ready to be instructed. "I didn't spill my blood in there. So, we are not married in this ceremony."
	He looked to his uncle, who gestured for him to stand up. He rose to his height carefully. She smiled to him, though her eyes were with tears. Such pain. She cupped his face in her palms bringing his lips to her mouth for a real kiss. It was gentle and sensual, tasting of that strangely exotic wine, only it was sweet at the moment. Then, she released him. He was swallowing his suddenly dry mouth.
	"From now on, I'm just a stranger to you," she said. "Think of me as that one night you wish you could forget."
	"I don't want to."
	"Yeah, same here," Roen seconded.
	"I don't think I can either," Padrad put in.

	"I'm wrong for you."
	The man turned up his head with a locking gaze. He walked up to her. His arms came around her waist. "I doubt I'm wrong with what my eyes see plainly. Even if I'm wrong, I don't ever want to be right about you."
	"Lying to yourself again."
	"I won't make you a widow. And that's a promise."
	"But if I make you the widower?"
	He could glower at her in his look. He shifted his gaze at the two boys briefly. "I won't let you while I live."

	"I need another bottle of Pruzian Black."
	They kept each other in check. Neither was drinking the night away, but she did go to sleep. Padrad eventually drifted off into deep slumber sitting against the bedroom door. The boys were also guarding the front door. She knew she couldn't escape them tonight, but she knew she needed to carry out her mission soon before the blood moon rises. So, she stayed in Gorra for a while.
	That while of peace hardly lasted three days. They were besieged by Reiyane himself, having called the other three Houses to band their small armies together behind him. Isinn walked outside, hearing the sounds of people chattering of fear. She went to the gates, peering out seeing the armies setting up camp. In a panic, she ran screaming in a hysterical tantrum, which was an alarming scene disturbing the people from within the walls. Trink marched up to her, gave her a really hard-knuckle punch in the face, then dragged her off back indoors. She waved to the guard to put down his crossbow. He sighed with relief, shaking his head incredulously, then returned to his post facing the sieging army.

	The children were in shock. This was the first time experiencing war at their own doorsteps, yet their enemy was none other than kin. The twins were calm enough. They retrieved their mother in her disgraceful state. Trink looked at them, hating how history was repeating itself. Padrad's two older boys actually donned their modified riding gear to accommodate the occasion. Leather all over, they had quivers of bolts ready, fully equipped with long daggers for swords. To her eyes, they were young, too young for this. Aithen was also given armor. Passivah added a light tunic over it to disguise. He was armed with a sling on a fork and a pouch of pebbles planted tightly to his belt. Something cracked inside of Trink; she marched her way outside. Roen and Denthe were at her heels.
	"Get back inside."
	Roen scratched at the itch on his forehead, softly clearing his throat. "Yes, Mother." Although he didn't budge, until she turned to square him sternly in the face. They went back inside, but as soon as she went ahead a few strides, they opened the door. 
	"Back inside and stay put!" she snapped.
	They retreated and shut the door quickly enough. She went to the northeastern wall, climbing the steps to get to the parapet overlooking the siege down below. No catapults, which was a good sign. She walked over to the archer tower where Padrad, in full armor, was standing. Here was a full bird's eye view of the twenty-thousand soldiers below: ten-thousand foot soldiers armed with shields and short swords, five thousand charioteers, and five more thousand of pikemen. She didn't know how Padrad maintained his own armies, if there were improvements, but this was an alarming number over a feud.
	"They mean to purge us."
	"They?" Padrad asked mootly. "He is trying to intimidate me with brute might."
	And that sounded to her clearly that his army was significantly smaller or weaker. "Deliver me to him."
	"Like hell----NO!"
	She was about to speak, but he turned around with so much passion he could really start a war on the spot that she held her tongue.
	"You know what they will do to you if that happens." His eyes narrowed. "I'm not about to hand over another victim for twenty years. My sons will count their days in shame if I'm to be the coward that can't protect the woman I love."
	"My Lord, lands and mountains outweigh beauty."
	"You're not just a beautiful woman. You're my woman."
	She paled and then blushed. As old as she was, she didn't think that could happen at this day and age after all she had been through. "I don't like our odds, Grace Captain."
	"Don't worry. We'll last, and then re-enforcements will arrive." He looked at the sieging army again.
	"Re-enforcements...?" When did he send for that?
	"Yes, Niele rank."
	Her stomach sank and then turned belly up on her. Not Niele. That would not be good.
	"I also have Pruzia's support."
	She gazed upon him then, fully impressed. "Twenty years. Has it been that long between us?"
	"Eighteen spring-autumns and counting, dear."

	She turned to watch the camp being set up. Reiyane was standing outside his tent. The barricade surrounding his base was being constructed. Sadness made her somber in a morose moment. What could she possibly say now to stop this madness? Brothers fighting brothers over her. She was an instrument of the empire that put this wedge between them. Was that guilt putting in that logic? Or were they always ready to kill each other? And she gave them the excuse.
	"You've grown soft," Padrad remarked. "What changed?"
	She reacted in surprise, realizing her mood had surfaced enough for him to notice. There were a couple of things she was hiding from him. How could she explain any of it to him? It was the tenderness from a dark prison cell that changed her. She felt the onslaught of those vivid memories coming on. Walking down the steps, she made herself strong again, sealing off the tears. Padrad swept her in his arms, drawing her behind a raised wooden wall. Their eyes locked, but she was miles away from him.
	"No, don't, not another twenty years!"
	"Padrad...." she wanted to beg him.
	"I can't lose you again!"
	"I want Reiyane," she seethed.
	"To hell with him! He will die for this!"
	She slapped him. He was shocked by it, but was still unawake to the matter. She raised her palm for the second one and he groped her wrist hard. "He is your blood! I can't have that on your conscience. You can hate me forever----"
	"You think I don't know that?! Tyran was the same way, and it cost him while we paid the rest. So, don't lecture me about that horseshit!"
	His oldest brother, the man she once loved with failure. There was a time when that name meant something to her, but not anymore, not since Padrad's warmth. But her heart was torn between him and a certain little girl whom she hadn't seen in over a dozen years. There she stood, letting fall her eyes, a bitter frown cast upon her lips.
	"It's the Empress, isn't it?"
	"I...I wish I could die---!"
	He enveloped her in his arms, rocking her with him in the cold autumn afternoon, where the reddish golden sun was setting at the edge of the sky just above the rooftops. Trapped with secrets and hidden things she couldn't speak openly, she dared not cry for fear of divulging any of it. Not even wine gave her the excuse. Everything had been bitter in her mouth under the Empress. 

	In the cloak of night, she snuck out the hidden hole in the wall, crawling through it. Wandering through the shrubs and grass, she went looking for moonstones. Before long, she was surrounded by enemy soldiers. She didn't resist. But they gagged her and tied her up for precaution. She was raised above six shoulders as they delivered her to Reiyane's camp. He met them seeing her as she was with a hearty laugh.
	"Aren't you the obedient lamb coming back to me?" He gestured for them to untie her to move her to the make-shift lattice where they bound her limbs to the wooden cross beams so that she was spread eagle on it. Her weapons were stripped from her. He took out a whip and gave her intense lashings. She gritted to each painful rip at her skin. He walked up close, breathing in her scent. "Scream, you bitch. Or do I have to spend time with you?"
	She couldn't speak even if she tried. All that pain had tightened up her jaw with the help of the cold near freezing night air. A howling seemed to swoon up through the forest that cropped up around the mountains. Sweat on her skin only made it worse.
	The whipping continued until he sprained his wrist. He took a swig of numbwine and spat that on her, waking her from unconsciousness. A viscious lust took over his eyes as he looked at her weakened state. He began to undo the cords to his pants, pulling up his tunic. Rubbing at her crotch he searched for a way to insert into her womanhood that seemed to be elusive at the moment. She whimpered in protest. He was forcing his way in with his finger. It was so painful, her vagina felt like skin was ripping. In a cry at the raw tear, barbs pushed through the flesh of her arms and exploded like bolts in every direction. Wherever they landed, black poisonous briars sprang up out of the ground. Reiyane screamed in terrible pain as he took three in the face, one of which shot through his left eye. He writhed in a twitching bout of spasms. Others nearby could only scream in horror as they ran to their deaths while the briars encompassed them, crushing them piercing their armor with the giant thorns. Some had braved up into hacking the briars with whatever weapon they had in hand, a fatal mistake. The splints that got cut would fall to the ground or on other branchings and grew even faster, fiercer than before. Fire oil was thrashed at the monstrosity that lumed like a black mass. Flamed arrows were shot into it burning the black agate limbs. A howl of a human voice was heard through the hollows of the briar that by now had grown to the size of a house. The forest surrounding them echoed the call of that howl. Trees spawned out a mist to dampen the fires containing it. Spores of poison were blown in the direction of the sieging army camps. Any human unfortunate enough to breathe in the misty air had their throat clotted in sudden swelling, suffocating them to death. Others who had the instinct to run escaped with their lives.
	Overnight, that was how over half the sieging army was devastated, laying on the land in a waste of bodies with partial carnage of dismembered limbs with blood soaking the soil beneath them. Only a pyre was kept burning in the far corner which was the source where Reiyane's camp was. The flames grew white in the late morning, waning down to the size of a man. The small party emerged from within the walls through the raised portcullis. They were careful in approaching the open graveyard littered with fresh corpses. The stench caused them to cover their noses and mouths. Some couldn't stomach any of it, either visually or catching a whiff of death. Padrad held a gauze to his face as he made his way up to the camp. Once there, the air was clean with the scent of incense filling the area. He watched the flames burn away the briars, turning into white ash, but more grew in its place feeding the fire. As he tried to walk around it, the briars moved blocking him. He unsheathed his iron sword. Raising his shield, he moved in cleaving at the briar's ashes, prodding a hole that revealed what was on the other side.
	"Triiiink!" He cried out in anguish.
	In deafening madness, he hacked and pushed his way through the burning briars. When he did break through, he met someone over her face. The eyes were silver-blue. An effagy overlaying her face was that of a white mare, snowy mane straggling down her shoulders and breasts. Thistles and roses grew around her body covering her lower extremities, though her bare legs were left in the open. Trink was in massive pain as was evident in the tears streaking her quivering grimace.
	"Release her," he said coldly.
	"Call out the Lords of the Houses," she replied in a sultry voice.
	He paced, steadying the iron sword in his hand, as if weighing the best response. "I will if you release her. At least, lower the barrier, please."
	The briars receded far enough to allow others to enter the campsite. He barked out the order to his men to inform Roen of his whereabouts. That was enough to send the summons for the other Lords. While they waited for the gathering, Padrad paced around his brother's corpse like it was a barricade keeping him in the trench from reaching his goal.
	"You're no stranger to magic."
	"I've seen enough in my lifetime."
	The effagy laughed precariously. Although, he had a fair guess who she was, rather than to refer to her as such. Who could mistaken her for that white mane? He had heard stories about her since the war. Although, he didn't realize it at the moment, he met her just once years ago during the war.
	"I remember you," she said. "You tried to stand in my way once."
	He stood, expression locking into a curious stare. "When would that be?"
	"Matters of the tree, you wanted to intervene."
	That hit home. He straightened in a simmering moment. This witch, this evil vile excuse for a woman stole his love with that made-up tradition. It was a lie! "You!" he raved. "You invoked that lie. The Asmi had no such tradition."
	"Ah, but they agreed."
	"Indeed, they did." He looked past the overlay at Trink. "They sold her out. That's how you cheated her into this-this-this forsaken prison."
	"Is that the way to speak to your Empress?"
	He grated his teeth before speaking carefully. "You're the Empress of the land you forged. Mine is still free until you subjugate it."
	"I think I will, Padrad of Gorra."
	He made no rebuttal to her threat, which he knew was very real and capable.The conch shell horn was sounded from the tallest archer tower. It took on a rhythmic tune that resembled the cry of hawks ringing through the valley bouncing off the mountains. He listened, hearing the return signals, then reverted his eyes on her again.
	"They're on the way." He paced again, balancing his sword the whole while.
	The horses were galloping hard up the low hill. Roen led the way through the edge of the killing field with the three Lords behind him. They were alarmed at the litter of bodies, all terror struck, but they followed the youth up to the camp. After dismounting, they made their way into the proximity of the earthly goddess sitting on the female prisoner to their dismay. The Lords could only stare between tremblings. They had never seen such a thing before. Roen, however, was afraid for Trink's life more than he was afraid of the Empress.
	Padrad looked at the Lords. All of them had made a bid to savage his love not too long ago. They now were abhorred at the sight of her. He faced the distant Empress again.
	"We are here, Lords of our Houses."
	She smiled widely, raising Trink with her, baring the prisoner's breasts. "Who wants to be High Lord?" The Lords shied from the sight of the blood stained skin of those charming breasts, except Padrad who kept his face unreadable. "No? Nobody?" She lay back down, letting out a yawning sigh. "I guess Gorra is without one for a while, then. Padrad, you will play Regent of Gorra until that day comes."
	"Empress, why not name one of us now?"
	"I will think about it."
	In other words, she had yet to decide who was worthy. He understood that much from his interpretation of her reply. At the moment, his main concern was for Trink's release.
	"In the mean time, Empress?"
	"Hmm?... Oh!" Giggles. "I will nurse Trink back to health for you. She has done a great boon for me in disposing that brute."
	The rose briars grew sending their vines around Trink's entire body, then pulled her into the heart. His eyes widened in total fear. He hopped forward cleaving at the blackening branches.
	"NO! No!... No!... No!..." 
	He fought the briars uselessly. The flames around them died down to embers leaving behind white ashes. But she was gone. He cleaved his way through the bulk of it finding nothing in between. Angrily, he turned around facing the others. The Lords cowered in fear for their lives. They came down on their knees groveling, palms clasped begging for him to spare them. He was not his brothers. He had sense even in the mist of anger. He remembered what was important to him. At least, there was a chance for her return, even if the Empress had her for the time being.
	"Regent, spare us, please!" They chorused each other even as he walked away. Only when he was mounted on the horse, did they change the words to thank him.
	Roen rode behind him with the guards. They remained silent following his lead. He ordered for the fields to be cleared. The bodies were moved and dumped into the ravine two valleys down. It was a rich feeding ground for carrions.




Chapter 22

	Roen watched his father sit by the fireplace, cleaning the iron sword. Bloodied rags were strewn on the floor. His mother picked them up and left a basket full of fresh clean ones for the man to use. There seemed to be endless blood on that sword no matter how much was wiped off it. He wondered what manner of magic had afflicted the blade. His brothers and cousins sat quietly at the table, staring at their father with hardly a bite of their meals. Lady Isinn was the newly made widow with a really bad shine on her left eye. She tapped his arm lightly for attention. He turned facing her. She pointed to the wine shelf with a mendicant nod with her lips funneling into the word, "please." He nodded, obliging her request. The best wine in the house was none other than Pruzian Black. Second to this was Cascan Brosia, but that special wine was for matrimonial occasions in the southlands. He wondered why his father had that in the collection. The rest were blends ranging from rose wine to cypress brandy, along with meade and ale. He brought out two, one Pruzian Black and one Birchwood Brandy setting them on the table with round bottom glasses. He poured the Pruzian Black in one. She took that up for a sip. He was surprised, eyes following the glass to her mouth. She reacted as if another punch hit her and she was ready to weep. He turned around to his father, and decided to bring the bottle and the glass over.
	The man stopped wiping upon seeing the bottle. He took it straight to his mouth for long swig. His lips wrapped around the spout as if he was in love with the wine. After that, he sighed, eyelids dropping dull-like as he hugged the bottle to his chest. The sword lay across his lap glistening with blood seeping through the blade. Roen set the glass on the mantel. He went to remove the blade from his father, next, lifting it over the fire seeing the blood would steam and bubble when heat singed it.
	"Father, is it possible that this is her blood?"
	"It is. The rose thrived on it to grow."
	"Then, why did you...?"
	"I didn't cut her, just the bush."
	"How can we fight an enemy with this... do I even call it sorcery?"
	"I don't give a damn what it is."

	His father's tone was with such vehemence that he was taken aback. Several droplets of the bubbling blood splattered onto his skin, burning the bare part of his chest where his shirt was open. He moaned stepping back as if a pincer struck him there. Padrad jumped to his feet, taking the sword from his hand. His father laid him down the floor, while the rest of his family ran to gather around him.
	"I'm fine, Father," he said, even though his skin was peeling where the poison took root.
	"Shut the hell up!"Padrad ripped his son's shirt open. "Water...water---WATER!" Denthe ran to the table to bring over a pitcher. But in his haste, Padrad dumped the wine onto the wound instead before the boy reached him.
	Pain as he had never experienced tore into his nerves. He screamed out in agony writhing uncontrollably knocking into Denthe tripping him into a fall and dropping the whole pitcher onto him. The water spilled all over him. He calmed with steam rising from his chest where he was burned alive. He moaned, looking incredibly at the wound on him. It scabbed quickly into a scar resembling a distinctly familiar bird. He realized he had been branded.
	Padrad looked at his son with a mix of ambivalence. One part of him was relieved that the pain ended, but new dangers were ahead for Roen if he stayed here. However, there was a glimmer of hope in this situation. They clasped hands and he pulled his son into sitting up. There was new understanding between them. He went to wrap the blade up in a long swath of rags that soon soaked up the blood turning it maroon red. While he did that, his firstborn stood up to meet him.
	"Father."

	"Take this blade, and go up the mountains. Find the remnants of the House of Eagle. They have a blacksmith who could forge a sibling for this one. His name is Thoran. Remember to bathe this blade in water each day or as need be."
	"How many men do I bring with me?"

	"You go alone, son. Don't come back until you are a man with your own sword."
	"Father, I will accompany him," Aithen volunteered.
	Padrad turned to his third born son as if he was ready to whip his hide. "You're too young."
	"I know the mountains as much as all the maps ever drawn."
	"No. You will have to wait until you are coming of age, then you may go----"
	"Then, I will go with Roen," Talland stepped up resolutely. "I am the oldest of my family."
	The two youths were close in age, only half a year apart to be exact. Isinn had little to say in the matter. She watched them with weepy eyes.
	"No, you may have to take up the seat as High Lord----"
	"I will not, Uncle! My father paid a shitty price with that. I'd rather find my way to be a man of worth."
	Isinn walked away back to the table and worked on opening the brandy. She had nothing to do with anything else that transpired here. Revvine and the two younger boys observed in silence at a loss for words. The man contemplated a while before conceding to the decision for them to pair up on the road. Thus, they made provision for the journey. 
	At departure, it was sweet sorrow among them. The two grown boys were garbed warmly in pelts and woolen cloaks. They were on horseback, but promised to release the horses after a distance so the animals could return with a message that they were safely out of Grace territory. The sword was slung to Roen's back. Talland carried double daggers strapped to his back. The visible weapon of his choice was short bow with a quiver full of arrows. They rode off into the distance over the wide grassy prairie hill that led the way to the mountains that had soft peaks of snow. The family that stayed behind watched them with longing to re-unite someday soon.
	On their own for the first time was a bit surreal in the first few days. Roen was glad to find a bubbling brook where he placed the blade in the water, which miraculously washed the blood stains to the point that the wrap turned adequately white. Even Talland was amazed by the transformation. They both dared not drink the water downstream, only upstream and before rinsing the blade. At night, they took shelter under ledges of rock with a good fire going. The food rations began to deplete, so they knew they had to start hunting game before winter arrived. Into the third week, they managed to eat fox and quail. As close as they were being brothers, they would sit against each when sleeping during the night, right by the fire. The temperature dropped to near freezing as the heart of autumn approached with the waxing moon.
	One afternoon, some not-so-unfamiliar strangers made their presence known to them. Roen and Talland gave each other the signal to be ready for battle. Within moments, the sheer dozens of Bluejay Archers came out of the trees. Each maiden was dressed fully in leather armor with short fur cloaks. The boys recognized these warriors on the spot with the one detail that was the trademark, which was the feathers in their hair. The leader stepped forth with a smile.
	"Good evening, Master Grace."
	"We're both that, which one of us are you referring to?" Roen said.
	"I can't tell you apart," she replied, "but I have orders to keep you company."
	Talland leaned over to his cousin. "I doubt that very much."
	"I think she can hear you, brother," Roen replied through his teeth.
	The Bluejays moved in shrinking the circle around them. "I admit, we volunteered to be within speaking distance of you. Now, which one of you is Talland?"
	The boys gulped, but they were not willing to give up that information. Stories were told about these maidens, especially when they came of age to undergo a rite of passage by conquest. It was their code of conduct. Those stories came straight from Padrad himself. They knew he carried battle scars over those stories.

	"The nights here are cold. It is better that we share in each other's fire."
	"A very generous offer, but we have a mission on our hands," Roen said. "Perhaps after we return from its completion, much is obliged."
	"Mmmmmmm," she drawled as if he was a delicious piece of meat already. "The boys from Grace are definitely well educated."
	The other maidens echoed in laughter. One added to the comment with, "I really like him. He has a spine."
	"Sisters, this one might require seven of us to hold him down."
	He broke into a cold sweat. Talland backed into him. They were completely surrounded by warriors who had done nothing but train in fighting since the day they turned five. The leader began walking toward him.
	"Don't worry, young lordlings, it would be our honor to bear your seed."
	At this point, the boys drew their weapons. Roen had his alternate short sword ready while Talland wielded double daggers. They fought in perfect unison lasting the first three Bluejays. When the others joined in, they were taking kicks from the side and the back. Adrenaline pumped into Roen with renewed strength. He resorted to pulling out the sword on his back. With little thought, he moved to strike down his opponents as was practiced. His first real victim screamed on contact. He swung for the next closest one, who ducked in time to avoid the blow. Talland stayed close behind him fearlessly. The Bluejays retreated like a pack of wolves giving up their prey, being that one fallen was a stark warning of how deadly Grace boys were. Genuine fear were on their faces.
	"May we help our sister?" The leader asked politely.
	The boys moved a distance away, allowing her to approach the fallen. It was a minor wound. There was no visible open cuts or anything of the sort, but she was shaken as if something painful had struck her. And that was with the wrapping still on the blade. Roen couldn't imagine what would happen if he had unsheathed it to kill. He slung the blade onto his back and sheathed his other sword. Talland was still guarded as they backed away out of there. The Bluejays never let them out of sight, but they knew to keep a distance since.
	As weeks grew colder, they became closer eventually. At one point, a peace offering was made. A beaver was brought to them. The Bluejay put the fresh kill down and walked back a distance. Neither of the boys were willing to touch it. They went to fish for themselves instead. Trout was swimming upstream. That was pleasant until a bear appeared. Without much ado of anything, a rain of arrows fell down on the beast. The Bluejays proudly re-asserted their presence preening themselves over the hunt with smiling glances at the Grace boys. They were impressed, but they also feared being in too close contact than to let their guard down. The full pelt was cured and dried, then offered properly. The Bluejay wore it over her stark body without anything else, walking toward the Grace boys.
	"It will be a long journey where you are going, Master Grace. I offer you this pelt to better serve you."
	Roen was still distrustful. She was so harmless without her weapons or anything. Talland was hesitant at first, but he eventually gave her the benefit of the doubt, which quickly turned into a mistake. She was shivering when she took off the pelt proffering it up in her arms. As soon as he reached out touching the fur, she moved fast, wrestling him into rolling with her a couple strides away. Arrows struck the ground at Roen's feet preventing him from further pursuit. The others wasted no time rushing to help her subdue her captive, pinning him down and twisting his arms.
	"Roen!"
	They reacted with surprise upon hearing Talland call out to his cousin. Almost instantly, they released him standing up with new found respect for the standing lordling. Roen was the prize they wanted. He could tell from the way they looked at him. His cousin straggled up to his feet and ran to his side then. The naked one stood as if the cold didn't bother her at all, though her nipples were hard.
	"So you are Padrad's eldest. He's a beautiful man."
	"You can certainly say that to his face."
	"Why can't we be friends? My mother is on very good terms with him."
	He sheathed his sword, picking up the pelt. "I also know she sent you to me for a purpose. I'll take the gift, but not the offer, thank you." He handed it to Talland.
	"You know our customs."
	"I do." He was wry in tone and dreary in the expression.
	She had eyes that took on a wild pleasure in sizing him up and down. "All right, so be it. My sisters are here voluntarily. But I personally... pledge to deliver you safely to wherever your journey takes you."
	"I hope to fulfill my quest soon...." Although he trailed, he meant to say her name.
	"Call me," she grinned, "Sarulan."
	The boys took on a dead pan look staring back at her. That was not a pleasant name for them, not since it was the place that started the chain of events leading to this quest for a sword, disguising the hopeful resurrection of a fallen House.
	She began to dress before their eyes, covering her bareness. If she had been some other maiden her age, they would have appreciated such a scene, but being that they were conditioned to fear her race, that fear outweighed everything pleasant about her. After that, she happily led the party to camp within reach of the boys. The others were just as impressed with what they probably considered to be high quality eye candy. Being outnumbered by them can be the most alarming predicament to be stuck in. They were very stubborn with their Choice for mating. Such a culture was the reverse of the Gorrans, but would likely resemble the southlands where boys were taught to court girls to the point of considering it a game.
	Closer and closer with each day's passing, the Bluejays moved in gaining trust of their charge. They finally gathered at the same campfire. Sarulan loved sitting at Roen's side. The smiles from the girls were sweet and enticing. They turned out to be counterparts of Gorrans by ethnic traits being that they were a generation of half Gorrans themselves. Now, why didn't his father mention that part?
	"Teach me that dance," she said.
	"Which dance?"
	"The one your father danced with his partner at the Sunset Summit."
	He reacted with askance. "That... uh...."
	"What was your birth name?" Talland asked to change the subject.
	"Does my name bother you?"
	"Yes, it does."
	"Why?"
	"It is offensive that you take the name of sacred ground for yourself. Imagine if I were to take on your favored tree as my name. Wouldn't that offend you?"
	"Hmm, perhaps. Which tree would that be?"
	"Cypress."
	She was indeed offended. Her countenance confirmed so. "My mother named me Asmalani."
	"I think that's a better name. It suits you."
	"You think so?" she asked Roen instead.
	"The rising sunset," Roen struggled with the translation.
	"The rolling sunset," she corrected him. "You know our language, too."
	"Uh...just a little."
	Talland pulled in his smile, rubbing a fist under his nose. The girl next to him offered him her wineskin. He took a swig thanking her.
	"I'm called Asamil."
	"Pretty name, like the river." He was feeling hazy seeing doubles.
	"I like Talland, the tall and strong." She touched his face, drawing him in for a kiss.
	Roen swallowed seeing his cousin had given in to the charms of the Bluejay. He felt his own horn was coming up between his legs fast just from watching them. Turning away, he found Asmalani's lips on his, just a hair's breath away. For some reason, the image of Aquine's sister jumped into his mind, though his manhood was telling him he could replace that with this girl's body at the moment. His heart beat down that logic soon enough when he caught sight of the scar on his chest as soon as she pulled back his shirt collar. He backed away slowly, standing up taking the wrapped sword to rinse it. She chose to follow him, unwilling to give up.
	"You will never win my heart. Even if you succeed on the night I forget to safeguard my body."
	"I only want your seed. Is that so wrong?"
	He gave her a look out of the corner of his eyes. "I'd rather not have a child that grows up to hate me."
	She frowned curiously. "I don't understand. I heard your ways are just as simple."
	"Most Gorrans are. I happen to be the exceptional. I prefer to father my own, just not tonight or for a while."
	"Then, I will win your heart. I want to live in a house."
	"What, give up all this starlit night sky?"
	"Yes," she replied seeming to bathe in his handsome face.
	He chuckled shaking his head. "Stay here. I need time to my private thoughts."
	She stayed behind for like ten paces, before tagging behind. He went to plunge himself into the cold stream nearby. For some odd reason, he hugged the blade to himself in the icy water. In a way, it was like he was holding Trink as he let the water cleanse the sword and himself. He climbed onto the bank to sit on a rock holding the sword resting the hilt over his shoulder. After a while, she draped a warm pelt cloak over him, then sat quietly beside him, learning his character and habits in the days to come. As he drifted off, a memory echoed in his mind:
	"You like my sister? She's prettier than Countess Revvine...."
	They were young and still had time.Roen and Talland made a pact to carry out their quest no matter what, even with their lives put into it. Fate had other paths for them. A couple years would pass until they would meet the one woman who meant hope along the way as well as bringing them back this way again, but it would be in glorious battle. They would earn great fame to their names beside her, yet neither would be able to touch her, only to guard her life as they brought on together an insurgence for the Empire to reckon with fearfully.













Chapter 23

	As promised, Trink was released.
	The blood moon arose in the sky of that dark deep autumn night. It was full between the clearing of clouds. A peddler's wagon had pulled on the roadside on the way to Gorra, waylaid on purpose to meet a pair of riders that rode hard on a gallop to make good time.
	Trink could only stare at the accomplished Royal Squire as if she had fulfilled her heart's desires. She wished circumstances were different. As old as she was now, she spent much of her life pining for this moment. From the darkness in a cell to the espionage travels on the road only to wind up here as a fortune teller in disguise meeting Ikrah. Young, beautiful, with a reputable title to her name under the Zandrian King's wing. She looked up to Aquine pleasantly.
	"Might I speak with Lady Ikrah privately, please?"
	He nodded, though his eyes fell on Ikrah before stepping outside. "Just call when you need me."
	"I will, Brother."
	Once they were alone, Trink reached out with her palms. "I will need your hands to read your fortune."
	"Frankly, I don't believe in superstitions. But my brother insists you are very convincing."
	"It is to gladden your heart at least."
	Ikrah was still skeptical, but she extended her left palm. Trink elated the very moment she was allowed to touch the young lady. Tearful, she was overwhelmed with joy for a moment. She calmed herself, and proceeded to speak.
	"I feel great power in you, though you keep it dormant for survival."
	"I was taught that, I believe. It was so long ago, I can't remember." Ikrah spoke as her gaze became distant on the latter.
	"What would you like to know, my Lady?"
	"My birth. Whose family did I belong to?" Pause. "Or have I already found it in Aquine? The blood he carries in his veins is the same as mine, and yet something is not quite right."
	"You are not an Eagle by birth, my Lady. Tell me, are you curious about your mother? Have you ever wondered about her?"
	Ikrah nodded. "I have. Does it say here what she was like?"
	Trink looked at the lines in the palm. "It does say she was a noble Niele."
	"N-Niele...?" The young woman's expression was alarmed and perplexed.
	"Yes, a fallen soul in the War of Olstare."
	"How...how did she die?"
	Trink hesitated long enough to be interrupted by Aquine who had entered the wagon. He was gazing at her with a hard stare before relenting to look at Ikrah. His expression was one of grave consternation. He beckoned with his chin at his sister to go outside. She nodded frowning petulantly as she had wanted the answer to her question. Once the door was closed, Aquine crawled to the small table placing a fist on it.
	"You said to just see her, nothing more."
	"She wants to know her birthright. How dare you hide her from the truth?"
	"Because she will surely die the moment she finds out. You of all people should know that!" he grated with a hushed tone.
	"She can't die," Trink retorted. "The melding protects her."
	"That may be, but it's not perfect. Or else our mother would still be alive now."
	Trink caught the pronoun "our", though she didn't bring it back up. "That's only because she underestimated the viciousness of the enemy. Niele fell that year because her head----"
	"That's enough, Trink. She's my sister, she will live out her life in peace without your meddling."
	"You... know something, don't you?" she said slowly.
	"I've seen how it is around the palace and the Mage Academy. There is a hidden agenda for all girls her age to be tested, then isolated.... I have never seen one return from that. Now, why would such an edict from the Emperor himself be implemented? You were the one who didn't tell me anything when I asked the questions."
	"What would you have me tell you now?"
	He gritted his molars which showed how much tension he had in his jaws. "Keep your fortune telling. I will have our fortune as is."
	"You can't protect her forever, keep her sheltered from blood and bones. They will come for her eventually."
	"No, it's you who will lead them to her. I will not allow that to happen."
	With that, he made his exit taking Ikrah with him. She gave him a brief look as they walked to their horses before turning her head back at the peddler's wagon. He noticed where she was looking. Swiftly, he pulled the hood over her head rushing her off to be mounted. They charged off on a hard gallop down the road back to town. Trink raised the curtain to see out the window. She knew she had intrigued the Royal Squire enough to return to her later. Letting fall the blinds, she sat back. She prepared herself mentally, putting a leather strap to her teeth. Pulling back the sleeve to her arm, she drew a knife from her side. The blade was put to cutting the topical part of her flesh. She groaned in terrible pain, biting down hard on the leather. After that, with breaking in a hard and heavy sweat, she cried in pain as she pulled a black branch of thorns out from underneath that cut. The blade clattered onto the table. She reached for a vile that contained a powder from her pouch. As she applied that medicine to the wound, she had to fight every ounce of her being from writhing uncontrollably as pain stung like the Nine Hells had gripped her senses. Crying and whimpering, she gritted on the leather strap with tears coming out of her red-shot eyes. Even the bandaging was painful as the cut was raw.
	She made her way out of the cabin of the wagon to sit on the front where she took to the reins. The Road to Summons was retrieved from under the seat. It was a pure white arrow carved intricately with a hidden message in the images. She thought about Ikrah with hope. Then, she threw it to the side letting it fly to wherever it decided to go, bouncing with the glow of fireflies darting into the forest. The destined will receive it one day, if she was let out to wander this way again. Trink slapped on the animals with the reins to move.
	By the time, she reached the Grace House residence, she was weak from fatigue and the wound. Padrad was alerted ahead of time. As soon as the gates opened, he was there waiting. Within moments, he ran toward the wagon to catch her, putting his hands on her hips as she stepped off. She recoiled from pain in the arm that inadvertently leaned on him. He held her fast in surprise.
	"What happened?"
	"Later."
	He left the question hanging. They went inside away from prying eyes. She slumped down in a seat laying her forearm on the chair arm, wincing in pain. He was lifting her sleeve to examine the bandages. Passivah went to bring in linens, bandages, and medicinal ointment for surgery.
	"That's just one," Trink said tightly. Jabbing out her other arm. "I need you to help me on this arm. Cut me open to remove the thorn. It's now or never."
	"Don't you need numbwine? Something to alleviate the pain----"
	"No. If I sleep, it will grow. Hurry, before the blood moon falls.Please!"
	"It will hurt."
	She braced herself with a piece of her cloak put between her teeth. He sanitized a knife over a candle before cutting into her forearm deep enough to see the barb in there. She gritted as he held her arm down prying the barb out with the blade. She fought herself to stop from shrieking while her nerves thronged in tormenting pain. Pulling this one out took a few trials as it took root close to her bone. Ultimately, he succeeded. When done, she was all sweat and panting from exertion. He bandaged her carefully with Passivah acting as nurse bringing in water in a basin. Her breathing became ragged as she fell back, feeling faint and lightheaded. They wiped her face with damp towels. Her lips became parched, bleaching white. And then, they saw: the transmutation. All of her became pale, cold, and dark. The mark of poison traced along her lips, turning them purple. Her hair streaked with blue lightning. Her skin was pale as stone.
	"Trink...?" Padrad whispered. "Trinkera!...Trink!" He shook her then.
	She breathed with her eyes barely open, moaning weakly. Unable to move her arms, she mustered what strength she had left to speak. "Hold me."
	He gathered her up in his arms taking her to the private bedroom further down the hallway. Into the night, he held her for a long time. He shared his warm body to keep her stable. She went in and out of consciousness, though in her waking moments she was drawn to his warmth, his heartbeat, his touch, and the feel of his body. He would breath life into her every time she lost consciousness. He stayed with her all night and through dawn.
	When she woke, it was noon with the sun bright outside beaming into the room. She could feel the effects of the white witch's magic again. It was digging into her arms, itching up her flesh. As she moved, Padrad stirred from his slumber, mashing his hard-on against her hip. He opened his eyelids halfway to check on her then.
	"We've been like this for two days," he mumbled.
	"What, you didn't get up to eat or anything?"
	"Of course, I did. And now," he rolled onto her, parting her naked thighs beneath the blanket, "I hunger for something fresh and fleshy."
	They made love passionately without repression; they were experienced and skillfull. It was a performance she didn't mind being spied on, wondering if it would make the one watching them blush or sink with envy. He was completely satisfied by her love, laying down to catch his breath. She lay against him resting her head on his arm for warmth, seeing that he was smiling.
	"Retire already. Tell the Empress you're too old to work."
	"I will, honey sweetness."
	His smile widened. "Glad no arguement comes from you now."
	She smiled, too. "I tire of the work I do."
	"Stay here....for a while."
	They were laying there happily a while longer. Then, horror descended on the whole residence. Screams and alarmed cries were heard from the outside as the earth shook. Moments later, the door into their room was kicked open. White Mane strode in straight to their bed, grabbed Trink by the hair, and dragged her off the bed onto the floor, then marched out the door with the victim screaming and struggling to grope at her wrist from being afflicted with the pain of straining in the scalp. Padrad clambered after them tumbling on his limbs. They were outside where the Unicorn, a silver backed white mare, was trotting in a circle around the grounds turning up foreign hedges that sprang up as a thick wall of barbed briars. The servants and guards were all sealed off from his House.
	The earth cracked open a ravine that was dark and ominously hot. There was heat rising up through there. Fire bursted from the earth like fingers snatching for whatever above to singe and burn. He could hear Trink calling out to his name. Her captor came to a halt and turned to see what he would do now, being separated by the wide gap. He searched around finding only the flags of his House within reach. Scaling the footholds of the wall, he grabbed hold of one, pulling it from the stand. With determination, he vaulted on the flag pole, launching himself across the ravine to the other side. White Mane threw the hostage to the side into the bed of briar roses, laying the victim there nude, bandages torn off. Trink covered her breasts with her arms while her legs folded together. Padrad slipped the flag off the pole, walking over to her, then spread it over her covering her nakedness. When he straightened, he faced the majestic being that was known the world over as White Mane, aptly named for her hair. She squared him in the eye dead-on. He may seem insignificant as a mortal standing up to a goddess-like being with her Soul Spirit present, but he was every ounce a man brave with red blood running through his heart.
	"Empress, please relieve your wrath, I beg of you for the innocent of this land." He hardly noticed that he was naked before her celestial imperial majesty, though her eyes never looked below his face.
	"My wrath is with my servant."
	"She's no more yours than she is mine. She chose to be with me, perhaps against your wishes."
	He was handling this with grace and wit. She looked upon the flag which bore the crest of the House of Grace, the image of a hawk was sewn on there in ivory over a green background with matching trims. Realization stranded across her expression the longer she looked at it. The earth moved to close the gap suppressing the lava below into a scar. He rocked on the balls of his feet to hold his bearing.	
	"You are quite brave for a man."
	"I speak to you as a mortal, as you once were, Empress. It is the grace of the Goddess that sets us apart."
	She swallowed, flattening her lips, taken aback by those words. They were almost considered kindred if not, a political branch removed. "You would do well to serve me, High Lord Goshawk."
	He smiled blandly, shaking his head, declining the promotion. Regent was good enough for him. "I serve but my House, Empress. My people depend on it. And I dare say,youare the High Lord now."
	"That makes you my subordinate."
	"Yes, it does."
	She hissed in a sigh, wondering what he was up to with this riddle in talk. Seeing he was patient where he stood, she narrowed her eyes holding out a moment longer. Then, he broke from her gaze to glance over at Trink whose face had turned from the world as if afraid from shame. Even then, with poison, White Mane melted to mercy. She withdrew the briar roses, letting the captive free. He hopped on over to catch Trink in his arms pulling the flag into a wrap around her body.
	"Trinkera is a temporary loan. Cherish your time with her. I will collect later when the time comes." She plucked a blood red rose from the bush. The velvety petals were put to her nose and lips briefly as she smelled its scent. She strode toward them, bringing forth the thorny single stemmed rose. "Do not try to dig out this rose bush. It is my gift to you both."
	He accepted the rose with reservations. She looked them over. They bowed as a couple. Wisely so, they were silent even as she mounted on her Unicorn in departure. When they were alone, they faced each other with greater resolve than ever.




Chapter 24

	The week beforeWinter Solstice Eve. Ikrah was glad the Zandrian royal family allowed her to accompany them to Falshire where she could see Taye and Aquine. They greeted her with the warmest of hugs, though were a bit thrown by her looks after the few months at Tare. Her hair was done up in braids of Tarennei fashion.She was regularly garbed in straight cut dresses with the overlaying robe that had Tarenne's insignia sewn to the shoulders and back. The tan on her only gave her a subtle bronze to her complexion. And for this holiday, she had eaten red candy that favored her lips with a touch of rose, which complimented her fuller cheeks without use of rouge.
	But as things were hectic for the celebration, she wind up helping them with ferreting distribution of greeting cards and gifts among the nobility and visiting dignitaries between the courts within the palace. She gladly did the work. People were bustling about the palace with merry greetings and smiles. She was also quick, too, striding on Wind when she felt safe enough to channel. They had instructed her on the corridors and hallways, which guest house to go to each time, so there were no mistakes. She wrote down the directions in case she forgot. As fate would have her, the last delivery sent her on a detour. The dignitary from Casca was a beautiful lady asking a favor of her to deliver a package to the King of Falshire as her way to say thank you. She tried to explain that she was the Royal Scribe of Tarenne with no affiliation to the Falshire, but the lady insisted that the package had to be delivered, regardless, as she was departing for her homeland to celebrate Winter Solstice with. Inexperienced in such matters, Ikrah was persuaded into agreement.
	She wandered around the palace, searching for markers that would indicate where the Royal residence would be. Needless to say, she was lost in the vast intricate labyrinthine jungle of concrete constructing hundreds of buildings and multi-tiered houses, walkways, archways, esplanades, gardens, courtyards and bridges. She did ask the palace servants along the way for directions. They directed her in the general proximity of where she needed to go. No one had time to walk her there. Luck sent her a friend who knew the way around the palace. The Crown Prince was walking around the grounds with having done his duty at wishing merriment to the Royal family himself. They ran into each other at the rose garden's walkway.
	"What are you doing here, Royal Squire?"
	She brought up the package with the card. "A lady of Casca had me deliver this package to King Sundan's residence."
	"I just came from there."
	"Oh, good," she was relieved to hear. "Your Royal Highness, I've been wandering for a good part of the day looking for the place. Please tell me the way to get there."
	"Is that package heavy?"
	"A little, but I can manage."
	He reached out and took it from her hands. "Feels like a case of wine. And you carted it all the way from the guest houses?"
	"It's not that heavy, your Royal Highness."
	"Nonsense. Which old lady was it?" he asked and began walking.
	"I don't know. I've never met her before. The only reason I was there was because of the package from the ambassador of Pruzia. He wanted her to have a very merry Winter Solstice."
	He snorted a laugh. "Want to bet they're lovers with how they went on like that?"
	"Goodness, I hope not. This package is for King Sundan."
	"I'll walk you to the gate. Does this need to be delivered to him in person or by proxy receipt."
	"You know, she didn't really say. She only wanted it delivered."
	He studied her face briefly. "You really need to learn to ask these things. The courts are very complicated in the way they communicate. Just to be on the safe side, deliver this in person to the King himself. That way, he may ask you on the details."
	"Yes, your Royal Highness."
	They walked wordlessly for the while to get to the Royal residence. At the gate, he handed the package back to her with last minute instructions.
	"Go in there, walk up the steps to the upper promenade. The guards will ask about your business. Just say you have this package from...." He checked the card for a name. "Casca, the Lady Limere. Hmph, that's the name on the card. King Sundan might ask for the description of who you talked to. Remember that."
	She nodded. He smiled pleasantly, giving her a pat on the back as encouragement. She went on in walking across the wide courtyard seeing the huge mansion that might as well be a half-sized castle. He watched from behind then turned as she approached the promenade. The guards saw her presence and they asked like the Crown Prince predicted. She answered accordingly. One left to go inside to inform the residence. Instead of either one of them escorting her to see the King, a blonde maiden a head taller than her in golden robes came out to see her, taking the package from her hands.
	"This package is for me. I ordered it from Casca."
	"Uh, who might you be, my Lady?"
	"How dare you!" the guard snapped. "This is the Royal Princess of Falshire you are speaking to. Don't you know your place?"
	Ikrah panicked and bowed hastily. In her clumsy move, she accidentally knocked her head into the package, causing it to fall on the hard ground with a crash of breaking glass. The Princess was so enraged, she gaped at the box. Ripping the wrapping open and removing the thin wooden lid, she gasped seeing the bottles were indeed broken to shards inside and leaking wine through onto the ground. Her brother came out to investigate the commotion. Sky Fall looked at the damaged gift package and his sister, but stared at Ikrah briefly.
	"What happened?"
	"This insolent idiot ruined everything, Brother!"
	"It was an accident," Ikrah replied quietly.
	"Accident?! You knocked it over!"
	"I did no such thing. It was an accident."
	"Do you realize what you just did? Two years on the waiting list ordering this Cascan Rose was supposed to be christened by the King and Emperor for Winter Solstice. And here you with that clod head of yours, you broke it all." Solaren looked in there moving the shards around. "Goddess damn you, not a single bottle salvaged!"
	"Your majesty, I really didn't mean to----"
	"Guards, seize her!"
	The guards grabbed hold of Ikrah by the arms with swords pressed to her throat and nape.
	"Solaren, maybe it was an accident."
	The Princess glared at her near twin. "You're just saying that because it's not on you that this happened. Or are you thinking you can charm her panties off?"
	"I said no such thing, and you know it. If it's an accident, then let it be."
	"Then, why don't we put her through a trial to attest for that truth?"
	"I haven't done anything wrong!" Ikrah insisted.
	Sky Fall asked, "Who are you really?"
	"I am the Royal Squire of Tarenne. I was only delivering a package from Lady Limere of Casca to the King of Falshire."
	"Royal Squire of Tarenne," he repeated with a jester's tone. "Sounds grand. But aren't you Dame Taye's understudy?"
	Solaren exasperated a gasp. "You don't mean... the slut of Falcon's Spire."
	Ikrah found them to be very distasteful. She was taught to be respectful toward royalty. But this pair was nowhere near common decency, let alone their royal blood. Maligning her sister and mentor was absolutely disgraceful.They peered upon her again, seeing the anger in her stare.
	"Oh, she has that look of contempt for us now."	
	"I see that, Brother."
	"Pity, she is pretty, too."
	The guards reacted quickly in restraining Ikrah from attempting to move toward them. They were used to this kind of scene, apparently. Ikrah felt the cold blade pressing harder on her neck, nicking her skin. She craned back stiffly, containing anger of her own, which was building up fast.
	"Lady Taye of the Eagle won't take too kindly to those words," she said calmly.
	"Oh? Well, it's all over the kingdom what I just said," Solaren sneered. "Let her come and make a case with me."
	Ikrah narrowed her eyes. "She won't have to. I'm making the case on behalf of our House, The Eagle. You dare defame a decorated Knight of Tarenne, you best back it up with proof other than your malicious tongue."
	Solaren heaved in a sigh of rage, shoulders rising as her face took on an incredulous expression. "Or else you will what?"
	"Why nothing, little princess. Nothing as in the number of noble deeds you manage to accomplish in the name of your family."
	"How dare you!"
	Solaren marched forth to slap her. Ikrah shoved the blades off of her spinning in a half arc avoiding them together. Ducking, she struck both guards in an eagle winged split double punch to their crotches, and somersaulted back toward Solaren. More guards came running to the scene. As she came after Solaren, the Princess actually backed away fearfully. Sky Fall jumped in throwing punches. Ikrah had to dodge with real skill to avoid his fists. She countered his moves stepping in the Seven Stars pattern, confusing his footing enough to kick him in the torso below the ribs. He was thrown back wheezing in genuine pain. The guards all surrounded her with weapons drawn. Ropes were cast around her. She was subdued within moments. By now, Solaren recovered her bravery to approach her again.
	"You will pay for that," Solaren said coldly. "Put her in the box and set it in the back garden."
	The box she was referring to was the size of a dresser, just large enough to put a small body in it. Ikrah was unwilling to go in. They struck her behind the head. She blacked out as they put her into there, pulling the lid over and locked it with a padlock. Though she came to soon enough hearing Solaren chatter away with Sky Fall about what a nuisance the day was, she was in darkness which brought on her phobia of tight dark places. She began to scream, clawing at the wooden surface inside. No one heard her in this place. No one was there for miles. With sweat and tears, she exhausted herself trying to break free, but in the end she was trapped. It was dark and lonely, cold in the deep of winter. She could smell snow seeping in through the thin slats of the lid on the rim. She didn't want to die in a grave like this. Not this box for a casket to doom her fate....
	The obstacle to her being found was due to the Winter Solstice. It was a time of celebration, and few people cared to investigate missing persons during a holiday such as this. Worse yet, investigative authority were all on vacation. No one wanted to be bothered with gloomy crimes or hopeless causes like a missing person, even if it was the Royal Scribe of Tarenne, a smaller kingdom than from Falshire itself. Only two people ran around frantically looking for her. Aquine and Taye met at a rendezvous outpost of the palace shaking their heads on the day after her being gone. The wife was devastated that this was going to be a castatrophe. Their beloved little sister was not one who would disappear without a word. He had to consult outside sources to find Ikrah. All the creatures in the sky led him to the Royal residence of Falshire. But the place was strictly guarded.
	They made requests for an audience, but all their grievances were rejected. One day led into three, and then a week passed, which was well over Winter Solstice by two days. The main reason for that was, the Royal Family was away in the other part of the palace with the Emperor and Empress. The Regent, Redjay of Asmi East, was also away on vacation. The guards would never allow strangers inside the residence.
	"This is not going to do," Taye said worriedly.
	"Our King and Queen are no doubt preoccupied in the Imperial Palace, too."
	"Do you know if she's treated well in there?"
	"I can't sense anything. That's the problem," he vexed, though he held onto hope.
	"I'm going to ask my father to charge in the Imperial Banquet for Sire's ear."
	"He's going to have to be discreet about it."
	She went ahead, while he stayed behind pacing back and forth one street over so as not to disturb the front gate of the residence. Otherwise, he might trigger an alarm and wind up arrested, too. Along the way, Taye found someone who was of even higher rank than the General. The Crown Prince of Zandria promenaded leisurely on the Sky Arch over the huge frozen oval pool in front of the Imperial Grand Hall. Upon seeing her coming up the steps, he went to meet her halfway.
	"Dame Taye, what's wrong?"
	"It's Ikrah. She's been missing well over half a fortnight ago, Crown Prince."
	"Missing? Are you certain?" He glared curiously. "I've seen her last week."
	"Last week... Where?"
	"She... delivered a package to the Royal Falshire residence. I escorted her to the gate myself."
	Taye's countenance became grave and stoic. "My husband and I have reason to believe she never came back out since. We haven't been allowed in there. No one is available to grant us permission to search----"
	"Come on." He turned for the stone steps.
	They met up with Aquine. The Crown Prince led them to the gate. The guards there initially barred even him from passage.
	"This is unsual," he remarked wryly eyeing them with an uncanny stare. "So now even the Crown Prince of Tarenne cannot walk on the grounds of Falshire."
	"Orders are orders, your Royal Highness," the guards said in unison.
	"Then, inform the Crown Prince of Falshire to see me. I know they are in there. They're not attending the banquet at this hour."
	"He is ill, your Royal Highness."
	"And the Princess?"
	They looked to each other with hesitation. "She is not in her best condition to see you today, your Royal Highness."
	Aquine stepped forward. "We don't really need to disturb them, we just need the return of the person of interest. Let's keep this quiet between us."
	"We have strict orders, Sir," the guard on the left said bluntly, which provoked a reaction out of the Knights of Tarenne.
	The Crown Prince raised his palm to calm them. "If I have to force an entrance to retrieve one of my people held prisoner in there, I will start a war and it will be on your heads. Can you carry that weight?"
	The guards blanched and moved aside nervously. He regarded them darkly leading the way for the couple to follow. They walked across the wide courtyard, which was enough to alarm the residents from within. Guards were moving into place to defend the palace. Solaren and Sky Fall came running out from the mansion meeting them at the foot of the promenade.
	"Little Phoenix, fancy seeing you here," Solaren greeted pleasantly.
	"I'm not here to visit, but to retrieve one of my people."
	"Who?"
	He crossed his arms impatiently. "You know very well, who. But if you have to play this game, then I'll say it plainly. My father's one favorite Squire. Her name is Ikrah. I know she was here last week. She hasn't returned to us since."
	"I don't know what you're talking about," she replied innocently.
	Just then, a swarm of butterflies flew past them into the west against the noon sky. Though snow had filled the place and much of it had been cleared within castlegrounds, the landscape was still bright and bleached.
	"You have her here, hidden somewhere. You better release her."
	"How can we, if we don't even know where she is?" Sky Fall asked rhetorically, leaning heavily against the stone statue that stood guard against the balustrade.
	Taye scowled at that Prince. "Looks like you were fresh with her and got a royal justice in the ribs."He stared at her as if she just kicked him in the nuts. "She is a Knight of Tarenne in training."
	"Dame Taye?"
	"Crown Prince Sky Fall," she greeted with the third-eye degree. "My brother speaks highly of you."
	"Sir Peridot enlightens me often."
	"You don't say?"
	Aquine, wasting no time as he was impatient, bolted toward the garden trail to reach the back garden which was covered heavily in snow. They all followed him. The butterflies led him to the lone box in the middle of what could've been a circle of spring flowers if they weren't frozen over and covered in white. Snow crunched under his boots as he rushed toward it. He almost whimpered in frustration upon reaching the heavy lock.
	"Gentle Goddess, what the hell----!"
	"Aquine." The Crown Prince of Zandria calmly called to him, and waited for him to step aside. Fire was summoned to Little Phoenix's palm. He gestured for it to hit the lock in one quick blast. The lock broke open.
	The lid was raised. Aquine cried out in horror at what he saw. He pulled Ikrah out of there like a bag of bones. Her face had thinned from emaciation and thirst. Solaren had to cover her mouth in shock. Sky Fall only stared, frightened that they were caught red-handed. The Crown Prince of Zandria faced them, fuming with anger.
	"Didn't know where she is, huh? You put her in there and forgot?!"
	"Crown Prince," Aquine called urgently. "I have to take her out of here. She won't last at this rate. Eight days of exposure."
	"Give her to me."
	Little Phoenix held the unconscious Royal Squire in his arms, blue lips and all. They both took off their cloaks to wrap around her. He lay her down on the ground, putting his ear to her nose to check her breathing. As he looked at her face again, he moved her jaw down opening her mouth. He took in a huge breath and fastened his lips to hers, breathing into her with his own hot breath channeling the heat of his Fire into her lungs. She began to move her head weakly, just enough to loll to the side with coughs. Color had returned to her face and her lips were now the color of flesh. There was more he could offer her, but the situation forbade that. Inebriated with her scent, he sighed sitting back. Her brother looked at him as if seeing the obvious, yet the Knight scooped her up and walked off with her. Little Phoenix rose to his feet and walked with Taye past the Falshiren royal siblings. His mind had made up about them, and this had marred his view about them forever.	


Chapter 25

	In her own bed at the Eagles, Ikrah lay there with signs of positive recovery. Legran sat at her bedside with a heavy frown. If this had been his daughter, perhaps this Winter Solstice would have been a joyous one rather than the near tragedy that it was. He held her warm hand with some comfort. He replaced her hand under the covers, and palmed her face with such tenderness even his son was jealous in watching him from the other room through the doorway. He noticed the consternation on the youth's face that flushed and looked quickly away. Wishful thinking, surely, Legran tried to reassure himself that. He straightened, walking into the hallway, leaving the door wide open. He disliked leaving his favorite child out of sight at the moment, given what happened to her. The other three got up from their seats meeting him readily as he entered the room.
	"She hates the dark and tight places. Stay with her, Taye. Keep the candles going. They will warm the room."
	"Yes, Sire. Like always."
	He nodded with approval. She had been charged with Ikrah from day one. The same instructions still applied. He had one regret for this young woman, which was having sent her to the Squirey of Falshiren control. A terrible crime had been done to her. Now, she put all her attention to Ikrah, because of it. Then, he looked at all three with a question.
	"Now, which one of you can tell me what happened?"
	Aquine held no reservation to answer that question. "She was sent by Ambassador Kreg of Pruzia to deliver his gift to a woman who calls herself Lady Limere of Casca. She in turn sent Ikrah to deliver a case of rose wine to the Falshire residence. My sources tell me, Ikrah was accosted by the Princess and Prince on the promenade. There was a confrontation, and....This is the strange part. She had bowed to them when she bumped on the case into falling to the ground. Needless to say, it was damaged. The guards had taken her into custody under the order of the Princess. Some more words were exchanged and Ikrah broke free. A fight ensued.... Sire, I have to include this detail. She did kick the Prince in the ribs when he defended his sister."
	That won't sit well with either Sundan or Dregin, but with Legran, he wanted to laugh at how smarting that would be for the other boy. He was glad Ikrah did it.
	"I trust Ikrah. She's not one to offend people, especially with Royals and Nobles alike."
	Legran nodded in agreement. "I know this child. Although, she does have a temper when it comes to defending family honor." He eyed Taye particularly, who blushed several shades of red.
	"You heard of that, Sire?"
	"Who hasn't, Dame Taye?" He pulled on a smile. "Battle Royale made your year, and hers."
	"It certainly did," she replied, looking fondly into the other room. "I don't regret any of it."
	"Sire," Aquine began to speak, "I want to accompany you at the... the meeting. I know what Ikrah has to say when she wakes up, but I want to hear what they have to say."
	"I don't need another confrontration, Aquine. This concerns our two kingdoms as well as the Empire."
	"I didn't say I would act, only to hear them."
	"And you want them to see you."
	"Regardless, you need someone who can give you a detailed witness account----"
	"I was the one who walked her there," Little Phoenix put in. "Had I known it would lead to this, I would have never let her go in alone."
	They turned their eyes on him. The guilt written across his expression was a heavy one. No doubt, it would haunt him for days, or even years to come.
	"I don't blame you, Crown Prince."
	The youth stared back steadily. "I come, too."
	Legran faced two young men bent on justice that was due, perhaps even overdued. He was young once, back when Tarenne was ravaged by a savage race, while he struggled to make sense of a bi-racial marriage. Here, he had two boys that in some distant form ought to be cousins, yet one had learned to adopt the desert-bred, while the Zandrian had learned the ways of the Empire which was a complex, complicated mix of politics divided among multiple races. His son was tolerant of other ethnicity for the most part. Yet, lately, he found the boy to dislike Falshirens very much. But together, they both were passionate about this girl, of whom to the best of his knowledge was half-breed to the Dragon.
	"Sire, please. I will sit in the next room or stand outside the door, but I must come with you." Aquine had grown desperate.
	"Why is it so important for you to risk yourself?"
	The young man gazed upon him with raw emotions he couldn't even express. He swept his gaze around him to the other two, then reverted his eyes to the King again. "I am the last of my bloodline, but I am still a man of my own house. This won't settle with me."
	"She's my Squire, Aquine."
	"That's not the point, Sire!"
	"Then," Legran had to restrain himself from raising his voice, "what is the point, Aquine?" They locked eyes, and he pushed the matter.
	"Because I love her more than my own life. What's more, she stands a better chance as my Herald, to restore what I can't!"
	"So, what are you saying to me? Shielding her with your life? You're wasting it, son."
	"I don't care. My life is worth the battles I fought and won. I'm only demanding the Imperial Palace sees me as a Knight of Tarenne. Our Kingdom is small, but our people are never their servants!"
	"That's not your true argument."
	"But it is, Sire," Taye retorted, earning a scolding look from him.
	"That's my stand," Aquine continued. "You didn't see how they treated her."
	"And you did?"
	"With how they stonewalled us and lied when we confronted them? I don't need to be in the scene to understand the contempt of two Falshiren royals in how they treat others beneath their birthright."
	Legran understood that fully. He was King of Tarenne after all. It was a long road to restoring his kingdom. Aquine was ousted from a political coup with the original High Lord's death. Exiled to this land, though he confessed he came here by choice, he had been tirelessly working at earning merits to be a man of his own weight. Only, now, he loved this one girl more than should be. It would cost him. Legran just couldn't understand why. Usually, such a strong love would result in some romantic relation, but here he preserved Ikrah like a star in the sky. In the end, Legran capitulated. He placed a palm on Aquine's shoulder, nodding slowly.
	They went to Dregin's exclusive Cloister Rock Garden, where everything was stark on vegetation. The landscape artist that designed this garden of rock and stone was truly conservative. The rock pond composed of colorful riverbed pebbles took up a quarter of the enclosure. There was a stone table with stone stools. One look at the place, any person could pretty much assess he favored the look of stone. For Legran, however, this was the Dragon's high ground. No sign of Water was within sight. Nor Fire. They stepped off the walkway into the garden. Dregin stepped out from behind a rock wall upon hearing the snow crunch on gravel. Dressed in full velvet mantle the color of maroon with gold lines, he was a contrast to the aesthetic surrounding. Legran's blue livery over white samite was just as impressive. Little Phoenix chose to be plain with a lighter blue suit. Aquine was in his black on blue mantle with full Tarennei insignia visible on his chest by the shoulders. The men nodded in greeting, taking their seats on the stools in place. The young men stood at a respectful distance behind Legran. They waited for the other party's arrival which was soon. Sundan was in his casual robes, though they were embellished with regal patterns to indicate his royalty. His children were dressed well for the occasion in their silk robes. Solaren chose to be in a clean watery blue dress with a sheer overlay robe. Sky Fall was garbed in charcoal blue three-piece suit and black boots. Sundan sat down with the other two men.
	"Well, this is one Winter Solstice that is quite memorable, I regret to say," Sundan said, after looking at the youths from the Zandrian side.
	"Oh, I wouldn't say that," Legran replied. "I'm rather proud of my kids."
	The men laughed pleasantly enough. "I know most monarchs would never bend their necks over such an incident. But as a father, perhaps I do have some regrets."
	"Sorry to hear that. I have only one blood son, and he has childhood friends. They fill my halls with noise."
	"Children tend to fight over trivial things."
	"And that's not the problem, isn't it."
	Sundan reserved a response to that dry remark. Dregin, however, arbitrated.
	"Well, I say we settle this amicably," he said. "I have no child of my own to share in this, so I only see to the solution between the two kingdoms."
	Legran stiffened into a stoney stare at him. The ordacity to speak those words were not as offensive as the tone used. After all, Ikrah was the very reason for this incident. Granted, the brazen haired man didn't know that. And it was only too obvious that he erred in judgment to side with his brother. He could hear a dark sigh behind him. His son immediately mitigated by ushering Aquine to make an exit, but it was too late.
	"If you have a grievance, speak your mind." Dregin spoke loudly.
	Aquine took in a deep breath and sighed to calm himself. "I have none, your Imperial Majesty," his voice was melodic. A gentle breeze brushed back his black hair.
	"Then, why are you here?"
	Legran purposely remained silent, allowing him to speak. Aquine stepped forward.
	"Think of me as a gentle wind from some autumn night."
	Dregin was puzzled by that suggestion. "What...?
	"Twenty-three years ago." The young man waited to let that sink in. When it did, Dregin pounded his fist on the stone surface of the table. Aquine's smile grew slowly, taking on a feral expression. The Dragon began to rear its head from the stone pond. It sensed something that Dregin did not. That was when Aquine strode toward the creature, daring to touch its face with his palm resting on the mouth. The Dragon accepted him as kin. He leaned forward into the crest behind its head and whispered ever so softly, "I am your son."
	Angrily, Dregin raised his palm sending a zephyr the Knight's way, who merely stepped aside to dodge it. The Dragon intervened next, sheltering Aquine under its wing as it snatched him up in one frontal limb. The Soul Spirit hopped off as if carrying a treasure, long tail slithering. It sprang onto the cloister above setting him down to sit out of sight. The others watched all this in dismay, staring at Dregin as if he was not coming clean about the obvious hint. Did his Soul Spirit just defy him as if to refute his claim about being childless?
	"Leave us." Meaning for him and Aquine to be alone.
	"I will not," Legran replied steadily. "But I will hear out your solution, Dregin."
	"I want your son," the Emperor spoke plainly. "I won't try any grievances from Falshire against Zandria for ten years, so long as an heir is produced. Otherwise, I will put your Royal Squire through a long trial for slighting my niece."
	"Slight----" Legran looked at the Princess in astonishment. "My Squire would never do such a thing. What manner of claim is this?"
	"But she did. She made a case on behalf of the Eagles to attack Solaren on site."
	"And why did she do that? Your niece must have insulted her first."
	"I did no such thing!" Solaren blurted.
	Legran looked at her as if she had proven his point. Speaking out of turn was ill manners. But Dregin was bent on power at the moment. The bargaining chips favored him.
	"We married the women of Tarenne, but you have an heir. Why can't we tie our two families as well?"
	"A political marriage? Why do you even need that? Tarenne serves your empire without begrudgement."
	"Quite frankly, your son is the only one to tame my Solaren," Sundan commented lightly. "I can't discipline her."
	"Ah, well, a princess is a father's heartache."
	She demured taking on a modest pose. Clearly, she was attracted to the Crown Prince of Zandria. Legran thought long and hard about the situation. The circumstance lent Dregin the excuse to destroy Ikrah here and now, before she even had a chance to experience the life ahead of her. If he could just buy enough time for her to gain more notoriety to her name, then she would have the leverage she needed. Much like how Aquine managed to be recognized now, though he was being wreckless for some odd reason.
	"Twenty years for Tarenne of free reign over land rights and trade," he counter-proposed.
	"Twenty is too long for my niece. She has only a limited number of child-bearing years." Dregin replied.
	"Nonsense. My halls are well furnished to indulge her health and comfort. It's only a matter of willing hearts to bear fruit."
	"Too long. Ten years is more than enough----"
	"You forget to take our longevity into account."
	"Could we meet in the middle at fifteen?" Sundan asked.
	"I plan on living for a very long time," Legran replied. "My patience is extensive."
	"Ten years." Dregin was playing the tough card.
	Legran was unwilling to budge just yet. The longer he held out, the more his mind reminded him of Ikrah's safety. Now, it extended to Aquine and Taye. Was his son's marriage worth all these lives? Weighing in that question narrowed down to just the two: Little Phoenix or Ikrah. As he struggled with this thought, Sky Fall whispered into Sundan's ear, who in turned cleared his throat gently to be heard.
	"I'm open to the twenty years of accommodating Tarenne if my son marries your beloved Royal Squire."
	Both Legran and Little Phoenix reacted in astonishment, actually the youth was stupefied beyond repair.
	"What?" Legran's tone was blunt, which seemed to confirm the idea in Sundan's head.
	"I've heard you treat her as your own daughter. It's only natural...."
	"She's not my blood."
	"No, but she is with me!" Aquine called out. He emerged from behind the Dragon cheerfully. They looked up with amazement over his claim. The Dragon gave him free reign to stride around it and hop down landing with the cushion of Wind underneath him, his robes flapping as he did. He boldly strode over toward them taking a seat beside Legran, lending the Zandrian King a look of Aren't-you-glad-I-came-along? "She is my sister." There were doubts scribbled across the Falshiren faces. "She and I took a blood oath when I adopted her. We drank from the same cup with our blood in it. That's closer than anyone who wants to claim her here. And no, my sister is not up for sale like some live stock." Legran barely exhaled with relief when the next set of words out of the young man struck a nerve in him. "But I am."
	"AQUINE!" he roared as a father was angry over a son's insolence.
	"I offer my services as a Knight of Tarenne----" He was cut off with a grunt.
	Legran had grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, and standing up. "Forget I ever came here," he snapped.
	"I'll take it!" Dregin spoke quickly. "Twenty years and your Knight with the betrothal of your son to Solaren. Twenty years for Tarenne to expand as you see fit without intervention or impede. And I will champion your cause if any of the other lands invade your territory."
	The Falshirens were shocked, to say the least. Dregin had made the final compromise. Legran simmered indignantly, turning his attention on the younger man at his fingertips. Aquine smiled sadly, plucking the King's grip from his collar slowly. It was time to let go. Legran shook his head slowly, and the other man nodded resolutely.
	"Goddess damn it." Legran retracted his arm brusquely, turning to Dregin. "The deal stands as you say after Little Phoenix comes of age. He will take a stag on his hunt as a man before the ceremony of Chosen Night."
	"Father!" Little Phoenix protested, "I ----"
	Legran glared at his son then. The youth silenced immediately. They made to leave. Aquine stayed behind to do one last thing. He produced from his pocket a round ice ball.
	"Also, your Imperial Majesty," he placed the object on the table. "Please return this to the Empress. She won't be needing it anymore, since I will be frequenting the palace between missions."
	Legran dragged both his boys with him by the elbow marching out of there. He was livid beyond speech, but it was done. He realized they had shielded Ikrah from the Dragon's knowledge. For better or for worse, this was a gamble all the way. This experience led him to discover how his children were coveted by the relatives. They were short on people of qualities that mattered. He had but the few of whom he invested his time and love, yet now every one of them was craved by all. The tears that fell in his heart were for these children. He, himself, survived slavery and a war. They were just as unfortunate in fate having been traded into the empire much like prisoners held by long fingers.


———<>———

	....Dregin examined the object on the table, touching it delicately. At once, the ice broke loose, startling even him. The jade Frog Ring inside had the mark of his wife's hand. He picked it up between his finger and thumb with a smile, seeing plainly what it was. He really should thank Aquine. It rekindled his love interest and excitement for life. His brother and the children retreated from the Cloister Rock Garden to leave him to his peace. They, too, were excited over this change in event.



Chapter 26

	The main door was slammed shut at the Eagle House. Taye emerged from the corridor upstairs running to the middle of the open hallway seeing Aquine had indeed returned home. She came running down the staircase as he ran toward her. They embraced in a tight hug.
	"It's done, Taye. Ikrah will be safe for a while."
	"Tell me everything." She walked him to the fireplace. "Everything, please."
	"They were negotiating peacemaking. The Emperor then demanded to bind our two lands in the guise of a betrothal."
	"You don't mean our Crown Prince."
	"He literally said so. His words were 'I want your son' in the middle of conversation."
	"Gentle Goddess!... Did Sire agree?"
	"Unfortunately, yes. But that's better than the other offer."
	"Which is?"
	He frowned sourly. "Sky Fall proposed to have Ikrah's hand in marriage as a substitute."
	Taye covered her mouth, checking a glance upstairs and turning back. "Are you serious? After what happened, and he said that?"
	"I know." He swallowed, mulling in moody thoughts. "My sister is beautiful as she comes of age. It's a curse on her soul. The highest bidder may own her yet."
	She slapped him lightly on the chest. "Don't say that about her. She will be free."
	"I don't know. I have to confess I am jealous."
	"And if she wasn't your sister, would you have loved her differently."
	"You really want me to answer that?"
	"No. You love me and only me."
	"Yes, of course, dove." He kissed her then.
	"Now, tell me what else is in the treaty."
	"Me....I'm to serve the Empire for twenty years as a Knight of Tarenne."
	"So, you're the substitute."
	"I'm sorry, dear wife. It was the only way."
	She shook her head sadly, but understood. "I'd probably do the same. I love Ikrah as much as you do, dear."
	"Then, we best prepare her for the future. I want her in Obendell at some point."
	A plucky smile took on her lips. "I haven't had a chance to go there yet. I want to visit it myself one day soon."
	"Ah-ahh-ahh," he rocked her, "lilies of my heart, how your eyes glow like stars."
	She laughed happily in his arms....


———<>———

	Taye woke up in the middle of the night, finding her husband was missing in bed. She climbed out of bed, putting on a robe to walk down the hall. The door to Ikrah's room was left open, letting out light and a shadow. Walking over there, she observed in silence seeing he was bent over the sleeping patient. She looked closer deciphering his movement and found he was putting a ritualistic goblet to Ikrah's lips. He kissed his sister's forehead, whispering some foreign language. Each time he did, Ikrah would drink though she was asleep.
	"What-what are you doing to her?"
	He turned with hardly surprise on his countenance. "Come here, Taye." He placed Ikrah back on the pillows. "I need your hand." Taye raised her palm to him. "You love my sister? We will keep her safe."
	"What is going on?"
	"This is to keep us together." He bit into her pinky, holding her wrist in an iron grip that stopped her from recoiling. It was so forceful, her finger came out bleeding. He dipped her hand into the goblet. The words were foreign to her as he seemed to chant a mantra. "Drink, my dove. We are together."
	"I'm still your wife, right? Because I don't ever want you to be my brother." She sipped from the goblet as he tipped it to her mouth. It was bloodwine.
	He chuckled, taking a sip from the goblet for himself. When he set it down on the nightstand by the candle, his forearm revealed several scars that seemed to be healing. "Don't worry about that," he said, pulling her down to the floor. He rifled through her ribs thumbing down her hips, and began to part the skirts of her robe and short gown. "I can't ever live without you when I really like this." His manhood found her womanhood easily. "Let me tell you a secret. I'm half-Niele. The dark arts flow in my veins, but truth be told, it only allows me to communicate with animals and all creatures of life."
	She lifted her naked legs to wrap around him, drawing him in. "Was that what lay heavy on your head all this time?"
	"I lied to you, dove. I should have come clean sooner."
	"And... your sister? Is it through this blood oath?"
	"No." He began thrusting into her slowly. "She's really my half-sister by birth. We're both half-Niele through our mother. She doesn't know that yet." He moaned as pleasure began to build his hard on.
	She was feeling his lust growing inside her, too. He was always this good, pleasing her enjoyment. She moved to sit up with him still inside her. He lifted her to ride him, his hands cupping underneath her butt. Carefully, he arched back leaning on his arm, rolling on his own butt until he was laying on the floor. She came out of her robe and nightie. Her breasts were heavy with lust. She moved them to his mouth to be sucked on. He obliged masterfully, making her groan and sigh. They climaxed soon enough. And she still didn't want to release him.
	"What's your other half, my love?"
	He drew her down to look into his eyes recovering his breathing from the rigorous lovemaking. "I'm a bastard son of Guneth, Second Prince of Falshire. I was adopted into the House of Eagle in Gorra for unseen reasons. But now, I believe it was arranged by my mother to provide a title to my name."
	She was gaping and gawking at him. He grinned, chuckling, looking back at her face. "Disappointed, I see."
	"No! You own royal blood----Guneth....That's.... that's...."
	He nodded, eyelids drooping. "Brother of the reigning Emperor and King both. He would've made Duke by now if he hadn't passed away."
	"Holy Gentle Goddess, I've been doing a princeling all this time!"
	"Hey-hey now, I'm a man with a set of balls."
	In that moment, she wanted to cry. "I'm sorry, I can't bear you children."
	His mouth opened as he reacted in dismay. "Oh, no, no, darling," he pulled her face to his shoulder, "we have Ikrah. Just as good."
	After a moment, she raised her head for a kiss. "Come on, let's get back to bed."
	"I'd rather stay in this room."
	Pause. With a surrendering sigh, she got up to go get the blankets from their bedchamber and came back, closing the door. They slept on the floor guarding over Ikrah like a pair of parental eagles doting over a hatchling.
———<>———

	"Water.... water.... w-water...." Ikrah's scratchy voice whispered in the darkness.
	Within moments, flint was struck and light stones were tapped loudly as light was lit on candles enhancing the illumination into the room. They were at her bedside, both stark in their birthday suits in approaching her. She was helped up and a goblet was brought to her lips. The bloodwine went into her mouth slowly. Aquine kept it going watching her gulp down at her pace. He had patience to wait for her to finish it to the last drop. Taye took the empty goblet from his hand replacing it on the night stand. She witnessed the speedy recovery on Ikrah's cheeks which regained the natural warmth and blush. Now, she would need to eat to grow back their fullness, instead of this hideous scrawny gauntness. Moments later, Ikrah was fully conscious, looking around her with realization of where she was. Aquine also realized he needed to cover up so he picked up his pajama pants to put them back on. He was struggling not to look at his wife's naked body as that always stirred his lust. She smiled just from watching him turning his head away from the bed, too.
	"How...how did I end up here?"
	"We fought for your return," he replied as he corded his pants. He looked at her gravely. "From now on, stay away from the high courts, especially the royals and imperialists."
	"I'm sorry." She dropped her head in shame. The covers were pulled up wrinkling as she hugged them to her breasts.
	"It was not your fault."
	While they exchanged words, Taye picked up her robe to wrap it around herself. "Ikrah, what happened that day? We know you delivered the rose wine, but what happened between you and the royals?"
	"Did they say something to you?" Aquine joined in.
	"They... were very rude."
	Both sat down on the bed, Aquine at the foot and Taye beside her. The older woman straddled an arm around her. "You know we've been through thick and thin by now. So, let's hear it."
	"The Princess called you the slut of Falcon's Spire." They were not surprised by this information, but reacted notably in seeing the reason for the incident. "She wouldn't apologize and dared you to come to her doorsteps with the grievance. I... I lost my temper and took up the case myself. I know I was wrong. I'm sorry."
	Aquine crawled toward her and planted a warm kiss on her forehead. "It's passed now. Your Winter Solstice gifts are there on your favorite trunk."
	"I don't feel like having any ----"
	"Don't be glum. We're happy to have you here now. You don't even have to go back to Tare for a while."
	Ikrah's eyes lit up like sparkling stars. "I get to stay? Really?"
	"Yes!" They replied in unison.She grinned happily, then.
	"Oh, by the way," Aquine began to say, "you really have to watch yourself from now on." He winked to Taye for the heads up about the tease. "Your first touch on a boy really left an impression on his tender heart."
	"Huh?" Ikrah arched a curious eye at him.
	"The Crown Prince of Falshire asked for your hand."
	She was appalled in so many degrees the measurements went off the scales. "That pig!?"
	"Apparently, he liked your foot."
	Her expression changed to some enlightenment that ignored the subject all together. "Brother, I want to learn the rest of the Eagle Dance."
	"Oh? All eighteen lessons?"
	"The steps you taught me. I felt... good moving like that. It was like flying."
	"Well, of course. As soon as you are well."
	"Give me the whole book. I will study it."
	"About that prince----"
	"I don't care for him. He is offensive to me. I'd rather serve Zandria. Our Crown Prince has more manners."
	"Um... and if our Crown Prince proposed to you then...?" Taye let the question trail to imply the rest.
	Ikrah looked at her seriously. "Why are you two teasing me? We each know I'm lowly born and that notion is impossible."
	"Well... it's just talk."
	The young woman considered for a long moment. A truly forlorn frown saddened her face. "It would be treason. I'd probably be thrown in the dungeons or ... worse."
	"So, you don't feel you belong in either lands." Aquine asked quietly.
	"I like this house." She picked up both their hands. "When you married Taye, I felt I gained a brother. And then, when I came here, I know I have a home. But all that time, you both made me feel like I belong... like a real family of our own doing."
	He kissed the back of her hand then. "Well, there is a place for you when you feel like that. A place call Heart of Obendell. My clan is there. They will welcome you with open arms."
	"Obendell...." Wonderment filled her mind with that name on her lips.
	The weeks to follow were happy times. She ate good food and grew strong. They enjoyed feeding her as much as she loved training her skills in dance, her hidden magery and druid skills, which aid her in hunting very well. She cleared out the snow in the backyard voluntarily. Endless stories about the mountains and his clan filled their time as they worked together.
	They were summoned to Tare by spring. At least, the weather was warmer than the snowy season of Falshire. They shed their winter clothes, trading in the Tarennei light fashion: robes and straight cut dresses that hugged their figures elegantly. The Zandrian Royal Family were very pleased to see them. Spring came early this year in Tare. Butterflies flew about the gardens in flurries. While the two families enjoyed a picnic lunch, Aquine and Legran wandered off together to the far end for a private conversation. They walked on the man-made stone archway to an island in the middle of a lake. The water surrounding them favored Legran. The two men stood at pace enjoying the scenery of sky and water mirroring each other endlessly.
	"Will I really know your true identity some day, Aquine?"
	"My secrets die with me, Sire."
	"I am not your enemy."
	"No, but I'd rather keep Ikrah safe while I live. And if in some unfortunate event, I die in battle.... Sire, if I may have your guarantee to take her in as your Royal Scribe."
	"That's easy. I can do that now. She won't have to be a Herald."
	He turned to face the King. "By all accounts, I've groomed her to be the Lady of a House. Taye and I molded this girl into a strong maiden with knowledge of the House Rules. The Lords of Gorra won't be able to beat her into submission."
	"What are your intentions for her? Exactly."
	He breathed in and let out a heavy sigh. "It is not me, Sire. It is her. She has her flaws."
	"That temper," Legran chuckled. "It does need taming."
	"Stubborn will. We... haven't told her about my service to the Emperor yet. But I know she will find out eventually and there is no way I can stop her from contending for me to leave."
	"Well, my advice for such a strong willed heart is to make room. I married one. Took years to soften her."
	Aquine squared the man in the eye with chagrin. "That wouldn't be my right to do, Sire. No man is pure of heart, that is true. But I've witnessed twice the Crown Prince tasted her lips with no regrets. How stands the Zandrian throne if he fell from grace?"
	The older man's expression was of dismay and amazement, then recovered with calmness. "You do realize what you're implying could lead to your head lopped off."
	"I do, and I've said it."
	A smile scrawled onto the King's eyes and lips. "When was this second kiss that I had the misfortune to miss?"
	"Winter Solstice. He breathed life into her after we found her near death from that box. I'd say the Goddess arranged that."
	"Really?" Legran was pleasantly surprised, as he began to grin just imagining that heroic scene.
	"Sire, did you purpetrate their first dance?"
	"I did. I had hoped they would be friends. Their personalities are highly compatible."
	"I guess... if I divulged that to her, maybe she will bow to the Crown Prince more often. She owes him her life, after all."
	"Yes, but will she see it your way or will she think she serves him best as a Knight of Tarenne?"
	"That's my sister, all right." He lamented.
	"You truly love her. Is that how you really feel about her?"
	"I encourage what is best for her. She may not want the suitor I have in mind for her. Strangers and all, it could be awkward when they meet. Besides, she has expressed to me she favors Zandria."
	"Ah-huh..." Legran drawled thoughtfully. "This is between us, I had wanted to keep her to be near me. And tying her to my family would be ideal."
	"So we agree, only a Crown Prince would be fitting for her."
	"I really like you, Aquine. Would be a fine addition, too."
	The younger man bellowed out a laugh. "Too bad, you have no daughter. And Taye won't take kindly to those words either."
	"My General's daughter." Legran smiled pluckily. "Close enough."
	Suddenly, the shadow of the Dragon floated over them without a roar, though Wind stirred the waters at the flapping of its wings. It circled around the island before spiraling down to land gently where they stood. Dregin dismounted from climbing over its shoulder to plant his feet on the solid stone surface. His boots were light brown, laced to the shins with tucked crimson pants. The half robe was the color of azure brown cut to fit his body perfectly with a matching wide belt.
	"I thought I might find you here," he said walking up to them. The Dragon wandered to the walkway, extending its mouth into the water for a drink.
	"Good day, your Imperial Majesty." Aquine greeted with a bow in the Tarennei fashion.
	"You must not like me very much."
	"There is no like or dislike from me----"
	"Dregin, he's not yours until Little Phoenix fulfills the treaty." Legran was ready to intervene.
	The golden haired man folded his arms with a smirk. "Well, I have to say I am impressed. Every one of your Knights has enough bravery to match their noble deeds."
	"I invested enough in them."
	He paced to the side, looking at the lake's end meeting the sky in its reflection. "Legran, I came to apologize."
	"What for?"
	"My nephew came clean about what happened. Solaren was wrong for mistreating your Royal Squire the way she did. Eight days of exposure like that would have killed a person. I can understand your anger."
	The other two were uncomfortable with the Emperor's new approach. Surely, he was not asking for Ikrah to be tied to Sky Fall now. He turned around looking at them both.
	"Am I that much of a monster now, Legran? I can't even have a normal conversation with you?"
	"When have I rejected your friendship? We are relatives, still."
	"It's been so long living in the palace full of servants. And I have no child with the Empress."
	Legran sympathized. "That can't be helped, Dreg."
	"She has made a grievance to me lately. And upon hearing this pending treaty, she insisted that I come here with a small request."
	The King looked at Aquine with some apprehension. The young man only moved his eyes from one man to the other, standing there stiffly. He had no idea where this was leading.
	"That is, if he agrees."
	"Which is what?"
	"I'd like for him to come live in the palace with us."
	"I don't think that is best, given the friction with the Royals of Falshire."
	"No, it's just us, me and White Mane."
	Legran looked to Aquine, giving him permission to speak. The young man calmly faced the Emperor.
	"I would have to respectfully decline."	Needless to say, Dregin was heavily disappointed. "But... I must ask why this sudden invitation?"
	The man walked up to him, arms unfolding to relax at the sides. "Is it not obvious? What with you dropping all those hints. Or were you just flirting with us the idea?"
	Aquine's features changed seeming to let out the other soul inside him. His eyes became hazel losing the emerald green, reflecting Dregin's amber and White Mane's silvery grey. He tried to steady himself. He breathed, visibly quivering in composure.
	"In this lifetime, I cannot serve such a sentence, your Imperial Majesty. I would if circumstances were different."
	"Then, I will make the circumstances different."
	"I beg you to not do so. The Imperial Courts will surely band together against you."
	"I am Emperor."
	"And I am a Knight of Tarenne."
	"You can be on loan to me, surely."
	Aquine was checked in this mind game. "Perhaps... if I may have permission to research in the Imperial Archives for historical----"
	"Done. You are an ambassador in capacity already."
	"Your Imperial Majesty, it would be temporary residence. And I still need to consult my wife before taking up your offer."
	"A carriage will be at your door daily." Dregin was very pleased.
	"I prefer my own horses. I will be diligent," Aquine promised, which assured the man into nodding.
	"I never take no for an answer." A smile took on the man's lips. He was so pleasant at the moment, it was hard to think of him as the Dragon with that extreme kill personality. "You will come to favor me."
	"I will work for you with respect."
	"You plan on stealing my best knight," Legran remarked wryly.
	"That's the point." Dregin replied. "It's been a while since I visited you." He scanned the lake again. "Tare is certainly beautiful." But soon enough, his eyes landed on Aquine again. "Why do you look familiar to me?"
	"You didn't notice me before. Why is that?"
	Now, the golden haired man found himself grinning. "You remind me of someone... very long ago."
	"Who would that be?"
	The man rapped a fist squarely on Aquine's chest. "Drink much?"
	"Depends on what it is I'm drinking."
	"Falshire's Birch One or Yellow Keg."
	The younger man couldn't resist answering. "My father would prefer Old Oak on the rocks. I sugar my Yellow Keg and eat bacon."
	Stunned, Dregin could only stare at this stranger that was too real to his memory. "Your father...?"
	"Gunden the Eagle. I'm sure you heard of him."
	"Ah... pity I never met him. We could have been good friends. My late brother and father shared the same taste."
	"I also have a late step-brother. He prefers mixing Birch with his Barley Umber."
	This code conversation was becoming too hauntingly real between them, as if their relations were revealing at the edge of each hinted confession.
	"Beware the dragon, Aquine. I drank with him just once, and it's not pretty." Legran spoke up.
	The young man grinned eyeing him back. "I can hold my own liquor." He spoke with a slight nod.
	"Oh really, this I will have to see. Count me in."
	The three men laughed then. The new year was bringing amends to what conflict came of winter. They had put aside tensions to meet each other in a peaceful setting. Yet, each held his heart guarded. Such was the way of these wayward souls converging at a time when history was forgotten but their memories.



Chapter 27

	Spying from behind the mayberry bush, Ikrah watched the meeting on the Sky Lake. The Dragon was a mystical creature she only had the pleasure to witness for the first time in her life. She couldn't hear what the men were saying. Curiosity held her there tight in its grip that she didn't notice the one watching her. Little Phoenix inched up close, breathing in her scent to the point he was literally close to touching her.
	"What are you watching with such focus?" he spoke softly to her ear.She jumped in her own skin, suddenly sensing his warm breath. He checked on what she was looking at. Turning back to her, he smiled. "Guess who the visitor is?"
	She shook her head. "I don't guess on things."
	"That's the Emperor. What do you think of his Soul Spirit?"
	"The... Dragon? It's magnificent." She looked again.
	"Are you curious what they are talking about?"
	She sighed tristfully. "Yeah...."
	"I have an idea what it might be."
	"You do?" She turned around, only to accidentally brush her lips on his chin. Backing away, she covered her mouth with a soft gasp. She turned to return to the picnic. He groped on her elbow fast, stopping her.
	"Aren't you curious?"
	"My Lord," she inquired.
	"He's probably here to take your brother away."
	Astonished, she searched her eyes over the bush once. "Why? What has he done?"
	"There was a treaty." He could see she was flustered in puzzlement. "He didn't tell you?"
	"Tell me what? What treaty?"
	"I'm betrothed to Princess Solaren and he pledged his services to the Empire for twenty years. It will commence two years from now."
	Speechless, she stood there lost, except to have teary eyes staring back at him. And then, he felt her arm was trembling. He had never seen this kind of raw emotion from a person before and was astounded himself. A gust of wind blew past them as the Dragon's shadow swooped overhead. They moved to get out of the way of its departure back to the northern edge of the sky. She ran past him to enter the enclave where the lake was. The other two men were surprised by her sudden appearance. She was not allowed to step on the walkway, so she stood at the bank in an anxious wait for them to come to land, striding along that long bridge. When they approached within proximity, Aquine reacted sheepishly upon seeing her upset.
	"Why didn't you tell me?" she demanded. "How long were you going to hide it from me?"
	"What? I can't make decisions without consulting you now?"
	"You told me to stay away from the palace. Then, why have you pledged your life to the Emperor?"
	"Ikrah," he practically pleaded in his voice.
	"No!" Tears welled up in her eyes. "I'll go where you go. You can't stop me, Brother!" She threw herself into him, locking his torso in her arms.
	"I'm not leaving yet-----" He pried her loose. She reached back gripping onto the collar of his clothes.
	"Then, when?" she insisted on knowing.
	He stared down into her deeply passionate eyes. There was this kindness in his eyes as he considered on the best way to let her down gently. Changing the subject to avert her attention on another target. "Have you thanked the Crown Prince yet? He saved your life the day after Winter Solstice."
	She frowned, peering at the King, then gazed back at him. "I will thank him, Brother. Afterhe is done wedded to the Royal Princess of Falshire!"
	The two men dropped their jaws upon receiving her response. Her world seemed shattered of all hope. The news was a double blow to her heart, to lose them both by the arrangement of the treaty. She must had felt she had lost everything. Aquine took on a consternation to chide her.
	"Ikrah, this is unbecoming of you. Where are the manners we've taught you?"
	She reined in her tongue then, lips quivering in caged rage. Several moments repaired her face into a practiced calm. She clammed up and walked back to the other side of the landscape avoiding the picnic, passing even Little Phoenix without a curtsie. Her emotions were too much for her to contain. She broke out into a run into the field without realizing it was northeasterly from the enclave. She circled the field once then expressed her anger in the Eagle Dance, sweeping up the wild flowers with her spanning kicks. As she moved in spins, Wind came naturally to her call. The field began to rise at her will being torn up by the surging tornado she summoned. Aquine's eyes popped wide open upon seeing her wrecklessness. The others were watching her power on display. He ran toward her then, calling out the entity hiding in him to stop her.
	A Dragonette was sketched out in the Wind surrounding her. She saw him approach. Her anger was yet to be diffused. He would have to catch her first if he was to have her surrender to his will. They fought in a flurry of dust blasts. She had levelled up so much in the weeks of practicing the Eagle Dance, outmatching him in skills. But he was the experienced fighter with six to seven years her senior. He struck her in the chest between the collar bones, throwing her back. She recovered her footing, bringing out her palm to channel Wind. Their silent sibling cast sudden lightning blast into her, shocking her. She fell on her knees, stunned with her head spinning. The field began to grow lavender around them in a suddenly rapid rate, shielding them. Aquine tore up the stalks of those fragrant flowers striding toward her. As she shook her head to regain her bearing, he slapped her across the face with the flowers sending her wheeling again. She covered her face as he struck her again and again.
	"Brother, stop...!" she cried out, straggling in fear.
	What could he do for this child? He sighed brusquely, tossing the flowers aside. He crouched down on one knee. "I'm sorry. I just want you safe. I hit you to remind you that I do care. I love you."
	She began to cry, reaching out to him with her arms. He held her as she wept. It wasn't for too long, but long enough for the rest of the family to see how close they were. Real siblings beyond the names or titles they had on paper. 
	She grew quiet since, which was adequate, though the silence was alarming in itself. She stayed indoors and studied peacefully. Aquine and Taye eventually were called away, leaving her alone. She quickly snuck out of the guest house they were staying at. Through the scullery, she made her way to the back gate that led her into the part of the city where the Conscripting Office was. She was interviewed with a few questions, then was told to go meet the Captain to give her name to be enlisted. As soon as he read he her name, he kicked her out. It was the same with the next station. Word spread quickly with her description and portrait. She couldn't use a fake name at the Ministries of Induction to join either. She had been blacklisted from the military.
	Glumly, she meandered in the streets wondering what else she could do. People were talking about the siege of the borderlands by Niele rogue armies. No doubt the Knights of Tarenne would be dispatched to aid the main army to quell that uprising. She put the bits of news together into a forthcoming event likely would have Aquine in the vanguard. Back on castlegrounds, she strolled her way to the Cistern, a garden that surrounded a fountain. Sitting on the edge of the basin, she stared at her own reflection wondering about Niele. The day was a lost cause now. She knew she couldn't go if she played by the rules. And being a Squire still, she had yet a few years to be knighted. She couldn't wait that long.
	A bouquet of spring flowers corded in grass was presented before her face. She looked up finding Aquine with his apologetic expression. Taking the bouquet, she smelled the light perfume coming from it, then smiled standing up. She embraced him easily. He released her extending an arm around her back as they walked into the castle. Dinner was with the Zandrian Royals that evening. He helped her into the chair that faced across from the Crown Prince. She placed the bouquet on the table at the foot of the candelabrum. Little did she realize that the youth had his eyes on her as she smiled over her plate and the flowers. The adults were beginning the night chatter between bites. Taye was scooping a second heaping of rice potato onto Ikrah's plate when she took a sip of wine. She shook her head.
	"Eat. You're so skinny lately."
	"I will have steak."
	The slab of beef was delivered instantly with onion gravy and fried mushrooms. She ate quietly, listening to their conversations carefully.
	"The summer would devastate the troops, Sire." Aquine was saying. "I'd rather we march at the first leaf fall."
	"But then, you will face mudslides. Rainy season in these parts go on for days."
	"I have a solution for that, actually."
	"Ah.... that is if you are riding out with the main guard."
	"I plan to."
	"Aquine.... I seriously advise you not to take on this mission. It is Tarenne's business."
	"I can handle this skirmish. It's not an actual battle. Besides I need practice if I'm to serve the Empire."
	She made no quarrel for the months to follow. Her daily routines were to practice her sword or the Eagle Dance, study in the library reading books, and scribing her lessons. History fascinated her most of all. She wished she could do research on all things related to the Founding Year. One summery day, she stumbled upon something that shouldn't be in the library. It was a scrap of leather, perhaps a leaflet of a journal. She read the runes, deciphering them naturally as they were a pictoral language. The meaning was bare: daughter, age four autumns approximately, born in Niele....Founding Year, first spring. A clatter of a door was heard for someone was in a hurry to come into there. She quickly replaced the leaflet on the floor, and hid herself behind the panel of a wide bookshelf. Holding her breath, she was careful not to make a sound, listening to the footsteps of the person marching in there, searching the place. Then, a sigh of relief escaped with the familiar voice of the King. She waited before slowly poking her head out to see indeed he was there holding the leaflet and putting it in a booklet. It was a strange secret that sat in her mind. She had no reason to confront him about it, nor did she have the authority. So, she kept silent about it.
	On the day of the march, she pretended to oversleep. She drank enough wine at dinner the night before. Aquine was getting ready to put on armor, but he made time to come into her room to check on her. She didn't budge, even as he kissed her on the forehead. Once he left the room, she opened her eyes hearing the couple in small talk as one was helping the other to suit up for battle. The details of his trip was revealed freely as they believed she was asleep. Patiently, she waited for them to leave. Taye would be bidding her lord a safe journey in the courtyard. Ikrah ran to get dressed quickly, hitching on black leather jerkin and leggings, then finished with boots. A woolen coat was clipped to her left arm as she went to choose her blade from Taye's collection strapped to the travel luggages. And so, she snuck out, cutting through the cloistered courtyard hiding behind shadows speeding across the walkways escaping through the garden gate that led outside against the backdrop of the mountain cliff. She made good time when she heard the hoofbeats in the distance. The tracks would be just as easy to follow....


———<>———

	The Knights of Tarenne had set up camp in the afternoon sun when a rider at hard gallop appeared. Taye was still in her casual clothes with just a cloak on to ward off the chill of autumn winds when she dismounted looking for Aquine.
	"What is it, my Lady?"
	"Ikrah has gone missing. I can't find her anywhere in the castle. Did she meet up with you?"
	"No," he replied until worry lines crawled onto his face. Within moments, he whispered into his wife's ear. They moved around the camp separately, then doubled around the bush. The rustling in the tall grass to their left was quick, but he was quicker. He hopped behind the next bush, and grabbed the collar of Ikrah's jerkin tightly. "Oh, no, you don't!" He dragged that miserable girl out of there all the way to the camp fire, which shocked the other men.
	"Gentle Goddess, is that Squire Ikrah?" one of them uttered.
	"Let go of me!" She snapped pushing her brother's grip off. "You're not going to leave me behind."
	"Go home!"
	"By myself? In this chilly weather? Risk being ambushed by brigands?"
	Aquine narrowed his eyes dully. She was being rebellious on purpose. "Taye can take you home. It's only a short distance."
	"Oh yeah, send two maidens on a horse. We're going to fight Niele fugitives."
	His frown flattened noticeably. The other men, Captains and Knights alike, turned heads the other way holding their faces as straight as possible. This was not exactly a strange scene to them being around their own Tarennei women who were just as flaming in character.
	"My Lord," Taye spoke up, "now that we're all here, we might as well fight together."
	"Not you, too!"
	"It will be her first real taste of battle. Real experience."
	He caught on to what she was referring to. Facing Ikrah, "So you want to be a little soldier. Don't come crying to me like a little girl if you get hurt."
	She stiffened, but wasn't ready to run home yet. "I'll be watching your back, Brother."
	That was one bold promise she intended to keep. They made progress into the border between Casca and Pruzia in the northeasterly region from Tarenne. A day later, the second cavalry arrived with the King leading fully garbed in battle gear. Aquine was checking the map of the region modeled on the table when the older man slapped aside the tarp over the tent's doorway to enter. He looked up with a nervous twitch in his stomach. The King was not pleased. The others excused themselves filing out of there.
	"Where are they?"
	"In the next tent, Sire."
	"Why didn't you just pull back or inform me?"
	"If I did, do you think the enemy would retreat?"
	"No, but you could've sent a scout and relay the message."
	"I didn't bring them here, Sire," Aquine said stiffly, then corrected himself. "All right, yes, it is ego on my part. But Ikrah wanted to test her mettle. I'll give her the chance."
	The King simmered down. "Fall back on me. Don't go all out in stupid glory."
	"I take precautions, Sire. See for yourself."
	Legran looked at the plan over. Two pincer moves and a weak reserve. "Glad I came."
	"I have a back up in case you didn't." Aquine smiled wickedly.
	They waited for the enemy brigade to make the first move, then the pincers moved in. The reserve squad was to lie in wait for the death blow when the brigade got pushed into the trap. Legran stood on high ground watching all this take place. Ikrah and Taye had been ordered to stay at his side. The fighting below moved as expected being hampered into the enclosure of the mountainside. The reserve moved into launching arrows raining down on them.
	And then, Aquine moved in to cut down the fighters. Their leader managed to dismount him by attacking his horse with an axe. While he struggled to recover his bearing, they moved in striking him in the back and the side sending him reeling on the ground. His armor held against the swords but not the axe that was aiming for his head. Instinctually, Ikrah sent pincers their way. They reacted in pain as those big needles bit into their necks or faces or exposed hands. Others saw and looked up searching for the source of where those things came from. Aquine got on his feet and took up the fight fiercely, striking down his foe with his sword.
	Legran watched how the siblings worked together. Ikrah's hidden abilities were subtle but very effective. She paced across the ledge absorbed in the battlement. Her discipline and focus were steadfasted to a flaw. She had eyes for Aquine, and no one else. More of her pincers were launched as she spun her hands like wings thrusting her palms forward. The enemy soldiers below surrounding him fell back from stinging pain. And because he had looked up in her direction, the others noticed. One of their secondary leaders pulled back, calling for the crossbowmen to follow his lead. They broke through the ranks fiercely, storming through the wall of men and swords. The reserve Zandrian army thronged out to surround the enemy. They didn't count on the Niele fighters to scale that human wall sprinting like wilderbeasts leaping over strides at a time. These were not regular soldiers, but elite assassins with enhanced skills.
	"Over there!" One hollered in the Niele tongue, pointing at her. "Live capture!"
	They scattered like a flock of ravens. Howls from the mountain rang out. Soon packs of wolves descended down on the enclosure mixing battle with mortal men. Within moments, the high ground camp was under attack. The Royal Guards in battle gear were deadly in combat striking at the beasts matching their ferocity and speed. The battle below began to wane into Niele defeat, but that was because a quarter of them broke rank scaling their way around to join the wolves. Power surged in the air thick as a curtain of vapor. Legran was experienced enough to withstand the effects of it, but Ikrah was hit hard in touching it. She gasped as if her lungs were being crushed falling to the side. The crossbowmen leapt into their camp from between the wolves. She was still swallowing for breath as she struggled to come out of the dizziness. None of the wolves would touch her even though a couple were free to do so within paces of her. In fact, they turned against their summoners attacking them on site.
	"Capture her!" A decorated Niele shouted in their native tongue from the far end.
	The animals were unreliable now, so they fought defensively against the Royal Guards to make their way toward her, leaving the summoned wolves to do the rest. Through the haze of disorientation, Ikrah could hear her own heavy breathing as she weaved her mind through the fog of animal communion, calling the animals to retreat. The Niele invoked a mantra as they fought to reach her. Just as they were within strides of her, Taye was there with two Royal Guards as a cushion shielding her. Behind her was a sneak attack from an assassin that rammed straight at her.
	"Ikrah!" Legran shouted, which shocked the attacker enough to delay a step as he stabbed his blade into the gut of the torso.
	Suddenly, the heavens rained down on them, soaking up the ground into mud. The wolves howled in a cry of retreat. They ran into the sparse spruces that decorated the mountainside. Screeching inhuman cries echoed through the mountain tops. Dozens of eagles dived into the battle below swooping terror into the hearts of the Niele fighters. They cowered at the sight of the birds. Then, dozens more of hawks and falcons covered up the sky casting shadows over them as well as covering them from rain.
	A crossbowmen pulled out a white ivory bolt, set in place, aimed at Legran, and shot it. Legran saw and moved quickly to push his Squire out of the way. She heard it through the clatter of rain and fighting noises. On her heartbeat, a zephyr knocked it askew, spinning in mid-flight into her arm. She groaned in pain as it was not an ordinary bolt that penetrated her leather armor. Water-Spheres were summoned and thrown at all the crossbowmen within range blasting them off their feet. Another assassin jumped into the scene aiming to strike at her but he turned the blade to slap at her on its flatness. She parried his strike, holding on her wrist to lend strength into it. His partner was attacking Legran to keep them apart. As she fell weak, her opponent pushed, then kicked her in the chest. The force was great enough to throw her on the ground. He and another wasted no time hooking an arm each under her armpit, dragging her away.
	"Ikrah!" Legran roared. 
	He struck down his opponent and launched hard ice at the kidnappers. They froze in place being struck by shards of hard ice the size of icicles. She was released immediately. The rest retreated upon seeing they were facing too strong of a foe. He came to her side, lifting her as she slipped into a coma, losing blood fast. Cutting open her sleeve, he checked the bolt, seeing it was carved with indentation in the shaft meant for bloodletting. With one hard grip, he yanked it out of her. The wound was fresh, gushing blood out heavily. He forced the flow to stop, sensing it was just clean blood. The unfortunate thing was it won't clot. He pulled out clean cotton gauze and a strip of cloth from under his armor. Her wound was dressed at his hands. The others could see plainly he cared for Ikrah as if she was of his own flesh and blood.
	And then, all battles ended. The ones that escaped ran into the bend of the canyon out of sight. The captured few dozens stood together in unison in the enclosure. They tossed their weapons on the ground. They faced execution head-on, unafraid. Aquine stood tiredly on the support of his sword as the birds flew away into the mountains behind him. He looked up to the camp seeing Legran carrying Ikrah away with the accompaniment of the Royal Guards and Taye beside him. There was relief in knowing that assurance. Straightening to his full height, he strode toward the captives. They stood in place facing him squarely.
	"You will live today," he said.
	"Such mercy after you summoned creatures against your own kindred?" The one with decorated marks on his bracers spoke.
	"That I did," Aquine replied lightly. "And I'd do it again, too."
	"May we know your name to report to our leader?"
	"Tell him Aquine treads these mountains unmolested for twenty years or else the result will be the same as today and worse."
	"It was not you who turned our wolves. Who is the sister up there?"
	"She is my sister."
	"We have heard of one High Lord of Gorra with your name."
	"Yes, I am the same man, whose seat was usurped by the Goshawk."
	They reacted in astonishment, stirring as they looked among each other. The leader of the group, nodded with respect. "I will advise our leader to hold peace so long as you or those from your House travel these mountains."
	They were allowed to leave, filing in a single line.


Chapter 28

	"We have a Duchess."
	Barakan came out of his morose mood upon hearing his second in command Dirben announce the news coming into the chamber that was literally a cave carved through the mountain. He stood up from his chair to meet the returning fighters.
	"What did you say?"
	"Aquine the Eagle has a sister. We fought him today."
	"What is her name?"
	"It should be Ikrah, Master, if I'm not mistaken," Usrah replied. "I heard the guard shouting her name in battle."
	"Our Duchess," Barakan repeated in amazement.
	"She is very strong," Dirben said. "She turned our wolves to the mountains."
	Nodding with resolution, Barakan spoke, "Then, we best prepare for her corornation."
	"Brother, Aquine claims rights to these trails free of our raiding for twenty years."
	Pause. "So long as he travels through here, we will respect the truce. We need our Duchess, and if we are on good terms with him, we can win her over to our cause."
	"I agree. But to plant our roots in a safer place, we should starting trading with the Eagle Clan."
	"Yes, very well."


———<>———

	Two days in, Ikrah lay in the gurney in the coma despite all the healing done to her. She lost a substantial amount of blood, but the bruising and swelling in her arm only worsened, rather than reduce. Legran watched worriedly at her side. Taye was cleaning the wound every so often. Finally, Aquine was able to come into the tent after resting from battle. He looked at her, then faced Legran.
	"What was the weapon that struck her?"
	"That would be this." The older man pointed to the bolt on the wooden stool nearby. "It is a strange kind of wood."
	Aquine examined it, flicking the back of his middle finger to it, tapping on it with his fingernail. "It is not wood, Sire, but ivory. Boar tusk from the looks of it."
	The older man stood up, quite shocked by this, but impressed by Aquine's knowledge. "Who are you, really? They heard your name, and simply agreed to the truce offered."
	"It does come with a price, Sire." He replaced the bolt. "They want her."
	If the King was disturbed by the latter, he showed no sign of it on his face."She's not healing. What is in this bolt that is causing that? I don't sense any poison."
	"Not poison, but a curse." He considered a long moment. "I will give her my blood to cleanse it in a ritual. It will require absolute peace with no interruptions for the quarter part of the moon. Will you order the others to stay away in the meantime?"
	"Of course." Legran exited to go to the guards.
	Aquine proceeded to sit at the patient's side. Placing her palm open on his knee, he set his own bare wrist on hers. He drew his personal knife, placing the blade between their skin. In one swift stroke, he severed open their wrists. He called on his hidden sibling to heal her. Only the Dragon-Unicorn had that strength. His blood flowed into her, gluing the parts that were suffering from the tusk that ripped her flesh. It purged the infection, coaxing the nerves and veins to heal back to its normal network. The warmth from him ebbing into her cold state encouraged vibrant life back into her. In so doing, he also gave up a quarter of his own blood, which weakened him. He would require another two seasons to a year to recover to his full strength. The pride in him to be able to save her was phenomenal. In the end, he held a gauze to his wrist while Taye bandaged her up.
	The lightheadedness caused him to stumble a bit as he got up. Legran caught him readily, handing him a waterskin. As he drank from it, the King dressed his wound. He looked at the older man with surprise.
	"Sire, were you here the whole time?"
	"Yes. I wanted to witness what it is you do. That is a strange ritual that I've never seen or heard of. It is not the way of a Gorran."
	"No, it is not. If I told you, then you would be obligated to arrest me."
	"The guards have been ordered away. You are safe from eyes and ears."Legran took the waterskin from him to take a swig. "You don't have to tell me. I know a thing or two about Ikrah's mother."
	Aquine kept his face cool and collected. "Did you meet her?"
	"No. I know who did."
	"Who?"
	Legran gestured for him to lean over for the whisper. "Dregin of Falshire."
	Eyes peeled into near popping out of their sockets. Aquine fell back several steps tripping on the sitting stool, armor clanging as his limbs knocked into each other. He looked up at Ikrah as she was breathing normally now. "Seven Stars mock me to my grave!" He crawled toward the gurney. Ikrah, his little sister by two-fold in blood! He believed the King. Turning around on his knees, he bowed his head to Legran. "Sire, if I may make a request of you."
	"Of course, son."
	"Never repeat that name to Ikrah. I believe it would devastate her."
	"I've kept it from her all this time. You have my word, Aquine."
	Aquine bowed fully, hands clasped to his forehead as he bent all the way to the ground. "I am indebted, Sire."
	Legran raised him with open palms on his elbows. The two men faced each other with this secret between them. They forgot Taye was in there having seen what happened. She looked to Ikrah tenderly, smoothing back the girl's hair.
	They rode back to Tare peacefully. Into the heart of autumn, as the weather was fair with a warm sun and chilly breezes, Aquine extended his arm. A magnificent falcon came flying out of the sky gliding down to land smoothly on his leather gloved forearm.
	"Happy Birthday, little sister."
	She beamed delightedly, reaching out to touch the bird's breast and wing. "I'd rather you set him free."
	"You're fully nineteen today. Make your wish and give it a kiss, then send it to the stars to come true."
	She grinned, blushing as she closed her eyes to concentrate on that secret wish. And then, she pushed her forearm onto the bird's legs nudging him into stepping onto it. Her other hand came up distracting it, so she could kiss his wing, whispering discreetly into his ear behind the head. She extended her arm, moving it so, and sent the bird on his way. Aquine widened his smile into a grin.
	"So, what did you wish for?"
	"Not telling you."
	He chuckled. "We're almost back to Tare. Want to race?"
	"Sure."
	"On count of three. One...two...three---go!"
	He let her have a head start before chasing her in a gallop, cloak flying on the winds. It was like one of the romantic scenes out of a painting, which played on the men's minds wondering just how close were these two. Taye and the King knew better, of course. Leaves of autumn had changed colors to variations of gold, red, soft browns, and even some bloomed their last magenta flowers. Blossoms drifted over their paths turning as they rode past. Out of the valley, they galloped to the tundras over open fields of low growth grass and dried weeds. Fresh with whipping winds, they rode freely in their element. The drybeds of ancient rivers met the landscape forming coppery radiant canyons. By the time they arrived at Tare's main gate, Little Phoenix was there chasing a falcon that circled the sky with a bow and arrow ready in hand. She reined in to a halt, turning to see Aquine was beside her. They both dismounted, bowing to the Crown Prince. He acknowledged them with a nod, then aimed at the bird in the sky.
	Ikrah was alarmed, stepping forth. "Please don't kill him, my Lord!"
	"I won't," he replied. "Just clip its wing."
	"No, no need. He's mine. His name is Soar Wind."
	She extended her arm, and the falcon finished circling to glide toward her landing on her forearm. Taking the reins, she led the horse with her through the gateway and into the courtyard. People were amazed at the sight of her. The other two stayed behind to wait for the returning cavalry and army. Aquine noticed the Crown Prince never took his eyes off Ikrah. In fact, the youth was breathing a little more heavily than should be, seeming to be on the verge of chasing after her.
	"We found that bird on the road back. It's her birthday today. She's nineteen."
	Little Phoenix turned in surprise, as far as excitement went. "Her birthday? We should celebrate."
	"Yes, there is much to celebrate."
	He watched the youth run inside with a wicked smile. The cavalry appeared in the field behind him. He heard the hoofbeats turning around to greet them. The King slowed to nod at him, before continuing on into castlegrounds. In the courtyard, as everybody dismounted and were greeting their families, Legran came over to him.
	"Stay in Tare. Your residence is in the Rose Bend."
	"S-Sire!" The Rose Bend was literally next to the royal residence.
	"I won't lose to the Emperor. His grand palace may be vast, but my host chambers are warmer."
	He stared at the older man who hadn't aged a wrinkle in the past two decades. Sighing, he spoke: "There will be very long trips between here and Falshire."
	"Maybe, but not often. I'm contending your release from the treaty."
	"Sire----"
	"Don't try to dissuade me on this. You will always be a Knight of Tarenne."
	"It's not me you want."
	Legran leaned against his ear. "It's her father I want you to avoid," the King spoke softly. "And his wife."
	"But where will that put you?"
	"The only way to protect your sister is to have you here."
	"Sire, you're suggesting conflict with the empire."
	"I've been doing it all these years, what's a few more?" He gave out a chuckle, walking away. "Come to dinner in the Grand Dining Hall," he called back. "Celebrations are in order!"
	The knights in the courtyard roared in hurrah and bravado. Pandemonium rang through the castle over the victory of their first borderland battle. It lasted through dinner with drinks and food. For once, the Tarennei were happy again able to celebrate and raise their heads with pride. They were a free people with building strength to these castle walls. An undercurrent of respect began to circulate among them as recount of the battle travelled by word of mouth like fanfire.
	Aquine led his wife by the hand into the bedchamber at their newest residence. They came from dinner and a bath, and now were tired enough to simply rest in bed. As soon as he kissed her good-night, it became a long and sensuous one before sleeping the night away. There were no discussion needed about things for a while, just enjoyment while they stayed in Tare.
	Having shed out of battle gear, bathed, and draped in a Tarennei dressIkrah, however, stayed up. She was a night owl, pacing around the huge antechamber into her bedchamber. It was bigger than any room she had ever lived in. Actually, the Rose Bend was even bigger than their house back in Falshire. The candelabrum were simply amazing adding so much brightness to the room. She loved every dancing flame on every candle. She made a temporary stand for the falcon out of her jerkin wrapped and trussed to the back of a chair. A soft knock was heard on her door. She went to open it, meeting the Crown Prince.
	"If you're not tired, would you come over a little while? My parents would like to see you."
	She nodded with a smile that he saw was pretty. They walked together down the hall into the antechamber to the Royal private residence. It was large with a massive fireplace decorated in marble. The floor was patterned in rosewood panels in zigzags, polished to a shine. A violinist and a cellist were seated to the side. The King and Queen sat together on a couch. The heavy maroon draperies had been drawn over the large windows to ward off the chills. Ikrah was escorted before the couple. She bowed with a full curtsie. The King then gestured for the musicians to commence playing.
	"May I have this dance, Squire Ikrah?"
	Turning in surprise, she met his face and his raised palm. She looked at the couple who nodded with their smiles. So, she danced with the Crown Prince. Their hands were in the air as they circled the floor. She turned in place, then he turned in place. They danced like that until he changed the steps into something different. His right hand came about her back to her shoulder blade as his left took up her right palm. He led the steps into a waltz. As they moved around the room, the gap between them shrank until she was against him. Her heart began to pound just as she felt his beating out of his ribcage.
	"Please, my Lord, could we stop?" she asked nervously.
	He smiled sadly with a nod. "Ending pose." They converged into that as he led her to move around arching her back positioning for a kiss. He kept it short and civil. She was grateful for that. He released her and they both bowed in ending the performance. His parents applauded delightedly.
	The musicians left for the night. She was ushered to sit in the chair beside Little Phoenix. And then, the couple pulled out the box beneath their seat.
	"From us to you, happy birthday," Stone Bird said.
	"And from me on short notice," Little Phoenix pulled out a small box from behind him, "Happy birthday, Ikrah." He forgot to address her by title. As he was closest, she accepted his gift first.
	"Thank you, my Lord. Thank you, Sire, your Royal Highness."
	They gave her a beautiful ballroom dress of silver threading with a corsage made of pearls and feathers. And then, she unwrapped his gift, surprised that the case was a jewelry box. Inside were decorative comb sets, opal earrings, pearl shell pendants bejeweled with amethysts on a silver chain. She swallowed looking at the gift and Little Phoenix. As she opened her mouth to speak, Legran laughed preemptively.
	"You call that on short notice?"
	Little Phoenix flushed a deep red. "I collect things for this occasion. Do you like them?" he asked Ikrah. "Just say you like them and we call it a night. I'll walk you back to your chamber."
	The couple were laughing silently over this scene. She could see the dilemna of the Crown Prince. She nodded. "They're beautiful, my Lord. Thank you."
	He walked her back to her chamber, carrying her boxed dress for her. At the door, he smiled pleasantly. "Thank you for rescuing me from that. They like to embarass me often."
	"Think nothing of it, my Lord." She retrieved the box. "Good night. Thank you for walking me back."
	As she turned, he cleared his throat. "No hug?"
	She hesitated, but as she moved toward him, he kissed her fully on the lips. "Good night."
	There were more invitations like this frequenting during the day, which eliminated the good-night kiss. As she was preoccupied in this manner, Aquine was free to return to Falshire to do research in the Imperial Archives, which was deep within the Library away from the general public. He and Taye spent hours at a time in there reading old manuscripts, everything ever written about the history of Falshire. They were most interested in the bloodlines of the royalty. By evening, they would eat with the Emperor himself in his private dining suite. Some evenings, few words were exchanged, though the research itself relayed their common interest. They soon found that the Empress went missing often, too often in fact. The Emperor drank his wine, eyeing Aquine a little too long one night that second week into winter.
	"What's it like being adopted?" he asked.
	The couple raised their heads from eating. Aquine lowered his fork as he finished chewing, then swallowed. "No different than how it is now sitting here," he replied, bringing curls to his lips.
	"I meant before you met Legran.	Not with that face. There isn't a Gorran bone in you."
	"Oh?" Aquine took a draw of wine. "Not even this black hair shows that, your Imperial Majesty?"
	Dregin narrowed his eyes, taking another swig. "No....You and I are alike. Your bones are Falshiren."
	Aquine flipped up his eyes, remaining calm and collected. "And I still say I'm Gorran. It's probably why King Legran favors me."
	Humor permeated those narrowed golden amber eyes of the Emperor. Dregin pointed at him with the index finger while holding up the glass of wine for another swig. "I see how you make good company to an old man who craves sons to his legacy."
	"Ah, your Imperial Majesty, the Crown Prince has his guidance. I merely get work done when my liege needs me."
	"Tell me, who was your mother."
	"I am one of eleven chosen sons to the High Lord, out of the many consorts and slaves in the harem. Not one came forward to claim giving birth to me."
	Dregin turned his eyes on Taye. "Is that not alarming to you?"
	"My Lord treats me well so long as he never starts a harem," she replied, which made Aquine react fearfully.
	"Have you had enough wine?" Dregin asked wickedly.
	"Yes, your Imperial Majesty."
	"I have to admit I was curious about you. The rumors only confirm you own the Knight the other Dames and Ladies desire. If he had toyed with the idea of a harem...."
	"They would have to go through me, of course."
	Dregin laughed then. "Tarennei women!" He refilled his glass. "I'll drink to that. A fine breed."
	They raised their glasses to him, and sipped. The night grew cold when it was late. They finished dinner and bid farewell to depart when a blizzard blew howls of wind outside the glass paned windows in the hallway. They had been snowed in. Dregin remained behind drinking yet another bottle of wine. They turned back to the dining suite only to find him passing out, spilling his wine with the glass rolling on the table. None of the servants were coming up to clear the table. Aquine knew he shouldn't touch his uncle, but the sight of him drunk with sunken eyes was so pitiful. He sighed, then asked Taye to lend a hand, helping the man to the couch, propping his feet up.
	"I guess, we'll spend Winter Solstice here this year. Won't make it back to Tare at this rate."
	Taye leaned into him to be held. "I love you, Aquine."
	"And I love you, Taye, love of my life."









Chapter 29

	Through this blizzard, the Knights of Tarenne couple were kept in the palace for a good part of winter. Spring was late this year as the snow was so much everywhere. When it did melt, half of spring had settled in. Then, the floods of the icy melting caused the rivers to rise beyond their normal heights on the embankments. Parts of the city was ruined under all that water. They had to wait for rivers to recede. Then, the damaged housing needed repairs. Food and disaster relief had to be distributed to the civilians. All these things took up their time straight into summer. And then by autumn, they were able to take a leisurely vacation for about a month. They were soon called to help with the preparation of Tempest Rite. No sooner did they leave for Tare, they received news of battles breaking out in the northern borderlands.
	"I'm beginning to think the Emperor is keeping us," Taye remarked dryly. "And not wanting us to return to Tare."
	"Well, I'm not marching with any army this late in autumn or through winter. We ride for Tare, my love. I also miss our family there."
	"Fine by me, my Lord." She smiled nudging for a quicker trot heading south.
	Thus, they made good time riding back into Tare. The Citadel was completed by now with a ceremony for its grand opening. The Zandrians were more than happy to see them. Familiar faces, comrades in battle, and admirers all came out to greet them. They didn't even get to change into formal wear for the occasion as people just dragged them straight to the explanade, climbed a few steps to greet the King and Queen. They dropped the ribbons, grabbing hold of Aquine for a hug and then included Taye in a group hug exclaiming joyously. Then, they all stood behind the ribbon to cut for the opening of the Citadel. It was a military station for Tarenne's Knighthood that they could proudly call their own.Once done, Aquine and Taye asked for a retreat. They were allowed to rest as dinner was mandatory. They went to the Rose Bend, stopping by in Ikrah's chamber first. They knocked, then entered seeing an empty antechamber, so they went in the bedchamber catching a glimpse of her sleeping in bed sweetly laying there on her stomach clutching a pillow. Taye covered her smile over the sleeping beauty. Aquine swallowed hard, seeing how she was all grown up in a year.
	"Goddess, my sister is beautiful!"
	His voice was loud enough to wake her. She opened her eyes sleepily. "Brother? Sister? You're home."
	"Hey, sleepy head."
	Her eyes were still droopy as she yawned. She got up putting up her arms for a big group hug. "I missed you two. What took you so long?"
	"We're here now."
	She turned up her head, eyes brightened now. "So how was Falshire?"
	"One disaster after another," he said dully, sighing and stepping away. "We'll tell you all about it over dinner. Need a bath and some sleep."
	"Yeah, same here," Taye added. "Longest ride ever."
	She trailed behind them as they went into their own chamber. While they shed the dusty clothes from the road, she drew their bath, adding lavender oils and soaps. They practically gasped coming into the steamy room as she poured hot water into the prefilled pool. The little fireplace was what boiled water quickly in a cauldron. Cold water was drawn from a draw cord releasing the flow through the pipe attached to a faucet.
	"Missed us that much, huh?" he teased.
	She turned around with a wide grin. "Just being nice."
	He ushered Taye to go in first. Then, he climbed in after her as she sighed soothingly as if aching muscles were being unknotted. "So, what have you been up to while we were gone?...Ooooh....ahhhh.... This is a nice bath."
	"I agree," Taye said, groaning as she leaned back against him. "I don't think I will ever leave."
	He chuckled, nudging his face neatly into her ear. "Same here. Ikrah, leave us, please."
	She giggled and exited closing the door.


———<>———	

	After a quick nap, they barely made it to dinner. Food was already served and wine already sipped. They noticed Ikrah was wearing an elegant blue dress that hugged her figure. Her hair had been done up with decorative combs, her ears were graced with a pair of opal dangling earrings, and a matching opal carbachon caged in silver wire hung on her chest above her bosom.
	"We've been taking very good care of your little sister," Legran said proudly. "Only good food and good company."
	"Uh...I see that, Sire. I think we should have never left Tare." Aquine said, setting the chair for his wife to sit, then sat down beside her.
	Chuckles. "I wouldn't be surprised if the Emperor and Empress decide to spend Winter Solstice here this year."
	"You think so?"
	"Oh, yes."
	"I'm taking Ikrah with me on a trip," Stone Bird announced pleasantly. "That falcon is very obedient. I'd like to have one like it."
	Aquine looked at the elders gravely. "That serious, huh."
	"He's sent me letters asking me to denounce your fealty to me. So, yes, it's that serious." Legran said.
	"Sire... thank you... for all that you've done. I'm glad I chose my path as a Knight of Tarenne."
	"So, did you find any clue to the mystery of your life?"
	"I don't know how close I am to that. We were busy with relieving the city of storms and floods."
	"Yes, Sire," Taye said. "Strange natural disasters hit Falshire this year."
	"Well, if it snows down here, then we know it's unnatural weather," Legran remarked.
	The couple understood distinctly what he was referring to. They were so quiet, the meal seemed gloomy.
	"Sire, on our way out of the city, a scout reported to us of skirmishes in the northern borderlands," Taye said.
	"That's terrible news, indeed."
	"We chose to come here instead of going back in the city." She added, dropping her head.
	"You chose wisely. The treaty isn't in effect until next autumn's first full moon. I don't intend to give him leeway in this."
	"Sire," Aquine began, "were you always this diplomatic?"
	"Ask the Queen that," Legran replied with a smile. "And you should wish you had been of my blood."
	"Honestly, I do from time to time. But say if Taye had been your daughter, I'd make a fair son-in-law." His wife blushed noticeably. "Taye? What's the matter?"
	"I'm glad Father is not retired yet."
	"Oh? Why is that?"
	"If we had dinner every night like this, and you buttering up his old heart, I wouldn't hear the end of it."
	"End of what?"
	"You! Reaping in all the praises, you preening eagle."
	The elders laughed freely for once. It was genuine and full of mirth. The rest kept their laughter quiet. Aquine noticed the Crown Prince eyeing Ikrah on a hint. He coughed superficially.
	"I am mortally embarassed. My wife serves me justice desserts every so often."
	Suddenly, Ikrah cried out in pain and grunted, looking in the air. "Soar Wind...." She tried to get up and only toppled onto the floor.
	"Seven Stars!" Aquine pushed back his chair scraping the floor as he got up. He ran to her side. "Ikrah!"She couldn't even talk at this point, holding onto her chest as if she was gutted by an invisible force. "Crown Prince, take her back to her bedchamber, please."
	Little Phoenix didn't mind. He lifted her in his arms easily and practically marched out of there through the secondary door. Moments later, Dregin appeared from the main door, dragging a dead falcon in hand, while holding a keg in the other. He was certainly a wakeful drunk. Blood of the bird dripped and stained the floor. The remaining four people were not afraid of him, though they were disturbed by his dramatic entrance. They were standing each in their own places.
	"Well, good evening, Dregin. Do come join us for dinner. Did you even bring White Mane?" Every word was crisp from Legran.
	Taye quietly excused herself, striding carefully away. She didn't want to look at the miserable man as she closed the door. She hoped he was feeble enough to assume she was a servant slipping out. The remainder three sat down at the table calmly. Dregin placed the fresh kill on the table.
	"This bird flew out of nowhere at me."
	"Did it?"
	"Why do you use that tone with me?"
	"What tone, Dreg? You're drunk as a skunk. Why don't you sober up?"
	The keg was put on the table. "Why don't you make me? There's still more than half of it in here. Use it and attack me."
	"I'm not fighting you over dinner."
	"You won't fight me. You won't consult me. You won't meet me. NOT EVEN HALFWAY! For Goddess-sake, make sense for once!" With each sentence building his irate mood, he started shouting at the top of his lungs.
	Legran had the look of a man being humiliated by a disgruntled brother. He sipped from his wine and ate, while Stone Bird crossed her arms with a terse sigh as if waiting. Soon, enough a knock came on the door. And White Mane entered like a lady dressed like the moon in her light blue satiny robes. She looked at the other couple pleasantly, then Aquine with a gracious smile.
	"Guess I crashed the party."
	"Not at all," Legran remarked coolly. "You're later than I expected."
	"Do tell your husband to simmer down," Stone Bird requested.
	"Why?" White Mane mocked a chortle. "We're all family here. He's hardly a guest." She gestured at Aquine. "Eats at your table regularly."
	"We would like to eat in peace. Or have you forgotten such a thing living in Falshire all this time?"
	Dregin stumbled over taking Ikrah's seat, and began eating off of the plate. White Mane sat down across from him in Aquine's original seat. The irony of such a placement for the visitors.
	"Who sat here?" Dregin asked.
	"Little Phoenix," Legran replied. Aquine picked up the goblet in front of him for a swig, trying very hard not to be thrown by the lie out of the King's mouth.
	"All this steak. He's a growing boy!"
	"Yes, we know."
	Dregin looked around the table. "You're hiding someone. I can sense it."
	"Hiding? What do you mean hiding?"
	"Your Goddess damn Squire! I never see her, but everyone talks about her like she's your daughter. Why the hell do you hide your children from me?"
	Legran was about to jump up, but the Queen stopped him. She spoke instead. "After how you treated me, of course, it's only natural we keep our girls safe."
	"Really. I only teased. I never lay a hand on you."
	"I beg to differ, Dregin."
	He peered back at her dagger stare. "Hmmph, if things were different, you would have begged me to play with you."
	She flattened her scowl that had gone lopsided on her face. Legran squeezed her forearm lightly to remind her he was still there. She got up angrily, but because her husband was askance, she gave him a loving kiss. He nodded to reassure her. She went out the door without a word. And meanwhile the whole time, Aquine kept refilling his own wine, trying to drown himself from witnessing all this drama. He didn't expect any of this. Then, even that was knocked out of his hand by an invisible force, wine spilled all over the table. He felt it plainly, a stiff wind. Legran handed him his own goblet. Aquine was afraid to drink from it. The man took the Queen's goblet and sipped before cutting into the steak again.
	"We're staying for winter." White Mane said. "It's warmer weather here."
	"Be my guests," Legran replied without looking. "The Citadel opened today. I'm proud of the Knights in training living there. I will take you on the tour tomorrow." He did pause between bites to look over at Aquine. "Eat, son. Your plate is getting cold."
	The younger man could feel the other two shooting stares at him. This was Little Phoenix's plate in front of him. It had a balance of steak, sauce, fried onions on mushrooms, a roll, and two uneaten sprigs of asparagus. He dared to eat the first bite. Looking up at the King, he felt this was the perfect fatherly figure he had ever had the good fortune to meet in this lifetime. So, he ate quietly, feeling much like a boy beside the man.
	"That face...." White Mane studied his profile. "Where have I seen it before?"
	Both Aquine and Dregin raised their heads in unison. In that moment, however fleeting, revelation struck her with an uncanny recognition of the semblance between them. She froze looking at them both, comparing the features. Legran purposely caused the spilled wine to move taking on the shape of a fountain. He had the stream fall into Aquine's goblet. The younger man was impressed staring at the feat.
	"Sire, what is this?"
	"Wine."
	"I-I know it's wine, but how is it doing that?"
	"I'm doing it."
	"You're no stranger to magery," White Mane cut in.
	Aquine looked back at her. "I was at the Academy once."
	"Why didn't we meet?... The Emperor and I oversee it regularly. How is it we never met you?"
	"White Mane, you met him. You forgot is all," Legran replied. "I know how much of a sport Dregin is with people's memories."
	"What's that supposed to mean?"
	The fountain jumped into a tidal wave crashing into itself over and over. "He's a Goddess forsaken memory thief! He's damaged enough lives doing it."
	Aquine laid down his fork and knife having lost his appetite. Was that what happened to Ikrah? Stolen memories? Mind raped? Damaged to the point that she couldn't remember things short term, like coming out of a coma with little questions to what happened to her. Or that she never questioned who her parents were. Or that she can't remember to even ask at all. All these years at her side, filling her void to compensate such losses seemed so daunting, so hard to reach, like a bottomless pit of sorrows.
	"I do it to spare people their pain and misery." Dregin sounded sober then.
	"Like hell you did." Legran tossed his utensils clattering onto his plate. "You thrive on their hard luck. There's nothing nurturing between you and the Empress."
	"I don't need a lecture from you, Legran."
	"I know what you want from me, but I'm not giving up my Knight just because you say you need one."
	"Oh, so I have to go through you now?"
	"Sire----"
	"Stay out of this, Aquine!...You will have to go through me, Stone Bird and the rest of Tarenne!"
	"He won't stay out, and you know it. Too curious about the archives," Dregin laughed coldly. "Tell me, Aquine, what is it about the royal bloodline of Falshire interests you the most?"
	White Mane raised a palm at Legran. "Let the boy speak, freely. Or I will invoke it out of him."
	The King looked at him as if to say: Is that what you've been doing over there? Aquine swallowed, turning to face the other two. He knew too well what she meant by that.
	"Legends speak of a Duke who once owned Falcon's Spire. I wanted to see if it's true."
	"That would be my late brother you speak of. Now how is it that Gorra is so interested in him?" Dregin gazed upon him then.
	"Was he exiled for treason? His name is mentioned but nothing relates to his name."
	"I won't tell you his story here. Come to Falcon's Spire. I won't spare any details to all your questions."
	"Aquine!" Legran tried to warn him.
	"You mean for me to fight the northerners," Aquine remarked.
	"We will be there in the battlements," White Mane said. "It's just to secure Falcon's Spire."
	"I will serve at your side, your Imperial Majesty."
	After that winter, on the eve of spring, they whisked him away to the northlands. There were weekly skirmishes and he fought in them all along side with the Elemental Incarnates. Tornadoes and lightning storms amassed the battlegrounds. Briars and trees trapped the enemy Niele to their deaths. That was how they were hunted and killed off. His appearance served warning after a while. They knew to retreat rather than confront the Falshiren empire with raids. He fought and sieged them throughout the summer and by autumn, peace was obtained. No more Niele or rogue assassin appeared in that territory. But with one conflict done, another war brewed.
	As he stood on the tower's parapet with the winds lapping through his hair, his mantle whipping, he thought about how he came to be this man that stood here. He had served the empire well. And then, he felt Taye's arms around him. He turned around, surprised that she was here.
	"I heard the battles were won. I had to come, my love."
	He smiled sadly, rubbing his nose to hers then kissed her sweetly on the lips. "I'm still in one piece."
	"Come home, sweetheart."
	"I wish I could. They won't let me."
	She cried, clinging to him. "I can't live without you."
	"You have to take care of my sister, keep her from harm."
	"We've never been apart. Never."
	"Shhhh....shhhhh.... I love you, Taye." 
	He held her close to his heart. They stood there watching the sunset. By twilight, the Dragon appeared flapping its massive wings with Dregin riding on its back. White Mane came into view from her Unicorn, galloping up a bridge of vines she summoned to the parapet. They dismounted, letting their Soul Spirits wander leisurely. Aquine moved Taye behind him.
	"So, here we are," Dregin said.
	"Yes. I've done my part of the bargain."
	"And you want to know some answers. But you should know these answers are not for strangers, especially imposters."
	"I guess you'll have to rip my bones out to be sure, right?"
	"You look like the man who tried to murder the three royal males years ago," White Mane accused. "Am I seeing ghosts?"
	"White Mane, that man was my brother, for Goddess's sake."
	"I was there. I caught the arrows. But he was dead before I could question him. You never told me any of this until now."
	"Taye, get out of here," Aquine said. The door was overrun with briars, barring her escape route. He realized that. "My wife knows nothing."
	"Oh, please, it's a family affair with you."
	Dregin regarded him darkly. "You want to know the story about Guneth. Well, you will have to know it involved me and our father."
	Taye jumped upon feeling a barb brushing against her. Aquine held onto her protectively. "Why is it that complicated if it's just a name now?"
	"Let me tell you a story, Aquine. There was once a king who wanted magical sons. He had but one, the youngest of three. He had two wives. One was queen who gave him two sons. The other was a consort who produced a prodigal son."
	"Guneth and you are half blood through King Ligon."
	"You're catching on. Now these two brothers rivaled each other. But because the younger showed signs of magery, he had to leave. He ran into a baroness who claimed she had magery, but in truth that power came from a sacred stone known as Tourmaline. Being young and deviant, he flirted with her to gain her trust and stole it from her. As he fled, she took the ultimate revenge. She seduced his brother for his seed, and went before the King demanding justice for being jilted by the jewel thief. You see, although it wasn't my child, she insisted the Tourmaline was proof that I was there in the scene. I didn't want to give it up, so I fled my own kingdom wandering for ten years. Upon my return, my brother attempted to assassinate us. No doubt she had turned him against us, because deep down he loved her. But princess she was not. My father refused to allow them to wed, despite the gravidity."
	"You kept this secret all these years?" White Mane was shocked by the revelations. "I thought it was just the Tourmaline alone."
	"I didn't want to mar my brother's memory."
	"How did he die?" Aquine nearly whispered.
	"Poison pincers were shot into him for instant death when he failed his mission," White Mane provided. "And that brings me to a question. How long have you known Trink?"
	Aquine had to play things carefully around this name. "The woman came to me, offering me the chance to regain my House, or at least start one in my own name."
	"Oh? How would you manage that?"
	"Make friends in high places, do heroic deeds.... I think I managed a few accomplishments."
	"So, who exactly are you?"
	"I am my father's son."
	"Then, what of your mother?" she snapped. "You evil whelp!"
	"I own her likeness, don't I?" He moved defensively, inching Taye toward the edge. "Sidora."
	They looked on him with dismay. "So, you admit you are her son?"
	"I am more than that. I am the son of Prince Guneth himself. He never made Duke while he lived, shame of the flock, that black sheep Falshire left behind."
	"Then, why did you claim to be our son? You mocked us!"
	"If I were, would you treat me more tenderly? But you hate my mother so much now, you want to kill each and every Niele blood on sight. You don't even see how that hate has blinded you from justice or mercy."
	"I'll show you mercy." She drew her Crescent Moonblades.
	"Taye, I love you----" He struck her with enough force to throw her off the parapet.
	Flocks of eagles, falcons, hawks, and ravens came out of the mountains sweeping under his fallen wife like a flying carpet, swooping away. The Dragon pursued her, tearing into those flocks that were just as fierce fighting back, especially the eagles. Ultimately, Taye escaped with her life except for the terror of carrying the hidden knowledge about the Emperor and Empress.
	Dregin and White Mane moved in on Aquine. He backed a few steps, holding his palm toward the floor, calling on his hidden sibling to summon a sprig up into his hand. It was agate that he ripped out of the growth from between the stonework. He parried the strikes they sent his way. Lightning struck him. He and his brother struck back, sending bolts at either opponents. They were surprised by that. Barbs were launched into him. The poison ate into his flesh. He fell, screaming in horrendous pain. The souls were torn from his body, floating above with barely a foot for anchor.
	"Aquine," Dregin called to him, holding his newly found nephew. "Why didn't you dodge?"
	Weakly, between gasps of breath and wincing in pain, he spoke. "What...would you have named him... if he wasn't aborted?"
	Dregin looked at White Mane with even more shock.
	"Please.... I need to know."
	"If he had been born, I would have named him Solstar for winter's grace."
	Aquine looked into himself with relief. "Did you hear that, little brother?..." He labored for air. "My secrets die with me." And he breathed his last as his lungs expired with his eyes open as if he was too sad to go the way he did.











Chapter 30

	The birds laid Taye gently on the ground by a huge well within the abandoned castle of Niele. And then the flocks dispersed back into the sky returning to their relative origins in the mountains and forests. She looked up to the grey sky of that gloomy morning. The stonework was worn, some blocks had been beaten loose strewn all over the floor. The steps leading up to floor had tiles ripped off in places all over. Looking down, she saw the spiral stairwell built into the wall leading all the way down to the water deep, deep far below. She guessed the distance was at least four hundred paces. Going upstairs, she found her way around the castle which stripped bare. The walls seeped of moss and dankness. She walked the castlegrounds alone feeling the eerie cries of ghosts from years past. This was a terrible place. Eventually, she found her way up some terraces and looked out at the landscape below. The rivers over the moorland could be flowing back to Falshire. She didn't want to risk travelling that way. As she turned around, something caught her eye. There was a shape in the ground. She climbed onto the parapet, up the highest blockade to get a better view. The shape depicted a horse eating out of a bowl with a pouring from a caudron.
	Shocked and awe-struck, she came down on her knees, covering her mouth. She cried for the poor child that was left here years ago. The Porridge Pony was a play on words. It was more like The Poor Ridged Pony. That was the orphanage Ikrah mentioned in her saddest moments. A place that was in the middle of nowhere behind this forsaken castle. When she calmed from the weeping, she made her way back down to explore the place. A lot of iron work was incorporated everywhere, from windows to door and gates alike. The iron portcullis was what clued her in on where she was. Aquine had told her of this place. She knew she was in Niele, the Black Veil's lair. It wasn't just any castle. It was the birthplace of the whole tribe that fought their way into becoming a barony under the heels of Falshire with Gorran invasions. Many were slain here.
	She made her way back to the well, walking down those stone steps into the bowel of hell. Her descent was marked with darkness by the time she reached the pool. She had barely touched the water for a drink as she cupped it in her hands, when a voice called out to her. With a gasp, she looked around her, barely making out the dimness of the water and the stonework around her.
	"Who goes there?" she cried out.
	"Taye, it's me."
	"S-Sire? Where are you?"
	"Here." The water bubbled and moved shaping a wall with his image in it. "Did you find Aquine?"
	"Yes, I did." She wanted to weep.
	"Where is he? I feel the worst. The water mourns."
	"He was in Falcon's Spire."
	"Was? So... he really died in battle?"
	"That's one way to put it. He threw me out, Sire."
	Pause. He sighed sadly. "I'm sending Ikrah away. It's best you go into hiding, too. Stay here until it is safe."
	"No, Sire, I have to be with her!"
	"Taye, what happened?"
	"I... I just found the Poor Ridged Pony. I know what it is."
	"Ahhhh.... I had hoped you didn't see that."
	"You knew all these years. Not a word...?!"
	"What good would that do for her then or now? I only wanted to give her happy memories growing up. And the only love she ever knew came from you and Aquine."
	She looked at him then, and knew what he said was true. "Sire, please help me. Help me find a way back to the house."
	"I don't think that is wise."
	"I'd rather be there than anywhere. If need be, I will come back here.---- And how did you know the wells are connected?"
	"Taye, you forget I own all the water there is, rivers and oceans all."
	"You're... a mage."
	"Not a mage, but the Element itself."
	All this time walking among the mortals in plain sight. She could only stare at him, wondering how much she could trust him. He, the Emperor, and Empress were inhuman though they wore the skin of humans. Then, what did that make Aquine? He had confessed all that he was to her, gave her his whole world. She didn't even need to turn any stone to uncover the mystery behind him. The tears fell from her eyes again, knowing he was dead by now. No doubt lies were being spread about him.
	"Come, Taye, I will send you back to your house as you wish. It will be a couple of days, but you will be safe."
	"And Ikrah? Will I see her?"
	"I will send her there, too. You will be together....But I have one condition."
	"What would that be, Sire?"
	"Do not step outside of the house. I will provide food daily through the well. Just live quietly for a while."
	She nodded. "I think we can do that."
	"Step in here." The wall fell away. The water began to swirl turning up into a whirlpool. She clambered to her feet and hopped into it, finding herself encased in a giant bubble lending her ample air supply for the long ride home. Sinking down, down, down all the way to the bottom caverns she was in darkness briefly, then the phospherous stalactites and glow-in-the-dark scales of fish brightened the way. The light illuminated softly like stars. "Sleep if you're tired. You are safe with me, dear child."
	She floated through all the wonderment of the underwater world. It was peaceful in total quietness. The ballet of sea creatures danced around her as she passed. Even sharks seemed elegant with stingrays gliding by. She was a stranger in these parts, but the fatherly figure carrying her was a man she seemed to have known all her life. He was always this gentle. Not a wonder her husband chose to serve him rather than the Empire. As her mind wandered with these thoughts, she fell asleep without realizing.
	When she awoke, she heard a very familiar voice calling her name. Opening her eyes, she met Ikrah looking at her with a worrisome expression. They were in the well together. The water was surging beneath them, lifting them in rising to the mouth of the well above. She grabbed hold of the younger woman in great relief. Although she never admitted it before, but they really favored each other in looks around the eyes. They managed to climb out of there, panting and falling onto their backs. They lay there staring at the autumn rust colored sky of a calm sunset.
	"Taye?..."
	"Aquine died."
	A soft whimper escaped Ikrah's throat. She rolled onto her elbow crawling to the older woman. "There's no body! How can you say that?"
	"Don't ask so much! From now on, it's just us. You are all that's left of this House with his blood." Taye turned her head slowly, trying very hard not to cry. "I want to prepare you for his life's work."She got up, helping Ikrah stand, too. "There's much to talk about away from prying eyes and ears."
	Once inside, they changed out of their clothes. Instead of using the fireplace, they used brimstone to keep warm. By all account, the house was to appear vacant. They prepared soup together with reserved ham and flour. While that was stewing, they thawed out potato bread taken from a ceramic freeze dryer buried in the ground. This was the first meal they ate together without him.
	"You have to be very careful with yourself," Taye said. "And I mean exactly what you do with your body and with whom."
	Ikrah swallowed nodding her head. "Yes, Sister."
	"There will be many who claim to be suitors. They will say anything to bed you. If you choose to open your heart too easily, you will be hurt."
	"I understand."
	"No, you don't. I want you to hear me clearly: you cannot bear the seed of an unworthy man. A child with no legitimate roots will suffer fallacy while struggling for an identity in the world."
	Ikrah bit her lips frowning as she nodded. "I haven't given myself to anyone."
	"The reason I'm being strict on you is, because you do carry Aquine's blood in you. That much I know."
	"What? How can that be?"
	"You both share the same mother. He has told me."
	"So... it wasn't a coincidence that he adopted me in his name?"
	"Irony, huh."
	Ikrah soaked in this new information, revealing so much about her already. "It explains why he cares so much...."
	"There's more. Truth be told, he has been reaching out to people in the mountains calling for unity... what the Emperor would call treason."
	Ikrah paled. "My Goddess, Taye...!"
	"What did you expect? He likes the Empire as much as it tolerates the other races beneath it."
	"What if I don't want to go against the Empire? What if I want peace?"
	"You really think you can co-exist with the monsters in the palace?"
	The other quieted, taken aback by her tone. "I... I just... I don't know. I'm sorry."
	"Ikrah, you really need to correct that habit of yours. Stop apologizing when you're not doing anything wrong."
	"I'm s---" Gulped down her voice to avoid repeating the apology again.
	Taye couldn't help but smiled and laughed lightly. She couldn't stay mad for long around this little sister. After eating dinner, they went upstairs. Ikrah tapped the light stones to brighten her room out of habit. Taye went on down the hall then came back with a pair of blades, a short sword and a dagger.
	"Keep these with you at all times. Never sleep alone."
	They were sturdy battle weapons that had been through a battle or two. Ikrah proudly received them, placing them under the pillows. There was a hesitation, but Taye overcame her doubt and drew Ikrah into her arms for a hug. The two cried over Aquine's death for quite some time.
	The weeks passed well between them as they did what they used to do, just trying to return to where they were, though without him now. They remembered he worked, but he would bring work home so he could eat dinner with them as a family. That was the one luxury he indulged in. Perhaps, the reason was because he was proud of the family had, or rather maybe vanity was the culprit as he surrounded himself with beautiful women. It was the rare qualities about him that made a family out of stranded misfits. That was how they were to the rest of the world. And they belonged to each other.
	Outside, a funeral procession froze all the streets with his name. A closed casket held by pallbearers dressed in Falshiren livery was marched with lines of black banners. Gongs were sounded with horns and trumpets as they passed. The two women stood behind the veil of the sheer curtains watching this occurence between reserved sobs. The casket had the flag of Falshire's dragonflies covering it, rather than the crest of his House. The Emperor decreed that he was to be remembered as Aquine of Falshire, Son of Duke Guneth, honored as one heroic Knight of Tarenne in his career for driving enemies out of the Northern Heights and granted titleship of the dukedom over the northern territory of Niele, renamed Solstarshire. Prince Sky Fall was named Regent over it.
	Neither one of them could believe their ears. Ikrah went weak in the knees slumping into her brother's chair. "Dear Goddess, D-D-Duke...? My brother is a Duke?"
	Taye smiled bitterly. "My husband was a princeling disguised as the exiled High Lord from the House of Eagle in Gorra. Today, the Emperor barely does him justice to reward his death this way. So, little sister, you see why I warned you to guard who you make relations with? You have royalty in you yet."
	"I don't even know who my parents are. Who was the woman that gave birth to us?"
	"Sidora, Mistress of Black Veil, the Baroness of Niele."
	"Then, who is my father?"
	"That is a secret Aquine took to his grave unfortunately....But maybe our liege would know something about it. Be careful how you ask him. He vowed to safeguard that secret for your sake as well as Aquine's."
	"I'm.... I must be... an unwanted daughter." Ikrah spoke in a forlorn tone.
	"Ikrah, you're a Herald of this House, even if you think that way. Aquine risked his life to protect you. Don't waste it with weakness like that."
	The younger woman straightened with renewed resolve. "I will honor his memory by fulfilling his life's work."
	"Good, that's the Ikrah I know. Aquine would be proud."
	A month later, unwanted visitors entered their home. Six men of Gorran looks had forced the lock. The two women were in the kitchen. They looked up as the strangers walked in there.
	"We thought this house was abandoned," one said. "Well, now we know two hidden beauties are squatting here."
	"How dare you?" Taye seethed. "Get out of my house!"
	"Your house?" the next one exclaimed incredulously. "Why, this is our house. It bears the flag of the Eagle."
	"Who are you people?"
	"I'm Bogur, brother to Aquine. He has passed. Therefore his house is mine."
	"And who are they?"
	"Jabvid and Suserin, both my cousins. And the rest are friends. Are you by chance part of Aquine's harem?"
	She scoffed,"There is no harem here. I am his wife."
	He looked at Ikrah with an evil grin."Hmmm....then this must be his sister."
	Lust filled their eyes. They moved in on the women who backed away into the fireplace. The men laughed as the women pulled out the pokers. Two of them started on Taye. She fought as they worked on pulling at her skirt. Ikrah managed to kick Bogur into falling down. She flew on Wind like a swallow up the stairs and ran for her room to retrieve her blades. Bogur was at the top of the stairs when she came out of her room. Without fail, she engaged him even as she heard Taye's scream and the men laughing below. She wasted no time striking at his blade. Her leg came up and shoved with all her might into his groin. He groaned in horror rolling down the stairs. Her dagger was laced with Wind guided straight into his gut for safe measure. She hopped over the rail leaping into the kitchen just as one of the men stabbed into Taye's ribcage with a dagger the size of her forearm. The other men were pinning her legs apart and body down with their weight.
	"Taye!" she screamed flying in there with full fury, striking at the men madly. They moved out of the way seeing she had weapons. She cut the one down, as the others fled. She pursued to finish him off.
	"Ikrah, don't go!" Taye cried out.
	She halted a split moment. The man made it out the door. She returned to Taye's side. "Goddess, Taye," she blustered seeing the fatal wound. It was near the heart. "No, I have to kill him!"
	Taye grabbed onto her desperately. "Don't leave me. Stay, please, Ikrah. I'm cold."
	Ikrah helped her to sit by the fire. "Taye, I should have----"
	"No," her older sister whispered, breathing harder now. "Stay with me. I don't want to die alone.... Not like Aquine... without me."
	Ikrah wrapped her arms around Taye grimacing in tears.
	Weakly, Taye moaned laboring for air with each dying breath. "Listen to me, Ikrah. You must live no matter what happens to me. Aquine and I... made a pact... to keep you safe. Remember... you are an Eagle. Promise me this!" Taye's grip on her was desperate. "Know your roots. Find it in the palace archives. Promise me!"
	"I will, Sister, I will. I won't forget."
	"Good." Taye seemed relieved, and rested her head against Ikrah's shoulder. "I feel better already."
	Ikrah sat like that for a long while, tears streaming down her face. She was with three corpses for four days before she mustered the strength to change walking herself to General Topaz's private residence to leave a note. He came immediately to the house that evening. The incense in that place was heavy, smokey to the point of stinging the eyes. She was kneeling beside Taye's body dressed in grey on the floor. The other two bodies, she managed to dump in the well. Her weeping was one of great sorrow, spent and exhausted between raspy cries.
	"Ikrah, you must move to Tare and become a Royal Scribe."
	"I want to die, General Topaz, but she won't let me. She made me promise on her deathbed, she made me...promise."
	"Then, honor her wish...as well as for the sake of your late brother." He placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently before walking out of there to lend her some private moments.
	She sat by the fireplace touching the spot where she and Taye sat last. The brick had a gap as the ashes had been swept. She pushed on it seeing that it indeed was loose. Removing it, she found a leather pouch hidden inside the compartment. And within that pouch was a scarf bag, containing a lock of dark hair and a comb. The scent of lavender came faintly from it. This couldn't belong to Taye. And then, she realized it must belong to her mother, their mother, the woman who gave birth to Aquine and herself.
	Thus, she moved to Tare. Every piece of furniture, every item from that house, even the personal belongings of Taye and Aquine were transported with her. General Topaz accompanied her with company of his personal guards, all trained Knights from the three Orders. Taye's body was preserved in muslim on a wagon separate from the carriage. Ikrah was dressed in grey to mourn the dead. Some day, she would return here again on a wayward trip, but never will she ever call it her homeland.
	The funeral for Taye was a private one done in the Zandrian tradition. Her maiden family was there: General Topaz, Sir Peridot, Sir Agates, and Squire Cypress stood under the moonlight by the standing torches. Their guests were merely Tarenne's royal family. Taye's body was laid on a pyre full of cedar wood and pine. Flame oil was doused onto her from head to toe. Ikrah was given the honor to do the eulogy, while the Knights held the lighting torches.
	"Dame Taye, daughter of Tarenne, lived and died as a true Knight of Tarenne. She was my sister and mentor all the way back from Falcon's Spire. She taught me many things, how to be a knight to honor a house, how to be a lady of a house, and what's more, she was a dignified wife of the exiled Duke of Falshire, Aquine the Eagle. She lived her life wasting no time to enjoy it with her Lord. She was brave and protected me. She was beautiful. Dame Taye...." She swallowed to push back the tears. "I can tell you, she didn't die alone. I held her to the end. She was my sister." She looked at Taye's brothers, nodding for them to go ahead.
	The pyre burned with instant fire so intense it became a bonfire. The ashes would be carried away on the wind by tomorrow once that fire burned down and out. She made sure of that personally, spreading them into the far reaches of the Zand.





Chapter 31

Trapped like me, here I cry

Daunted with this heart broken

Great is the pain there belied

Tears wrought with chains: a token



	In the tundras of Zandria just a short gallop from Tare, Little Phoenix came of age on his first hunt alone. His hunting gear and garb camouflaged him with the colors of his environment. A circlet with quail feathers decal graced his head of dark hair combed neatly into a braid leaving beaded locks as sideburns to his face. He entered the everglades where brush and shrubbery were thick in that early summer. Chosen Night was approaching in his nineteenth year of life. After that, his life as he knew it would end. As a young man, this duty-free world of fun was going to be replaced by responsibilities bound to the Imperial Court with his father's kingdom in tow. His mother thought it was a good match. That coming from the woman who was made a bride for peace between Tarenne and Gorra, but what resulted was a war instead. He struggled with these thoughts as he moved through the tall blades of grass that mingled with giant ferns. A rustling sound caught his attention. He pulled out an arrow ready, placing it on his bow. The deer walked into view, checking its environment before bounding off. He stopped thinking about his betrothal then. The chase of the hunt began.


	It was the thrill of the chase that led him down the path to the canyon. The deer disappeared into the everglades leaving him in the clearing under the clear blue sky. A zephyr blew past him cooling his skin, seeming to evaporate some of his sweat. He walked a while tracking for his game again. A flittering in the patch of tall blades of grass triggered him into shooting his arrow. Things were quiet again. And then, he saw... the object of his desire. Dressed in full riding gear with a purple-lined black cloak, Ikrah rode her palemino mare across the horizon on that far side of the canyon. Her cloak spanned and flapped on the winds like silk on clouds of dust at her steed's hooves. He had desired her for five years now. They were always kept apart with fleeting encounters in between. She hadn't noticed him. All she ever seemed to notice was the Knight of Eagle, a married man. A stray thought came into his mind. He was becoming a married man soon, would that make her notice him then? Doubtful.


	As he watched her whipping her steed into a wreckless speed, he found himself channeling a reach out to her sweat beads that formed on her face. The winds dried them off quickly, which disappointed him. But then, he discovered her tears. They welled up in her eyes so much, they escaped the rims only to be blown away like droplets of rain. He caught every drop, directing them toward his palm forming a water-sphere floating over it. Before long, it grew big and heavy, so much that he had to throw it into the canyon. Upon contact on the ground, the water-sphere bursted into a small river flowing south his way. He forced the channel the other way to catch up with her. Soon, the sound of the growing river caught her attention into turning her head and slowing down. He drew the tears from her face making them fall into the river that was an extension of him. This would later be known as the River Tear.

	"Sire?"


	He heard her uttering voice, and that woke him out of his channeling trance, feeling a stone sink in his stomach. When he looked up again, she was galloping in a different direction as if returning to Tare. Undaunted, he stepped forward and was about to launch a tidal wave her way when a hand rested on his shoulder. He turned around meeting his father.

	"I take it this hunt was a fruitless one," Legran said.

	"I had the deer in sight. She made off into the forest."

	"I suppose that's fate."

	"I could have had her."

	The King smiled demurely. "Then, why are you empty-handed, hm?"

	Little Phoenix looked sheepishly to the side, seeing the rolling river below that had stretched up and down the canyon. Not so. He wasn't empty-handed. He came across some knowledge. Turning back his gaze, he met his father with a question.

	"Father, how was your betrothal to Mother?" The man furrowed his forehead in confusion and arched his brows in surprise. "I want to know how that came about. Did you propose?"

	"I would have proposed, but her sister brought it to the bargaining table pre-empting my intentions. Separate purposes, of course."


	"So... you would have married Mother either way? The war didn't change your mind about her."


	"I loved your Mother for as long as I can remember. Nothing can alter that."

	"She never speaks about it."

	Legran sighed in thought as he began walking, robes flowing with the wind that swelled up from the canyon. "Her heart was always there, and she keeps it guarded."

	"Father," Little Phoenix followed him, matching his strides, "tell me about love between a man and a woman."

	Legran paused, then without looking, spoke: "It will come naturally for you. Nervous about Chosen Night?"

	"I'm not nervous, Father. I... don't... think I want to bed the princess."

	"Why not? She's a beautiful maiden. And she likes you."

	"It's... complicated.... Father, you were married at nineteen. So why was I born five years later?"

	Now, Legran was stumped by all this questioning. He eyed his son with a studious expression. "I hadn't realized that fact bothered you all this time."

	"What's the real reason you married her, Father? Was it to bind peace or political reasons?"

	"Son, if it was up to my Choice, I'd do it again. Though differently. I'd banish the war, my heritage, everything that threw us apart. It would have been done with love, and love alone sufficed." There was great conviction in the last words.

	Love alone sufficed.Little Phoenix felt his heart bloom with new purpose. "Father, do you think there is hope for me? for love?"

	"Only the will of Goddess provides that. I can only speak for my own destiny."

	He thought about that for a while. If it was up to the Goddess, then how was he to plead his case? Yet, the King and the Emperor had agreed to the betrothal to tie Zandria and Falshire together. As he mulled over these thoughts, soon enough a set of hooves pounding on the other side of the clearing was heard. They looked up seeing Ikrah emerge on her mare, breathless with eyes on the King. She was ever eager when greeting his father. He couldn't help but feel jealous about it. One hand on the reins, the other on the rope tied to the pommel of her saddle, she rode to a slowing halt.

	"Sire!" she called out, dismounting. She made a brief curtsie and bow toward Little Phoenix, then returned her attention to Legran again. "I bring you a feast. This deer fell in the river. I caught it when I crossed the ford."

	As she steered her mount aside, the creature in tow was dragged into view with Little Phoenix's arrow stuck in it's ribs. Legran observed and cornered his eyes on his son briefly. He smiled graciously, nodding with his arms akimbo to his hip.

	"A beautiful ---ahem---fine catch, daughter."

	She blushed, sucking in her lips once, then tried to smile. "Do I bring it to the kitchen or would you prefer roasting it here?"

	"I don't know," he chuckled. "What do you think?" he asked turning to the Crown Prince. "It would be a fine gift bidding farewell to youthhood and embrace your life at the palace."

	Ikrah looked at the King with a curious glare, darting her eyes between them as there was connotation implied in his words. "What have I done wrong?"

	"That's my arrow in the creature," Little Phoenix said bluntly, pulling a fresh one from his quiver to prove its match. "So, technically, I caught it. You happen to retrieve it for me." He smiled running his eyes up and down her deliciously. His inner hunger was to slay her alive.

	She avoided his gaze, shifting her attention onto the animal that was staring vacantly back at her peacefully. Disappointment ran over her expression framing a pretty frown. She conceded without contending.

	"Yes, your Royal Highness. In my haste, I did not see the arrow."

	"Father," Little Phoenix began to say, "if the Goddess gives me her blessings, how do I fulfill such a destiny?"

	Legran looked from one to the other. "Endure it with heart, if you can manage that. Everything comes with a price, my son."

	The younger man locked eyes with the King as if to defy those deterring words. Without looking, he spoke up: "Ikrah, bring that deer to my lodge. Wash it with the water from the well there."

	She hesitated, though reluctantly bowed to his order. "Yes, your Royal Highness."

	As soon as she was out of sight, the men spoke again. Legran faced his son with a disapproving frown.

	"You should have care with your words when addressing her. She served Lady Taye."

	"Just a Scribe now, Father. What does that matter?"

	"Even so, but the House of Eagle is not to be trifled with."

	"Why is that?"

	"Loyalty can be a fickle thing. The House of Grace may have usurped Aquine's place, but his title is still inspiring parts of Gorra that side with Falshire and Tarenne. You should know, Grace has cut ties with me. I own nothing there, except a remnant of history."

	"Do you... suspect she swears fealty to Gorra?"

	"No. She is loyal to Duke Aquine's widow. I only worry how the widow lived without her lord, childless no less.... I now see the wisdom in Aquine adopting Ikrah."

	"I don't understand, Father."

	"You won't," Legran replied, "until you need an heir."

	Pause. "If I sire one without the Emperor's approval, would that unbind me from the empire?"

	Legran squared him in the eyes gravely. "Do not do so on a whim. If you cannot acknowlege the child, you endanger a life, possibly two."

	"Must I serve the Emperor in that department?"

	The King was appalled by his son's tone. "I didn't say that. You are Crown Prince of Tarenne, Sole Heir of Zandria. Your mother is my Queen. We are the keepers of our people."

	"But I am a betrothal trophy to the Imperial Court at your agreement, if I am not mistaken."

	"I had reason to do that."

	"Father, I ----"

	"Another time, Little Phoenix. I must return to my chair." Legran strode off without another word.

	"But Father, wait...."

	He sighed, looking at the horizon with a light heart, then made his way to his private lodge. His father didn't explicitly disapprove of this. He wondered if he could convince Ikrah to confess her heart just this once. He had desired her for over four years now. There were nights that he thought about her with his manhood hardening. Some days, he daydreamed about being away from all the formalities and they would just couple as a man and a woman. But always, Aquine was in the way then. She saw only her knight in shining armor. It was an odd brotherly-sisterly love between them. He didn't mind sharing in some of that if she could just see him for who he was for once.
	At the lodge, he spied her at the well, drawing water from the bucket. The deer was already skinned. Its pelt was stretched on a frame crudely sewn to keep it flat. The meat was being washed. She had the carcass on a yoke set it on a spit waiting for wood to be put to fire. He didn't ask her to cook it. Walking over there, he met her right by the well. He placed his palm on her hand, bringing it away from the bucket. She stepped back, taking her hand away.
	"Did you never think of me as more than your friend?"

	"I did, once."
	"Then, why are you distant to me now?"
	"I remember my place to serve at your side, my Lord. Never beyond that."
	"You begrudge me for my title."
	She shook her head, dropping her head woefully. "That is not my place to judge."
	"If you are to serve me," he took a step forward, "then show me the tenderness of your heart."
	"Your Royal Highness!"

	"That is my wish. Fulfill me."
	"No."
	"You owe me, remember?"
	"I owe you my life. I will serve to guard you, your Princess, and your children. I will never dishonor you."
	He enveloped her in his arms. She struggled with her arms barring his chest from her breasts. "See that stag, there? Even the Goddess gave us the sign with her blessings. We belong to each other. Why can't you see that?"
	"Coincidence! Nothing more!"
	"Then, kiss me." He drew her face to his lips. "Even if to say good-bye."
	She stared up to him, eyes lucid as may. He wished he could drink her up. Then, she closed her eyes with a sigh. She opened them again, wanting to cry. Shaking her head, she pushed away. He held her tight, unwilling to let go just yet. She pushed back. He pressed his mouth over her lips, but she ripped away with a grunt.
	"No!" she blurted. They stood there together, both breathing hard in the moment of their desire's frustration and ambivalent feelings. "The week of Chosen Night for you is the aniversary of my family's deaths. I won't come to your wedding, because I will be crying. People will assume I begrudge the ceremony. Enjoy your bride. You owe that to your people to keep peace between the two kingdoms, if not with the Empire."

	In his moment of weakness being taken aback by those words, she broke free and ran on the Wind beyond his reach. But she didn't deny it. Shedidn't denywhat was between them. Short of saying the words, she loved him! His heart ached to fill her in it. Everything in there cried out to hold her until he could burn the fire out.
———<>———

	Standing before the fountain illuminated by the moon in the sky, Ikrah frowned for a long time. The tears had dried on her face leaving a film of salt on her skin making it papery. All that she had loved was gone in this forsaken war. Taye's death only added to the widow's pain Ikrah took upon herself. They each requested her to live on no matter what happens before going off to battle. But for what?! What for?! Why did she need to go on living when she could join them in the rank and file with a good as forgotten name in history? For the life of her, she couldn't understand at all. What she did know and felt was their loss, barely two months gone since Taye's funeral and yet this royal wedding was celebrated today as if though Aquine's death in battle mattered so little or Taye's death never existed. She looked to the sky feeling distraught and hopeless. It looked back, clouds coalescing darkly with sprinkles of rain falling on her face as though to replace her tears. She went back inside to her room when the droplets became big and heavy, smacking hard on the cobblestones.
———<>———















	....He had watched her from behind the mayberry hedge in that garden when he was supposed to join his bride on this very night, Chosen Night. Drunk with rose wine during the reception party, he only wanted to shut everybody up from the stupid jokes on his rite of passage. The elders didn't seem to notice his disheartened mood either. But he was here, still dressed in his groom formal wear. He had seen her cry, weeping for a dead knight like a forlorn widow. Stepping out of the shadows, he walked up to the fountain, seeing the moon's reflection in the pool, breaking with the landing of raindrops, rippling in many splashing waves. His manhood stung like crazy just thinking about her. He considered for quite some time about that moon. If the Goddess would shield this place from the rest of the world tonight, then it was divine will that he embarked on his heart's desire....


———<>———



	Under the moonlight that splayed in through the window, Ikrah set two cups on the window sill. Somberly, she poured wine into them from the decanter Taye had given to her as a gift from Tempest Rite those years ago. Little did she know, the wine was mixed with Cascan Brosia by Aquine the night before that. He had joked to Taye that with him gone someday, Ikrah would be betrothed to a prince of her dream. Ikrah wouldn't know the difference either. She only opened this now, hoping it would ease her grief and send her to sleep without nightmares. Upon the first sip, she tasted the sting of sweetness on her tongue and her eyes welled up. Lightning streaked the night sky breaking through the clouds like cracks in a ceiling. She drank out of one cup, then the other. The sky outside began to rumble with rolling thunder. Tears fell from her eyes rolling down her face. Rain poured on rattling against the shutters that flapped outside. Rain, sweet rain. She welcomed that rough shower on her face prickling like ice specks melting on her skin, cooling it like a fresh sweat on this late summery night.
	Entered Little Phoenix, creeping in silently, making sure to close the door behind him as he locked it. He strode in on the carpet that muted his steps, seeing she drank half the decanter spilling wine into those cups.
	"Mourning your dead knight, Ikrah?"
	"My Lord," she spun around in surprise, "Why are you here? You are supposed to be with your bride."
	"Ikrah. I feel your grief. Let me ease your pain. Share this night with me...as a friend?"
	"No," she nearly whispered. "You belong to the light. I am from a dark place. I don't belong where you are."
	That was no excuse to exclude him. Without hesitation, he walked over there taking one of those cups from the sill before its turn to reach her lips. Cascan Brosia warmed his throat like the flame of a growing fire in his vitals. The smell was undeniable. He had been breathing it all evening when people offered him glass after glass of this potent brew for lovers, yet all he drank was rose wine. He took the decanter from her hand and poured it over her face as he pulled her toward him to drink off the flow from her lips. With a yelp, she broke free staring at him in bewilderment.
	He brought the decanter up from an extended arm. "Drink, Ikrah. For all that we have. Drink." He entreated.
	Thunder clapped louder. Lightning struck again, brightening the room and her where she stood. He seemed to respond to that weather in mood with a haunting stare that frightened her. Compelled in the moment, she seemed to want to cry from a torn heart, yet she extended her arm reaching for it. He was crying, too as if though he felt her loss. So she drank from that neverending decanter of wine. Soon, he joined her, enveloping her body in one arm, and taking the decanter from her with the hand on the other to drink again. Then, he took a swig without swallowing, dropping the decanter to the floor. As thunder rolled in again, he pressed his lips to hers, sticking a tongue in there to start the wine into her mouth. She found herself drinking it in, moaning to catch her breath as some spilled down her chin and neck. He began licking that off with his mouth, arousing her body into a spinning haze of pleasure.
	Goddess-no! Her fleeting logic was bleating some sense in her mind as her body unlocked desire with a viscerated ache in her vitals demanding to be satisfied. Power reverberated through her veins with wanton pleasure, sending vibrations into every muscle tingling her senses.
	He kissed her in the mouth again. Seriously, this time, pushing her head toward his. She turned her head away, pushing at him to be free, leaping back a full stride.
	"Ikrah, please, don't turn me awaytonight." He stepped forward. "Of all nights,not tonight."
	"You have a wife. I can't do this, Little Phoenix!" she retorted. And she just realized she called him by his familiar name. Not Stone Phoenix of Zandria, not Lord, not Crown Prince, but the very name used from those who knew him beyond title.
	"She's not my Choice! You are!..." He realized it, too. How the sound of his name cradled easily on her tongue. Then, he willfully dragged her into the bed pinning her down with his weight and grappling her wrists into the vice grip of one hand. He began pulling up her skirts with the other hand to reach her womanhood. "Please forgive me. I'd rather you are my first...."
	The night disappeared into forbidden love behind that closed door. Thunder and lightning wracked the sky with tumbling dark clouds and tempest winds. Hard rain poured and poured, rapping on the stone wall pounding on cobbled stone courtyards. The storm eventually died at the break of dawn...
	Little Phoenix found himself pulled away into the clouds of his dream. Above him was the clear blue heaven in its vast glory. Below him was the great endless ocean to reflect his Soul Spirit in the form of the Gryphon whose head and wings were that of the Phoenix and the rest of his body was Chameleon with color-changing reptilean skin. In that moment, it was reflecting the coppery golden Dragonette he clutched possesively in his massive limbs in climatic coiter. Ikrah's facial semblance was all over the creature's face right down to the eyes, her beautiful glowing dark amber eyes smoldering with dark fire. They electrified each other in mid-flight forcing the clouds to spin around them like a tornado. Her body was the very object of his desire. His existence didn't matter. He lived only for her. In all that maddening exhilaration, he drove every ounce of his passion into her....

	He awoke to find she was still passed out from the night. Inching toward her, he felt the soreness of his tender manhood beneath the coverlets. He pulled the cover back only to discover the dried blood on them both having stained on the sheets and themselves. His breath caught as his chest tightened in that moment. Goddess, what had he done? He crawled back toward her, reaching two fingers behind her ear and pressed on her neck to check for a pulse. Some coughs came out of her lips, causing her to flutter her eyelids sleepily, but she slept again as indicative in the soft snores wheezing through her nose. Sleep made her beautiful in his eyes. He lay back down, covering her with him. But he couldn't help himself after a moment's consideration. He kissed her, letting his breath enter her mouth as his body was aroused with that forbidden pleasure again. Though it ached at first, the pain soon subsided, numbing with just the sensation of desire alone. He remained outside of her body as he held her. She opened her eyes slowly, calmly seeing him bury his face into her neck, moaning and groaning between spasms as his body rubbed against hers, making the valley between her loins wet and wetter. He turned his head meeting her gaze with his desperate stare. He could sense her womanhood had ignited into the burning need to climax. She moved to allow him to insert into her. Their bodies began to sizzle erupting with exquisite pleasure as he elapsed and elated over her again. Sober this time to experience it fully....


———<>———


	Meanwhile in the matrimonial chamber, a golden bride sat up all night. The red ceremonial candles burned to the end, spilling wax onto the altar. She waited through breakfast, sitting alone. No one came to greet her welcome. A good part of noon also passed. By dinner time, she finally caught sight of her husband sitting across from her eating without even a glance at her. The elders made small talk, but she didn't pick up interest to speak with them. But even this fleeting ritual soon lost hold of him as he skipped it, too, in the following months. She began to feel the cold lonely chamber grow darkness into her heart from being abandoned like this. The days became weeks, weeks into months. And she knew this would extend to years. A wife usually knew the reason for a cold bed, but she had no proof to accuse her husband for wandering away. She even had a fair guess to accuse the Royal Scribe. Yet, bringing that up could be disasterous as she remembered the lasting impression she left on them that other Winter Solstice. It took root like poison on her conscience. Had her brother kept his mouth shut, the Emperor wouldn't know to set blame on her. Still, she was delivered as a bride here.
	As Fates would have her, the years ahead marked and marred the drift between them in this loveless marriage. Over time, her heart would only turn to hate. It was this hatred that blinded her beyond reason or sense to the point she would destroy everything between the two lovers. Then, she would have him for herself.




Chapter 32

	A week had passed that Ikrah avoided returning to her room. In fact, during the day, she left the castle's halls hiding up on the parapets and walkways until nighfall. She would sneak into the scullery to steal food and a jug of cider. Her body was still recovering from aching places she didn't even want to think about as she ate and drank. The most painful sore was inside her naval. All she wanted to do was forget that night ever existed. She desperately wanted to move on. If she could just put it all behind her, then she can reach her goal to honor Aquine's dying wish: to become a fully ranked Royal Scribe. He had said all the answers lie in the Imperial Archives, because his journey to Falcon's Spire was no accident. It was the very reason he adopted her while being a Knight with a house in his own name. And then Taye's dying words at her death bed only brought more questions than answers. In any case, they both knew something about her origins. That her birthright was a highly guarded secret dating back to the Founding Year. The late summer was still hot, though the nights were getting very cool. Sitting on the balustrade between the stone blockades of the bulwark, she stared at the sunset. Wincing back tears, she looked out over the city below like it was an ocean of people and yet no one understood her plight.
	And then, she had to go to work. Her first day as the Royal Scribe was a nerve-wracking one, having to appear before the Steward and King Legran. She was instructed to record the many letters received, index them by name and date, and pen the quotas reported from each into the general ledger. She did her work quietly. And then, by noon, they broke for lunch. But instead of being relieved from his presence, the King asked her to join him on the terrace for a walk before going.
	"Did something happen, daughter?"
	She was surprised to hear him ask such a question, especially in the way he addressed her. It brought a glimmer of hope and shame at the same time. How was she to explain what she and his son had done that fateful night? She gulped down her pride.
	"No, Sire. What would make you say that?"
	"The fact that you're answering me with a question."
	She bit in her frown. "I attended one funeral and missed the other. Both of whom... I grew to love and respect, if that is what you want to hear."
	"I want to know if those are your true feelings."
	She looked up only to see he was gazing at her. "Yes, Sire. I can honestly say they are."
	His eyes grew shrewd. "Then, why haven't you been in your chamber lately?"
	"S-sire? My chamber?"
	"Yes," he replied smartly. "Yesterday, I sent a page to request your appearance a day early. You were nowhere to be found."
	She blanched, turning all pale with blood drained from her face. "I...." she trailed.
	"Grief usually makes a person hide in their chamber, not lurk around the kitchen all day."
	She gulped again, staring at the ground to her left and right. Subconsciously, she dug the nails of her right hand into her left ring finger at a stinging itch. "Guilty as charged, Sire. I have no words to defend myself there."
	He let out a soft chuckle. "Come, daughter," he gestured for her to follow.
	They entered the royal suite where Queen Stone Bird had been waiting with a full lunch set on the table. There were sliced ham, bread, cheeses, soft butter, honey and tea. She was a little surprised to see Ikrah, but said nothing. Although she found it to be a pleasant surprise to have a visitor. The Royal Scribe curtsied holding up her skirt in the presence of the Queen, feeling her own face blushing incessantly to wear such a plain dress. Stone Bird nodded with an approving smile.
	"Be seated, Ikrah," Legran said, gesturing to the chair with his palm.
	She did as was told, unsure of what was going on.
	"Today will be the start of a new tradition," he said taking his seat beside Stone Bird. "We've never had an actual Royal Scribe before. You are the first. And as such, you will be holding the intimate records of our lineage."
	"Then, Sire, who used to be given that task, if I may ask?"
	"That would be me," Stone Bird replied readily.
	Ikrah nearly jumped out of her skin upon hearing that. This new trust was something she felt she had violated a thousandfold already. She gulped, trying hard not drop her jaw, which made the queen laugh.
	"Why are you so nervous?"
	"I-I never expected this, your Royal Majesty. I thought the duties of a scribe was just to record things in the archives."
	"Those are for a scribe. You are our Royal Scribe with different responsibilities."
	At once, she could barely breathe feeling a headiness overwhelm her senses. "May-may I have some tea, please?"
	"Yes, of course," Stone Bird replied with a curious glare, though she eyed Legran inquisitively as Ikrah drained that first cup of tea. "Are you all right?" she asked after the third.
	Ikrah got up from her seat to get on her knees. "Your majesties, I am unworthy. I should be---"
	"Nonsense!" Legran went to lift her up by the arm. "Don't be rude." He had her sit back in her seat again. "You should know the back story of how this came to be." She looked up to him with eyes the size of saucers. "Thank Aquine and Taye for your place. They had both deferred their merits to you with their lives. You will honor them, their memories by serving your duties well."
	"They did...what? We all swore fealty to you, Sire. I can continue Sir Aquine's heraldry with honor."
	"Originally, you were on your way to serve the interchangeable courts as a mere Squire for the scouts. The Grey Order was short on members. Sir Aquine had made it clear to me that you are to be put on civics duties under the supervision of Dame Taye instead, in case he failed his mission. He didn't fail his mission, but lost his life. And of course, then, Taye had an audience with me as her living will in the circumstance of her untimely death, she would want you to be safe from the court's undoing. Your friends really do look after you."
	"They were..." Ikrah wanted to cry then and there, "like the only family I knew."
	"All things happen for a reason, Ikrah." Those words carried a double meaning she had no chance of understanding for the time being. "So put away your tears."
	His tone was warm and sincere. She was grateful for their generosity. As the hungry orphan they fed from the cold rooms at the Squirey in Falcon's Spire to who she came to be, she felt a fierce loyalty to them. She nodded bravely, pushing back the tears. They went on to eat lunch. Every motion, every gesture, even the smallest detail about her was under Legran's notice. He smiled to Stone Bird proudly. His wife was beginning to agree with his suggestion to adopt this child, even if to do so unofficially. And then, Stone Bird looked up with a happy grin upon seeing Little Phoenix coming in from the door.
	"Ah, what brings you here this fine day, son?"
	Ikrah dropped the piece of sandwich in her hand. She tried to control her suddenly heavy breathing to remain calm. Neither the King or the Queen seemed to notice her reaction just yet. Little Phoenix glanced over to her, licking a part of his lips and teeth, before smiling as he greeted his mother.
	"I thought I'd come to say hello, Mother."
	Getting up from her seat politely, she curtsied to show respect to the Crown Prince. "Your Royal Highness," she spoke carefully, and retreated to the side to vacate the chair as there were only three seats in this private chamber.
	He nodded plainly, then simply reached past her for a slice of cheese. His shoulder brushed on her arm as he did. "I won't be staying long. I have the livery stable to tend to. This year's race might bring a war horse for the history books."
	"Oh?" Legran asked.
	"I think so. It will replace the one Sir Aquine lost in battle."
	That remark made Ikrah catch her breath. She bit her lip and swallowed in her frown.
	"Oh, I'm sorry," Little Phoenix said silkily, turning his attention on her. "He was your friend, wasn't he, Scribe Ikrah?"
	"More than that, my Lord," she replied gently, though her eyes met his gaze defiantly.
	He was displeased to say the least as he chewed on the cheese. That was how long it took for him to respond to those words. "You look pale, you should really sit down." He moved in, hooking his left arm around her waist and grasping her by the arm with his right hand, and in one motion ushered her into parking down on the seat again. She was taken by surprise and was uttering in protest when the Queen scolded him.
	"Little Phoenix, unhand the Royal Scribe! She is not one of your pet friends."
	Legran merely observed. He watched Ikrah's blushing cheeks and his son's insolence with as much dignity as a father knew of his would-be daughter-by-law if the rules of the court were changed...or politics. That is, if Ikrah was strong enough to challenge the wisdom of the Imperialists. In which case, it was really wishful thinking on his part. Their son then behaved himself, reverting back to the Crown Prince he was supposed to be. He released his victim, though he lingered a moment as he smelled her hair, breathing in her scent while his eyes seeming half closed before stepping back.
	"How can you say that, Mother? We attended the same training grounds together. Right up until Sir Aquine adopted her."
	Stone Bird looked to Ikrah. "I heard he announced you as his sister. Is that true?"
	Ikrah nodded smiling demurely. "Yes. Lady Taye and I grew up together practically. His main reason to bring me into their household was so we could stay together."
	"Ah, how very noble of him, indeed!"
	"So..." Legran began his question, "would that make your name Eagle as well, or a mere herald from his house?"
	"I can be both, can't I?"
	He shook his head. "No, daughter, only one or the other."
	"But why?"
	"Why?" Little Phoenix put in, mocking a laugh. "Because, as Royal Scribe, you are obligated to remain with us. Otherwise, the conflict of interest will lead to your beheading."
	Her mood darkened. "You mean, the Emperor's decree upon my brother to serve the war? It's because of his name, isn't it?"
	"Yes!"
	Stone Bird gave her son a sign of disapproval. He shrugged, with a look that he was being obvious about the explanation.
	"Then, what of Lady Taye? She's Zandrian."
	"The Emperor never ordered her to join the battle of the borderlands," the Queen replied. "Her loss is unfortunate."
	Ikrah became quiet, withdrawing into her musings. With a heavy heart, she made to stand, head bowed with a curtsie, to excuse herself. The Queen and King merely nodded granting her permission to leave. She could hear them hush the Prince when he made to speak as she made for the door. Once out of their sight, she clenched a fist bringing it to her mouth. She bit at her knuckles trying very hard not to cry, but the anguish overwhelmed her as she leaned back against the wall sinking to the floor.
	"I think more than anything, she wanted a name of her own." The Queen was heard saying through that door.
	"What is wrong with the one she has? It is as good as any." Legran replied.
	A beat. "It is the one you gave her, my Lord. Not one she was born to. Every orphan cries the same."
	Every fiber of her being was crying out in pain. The tears came falling out of her eyes like rivers, warm then cold when they reached her chin. She swallowed again, wiping at her face with a hand. When her emotions subsided, she gathered herself up to return to Scribe Hall where she continued with bookkeeping duties. Steward Grey glanced up from his desk when she appeared. He merely nodded in greeting her then returned to his ledger. She sat down at her desk and immersed herself in penning down texts from drafts onto the vellums. That was how her days became strangely short with her work mountains high, yet she enjoyed every mind-numbing moment in it.
———<>———



	Each day he missed the sight of her, his aching heart only grew with pain. But tonight, he was not to be denied. He folded in his arms leaning against the niche behind the drawn curtains that decorated the hallway to the Scribe Hall. He waited through afternoon into beginning of nightfall, watching the sunset color the sky with hues of red, gold, purple and charcoal grey clouds. The shadow gave him the perfect cover. Upon hearing the door open, he held his breath. Steward Grey bid the Royal Scribe a safe evening before leaving by way of the staircase down the next corridor. Ikrah had to stay behind to lock the door. He waited patiently in his hiding place. She stepped through the threshold of the curtains and went to the window, pulling the shutters close latching it with a click. That was when he stepped out to greet her.
	"Ikrah." His voice was soft and careful.
	She turned around backing away far enough to strike flint, lighting up the torch on the wall. The firelight revealed their faces to each other. She reacted strongly, every part of her trembled in his presence. He remained where he was, realizing the power he had over her.
	"Did I hurt you?"
	She broke then, in tears as she covered her mouth with her palms. Seeing that reaction broke his heart. He gulped down his salted saliva as his throat tightened with the fill of his own tears. In that moment, he desperately wanted to hold her as a protector, not the wreckless lover he had been that she feared. But as he took a step forward, she backed away running like the wind with her dress fluttering with her movements.
	He thought about her then and there under the torch burning the flickering flame for a long while. Soon, he doused that flame with his hand and walked to the corridor down the stairs. His mind made up, he knew only his heart would serve her justice. Thus, he decided to invest his time on her. After all, time healed all wounds. He resolutely endured this torn heart for her sake.
	For every day since, he visited her chamber while she worked, leaving behind small gifts such as rose petals on her pillows when he vacated. He ate, he drank, he slept in her bed those nights she was away. Overtime, he felt a dull ache for his love, except that he missed her so much he went and watched her work in his father's study. She didn't seem to notice having put her face so close to the vellums with her stylus. Then, one evening, after two weeks of this patient arrangement, with the early new moon bright in the sky, as he was having supper in her room, she returned...home. Two candles were lit at the table with a simple meal of bread, sliced ham, sweet butter, and soup. A jug of cider sat on the side of a carafe to warm the brew. He looked up in surprise to see her come in the door. She walked over to the table wordlessly. He got up to pull out a chair for her. She obliged and sat down. He poured her some cider from the carafe into a white jade cup before taking a seat for himself.
	"You really should stop doing this, my Lord."
	He pretended to enjoy the meal, taking a slice of ham with his bread. "What does it take to win you over?" He buttered another slice of bread, then sandwiched it to the other, before handing it to her. Next, he began spooning soup into a bowl. She ate quietly. He placed the soup at her convenience. While they were civil, he felt hope grew in his heart. He ate his partial meal in peace, watching her devour into hers. The long day at work must have drained her. As he was about to fix her another sandwich, she gestured with her palm for him to stop. She made one herself, glancing up, and bit into that chewing as if in thought for some time.
	"If you would grant me a favor, I would be grateful," she said, avoiding his gaze still.
	"And what would that be?"
	"The Royal Archives in Falshire. I wish to break in there."
	He reacted with a grave expression, frowning in dismay. "Why this sudden interest? You have the one here."
	"It's complicated," she replied, darting her gaze elsewhere. "I have reason to believe it's behind Aquine's death and Taye." She picked at the sandwich. "Even if you won't help me, I'd still find a way to get in there."
	"No." She looked at him as if ready to speak but didn't. "I will go in there myself. You won't stand a chance."
	"How long will I wait for results?"
	"I don't know." He wondered if this was a plot that the three of them had discussed every night over dinner in that house of Aquine's. "Shouldn't take long if it's done right."
	She mulled over his words before speaking again. "Thank you."
	He chortled softly with a grin. "I do enjoy pleasing you." She looked at him with a protest. "Not in bed, of course. I failed at that..."
	"I wouldn't say that," she said, taking a bite of the sandwich. He reacted in surprise. She swallowed and took a sip of cider. "It was my first drunken wild night. I wouldn't know the difference, my Lord."
	Pause. "I've never been like that with a woman."
	"I believe you," she said airily.
	"Then, are you willing to forgive me?" She faced him then, nodding her head. "I want to stay tonight, please." She shook her head. "No, not like that. Just sleep. I haven't had a good night's sleep in days."
	She was reluctant about it. "With clothes on." He nodded. "Don't... make it a habit."
	But he did make it a habit, enough to upset the Princess of Falshire to request audience with the King and Queen of Tarenne to demand his explanation for neglecting her. Little Phoenix entered the Rotunda where his parents sat on their separate gold-decorated red cushioned chairs. This was a formal meeting of sorts. Solaren was fully dressed in her royal robes, velvet blue with silver trims over a maroon dress. A coiled blonde braid crowned her head. She even wore the circlet with a sapphire bejeweled over her forehead. His parents however wore silk mantles and robes in the colors of Tarenne, which were mostly turquoise and off-white. He himself had dressed that day for riding with his half-cloak slung across the torso.
	"I have not seen my husband over a dozen scores of fortnight. This is a mockery of our marriage, your majesties."
	Legran remained silent. Stone Bird looked at her son. "What is the meaning of this?"
	"Your highness, it is simple. This marriage was a political agreement, nothing more than that." He phrased it politely.
	"I am not a bargain chip," Solaren slammed her words at him. "What have I done to be reduced to that?"
	"Well," he rolled his eyes to the side, "You have your parents and the Emperor to answer that question." He added belatedly, "princess."
	He crossed his arms walking off to the side to lean against the column on that end. There was an icy stare between them.
	Stone Bird spoke up again. "We had thought that since you two grew up together that you would get along."
	He let out a preposterous laugh. "You assumed that after how you struggled to fall in love with your own husband?"
	"Stone Phoenix of Zandria, you will speak respectfully to your Queen Mother!" Legran reined in authoriatively. "It won't do for you to lose our support, even as you are our son."
	Little Phoenix held his tongue. His tone was corrected. "Your Royal Majesty," he addressed his mother, "Was I not born five years after your betrothal?"
	"You have a point," she noted.
	"This on-going war may break out any week now. I only want to win it first before deciding on childish romances."
	"What?! Must I wait on a war?" Solaren ejected.
	Stone Bird hemmed her throat softly, clearly uncomfortable about what transpired here. "Princess, as a woman, you will have to learn patience."
	"Patience? Does that mean I am on my own to live with his absence indefinitely? At least let me know when to expect his presence!"
	The Queen looked at her son with adamant awkwardness. He only rolled his eyes turning his face the other way. Solaren saw this and broke out in a weeping tantrum.
	"I haven't seen him since the ceremony. Why do that if you never welcomed me here?!"
	"The truth is I never agreed to the betrothal," he snapped back. "You can't force me to smile about it."
	She retracted her theatrics instantly, staring at him incredulously. "Why? Why do you subject me to such cold halls?"
	"I'm sorry, I don't love you. This land, my people, my crown, I serve Zandria as her sole heir. I am the Crown Prince. You are but the Emperor's niece----"
	"Is that a crime?" she hoarsed, tears falling down her face. "I was promised a loving husband, a well-lit hall to my name."
	"And pray tell, which hall would that be, Princess?"
	"Tare, of course----"
	"No, not while I live! I will never give you Tare. You are the Dragon's claw!"
	She stood there, self-contained, though fuming with tears and blood had rushed to her cheeks. "How dare you accuse me of such a thing," her words slow and angry.
	"Never Tare, and that's a promise," he retorted.
	Tare was the jewel of Tarenne, it was the fortress city in the south. Both the King and Queen knew that as they wisely remained silent.
	"Fine," she spoke as if capitulating, but she pressed on. "Why not treat me as your wife?"
	"Are we not civil? If I can't be civil, it's best I don't speak with you."
	"That's not the reason. You lie!"
	He rose to his full height, squaring her in the eyes. "If you weren't the Emperor's niece, I'd flog you right this moment."
	"Dear Goddess!" Stone Bird had to cover her mouth, then pulled her palm down to her neck, looking to Legran in distress. He shrugged, smiling nervously with the look of :He is your son.
	"I could care less of your desert-bred civility, you demon! I demand you respect me as your Lady!"
	"When have I not respected you as one, Princess? I never lay a hand on you."
	And that there was the crux of the problem. She stood on her haunches as if on point. That he had refused to consummate the marriage.
	"You never touched me either. Not even once. You expect me to forebear this humiliation? Walk through the ceremony and left hanging like some tapestry to be the mockery of the world?"
	"Well, the Emperor can annul this marriage as he sees fit. Until then, I'm as trapped as you are."
	"Children, please." The Queen tried to conjole them from heated temper, but that was of no use. Both were boiling over with the insults.
	Solaren laughed incredulously. "Is that how it is? You're just a child."
	"No more than your virgin loins," he shot back. "Oh do bleed on the next man that cares for it."
	She gasped in abhorrence. Speechless, then, she looked at the elders, from one to the other. They were helpless in this bickering. They were not interfering. More specifically, they were not championing on her behalf to rein in their son or bring him to heel.
	"How could you speak to me that way?"
	"Do you know what your mistake is? You brought this on yourself when you made the formal grievance against me. You go on record to threaten me out of my Crown! For that, you will never bear my seed! After all, I am the fraud you accuse me of, hmm? Why the hell should I endure you?"
	They were all silent then. He recollected himself to contain his rage. He simply marched out of there, dismissing her altogether.



Chapter 33

	Ikrah worked hard every day to drown herself to exhaustion. One day in that late summer, she went for lunch and found herself clinging to the curtain of the hallway in a dizzy spell, short of breath. She shook it off immediately. In the scullery, she ordered extra portions to take away for dinner later. She ate in her chamber, breathing in the scent of roses. The meals were consumed in that one sitting, which made her very sleepy. So, she napped and returned to Scribe Hall in the afternoon to continue what she missed and then worked through the night. Each nightfall, she came home to a room full of gardenias. She knew locking the door was pointless. He had the key. She learned to accept his gifts in that arrangement.
	Then, the King and Queen summoned her away from work to join them for tea. They made it a point to see her in person. She curtsied and bowed in their presence.
	"Sit with us, Ikrah."
	She bowed and took a seat, seeing they now had four chairs at the table. But Little Phoenix was not attending this occasion. She began to eat the cake incessantly, drinking tea to wash down all that sweetness.
	"We will have to return to Falcon's Spire for Tempest Rite again." The King was saying. She looked up with big eyes. "Would you like to come?"
	"Yes, of course, Sire." She wiped her lips with a napkin.
	"Oh my, if I had realized you've been starving from all that scribing, I would have asked for more cake."
	Ikrah looked at how two-thirds of the cake was gone between them. Her plate was empty while they each still had half eaten slices in theirs. She was still hungry, and felt she could eat more.
	"I'm sorry," Ikrah placed a palm to her mouth. "I crave sweets lately for some odd reason."
	Stone Bird eyed her questionably. "Long hours at Scribe Hall, I suppose. Is something wrong, Scribe Ikrah?"
	"No," Ikrah replied plainly.
	"Are you well?"
	"Yes. I think so. Just a bit tired lately. Maybe scribing and being away from the light..." She shrugged, shaking her head. "But I look forward to revisiting Falcon's Spire."
	"Then, it's settled." Legran said. "You need a little fresh air. But really, Ikrah, you need to stop obsessing in the Archives."
	She smiled demurely with an awkwardness. As she drank her tea quietly, she looked to the window wishing she was somewhere cool and quiet. Little Phoenix entered the suite with a rolled up scroll on red lacquered rods. His expression was that of grave sadness. The King and Queen recognized how he disliked Ikrah being there as he was bringing official news.
	"Ikrah, are you tired?"
	"Yes, Sire. May I be excused?"
	Legran nodded in giving her permission to leave. She got up, curtsied, and strode for the door, stopping for a bow before the Crown Prince. His eyes laid on her seriously, though a frown pleated his lips. That act was also noticed by the Queen, who said nothing. He waited for the door to close before presenting the Imperial Edict with the Emperor's seal to his father. Legran's expression was set as he began to tighten his jaw while his eyes went through the lines. He handed it to Stone Bird to see for herself. She read every word, reacting with the same degree of shock and anger.
	"What is the meaning of this?" she asked out loud.
	"I suppose his niece got into his ear. But quite frankly, they haven't been nice people lately...or the last that I remember." Legran stood up to pace with a fist behind his back.
	"This is my fault, Father." Little Phoenix remarked.
	"Your fault?..." Stone Bird questioned curiously.
	The King reacted with an expression at how ludicrous the notion was. "I wouldn't put fault on children, especially where your heart is concerned."
	"I spurned the princess."
	"Did you have good reason?..." He turned to face his son. "Other than the one you stated so well on record."
	Little Phoenix gazed back at his father with consternation. It was dark, whole, and full of guilt. "This feud started some years back. I never liked her or her brother."
	"Yes, I noticed you were competitive as children tend to be."
	"You don't know how we fought, Father."
	"Little Phoenix, what happened?" Stone Bird asked quietly, sensing the onslaught of the truth.
	"That year. Do you remember? We fought over your Squire. And do you know why I intervened?"The two men were seemingly at odds then and there. "It was, because they stuffed her in a box for a week. " Little Phoenix became visibly upset as was seen in his heavy breathing. "I never regretted what I did that day....But for what you did later with King Sundan. Why, Father, why did you agree to lock me in such a bind?"
	Legran gazed upon his son with only the truth as an outlet. Yet, he was unwilling to release the true meaning of his acceptance to that betrothal. "Are you jealous of that Squire still?"
	"So...you did it forheras a way to punish me?"
	"That is not why I did it. I was only doing what was in your best interest."
	The Crown Prince heaved and breathed to calm himself. "One day, I will find the truth behind all this. I can't stand people from the Imperical Court. They are cruel, selfish people with so little regard for those beneath them. I hate to serve the empire that sees so little of those who serve them other than to be pawns."
	Ikrah heard enough. She made her way down the hall holding her breath as she stepped between sprints. Her slippers made her light and quiet. She just realized the King had chosen her over his son. She closed the door and backed into it trying to breathe between weeping tears. What had she done? Why did she accept the Crown Prince? What if...what if... they were related? She went to her dresser to pick up the mirror. Her reflection was a wreck: dark circles and bruises to her eyes, the frail frown, tears, and just plain misery all over her face. She threw herself to the dresser weeping into the folds of her arms, setting the mirror to the side. She cried and cried even as sleep took over her mind.
	Not far behind, Little Phoenix stood over her sadly, having seen her crying. He looked at the time, seeing the sky was darkening into the night in tumbles of lavender, purple, and indigo. The clouds were setting in again. With care, he carried her to bed. He undid the velvet curtains drawing them down around the canopy frame. He came out of his clothes naturally. Soon, he too climbed in under the covers. He held onto her preciously, putting his face close to her hair.





———<>———

	....Stone Bird entered the room through a false panel in the wall hidden in shadow. She stepped carefully making her way to the foot of the bed. Lifting the curtain, she caught her breath at the sight within. A soft light was cast over the couple from a fire-sphere floating over their heads. Her son was holding onto the Royal Scribe who was sleeping sweetly in place. Slowly, she lowered the flap. Stealthily, she snuck back out the way she came. As soon as she made it back to the other end, shutting the panel behind her, she breathed hard. Legran was sitting in bed, arms folded and chuckling with a big grin.
	"I take it that I win in our wager."
	She hopped into bed pulling the covers over herself. Wearing only a slip and not using her channeling made her vulnerable to the night's cold air. "How did you know?"
	Sigh. "He's been very clear about it, but I really had little choice in the matter. Dregin wanted him to be tied to the empire forever. This marriage is as good as one."
	She sat still, staring at him. "Why didn't you just say that to our son?"
	"I wasn't sure how you would react," he replied reluctantly.
	"What? Did you think I would oppose?"
	"That, among other things." He unfolded his arms, looking down and picking at the cover's edge. "If I have to confess, I may have been lenient in the course of things. I didn't interfere as much as I should. But sometimes, it feels like the Goddess had her hand in this the whole time."
	"I like the girl. It's just... she's been an orphan all her life. I'm not sure how suitable is she to become a princess."
	He raised his head to gaze at her. "I believe you've heard the rumors about me."
	She smiled prettily. "Which ones?"
	"Ikrah looks to me as a father."
	"I know. And in your heart, you probably wished she's the daughter we could've had. Am I right?"
	"I'm sure you always wanted a daughter. Maybe a playmate for our son. Being an only child can be so lonely."
	She placed her palm over his hand. "As you once were? I can see why you favor her so. I hadn't realized it before, how I treated you. Can you forgive me?"
	There was a glimmer. He almost told. Almost. Instead, he moved to give her a long and sweet kiss goodnight.
	The next day, while Little Phoenix was away tending to the livery stable as usual, they decided to do inventory, taking Ikrah with them. They went from one granary to the next, counting the foodstocks. Just some time before noon, Ikrah became weak. Stone Bird was out of sight at the far end counting the stock pile of preserves. Legran was the one who had doubled back to give a number when he saw Ikrah laboring in shortness of breath and sweating. She was clutching to the ledger to her chest leaning against the beam of the huge scaffolding. He walked up behind her in curiosity.
	"What's wrong, daughter?"
	"I'm just..." breathing heavily, "tired and... weak suddenly, Sire. Just a bit...while, I will be fine."
	He hardly needed to assess further of the situation to conclude the one condition she could possibly be afflicted. His eyes practically popped wide open as he searched their surrounding, thankful that they were in a remote spot. He slipped an arm around her torso across the ribs, helping her up.
	"You're not safe here. Come with me."
———<>———

	"Birdie, bring some food and water over here, quick!"
	"Where?"
	"Make it back to the suite. Ikrah is ill."

	That was all he had to convey to her telepathically. They met up in the private suite. Ikrah was put to rest on the long chair. No sooner did she eat two pieces of ham and a biscuit, she recovered from that unsightly weakening state. Stone Bird handed her light cider to wash things down. The Royal Scribe stared at both of them with uncertainty. She was shaking visibly now, sitting up and knitting her fingers together over and over nervously.
	"Your Royal Majesty, I'm fine now. I will return to work."
	"You are relieved of duty indefinitely."
	"But Sire----"
	"That is my order."
	She quieted, though her eyes were welling up as if she had failed him on a very personal level.
	"You're not well enough to do arduous work, Ikrah," Stone Bird said. "Rest yourself a while."
	"I'm not sick. I get tired once in a while, that's all. But I am fine," she insisted.
	"Let me ask you a question," Legran said. "How long have you been like this?"
	"I don't know....Just a few days, I think....Maybe...."
	He eyed the Queen who gave him a knowing look. "In that case, you stay indoors until we find out exactly what your condition really is. Stay with her Royal Majesty while I finish up with the inventory. Stewart Grey will be taking over your duties until you are well." He left for the door.
	"But Sire...!" Ikrah came on her knees crawling forth. She caught hold of his foot.
	"Ikrah!" Stone Bird grabbed hold of the young woman. "What has gotten over you, child?!"
	They were staring at her hysterical state. She let go of him. Legran stepped back, leaned over and pressed a gentle kiss onto her forehead. "My dear child, it's not as if I'm leaving for war. Stay here and keep your Mother---Queen company while I'm gone. We will have dinner later."
	She sniffled, and nodded obediently. He left them alone. Stone Bird lifted Ikrah to sit with her on the long chair. She examined Ikrah's face, checking for several pulses in the neck and her wrist. In all her days, she had never been as glad as this day.
	"Are you feeling sleepy?"
	Ikrah shook her head, gulping. "Your Royal Majesty," even her voice was weak, "Sire... he kissed me."
	"Yes, I know." Stone Bird was laughing a ball inside her head.
	"Are you not upset?"
	"You mean that chaste one planted on your forehead? Of course not. We used to do that to our son when he was a baby." She smiled warmly, expression all filled with mirth. "You are very innocent, my dear." She drew a long sigh. "Why hadn't I notice you before? From the day we met." She beamed then. "I should have known he brought you to me for a great purpose."
	"Your Royal Majesty...."
	"You are a joy within these halls."The strangest sight struck her next. Tears fell out of Ikrah's dark amber eyes, rolling down her face. "You are going to be all right with me."
	"I'm...I'm," Ikrah gulped, "I'm just a Royal Scribe."
	Stone Bird set her eyes on Ikrah then, a bit condescending like. Perhaps Ikrah was overly sensitive, but the Queen's next set of words shook the young woman to the core. Or even maybe, she shouldn't have brought up the subject altogether.
	"I didn't realize you felt that way about my son."
	Ikrah paled a good shade of alabaster green. Blood drained from her face and neck. She seemed frozen in place as if found of a terrible crime. She clammed up altogether. And just like that, she forgot to breathe long enough to fall over into unconsciousness.
	Dinner was cancelled and replaced with just two plates Legran and Stone Bird made themselves in the kitchen. They brought it all up into their private suite. As they ate and talked about the days ahead, Little Phoenix knocked and entered with a hanging frown on his face. He was still dressed in his casual clothings smelling like fresh cut lavender.
	"G-Good evening," he spoke carefully.
	"Well, good evening, son," Stone Bird replied cheerfully. "We only have two plates, so you will have to order one of your own."
	"I...I'm not hungry, Mother. I came here for other reasons."
	"Oh?" She let out a realizing laugh. "Ah yes, quite." Legran only ate and smiled.
	"Mother, have you seen Scribe Ikrah since the afternoon today?"
	"Why are you asking me?"
	"Because no one's seen you during that time."
	"In that case, yes. I have been seeing her."
	"What have you said to her?"
	"Nothing much. Just small talk."
	"She usually runs, Mother." His tone became stiff. "I hope you didn't say something...."
	And that was as good a confession out of him. Legran cleared his throat and took a sip from his mug. "Have some wine, son. It's Cascan Brosia."
	The Crown Prince was fully alert then. He walked over to their table. Wordlessly, as he kept his eyes on his father as he drank from that mug all the way to the last drop, then set it down on the table carefully. The King then casually ate as if nothing was out of the ordinary.
	"She fainted in the afternoon. So we have her resting in the next suite, which by the way is her new residence from now on. Try to be discreet. We can't shield you from eyes and ears beyond this part of the castle."
	Little Phoenix broke a smile with a soft chuckle. "Thank you." He practically ran off.
	"Bathe before you sleep, son," Stone Bird said. She sighed when the door closed. "Gentle Goddess, they are quite the pair you've made!"
	"No different from how we are."


———<>———

	....Stirring with soft moans, Ikrah awoke to a sensuously warm kiss. The man grinned happily greeting her eyes with his glimmering obsidian pair. She looked up around them. They were in bed, white silk sheets under deep blue velvet covers. The canopy was draped with sheer curtains decorated and weighted down by large golden tassels. There was a huge tapestry on the floor depicting a black border and the image of the Phoenix and the Chameleon in a circular motion. There were no windows, or rather they were covered over by thick heavy drapery. A chandelier was hung from the ceiling in the center of the chamber lit by faux candles. Every flame was perfectly aglow on each crystalline piece on it. The furnitures were matching sets of fur covered chairs by the fireplace, a couch, and a cloistered lazy chair. Plenty of desks around. Even credenzas were lined against the two adjacent walls of the antechamber. She was shocked by the size of the wardrobe doors.
	"You're in my bedchamber now," he said proudly.
	"What?..." she trailed. "Why am I here?"
	"It's my old bedchamber actually. You live here now. We have their blessings."
	"We...we...wait...we what?"
	He rolled onto his side, slipping his arm around her. "My parents. They gave us their blessings."
	"But...what about the princess?"
	"What about her?"
	"Am I to be your consort?"
	He laughed. "No, you are my wife. Well, of course, you would want the full ceremony."
	"How...?"
	"We consummated on Chosen Night. That's all it takes."
	Now, she was very confused about the whole ordeal. But then again, she hadn't been paying attention to these things either. He caressed her face with his palm, rubbing at her cheek with his thumb.
	"Since the Founding, the Zandrian marriage custom adopted Chosen Night to its ritual. Otherwise, it's just mutual consent to the consummation that would bind us. Preferably under a full moon. And, the ceremony is just for show to the public, that's all."
	"So...Chosen Night is a Falshiren custom, then?"
	"Mm-hmm." He nodded, seeming lost in her gaze.
	"She has not released you yet. So, in a way, I've stolen a husband."
	A chuckle. "I wasn't stolen. I came to you, remember?... Ikrah... such a name. Who gave it to you?"
	She frowned curiously dropping her eyes in thought. "I don't know. For as long as I can remember, I have always told people that's my name. I don't know its origin or who taught me...." She sighed softly.
	"Were you in an orphanage?"
	"Yes. I was at a place called the Porridge Pony before entering the Squirey."
	"Any other place before that?"
	She shook her head, brows furrowing. "No." Then, she winced into wheezing as shortness of breath took over her body again.
	"What's wrong?"
	"I...I," breathing heavily, "I don't know. Just feeling weak and faint lately."
	"I'll get you some water." He got up, then came back with a goblet of water.
	She sat up, reaching for it, touching the Amethysts encrusted to the cup. "Thank you," she said before taking a swig. "Mmm.... Now, I'm hungry." Even her hands were shakey. She moved to get up, but the dizziness caused her to topple. Swiftly, he caught her in his arms.
	"I think you should stay in bed, dear." He hoisted her up and neatly placed her in bed. He didn't go far to get her food. Apparently, dinner was on his desk under a silver cover on a platter. He brought it over to the bed, lifting the silver lid revealing sweet ham, biscuits, mashed yam, sweet butter, and to wash everything down, he brought warm tea from a flask by the fireplace. They shared the meal quietly. He watched how she ate with a healthy appetite, unlike those other nights before. When done, she moaned softly, eyelids drooping heavily. He removed the platter, silverware clattering and all, but that didn't disturb her at all. She laid back against the pillows. He replaced the platter on his desk. "Do you want..." he trailed turning around to see she had fallen into deep sleep.
	With a sigh, smiling still, he dimmed the fire in the hearth at will and doused the flames on the chandelier. Crawling into bed seemed extra wonderful tonight. He held her then, feeling his way down to her abdomen, wondering if she realized the love between them was taking a physical form. He pressed his lips to her shoulder, inhaling her scent, and drifted into deep slumber.




Chapter 34

	Daylight was bright in the late morning. Ikrah was alone in the the royal part of the castle, the exclusively private chambers. They had all gone out. The guards were outside standing sentry over the exterior of this section of the castle. She ate the breakfast left for her. Then, looking around, she thought long and hard over what she was about to do. It would mean betraying his trust, but she had to know what was written on that scroll. Curiosity got the best of her. She began searching the desks. Nothing came up. One other place to go. She snuck out into the hallway, finding the familiar door to the private suite. It was locked. She wished it wasn't. As if by instinct, she kneeled down looking at the keyhole. Blowing a breath into it, she willed some Wind to force the lock. That latch popped off the spring. Even she was surprised that had worked.
	She entered, searching the desks and shelves to no success. After a while of doing that, she was starting to sweat. She was about to give up when she sat down on the huge cloistered chair. She felt the seat was unsturdy. Getting up, she checked the cushion, and discovered it was a cover for the false bottom. She lifted it, and the wooden panel. There, the scroll was in place. She picked it up, unrolling it to read. One paragraph stood out to her attention.

"Spelunker expedition:
We convene at the cave mouth in Jolan on the first day of Autumn. Come together, including Little Phoenix. Besides research, I look forward to settling a few things between our two lands. Also, I am open to rewriting the conditions of our treaty...."	


	She replaced everything back into place. Quickly, she went back to Little Phoenix's bedchamber, finding the only piece of decent clothing she had, which was her Scribe robe to wear over her nightgown. She looked in his wardrobe for a cloak. Jolan was a small place on the map. She knew she couldn't find the location that way, but there was another way for her to find it.Sneaking out of this place was harder than she had thought. So, she walked out as if she was going about her day, glad she was wearing the Scribe robe in plain sight. But no sooner did she set foot in the courtyard, when the Royal Guards came out running through walkways, between garden divides, and wherever else an entry connected there. They surrounded her strictly, all disciplined in manners. The Captain stepped forward, looking her over with immediate recognition.
	"Lady Ikrah, you must return to your quarters immediately."
	She was a bit caught off guard at the new title given to her, but it was often used for women of age if they were of status above a commoner."Am I a prisoner?" she asserted, though all of her was trembling to be confronted this way, even if she was sneaking out.
	"By no means, but we have strict orders to keep you safe. Please, return to your quarters or we will be forced to escort you."
	"What do you mean keep me safe? We are not under siege."
	"Guards, escort Lady Ikrah----"
	"All right, all right, I will go myself." She turned back the way she came, frustrated that the guards were there like a swarm of hornets. They retreated head bowed as she passed. The Captain, however, was behind every step of the way with them following in tow. Once inside the castle, he and two guards escorted her all the way to the door of her new chamber.
	She took in a deep breath and sighed, brooding over what else to do. Sitting in the chair, she picked up an apple in the bowl of fruit on the stand beside her. It was juicy and sweet on the first bite. She ate that up, then worked on the grapes, and then the pears. After that, she started pacing around the big wide antechamber just wondering what this new arrangement was all about. Surely, they didn't intend to hide her here forever? But if there was tension between the two lands, maybe things were getting dangerous. There was a knock on the door. The maidservant came in with her lunch put on the table fully equipped on a huge platter. The bowl of fruit pits was retrieved on her way out. She lifted the lid to a very nice mini banquet. There was salad with a sweet vinaigrette, bread, sliced ham, cheese, chilled berry juice, and tea with honey. The sight of food was too inviting for her to pass up. So, she sat down putting a napkin to her lap and began to work on the salad.
	Little Phoenix entered, making his presence known with closing the door noisily. He laid his eyes on her straight away, which meant most likely he had been informed of her little wandering adventure. It was embarassing. She could feel her face flushing.
	"I'm here. Did you need something?"
	"No. I just wanted to take a walk was all."
	"Are you that bored?"
	"Yes." She replied, sticking a forkful of salad into her mouth. He took a seat beside her and picked up the knife to spear into a piece of ham for himself. "My Lord, may I ask about something?"
	He nodded, "Mm-hmm."
	"What was in that scroll the other day? Did it come from the palace?"
	Eyeing her meticulously, he seemed to weigh in on the questions as he worked on a sandwich of ham, cheese, and bread. "If you must know, we are going on a trip to Jolan."
	"May I come, too?"
	"I don't think so."
	"But why not?"
	"Your condition is not fit for travel or entering places like that."
	"My condition? I'm not ill. In fact, I'm fine."
	"Ikrah, let me ask you something," he said pretending to look at his sandwich. "Would you bear my seed?"
	"I don't know. Wouldn't that make our child a bastard?"
	He dropped his jaw as if appalled. "Regardless. But would you?"
	"No."
	"No?"
	"I don't want to bring a child into the world if it is to be tainted by my blood."
	"But why?"
	"I am an orphan, my Lord. I don't even know who or where I came from. How am I to explain any of that to a child?"
	He stopped talking about that and only ate quietly, seeming to be in some deep thought. "I will be back for dinner, so please don't wander anywhere. Mother will come by to keep you company."
	"My Lord, I don't understand why I am forbidden to leave these quarters."
	"How can you not, dearest? I don't want you running into Solaren and her people by accident."
	A lump suddenly sank in her stomach. She just realized the care he had put considerably into her well-being. He lifted his eyes then, gazing at her with a simple face. So serene, so handsome. She began to feel her eyes watery again. But as he reached for her, she recoiled again into silence. The meal was terribly quiet. When they were done eating, he held her hand leading her to the fireplace to sit on the chair with him.
	"Please bear with me for a while, even if you don't believe my intentions are true," he said. "I just need a little time to make things right for us."
	She nodded. This was all to humor him. She didn't want to let him know exactly where her loyalty lie. Her soul was being tested. Later, the Queen came in, and he made his exit then. It was as if they had planned taking shifts to keep an eye on her. She had to buy her time, toeing the line, and not cause them any further concern. She went through the days with the same routine: waking up, eating, bathing, sleeping, and repeat.
	She waited until that week when they left for the trip to Jolan. Then, she prepared for the journey herself, taking the scroll with her and tracking them. She found her way around the guards by way of disguising herself in Little Phoenix's clothes after binding her chest to flatten her breasts. She even found his second favorite horse in the stables by whispering to the animal. The hooded cloak conveniently covered her hair. She chose to depart through the backgate at twilight, with letting fly the cloak wide enough to reveal the emblem of his vest. Her tracking skills came from what she learned from Aquine having taught her using the woodland animals to be her eyes. The forestry of the landscape ranged from the receding edge of the tundras all the way to Jolan. Fortune smiled on her that evening as she got hold of an owl to lead her the way to the traveling party. They were not that far ahead.
	She had to pace herself as this strange "condition" they were unable to diagnose her with demanded her to take breaks during the day, resting and eating to alleviate the fainting spells. Yet, she was determined to chase after them as best she could. By the second day, she found their horses grazing freely in a field. Not far was the foot of the mountain. She dismounted, taking the scrolls with her and some rations in a sack slung over her shoulder. The day owls hooted in the distance from within the cypress trees. As she scaled the shales, she found herself drawn toward a place in the mountain as if a voiceless singing was calling to her. She made a good distance, finding a foot-beaten trail. Following that path, she walked forgetting hunger and thirst until she stood before the mouth of the cave.
	The apparition of the Asphynx appeared briefly, then faded into the rock wall. Then, she felt the taunting from it, daring her to set foot within it's labyrinth. The woodland creatures all shrieked and screamed for her to go back, but the pull of the cave was stronger. She tapped the scroll to the wall, making an echo that bounced inside the cave to crescendo. With a nervous breath, she entered. Torch light lit the way further in. She followed the narrow tunnel into a wide cavern. Giant blue mushrooms glowed in the dark. She strode around descending into the crater to where three more tunnels were found. The walls became alabaster glowing with life as if stars were made to light up these caves. She entered the first one on the left. It was a passage that led her into a chamber that had a fountain that had long stopped flowing with water. Some whispers came from there. She followed those voices, hearing them louder as she got closer.
	"...there has to be clues in here somewhere...." a golden haired man was speaking, until he discovered her out of the perimeter of his vision, "WHO in the hell are you?!"
	She must have struck him by a great degree of surprise to earn that vehement tone in his voice. The others turned around, too. The Zandrians recognized her immediately.
	"Gentle Goddess!---" The King and Queen cried out together
	"---Ikrah!" Little Phoenix ran to her side. "What are you doing here? How did you escape the Royal Guards?"
	"I..." she gripped onto the scroll tightly, "came to help," she said meekly.
	"You can't be here," he stressed.
	She raised her head to him, letting fall the hood that revealed her face, which made the two other elders gasp and jump. "But my Lord,please. If I'm to be part of your family, I have to partake in these things," she begged in her hushed voice.
	"Who is she?" the golden haired man asked again, but addressed Legran and Stone Bird this time.
	"My name is Ikrah. I am the Royal Scribe of Tarenne."
	"Royal Scribe?!" the white haired woman repeated with an arched brow. "Really."
	"I am," Ikrah insisted. She stood her ground, holding the scroll like a staff. "I can be of service searching for the heart of this mountain."
	"Forget that for a minute here. Who granted you permission to enter this place?" The Dragon appeared behind the man now.
	Ikrah shrank and sank to her knees. "Please forgive me, your Imperial Highness. I had no idea my humble self approaches your presence."
	"Goddess, have mercy!" White Mane exclaimed. "I remember you. You're that wench with the Gorran Knight!"
	The young woman stared blankly at the Empress. She had no idea what was going on. "I don't believe we've ever met, your Imperial Highness."
	"White Mane, I'm Gorran by birth." Legran put in coldly, which earned him a glowering glare from the Empress. He was hardly moved by her wrath, though. "You make it like I'm dirty."
	"That's probably true, Legran. With all the strays you take in under your wing, I wonder how clean are you."
	"No worse than your pick of the prize----"
	"That's enough!" Stone Bird intervened. "You're scaring the girl with all this bickering!"
	Legran reined in his temper. "Tell you what, you go your way. We go ours. Whichever party finds it first will alert the other." He went to gather his family with him. "Come, daughter, son. We go this way."
	Little Phoenix hurriedly ushered Ikrah out of the way. They were in the next cave then. It was strangely lit by the alabaster walls. As soon as she touched a tile, it glowed brighter than before. An exciting current danced in her blood making it rush in her veins.
	"Sire, these tiles... they sing to me," she breathed.
	"What do you mean?"
	"I can hear them." She swallowed another breath, smiling as if music was ringing in her ears as she pressed her cheek and palm to it. "She's here. Yes, she's here."
	"Ikrah?"
	"Mother, it's waiting for you!" She let out a delightful glee, sprinting ahead, hopping on the walls. "I know what you're looking for!"
	"Dear Goddess...." Little Phoenix barely caught his breath seeing her move like the wind. "Ikrah, wait!" he called as he chased after her deeper into the cavern.
	Stone Bird observed them quietly. She turned to Legran with a question. "Whose daughter is she, Legran?"
	"Who do you think?"
	"I know you didn't sire her," she said facing him. "But... is she... his?"
	"Can't you see which Element she summons strongest?"
	"Gentle Goddess!" She nearly broke with emotions. "All this time? Why didn't you say anything earlier?"
	"If I did, would you feel the same way now? Or would you have held doubts about her?"
	"She's innocent. I've never seen a more pure soul!"
	"That's what I saw the first time I laid eyes on her."







Chapter 35

	Up ahead,Ikrah felt the adrenaline of life in her soul. Scroll in one hand, Little Phoenix's palm in the other, she led the way down another passage feeling the belly of the cave was warming up. Sweat poured out of her skin streaking her face and dampening her hair. They entered a chamber that was aglow with fiery molten lava flowing below a dead drop cliff. She stopped then, breathing hard for air in that heat. Taking out the wineskin, she drank out of it in several gulps.
	"It's here."
	"What is?"
	"The Phoenix Blood Star! That's what it's called. The Great Ruby."
	"How do you know all this?"
	"It's this place... my blood... I can't explain it." She looked into his eyes with pure joy. "Oh, Goddess, yes, my love, yes!"
	"Yes, what?"
	She grinned beautifully then. Breathing in with a sigh, she drew his hand over her naval. "Yes. I see, now. I may not remember this later, but I am saying it here, I love you."
	"Ikrah, you're not yourself. Let's go back----"
	"No!" She flew out of his reach into the red and black lava pit below.
	"Goddess, no! Ikrah...!"
	His panic subsided only because he saw that she was encased in a shield as beautiful as glass floating over the inferno. She flew from one rapid into the next until she found a niche in the rocks. A crashing wave threw her into a dipping bend. She covered her face with her arm as fire burned at her shield. Soon, the magma took shape forming limbs to a body, then the head of a great Beast giving out a roar with the power of Fire itself. That was when Ikrah's Spirit awoken. Her eyes took on the glow of amber reflecting that Fire. A Dragonette bursted forth from her back, all azure scales with short limbs with black talons. Though wingless, that mythical reptile could match that Fire Beast in size and agility, climbing the island over the rapids onto the wall. The two creatures fought, ripping into each other viciously with their clawing talons, thrashing fire and whips of wind every which way.
	By now,Stone Bird and Legran found their way to the ledge seeing the struggle of two powerful beasts at it below. They were shocked and awestruck at the same time seeing the battle of the Elements. Ikrah locked her forearms together, fingers forming the swan wings to concentrate where she stood. The cloak on her was blown flying like a flag tagged to her neck. The samite with the crest of the Phoenix and Chameleon was revealed shining like a golden shield. She raised her arms, then threw them down spanning to her sides, right leg raised a bending knee. That launched her up in the air. The scroll had been tucked into the back of her belt at her spine. The wingless Dragonette was in position to protect her as she engaged the Fire Beast. She dodged the swiping claws, flying straight into its mouth down the throat.
	"Ikrah!" Little Phoenix was afflicted with stark terror by now.
	He sent his chimerical Soul Spirit down there into the battle, as did his father who sent his Chameleon down there. They surrounded the Fire Beast confusing it in surprise. The Dragonette pounced onto the magma-made creature, blowing frost at it, causing it to scream in pain, writhing in convulsions. The other two fanned rain into the arena cooling down the molten rock to blacken quickly. Then, all three started ripping into the weakened beast, throwing chunks of black lava into the magma sea. They came to the heart which was still burning a rolling red-orange. Stone Bird found herself gliding down there at the aid of Phoenix gripping her by the arms. She was dropped to land on the island amid all the rapids. Only she could touch that heart without being damaged. She dug her fingers into it tearing the flesh apart that let spill a flood of blood that burned catching fire. Ikrah laid there with barely a bubble of a shield to protect her from the fire surrounding her. The Dragonette coiled around her shrinking into her spine to sleep again. In her hand was the Ruby shimmering with a Fire's diamond cut. Stone Bird reached in through the transparent shield and picked up the gem. Power coursed through her body as light intensified in that Ruby. The Phoenix behind let out a roar that reverberated throughout the riverbed. Columns of molten rock shot up as high as the cliffs and ledge overhead.
	The Awakening of Stone Bird was loud enough to draw Dregin and White Mane to the same cave entrance standing on the cliff witnessing the perfect ending. The Phoenix and human became one as the Ruby touched its eye as the power to control Fire transferred into the gem. Stone Bird worked with the molten crystal forming it into an obsidian casing for her gem, then looped a golden chain to it around her neck. Next, she made steps out of the molten rock to enable them to walk back up to the cliff. Little Phoenix carried Ikrah in his arms. She was exhausted from battle as well as wrestling the essence of a Fire Beast. They made their way back up there, returning to the anterior end of the caverns. Their Soul Spirits were trailing alongside with them.
	Night had come throwing its net of stars in the sky. A huge bonfire was burning inside the cave near the exit so that smoke would travel outward to the opening, while heat was retained within. Ikrah woke up to the crying of a familiar voice. She crawled up from under the covers, leaving Little Phoenix behind in the cot. In that trance state, she stumbled her way into the crater to enter the third cave. The runes carved into the arch outside was a warning she didn't get to read, though they glowed and dimmed at her passing through the threshold. She wandered in there for a long time....
	....Legran jumped out of his dreamless sleep with a cold sweat down his spine. He searched around for whoever was missing. Three people were nowhere to be seen.
	"Ikrah----where's Ikrah?"
	Little Phoenix roused groggily, then realized something horrible had happened. "Oh Gentle Goddess!"
	Stone Bird was on her feet too, frantic about the situation. Legran led the way running off to the three caves in the crater. He searched and searched until his eyes fell on the runes. They came up behind him looking at the same arch.
	"Death lingers in the Air. Enter with full memories to be spared." Stone Bird read out loud.
	"If that is true, then she better not have wandered in there. Remember what Dregin can do?"
	She nodded. "I have all my memories and more with Phoenix to shield me now."
	"Your Awakening couldn't come soon enough. Gentle Goddess, I hope we find her in time."
	"What are they doing with her?" Little Phoenix asked. "Why have they taken her in there?"
	"This place," Legran began explaining, "is hallow grounds. It belongs to something of the past, something ancient. How I found Garnet, and your mother found Ruby. It's a place that makes us immortal, yet everything that happens here can be fatal, too."
	Then, they all heard the faint echoes of a crying in there. They were too late to stop the terrible event that took place....
	.... Ikrah had come out of her trance, facing the corporeal human form of Dragon and Unicorn. She looked at the Emperor and Empress nervously. They were very crossed with her. Tendrils of roots came out of the ground, winding and binding around her. She screamed in a panic at being confined. Apparently, her voice irritated the Empress into putting a vine to tie up her mouth between the lips. They were dispassionate.
	"Is this the one?" White Mane asked Dregin.
	"I don't know. I can't tell."
	"No matter. I have a living witness." She reached her palm to the side, summoning the ground to open up, raising a kneeling woman, of whom Ikrah recognized as the fortune teller, who looked back with more shock than her. "Ah, I see you know each other."
	Ikrah looked helplessly at them, confused and lost. "Why are you doing this?"
	Trink bursted out crying."Goddess, please have mercy!"
	"What is her true name, Trink?"
	"No, I will never tell you!"
	"She is the one, isn't she? Sidora's litter."
	"Tell us, or she will suffer like the others," Dregin threatened.
	"IKRAH OF NIELE," Trink blurted, then broke into a weeping. "Daughter of Sidora."
	"When was she born?" White Mane demanded.
	"Three autumns before you executed Sidora ending the war."
	"All this time, hiding in plain sight." Walking around angrily, White Mane couldn't believe how this revelation came about without her knowledge. "I thought Aquine was a front to cover for this---this abomination!"
	"Please, let her go. This child----."
	"Let her go?" Dregin asked, sneering. "Go where?" He looked at Ikrah from head to toe. "Back to the desert-bred royalty you've clearly arranged for her?" He spat hatefully at the restrained prisoner. She sniffled as tears rolled down the sides of her face. "So, she's the reason my niece complains so ardently about a spurning husband. Like mother, like daughter. Blood trickles from the same breed."
	Pain. Shock. Emotional distraught. All three elements struck Ikrah's heart like a harpoon of shame. She struggled amid muffled cries to be free. That was when lightning hit her. She cried in horrid pain as Dregin shocked her relentlessly. The searing, tearing torture separated her bones from her flesh. Soon enough, she was out cold. Trink bore witness to that torment over and over until she grew numb. The young woman was near death by now.
	The trio entered the chamber then. Damage was done. They were completely in abhorrence at the scene.
	"What is this?" Legran demanded.
	"What have you done to her?" Stone Bird ran to Ikrah. "Release her!"
	Little Phoenix pulled on the vine that gagged her mouth. "Dear Goddess, please! Ikrah! Ikrah! Wake up, dearest of my heart, please!"
	Legran looked at the other woman who was kneeling. "Well, wonders never cease...."
	Stone Bird turned her head. "Trink, Grace Captain."
	The face of the defeated looked up at them. "After all these years, I am still remembered," she laughed solemnly. "I think I am ready to tell all now."
	"Do tell." White Mane sneered.
	"Did you want to know what this is, King Legran?" Chuckles. "This is vengence on the weakest of the enemy. They think Ikrah is evil. She is the welp of my mistress, Sidora of Niele."
	"Sidora is dead to history," he replied.
	"Not for her children, for a while, not for her children. She had but two. One died, and the other soon to be. Now that," eyeing Ikrah, "she's found, I can't hold onto this old corpse any longer." Tears fell out of her eyes then. "I salvaged her from death in the prison tower, but never...was I able to sever her from pain. And here she is suffering for my sake."
	Ikrah stirred awake from the tugging pain below her naval. She was so weak, but she could hear them. Pain rent from her insides like flesh peeling apart. She could barely breathe being twisted in that gripping affliction. Her voice was locked up in her throat as she groaned. Trink continued.
	"There was a ritual called the melding which burned two souls together. It is a curse. While it keeps two alive so long as one suffers for the other, no good comes of it. I shall undo it here and now." She drew a dagger. "By the Heavens, I declare! By the Earth, I swear! This life, this soul, this shell of my body I give freely back to nature and by Goddess, smite meto cloud dust for all eternity." She stabbed herself in the abdomen, shifting it to the left, and simply ended.
	The sever of their ties caused Ikrah's scream into a whimpering weep. It was the crying of a child lost in a world of heartless people, and then her voice came out as a whisper. Stone Bird let out flames to burn at the roots that were shackling Ikrah. Little Phoenix cut at the tendrils at her waist only to cry out in horror.
	"NOoooooo.... Goddess, no, please, no, no, no!" He pulled Ikrah from that spot, where blood had dribbled down her pant legs to the ground, soaking it in a sizeable puddle. Agony threw him in anguish as he screamed clutching to his near-death wife. His parents could barely contain their anger looking at the other two.
	"Don't-you-dare-ever-touch-her-again!" Stone Bird declared with bile and vehemence. She drew balefire ready.
	Little Phoenix scooped Ikrah up in his arms rushing out of there as the elders stirred into battle mode. Their Soul Spirits were in full force, throwing all manners of Elemental weaponry. Balefire, barbed briars, lightning and whirlwinds, and water-spheres blasting away in a barage of chaos. They fought for quite some time until having to stop, panting from all the exertion.
	"That wench does not belong in my lands," Dregin said.
	"She has a dragon in her just waiting to happen," Legran remarked darkly. "One day, you will regret what you've done."
	The other man scoffed. "You taking her in will be the bane of your kingdom."
	"Empty words from a coward. Whatever happened to that man I once knew. You said to keep her from the wrath of your wife. I kept your secret all these years, but I didn't expect half the hell shit you'd put that child through."
	"What...what did he do?" Stone Bird asked.
	"Caged her in the prison tower in Falcon's Spire. Then, she was thrown out in winter, what he called the orphanage. There was no orphanage. She was left to die. And now we know why she didn't. Trink there was her anchor."
	"Gentle Goddess." She looked at the other couple. "But why...?"
	"You don't know what happened to us," White Mane spoke bitterly. "She cost us our only unborn---"
	"She didn't do that!" Legran snapped. "You put the one responsible to trial and punished her with death by your hands, remember? This child,this child, did nothing to you!"
	"She's done enough!" Dregin insisted. "Usurping the marriage of my niece----"
	"Shut the hell up!" Stone Bird ejected. "How dare you----the nerve after you've aborted our grand-child! For that, I will never forgive you, either one of you!"
	"What...?" He was genuinely astonished. He and White Mane both could only stand there staring stiffly back at Stone Bird. When they examined the area Ikrah had been standing, seeing the blood soaked ground, they fell back several strides. Their Soul Spirits recoiled in panic listlessly. "I didn't know."
	"Didn't know?!" She fought her own tears as she spoke again. "So, you mean if you knew, you would spare the unborn or that if she hadn't you would've executed her on the spot, hmm?"
	"Well, she was forbidden from entering the empire to begin with!" Dregin retorted defensively. "It's treason that you've brought her here."
	"Ah," Legran nodded superficially. "Exile her. Fine. She will know the truths now, and be warned to stay out of your land."
	"Say it here and now." Stone Bird pressed the issue.
	"Ikrah is forbidden from all lands of Falshiren jurisdiction."
	"Then, let it be known Zandria is its own kingdom and sovereignty. We may be allies in a war, but never will our lands be consigned to the empire of your ruling!"
	"Come on, Stone Bird," Legran said, taking the exit.
	They went back out the way they came. In fact, they gathered up their things to go outside finding the children huddling with their horses. The night sky was all stars though dawn was breaking in the distance. Little Phoenix kept a fire-sphere steady to keep warm, though he had wrapped Ikrah up in blankets. Neither of them were sleeping. Ikrah was staring vacantly at the air. When they approached, she looked up slowly, settling her eyes on Legran. He couldn't help but crouched down on his hams to look at her. The tears were still fresh on her face. He reached out thumbing some of it off her cheek. She grasped his palm firmly, then.
	"Sire...." She had the look of It-was-now-or-never. She had to know. "A-are you my father?" she whispered with sheer hope.
	He was surprised not by the question so much as the way she said it. With a look at the cave, then back, he let out a gentle sigh. 
	"No." He shook his head apologetically, tearing his hand away from her grasp.
	Her voice caught, but she broke into a weeping, knuckling her eyes and pressing them to her palms. She cried for a long time. Daybreak brightened out dawn. Little Phoenix held her without a word, except to kiss her ear or her cheek. When finally, she ran out of tears, she leaned against him sadly. They returned to Tare. He drew her a warm bath to relax in. She climbed into the tub and could hardly sit down as pain between her legs and naval made that difficult. The blood washed off. She gripped a fist on the rim as he washed her thighs.
	"Just what happened to me? I've never had such a painful cycle."
	He froze, staring at her. "Why did you go there?"
	She looked at the scroll that stuck out of the saddle bags on the floor in the other room as the door was left open. "I had thought to speak of peace between the two lands. That's the real reason." She gazed back at him. "I had thought the princess or the King of Falshire would be there for negotiation. In which case, I meant to offer a compromise or serve in a better capacity."
	"You mean... you were going to remove yourself and let her have at it to the throne?"
	"I just meant for peace."
	"Those people don't speak of peace. It's power they hold onto...." He changed his tone, softening it. "Do you remember what happened?"
	She looked down, seeing her reflection on the watery surface. "I guess I don't need to go in the Imperial Library anymore. Something in me died in that cave."
	He reacted with an expression that could only mean he knew her words were true. He reached up a hand, stroking her hair gently. "You will heal ... be well again."
	A spasm of pain clenched at her vitals. More blood seeped out of her into the bath water. She endured it with grinding teeth and hard-knuckled fists. Only when the pain subsided that she realized she had closed her eyes. The man staring back at her was nervous, frightened. The bath water had turned red from that moment. She was scared then. He went and came back with a body towel to wrap around her before carrying her to bed. Extra gauzes were applied to her crotch to absorb the bleeding. He gave her numbwine then. She lay there with her eyes open staring at the ceiling of the canopy. His parents came in the bedchamber then. He put the covers over her, then turned away to speak to them in the antechamber.
	"She's in shock," he said in a hushed tone. "I don't think she even knew her condition."
	"You didn't tell her?" Legran asked his wife.
	"She fainted the moment I hinted about lovemaking," she replied defensively. "How can she not know---- Did you even ask her about missing a cycle?"
	"I..." Little Phoenix was at a loss. "It's her first time as it was mine. I wouldn't know what to ask or say..."
	They looked at him curiously. "You...didn't arrange it?..."
	Legran raised his left brow significantly eyeing their son. "First time....both of you...?"
	"Children having children," Stone Bird rebuked. "This is why we waited before having you born."
	"When did you two....?" Legran trailed.
	"Chosen Night."
	"That would mean.... Dear Gentle Goddess, over three months!"
	They looked inside seeing she was watching them, having heard every word between them. The look on her face was incredulous and realization meshed together. "I lost...our baby?" she asked brokenly. Her mouth gaped in horror, but her voice was trapped in her throat. Tears welled up in her bleary eyes. She couldn't move without feeling pain ripping up her muscles down there. They came to her bedside then. Little Phoenix held her hand, smoothing back her hair soothingly.
	"It was a first try, but it won't be our last. We will try again when you are well."
	That wasn't it at all. She knew better now than to trifle with the true nature of things. Sins of the mother, so was the burden on the daughter to pave redemption. Her destiny was written in blood and it may very well end in blood. She only hoped her blood alone sufficed such a price. She feared for this kingdom's future. It was her lord's heritage and legacy in the making. Stone Bird covered her mouth burying a face into Legran's shoulder. He held his Queen with tenderness, yet gave his daughter-by-marriage a cryptic nod, as if he too understood and only echoed her thoughts in silence.




Chapter 36

	The first item Ikrah asked of her Lord was to never bring her flowers again, or any other plant within their chambers ever. She replaced that kind of decoration with scented oil and paintings on stone murals.He understood that astutely. And then, she began collecting colorful stones from river banks, creeks, lakes, streams, brooks, and ponds. Initially, the days passed with little incident as she slept in more often than she had ever done before. There wasn't a day that he didn't return home to see her. He was grateful that his parents allowed him time to spend with her as she recovered from her wounds. They had taken to carry out some of his duties for him, but he found himself going back to work just to fill the time that she was sleeping.	She was avoiding him as much as possible. When she was well enough to walk, she spent her waking moments sitting by the window. Though she only sat, there were signs of depression he could not undo, because he saw she was crying inside. Even his parents were unable to help heal her mindset. Even though her body had healed since, her mental state never recovered. The more he tried to connect with her, the more she pushed back. Lovemaking became something she dreaded and abhorred. No matter how pleasant or gentle he did it, she would beg him to stop citing pain. The session became so frustrating, he wind up stomping out of the chamber angrily.
	And then, before long they were estranged. Little by little, he wasn't there as much anymore. One night, he didn't return home. He was tired of facing rejection.
	She had sat at the table with dinner having turned cold. Into the deep dark night, she waited up for him. The candles burned out. The tears finally broke through the dam, escaping her chilled eyes to fall down her face. She cried openly then, donning her head to her folded arms on the edge of the table. In the end, she went to bed alone, blustering with all the spent tears.
	When he was back for dinner the next evening, she was more pleasant, but nowhere near charming, not by his standard anyways. He ate the meal, and went to sleep. She climbed into bed beside him without touching him to avoid waking him. That, too, tired his heart. Soon, that one night became two, then three, and then a week. The weeks became months until a season drew them apart. He departed from the castle altogether. His parents never intervened. And she had no parents, at all.
	And that was the mistake he made for himself and his kingdom. Because while he left her alone in the care of others or whatever due course around the castle, she came into contact with the current affairs the moment she set foot outside the cocoon he built for her. What he didn't realize was, he was the flame and she was the moth curious about him. As he was away on diplomatic trips to the imperial court, news of the empire came to his doorsteps.
	Ikrah took up her Royal Scribe duties again. She attended to the King's daily meetings. Her slender fingers and wrists were bare as could be. She did her work without a word. Things were going well for a month. One morning, she came across a parchment with a royal seal on the petitioner's name. Legran saw it and quickly took it from her hands before she could read what was written. She didn't think much of it, then. He made sure to keep that on his desk under another pile of parchments. Later, the Queen came in to relieve Steward Grey for the day, bringing in a picnic basket. They broke for lunch, eating there in the huge study rather than outside. Partly, the reason was so they could go over the parchments along the way. Ikrah was sipping tea as she read the notes on the merchant's taxes.
	"Your Royal Majesty, why are we collecting fewer taxes this year from the business in Tarenne?"
	"That can't be right. It should be the same if not more."
	"Well, this report says otherwise. Did we lose businesses?" She handed the parchment to the Queen. "I'm just comparing this to last year's ledger." She got up to bring back the volume, picking through the pages to the quarterly total. "Here." She indicated pointing out the number in question. "This is from the same band of merchants."
	The Queen looked at that. "This is alarming, indeed. They hold the majority of our exports this year, too."
	The King had a look. He frowned raising his eyes with some disturbing thought. "They will arrive tomorrow to bring in a new report."
	Instead, the report came in that afternoon. The messenger brought in a letter from Tarenne. Ikrah was alert then, hearing where he came from. She retrieved the letter and brought it to the King's hand, who read it.
	"So the bandits have grown that bold, huh?" King Legran said.
	"Bandits?" Ikrah whispered. She looked at the messenger who had been sneaking looks at her. "How is it you managed to get here?"
	"I was lucky, my Lady. The attackers didn't notice me when I made my escape."
	"Ikrah, you may go back inside now," the Queen said.
	The Royal Scribe bowed, and retreated as was suggested. She closed the door into the private suite loudly on purpose. However, when she was about to eavesdrop, the water in the vase on the stand echoed in the King's voice.
	"Daughter, it's rude to listen when you're not supposed to."
	She crimsoned. Walking humbly, she made her way to the table and sat with a petulant frown. His laugh was soft, though he was certainly kind in tone. She sighed, capitulating to the task at hand, which was to go over the parchments on the table. One note stood out catching her attention. It was a new petition from one Prince Sky Fall of Falshire speaking on his sister's behalf. She read the paragraphs all the way to the bottom of the post-script:
	"Furthermore, the Royal Scribe in Tare has been decreed an outlaw and sentenced to banishment from these lands at the Emperor's behest. Harboring such a criminal is unsuitable in the ways of your very Royal Halls...."
	She felt she was shot in the heart upon receiving this knowledge. Yet an inner part of her refused to accept defeat. She placed the letter neatly in the middle of the stack of other parchments. After a while, the King and Queen entered the suite. They were adamant about their situation, though at least, they were open about it.
	"Ikrah, we will be going to Tarenne to see to this trade matter.You will stay here until we return. It is a short trip. If anything, we are using the short-cut."
	"Yes, Sire. In the meantime, what should I do?"
	"Do? Just rest well until we get back."
	"But Sire, I should be doing something."
	"Nothing is necessary at this point."
	Nothing?... She wondered about that. What were they hiding from her? She already knew she was exiled from Falshire and all that the empire owned. Tare was being contended by the Princess. The only place no one bothered to look at was Vinne. She bowed as obediently as could be, but she had ideas of her own on where she should be. As if they read her thoughts, or perhaps they distrusted her, they grabbed hold of her arms each.
	"Promise us you will stay put or speak exactly what you are thinking."
	She was put on the spot then. "I'd rather collect my brother's people to escort the shipments."
	A breath of relief came out of them. "Well, then, in that case, I'll be accompanying you," the Queen said. "The Royal Guard and Knights of Tarenne will make good company, too."
	The Royal Scribe smiled, feeling as though her squire days were rekindled. "I still have the Crest of the Eagle to rally the heraldry." She hesitated over the next question.
	"What is it, daughter?"
	"Is Poplari still a regent state of Falshire? Or is it part of Falshire?"
	"It is stable under Falshire at the moment. Why?"
	She didn't want to share her thoughts with them. Aquine once said to go to the Heart of Obendell if she felt she needed a home. "I have concerns about safe passage."
	"Ah, we are welcomed to travel through there."
	"Somehow, I doubt that very much."
	"Why would you say that?"
	"Regents are unreliable."
	The King was staring at her point blank while the Queen was taken aback by her tone. It was as if she had hit a nerve. But to the extent of her knowledge ever since Trink's death, this was a fact. Regardless, they prepared to journey as planned. The King went safely through the secret passage that annexed Tare to the heart of Tarenne, where he would work with the network of spies. She and the Queen went on their way to Casca as the long route around Vinne to Falshire.
	She was glad to take this route as the landscape comprised of shales and rocks with seldom vegetations. The small passage was narrow as opposed to the wide open road that cut through the forest. They made good progress after a week's movement, even with two regiments traveling to protect the Queen and herself. Once they entered the valley, climbing a trail that hinged on Mount Obendell, she drew from under her cloak a roll of cloth that she unrolled into a huge flag. She tied the ends to the lapels of her cloak. This brought alarm to the Captains riding directly behind her. They looked to the Queen with questions, of whom simply flattened a frown over the young woman, though she remained silent. As they traversed further through, silhouettes of people poked out of crevices and perches on the mountainside. They moved along the precipices chasing after the small army that was clearly traveling through the territory. Then, the drums were sounded as did the plume of red smoke was made visible a short distance ahead. 
	It was a good half day's pace when they finally arrived at the fortress that was built into the mountain. There were archer platforms all across the precipices, while the parapet was armed with sentries in leather armor. The gates were ordered to open. Ikrah steered her steed to turn so that she could brief the Zandrians.
	"I will go in alone, your Royal Majesty."
	"No. This is.... You didn't tell me about this."
	"I am very grateful you escorted me here safely. I will certainly return the favor."
	"Ikrah, what's gotten into you?"
	"Perhaps, I have lied to you."
	Stone Bird looked at her, then seemed to be distracted for a moment, but soon enough made a resolute decision. "I am not leaving you here. Not so your brothers can have their way with you."
	They rode into the grounds within the fortress together with the Captains. Peasants came gathering in the square with murmurs in awe at them. Someone standing on a raised staircase caught sight of the flag on her back. He yelled out immediately:
	"The Eagle! The true High Lord has returned! Everyone, the true High Lord has returned! Hope be with us!"
	The people came out from everywhere, embolden by those words as they began to cry out to her. They gathered into a huge crowd with cheers and tears, all jumping and applauding in some celebration that was even foreign to her. She decided to remove her helmet to tame their pandemonium. Their voices were only cut short for but a moment, then broke into an uproar of even more laughters. She raised her palm testing if that would be of use. They quieted.
	"Where are the other lordlings?
	"There is only you, High Lord Ikrah, as was foretold by your brother Aquine the Eagle." A man who had the bearing of a warrior replied.
	She relaxed in her saddle. "Thoran."
	The man broke out a chuckle. "I take it you've heard of me."
	"Aquine's blacksmith." She tried to smile. "He mentioned you often, during my training."
	Thoran stroked his face that had a day's stubbles on and around the jaw as his lips curled up the corners. "And you have come to repatriate...perhaps?"
	"His brothers paid me a nefarious visit. I've come for reparations."
	Thoran lowered his face with his smile as if to stop from laughing. "They were never here, High Lord. When we were driven from Gorra, we scattered. Aquine the Eagle united us with the promise of hope. And," he eyed her over, "you certainly bear that."
	She furrowed with a reluctant frame to her lips. "This army is not mine. They merely escorted me here. I came seeking aid."
	"Then, you must prove your worth in blood."
	"Why address me as High Lord if you are unwilling to follow my command?"
	"Little Lady, a flag does not make you a leader."
	"But a Queen of her people does," Stone Bird spoke up. "I will negotiate a fair deal among you."
	"---Outsider----?"
	"---No!" 
	The two women spoke at the same time. Thoran then reverted his attention on Ikrah.
	"High Lord, you merely inherited the seat at your brother's passing. He foretold this."
	"I understand. I will prove my worth with calling the Eagle as a gesture of good will." 
	She concentrated then, scrying the mountains and beyond for a bird the size of a man. Sweat beaded on her skin coming out of the pores slowly. One range over, the bird was there standing on the top of a tree stalking for rainbow trout. She tapped its mind, giving it images of rabbit and deer. It was completely intrigued by the fresh meat. A hard cough escaped her throat. She took in a hard breath and concentrated. The winds began to tumble into the square, stirring people into suspicion and fear. And then, they gasped in wonderment staring straight up in the sky. The huge bird with its golden razor beak and wide glider wings appeared riding the rolling winds toward her. She should have gotten off her saddle then, but the speed of that bird was so fast it collided into her throwing her off the horse. In that moment, instinct took over, rendering them into a shrieking fight. She parried the eagle's beak and jabbed into the bird's side with a bare knuckle fist. Her body moved hopping up in the air throwing kicks into the head and neck. The bird's wings thrashed about to get its bearing. She drew her sword then, which caused the crowd to cry out in horror, but she struck at the bird with the hilt in a few more blows. Her strength came with lightning as she hit the bird into submission.
	"Gentle Goddess," Stone Bird whispered, while the Captains and the few of the knights within proximity gawked with astonished expressions.
	Ikrah panted in getting up to face the crowd. She turned up the blade to rest it on the bracer of her forearm, while the hand supported her other hand that held the hilt. Striding exactly seven strides to mark the seven stars, she met Thoran on one knee head bowed. Tears could come out of his bleary eyes, but he was a man of strength.
	"One question remains. Are you no longer virgin?"
	She raised her head. "No, a boy made me his woman."
	"That is most unfortunate," he replied softly. "For it would have been my honor to husband you. But now I shall serve you with pride as second commander. Will you swear an oath to our people?"
	"What is your way to do so?"
	"Ikrah!" Stone Bird couldn't stop the ceremony any more than she had to watch it.
	Thoran looked at the Queen with a handsome smile. "Your sister?"
	Ikrah threw him a look. "She is married to the exiled Grace Hawk."
	He was genuinely surprised by that remark. "Really." Her eyes widened a degree, then straightened into the dead pan stare back at him. He was very impressed. "A blood oath will do."
	She staked the sword to the ground. Her palms were pressed to the blade. She gasped as blood was drawn from them dribbling down the steel. "I swear an oath this day onward, while I live I shall bring the fight of my people to the enemy, be they foreign or Gorran by trait. I honor the death of Aquine the Eagle with retribution!" Tears wrung out of her eyes.
	"Gentle Goddess!" Stone Bird dismounted angrily. "Ikrah, stop this madness!"
	She tried to grab hold of the young woman but Thoran intervened, drawing his sword. Ikrah ran her bloody palms over her face as though bathing in the gore. She stood then raising her palms. "I am hope! I am glory! I stand for freedom! Fight along side with me, our souls shall be free! We are not people who live bowing on our knees!"
	The people roared in madness with raised fists. "Hail Ikrah! Eagle Tamer!" They chanted.
	"I-AM-YOUR-HIGH-LORD!" she shouted, raising her sword with both hands letting more of her blood stream down her arms soaking into her sleeves. The eagle then flew up in the sky back into the mountains with a screeching scream, which only made the people cheer out in a maddening pandemonium.
	Stone Bird risked fighting Thoran then, drawing her own sword. They parried but once as he could see something was rightfully worthy of her concern. They circled until she was closer to Ikrah.
	"You idiot barbarian. She will bleed to death if I don't heal her now."
	He was unsteady by this and gave way, withdrawing his blade. She ran to Ikrah's side, drawing their swords down. Taking hold of the young woman's palms, she began to channel fire into them, just enough to seal the cuts with silver from her hands. Ikrah protested, crying.
	"Your Royal Majesty, why must you---"
	"You will address me as Mother!" Stone Bird gripped her by the arms. "My son made you what you are, and don't you forget it."
	There was a great moment of pause. Ikrah couldn't deny the fact that she loved her extended family. She dropped her head nodding contritely. Then, she faced the others, everyone was in there, including the army filling the square full into a jam-packed throng of people surrounding them.
	"Tonight, we feast!"
	Roars upon roars echoed out of there bouncing through the mountain range like a voice on the wind promising anyone who heard that the Heart of Obendell was alive.


Chapter 37



	"We certainly have a problem."
	Stone Bird giggled. "I'm glad I came along with her. You should have seen how she was there."
	"I can imagine, but I had to prove to you my monogamy." He lamented.
	"Oh, regrets now, dear?"
	"Well, yeah. I could have been the father-by-law showing off my good looks. Who knows, they might crown me instead." He laughed lightly.

	"There is a man who is very interested in her."
	"Oh?"

	"Fortunately, our son beat him to it."
	Laughters echoed in her head. "That doesn't always discourage a man if he is determined."
	"Well, he is bound by some honor code to Aquine to not wed her, because of it."
	"Ah, I know of that. It's the Gorran House Rules. She has chosen her one lord with her heart. One life to live by. No other will satisfy her in bed, even if he tries."
	"Really...." her tone was sardonically curious. "Then, you...." Only his laughter replied to what her trailing words implied for a question.	"The only problem with that is, she's not Gorran."
	"Well, I would attest that she carries Aquine's blood in her. She went against my wishes bypassing the conscripts offices to go to the Battle of Pruscan Heights that year...Eighteen summers in her pretty little head all romantic about war. Remember?"
	"Her first battle.Yes?"
	"She took an arrow in the arm and lost a lot of blood. The wound was sealed, but she was in a coma with no way of waking, not with all the healing in place. He was the only one to revive her by drawing his own blood into her. It was very strange, but she healed quickly from that. It was peculiar at the time. Until what he mentioned at the hot springs came to mind. If I'm not mistaken, they are related. What that means exactly, I have yet to figure out."
	"But didn't he say a step-brother died years ago?"
	"Uh...yes. Yes, you're right, he did....Hmmm.... Who else could it be? I wish I knew who that boy was."
	"So, Ikrah is Dregin's daughter with a woman name Sidora."
	"The Mistress of Black Veil, Niele."
	"I don't even know what that really means. Then, how does Aquine fit in all this?"
	"You said step-borther. Dear Goddess, do you suppose they are half-siblings?"
	"Who?"
	"Let's think for a moment, say Aquine and Ikrah must share the same blood. We know her father is Dregin. But... if he also sired Aquine...or somehow the other way around, it's not Dregin but if they share the same mother?..."

	"I thought they're cousins being that he is the son of Guneth."

	"Mmmm, I don't know. I think that is a convenience Dregin put in place to justify the northlands. And also to bait Ikrah with the dukedom. But I'm still curious about that other one. I don't think he lied about his death. Just why mention him. You and I don't speak to the dead. Maybe that's the problem."
	"I wouldn't know, dear. But I do love Ikrah. She's an amazing child."
	"Yeah, wish she was ours."
	"Well," Stone Bird beamed. "She is close to being one."
	They laughed together, and ended the telepathy. She looked over to the bedridden Ikrah in the room with as much pride as could be, had this young Lady been born her little princess instead. Alas, as fate had it, she was destined to be the wife of the Crown Prince of Tarenne who was the sole heir of Zandria. Every man with testosterone was attracted to her. Stone Bird could sense the loyalty of the Knights now after they had seen what this raving beauty could do to motivate the masses to a cause. Her strength was her character. Bravery had a body and it belonged to Lady Ikrah of Tare. And then, it occurred to her that no one had acknowledged that fact. Worse yet, no one in the wide world knew of her existence with that title. Stone Bird felt disgraceful at the way she had forgotten to be mindful of the young bride, who turned out to be quite the mystery maiden. But the biggest mystery of all was her own husband, a man with the few secrets that now unravelled in such unfathomable revelations.
	She thought for quite some time fingering over the Great Ruby that she had taken out from underneath her tunic. The Phoenix appeared beside her as if understanding what she was intending to do. It pecked at it, picking it up between its powerful beak. With a snap! A chip of the blood red gem broke off falling on the lap of her dress. She picked it up between her index finger and thumb. The Phoenix next ripped out one of its feathers, letting the flames douse leaving behind only the stem that was pure white gold that was thin enough to work with as a wire. Stone Bird smiled as she began to twist that wire wrapping it around the chip. The furnace was her heart. The design was her mind. She put her time in it patiently, what took most of the day to finish. And then it was done. A perfect ring-bracelet. She stood up walking to Ikrah who was still resting from the blood-letting.
	"Ikrah?" She roused the young woman into opening her eyes.
	"What time is it, Mother?" Ikrah mumbled, getting up.
	"It's only evening, some time till dinner."
	"Mmm...." Ikrah rubbed at her eyes with a yawn, which she had to cover with the other hand. She didn't even think when the older woman grasped onto her left hand to put the bejeweled hand bracelet on the ring finger and wrist. When she blinked open her eyes and looked at it for a full moment before it sank in. "Mother, this Ruby...!"
	"It would make me very happy that you wear this all the time."
	"You...wish to keep me?" Ikrah's eyes were lucid, expression inquisitive.
	Stone Bird broke out a beaming smile, all mirth filled. "Yes, daughter."
	The young woman was pensive as she touched the bracelet. "Thank you for the engagement----"
	"It's not. It's matrimonial."
	"Why must it come from you? And not from my Lord?"
	The Queen could not answer that latter question. The world was in chaos as it was. Her son was inexperienced in a time that was all war and no real peace. She remained silent, rather than speak of his excuses.
	"He kept me hidden from the world, though he spoke of consummation every night he returned to me."
	"Well, that is a true part of marriage, dear."
	"Then, how is he treating the wife granted to him from the palace?"
	"They don't exactly get along."
	"It's because of me, isn't it? If I never set foot in Tare----"
	"You're wrong, Ikrah. You are the Lady of Tare. My husband wished it, as do I."
	The young woman stared at her with realization seeping into her expression. "From the start...?"
	"The moment he brought you to me, I knew you would be the one to hold Tare. It's your humble beginnings that made the coronation a delay. But now that you have achieved great deeds to your name with rising rank, it's only natural that you are destined to be the Keeper of Tarenne's Citadel. You are Lady Ikrah of Tare, though now you've chosen to double your political ties with Obendell as High Lord."Ikrah had grown quiet again. Stone Bird sat down beside her. "Love can be trying sometimes. If you can find it in your heart to forgive him, nothing else matters."
	"Why does it have to be me to forgive him? Seems women are burdened to be generous with all things matrimonial, while the boys run off to do as they please."
	"That's not true. I'm a woman. I didn't compromise, and it cost me some child bearing years."
	Taken aback, Ikrah became bashful. "I didn't know that, your maj----" Stone Bird gave her a rebuking look. "Uh, Mother."
	"Women are the souls of the world." The Phoenix rubbed up against Ikrah's arm, cocking its head and ducking its head at her notice, but it touched her the same way again. "If we don't love, then no one will."
	That brought a smile to Ikrah's face. She eyed the Phoenix with those childlike eyes as if for once in her life she found a lasting friend. She touched the fiery bird's soft feathers, unafraid how it would burn where the flames ignited, then doused as if playing with a candle flame. Getting up, she went to draw her Squire sword at the foot of the bed to practice her swordplay. The Phoenix obliged into the dance with her. Stone Bird watched them, but her eyes always settled on the graceful beauty of Ikrah. She could only wonder how those years had been under Aquine's household, what Dame Taye must had enjoyed during the day at leisure with these performances or did they practiced together alongside. There was great love in this young Lady who would surely be Queen one day.
	A sound was heard outside their room. Stone Bird was very much aware of who that might be. Therefore, she conveyed her feelings into the Phoenix to be at Ikrah's side at all times even when she was absent. She trusted Ikrah whole-heartedly. Ikrah was the kind of girl that had been sheltered from certain things in life that preserved her naivete. Partly, because of Legran's protective love when he adopted her, and perhaps Aquine and Taye had some contribution to it, too. Strange were the ways of the Goddess sending compensation to her chosen children who were short changed. Ikrah and the Phoenix finished their dance with a sweetly demure smile on the human's face while the bird cocked and churned its head in delight.
	The time they spent here was short. Ikrah was dressed in the many fur pelts offered up by the people. She had to refuse what she didn't need. The leaders gathered at the largest table in the one hall that was really a rock cairn that had a man's hand added to it, carving the Seven Stars constellation to the ceiling. A mural depicting a moonrise to that of a falling sunset that descended into a tumble of clouds was at the centerfold. Torches and handmade candles were well placed within the interior there to brighten everything. A map drawn on leather was hung on a frame to the side. It was the most accurate version of the continent than any she had ever seen. The Captains took turns serving her foods, which she didn't really like. The Queen hid smiles behind her goblet watching all this going on.
	"So, essentially, we are your pack mules or guard dogs," Thoran remarked dryly.
	"I can use a sword, but I can't carry everything," Ikrah replied, remembering Aquine's stories about these people who prized their dignity over all.
	"I'm not one to be a lapdog, High Lord, but yours alone."
	"You will speak respectfully to our Lady of Tare," Captain Soaring snapped.
	"Tare... Would that be a land or a city?"
	"It is the jewel of Tarenne," Stone Bird replied. "It sits at the foot of Ore Mount, and it is the Citadel that will lock Zandria to us for a very long time after this war is over with."
	"You speak with confidence, your Royal Highness."
	"I fare a few decades your senior, and trust in the wisdom of my eyes."
	"Oh," he laughed taking a swig of meade from his goblet. "Just how many would that be?"
	"Your Royal Majesty!" Soaring nearly exclaimed, but she waved for him to calm.
	"I am well over fifty-six winters," she replied.
	Thoran was sober then, dropping his goblet and spilling meade onto himself. "You're ageless!"
	She smiled, quite flattered by his words. Ikrah leaned a little her way donning a demure smile as if challenging him to compare them age-wise. She picked a piece of rabbit meat and placed it into her mouth, chewing sensibly. The face of the matter was, they could very well be two distant sisters with little difference in years. He uttered nervously, being flustered and having lost his bearing.
	"About Tare," Ikrah continued, "I have plans for it to be more than just the one Citadel. There will be three more built before my time is done. Each will be dedicated to a discipline of the laws of nature."
	"What would those be, Lady?" Thoran asked with renewed respect.
	"Wind, Earth, Fire, and Water. You will be the grand architect to materialize my vision perfectly."
	"I beg your pardon? I'm a blacksmith, not engineer."
	"You are an architect, trust me."
	"And what would be my reward for such a daunting task?"
	"What? Your work will stand for the ages. Hundreds of generations will look upon what you build with praises. Is that not rewarding?"
	"All good in praise, my Lady, but I'd rather fill my stomach and... sleep in a warm bed at night."
	"You will speak re----" Soaring was starting again but he finished the sentence.
	"---respectfully to the Lady of Tare! Yeah, yeah, I heard that for the tenth time already."
	"You will be well paid, Thoran." Ikrah said.
	"Then, what else is there?"
	She got up with a goblet in hand walking to the map, touching Falshire, then tracing down over Vinne, Casca, and Pruzia. Her palm ended flattening on the Zand, that vast desert. "How long do you plan on living your life out here? If you can spend all and the rest of your days on doing what you enjoy, would you retire in the land that gives it to you?"
	"I suppose, I would," he said slowly. He filled his goblet and picked it up to his lips for a gulp. His eyes, however, had settled on Ikrah. "The latter, that is."
	"Aquine was like that," she remarked fondly. "He had envisioned the resurrection of the House of Eagle as his life's work."
	"What about your life's work, my Lady?"
	She paused in thought with this look about her expression that encapsulated a romantic dream. "I will make the Zand as fertile as the east, if not richer. The Southern Isles won't be just The Delta on the map, but seafaring cities to explore new worlds."
	Thoran almost cried into his goblet upon hearing those words. The Zandrians noticed his reaction quite plainly. Though they didn't approve, they could see the wisdom of their Lady for employing him. She turned her back to them to look at the map again. Her attention seemed to focus on Ore Mount this time. Something was there waiting for her. He was looking at her still and the map, too, wondering what was in her thoughts to be thus immersed in the place that was all mountains. The train of her dark auburn hair was like a sheen of brown copper falling down her back under the firelight.
	"Ikrah, it's getting late, we have a long day tomorrow," Stone Bird said, getting up and walking to her side.
	"Mm-hmm, Mother." Ikrah was still staring at the the map taking her last sip of meade. "I will return there some day." She tapped at the mountainside at the edge of Jolan.
	Stone Bird looked at the implication with alarm. "You're tired, daughter."
	Chuckles with a touch of bitter."It won't be my resting place, Mother," Ikrah said. "But if I have to reach from beyond the grave, I will return to the place that unmade my first child!"
	The Queen clasped the young Lady in her arms to keep her from collapsing to the floor. The goblet was dropped to the floor letting the flow of meade pool into a puddle. And that was the revelation that spooked the men in there. She wept in the cradle of a maternal embrace she never remembered having, but knew somehow she did have the privilege to once. The echoes of an infant rang in her mind like long lost memories. The sands of history, the stones worn with time, all bore witness to what happened to her roots, burning her origins in a place called Niele. She dared not whisper the name, only tears to replace her voice. They went back to their room with no incident. And then, Ikrah began apologizing endlessly, even as the covers were pulled over her. She curled up into her mother then and slept as a child would without fears of the dark.


Chapter 38

	Her heart exploded then imploded into an impact that blew her away. She convulsed until blood coughed out of her mouth. Her body went slack and fell to the floor then.
	Stone Bird threw the door open and saw in horror. "Ikrah...!"
	Ikrah could feel the Queen holding her, shaking her to wake her up, but she was just so weak, so tired with a greyness enshrouding her into a far away world. And then, the King was heard blurting blame for himself over leaving things on the table. She wanted to tell them none of it was their fault. But another fit of nausea pressured her innards, gushing more blood out of her mouth. So cold, she was feeling the chilling cold permeating her bones. The pain was so terrible, it made tears come out of her eyes. She didn't want to go, not like this. An invisible force from inside her threw them back.
	Her corporeal form bled through her mouth, nose, eyes, ears, and navel. Her blood became acid corroding her flesh releasing the Dragonette laying there all coiled up. It uncoiled itself, limbs wrapped around her partial body, or what's left of it and flew in a rush out the window. Flesh, blood, and all dripped wherever they passed. But not once did the dragonette Soul Spirit stop as it carried her away into the Zand beyond the wild tundras. The rivers could not reach them. Not even the fires called out of the sun could touch them. And then, they were so far in the distance, they were but a speck in the sky until they disappeared.
	The Phoenix couldn't keep up with the Wind-driven Dragonette. It had to go back, returning to Tare into the suite where Stone Bird stood anxiously at the window. Upon seeing it perch in place on the floor, fire dancing on its feathers, she only slumped in disappointment, crestfallen.

	Stone Bird woke up tearing her eyes open. The nightmare was so vivid, it stung her with an impression of fear. But seeing that Ikrah was still curled up beside her, she was relieved. This child in all her twenty-two autumns was a desperate little soul crying in a world that was full of chaos and turmoil. She loved this child with her heart growing gentler by the day as joy entered it every time she could get closer to her. What was a mystery had become a great discovery. Ikrah in her world of self-discipline was one of loyalty, generosity, and a broad heart. Her vision clearly served Tare, though she incorporated the Eagles into it. Knowing these things now, Stone Bird wondered if her husband had seen the child's potential from day one.
	She wished her son would get out of his fickle mind already, and come mend this rift between them. The separation would only worsen as the new brand of suitors were courting Ikrah to no end, as he had done. But his absence would endanger his hold over her. A typical mother-in-law wouldn't worry this much over their relations, but Ikrah was no ordinary young woman. She had ambitions wrought by pain, loss, and inherent responsibility. She was the sole living daughter of the Emperor and cousin to Duke Aquine by account of the recent acknowledgement as was announced during his funeral. She found Ikrah to have introverted, guarding herself from the world. Getting into her heart was a trying task. Stone Bird was not one with patience; Legran was. However, he had earned the paved way for Stone Bird to be here at this young woman's side.
	But that nightmare was very telling. Something was about to happen soon. It would be so catastrophic that Ikrah would be devastated into a long departure. She prayed that it will never happen.
	They were riding at an easy pace through the mountains, entering the flatlands. The golden cypress forests were standing sentry in the distance lining the trail. The grass and shrubbery gave the land a lending greenery over the drear of rock. Half of Obendell were willing to migrate on this first trip, which was an amazing feat. More would come, too, if Ikrah hadn't insisted on them building palisades where they were. She promised supplies would be coming their way when things were done in Tare. So, in one simple move, she had opened up a new trade route rather than fight battles to secure the border trails. Stone Bird watched the highlanders enter Tare like it was an exotic land of wonder. They flocked around Ikrah as the Tarennei came out of the fortress and the fields to stand staring. Ikrah led the way through the front gate calmly. They stayed at her side as she led to the square where it was wide enough to be filled with their numbers.
	Stone Bird rode up beside her. "What is it now, Ikrah?"
	"I'm nervous how everyone will get along."
	"Well, first off, they need shelter."
	"If you would be willing to lend me the East Market for a year, I will make this work out for us."
	"Really? Well, can't hurt. I'll try that."
	"I agree, Birdie. Do so. I will make arrangements with haste, so they can move there today." Legran's voice in telepathy was always a piece of heaven.
	"Don't we need permission from Sire as well?"
	"He has agreed to the arrangement. They can go there today."
	"Oh!... Mother, is it just me or is he omniscient?"
	The Queen shrugged innocently with a soft giggle. "I'm surprised you don't wonder that about me."
	"I do, actually. It's your guidance I need and depend on."
	"Go on."
	Ikrah nodded and rode on up the pulpit of the square. Murmurs were uttered among the ones in the square that was filling up fast with the new people as well as native Tarennei and others. It was a growing crowd that had all eyes on her. She actually looked the part on there. The helmet was removed revealing her face which was flushed from the day's ride. Her dark auburn crown of braids only made her look more Tarennei than her true roots. The cloak on her was a perfect dye of red strewn over herself and the rear of her stead.
	"People of Tare!" she called out.
	"Yes, Lady of Tare!" the training Knights of Tarenne shouted back in unison which made the highlanders jump.
	"I bring you Eagles of Obendell. Please welcome them on my behalf."
	"Yes, Lady of Tare!"
	She smiled prettily. "They will take residence in the East Market. In the days to come, we will be working together guarding shipments from here to our neighboring Kingdoms. We will not be raided like sheep! We will protect the roads properly. Brigands learn to fear us!"
	She looked around the crowd to her satisfaction. "At ease. Now, make our city look normal."
	They broke out in pandemonium, hooting, shouting, and whistling. The highlanders were not as raucous, but they could see how deeply they were mired in the military base. She led the way to the East Market, where she saw the houses were being vacated for the Eagles. There were nods and smiles from the ones moving out. They came filing up to her pressing their foreheads to her hand as greeting.
	Thoran waited before approaching her with the question. "How is it they are paying you tribute like that?"
	"I've done a few noble deeds."
	"Hmmm, very well, my Lady." He tried to do the same. She withdrew her hand quickly. As he looked up, he saw an ageless man in samite walking into view.
	She dismounted, and bowed deeply with a fist over her chest before walking over there, leading the horse with her.
	"Daughter, you make short work for me."
	"Sire, I had thought you would be in Tarenne."
	"And miss the work you do here? Anyway, I took care of business." He turned to the man trailing beside her. "So, who might you be?"
	"Ah, Sire, this here is Thoran, a true Eagle, and rightfully cousin to Aquine."
	Thoran practically gawked at her. "He... told you that about me?"
	She smiled congenially. "Yes."
	"Welcome Thoran."
	"Thank you, your Royal Majesty."
	"We have more than enough room to accommodate your people."
	"I see that you actually make room to welcome us. I am deeply humbled."
	Legran grinned. "Do come to dinner. There is much to discuss."
	The younger man smiled nodding strongly. "Will you be there, too, my Lady? I would be a fish out of water without your advice on etiquette."
	"You will do fine."
	With that, she bid him well as she walked with the King to the livery stables. They had small talk along the way. The pages came out to receive the horse as she retrieved her things. He escorted her back into the castle meeting up with Stone Bird at the cloister. They were accosted by Solaren when they entered the courtyard. She had been waiting there.
	"Good day, your Royal Majesty." She bowed to the King and curtsied to the Queen. "And good day to you, Lady Ikrah." She acknowledged with a nod.
	"Greetings." Legran smiled politely.
	"Good day, Princess," Ikrah replied politely.
	"The city is crowded now. Is it true you brought your brother's people here?"
	"News travel fast."
	"Are they truly your brother's people?"
	"I believe so."
	"My brother is Regent to Solstarshire now. Would you ever care to pay him a visit?"
	Ikrah wrinkled in her frown. "That would a be a very distant trip in the future, Princess."
	"In light of Duke Aquine's true identity, I would think you enlighten me the point in his adoption of you."
	"Princess Solaren," Legran began to speak. "In our presence, I hope you keep these conversations short."
	"Come, Ikrah," Stone Bird ushered her away. "Dinner will be soon."
	The Princess was not ready to give up. Legran raised his palm barring her way. She simmered looking at his arm and the two that were clearly getting away. He stepped closer to her.
	"We don't have to endure you, Solaren. Keep things civil around here."
	"I will tell the Emperor about this."
	"Tell him all you want. You will be on your way to Tarenne by winter trussed to a horse. I don't take kindly to threats or insolence."
	"Sire!" she seethed. "Tarenne cannot risk war with the empire."
	"Really? I am King of Tarenne. You, Princess, are merely a junior with grand ideas about power and politics. Try to be nice, child. It will do wonders for your health."
	Ikrah sat down in her big cushioned chair, dropping the saddlebags, blankets and her swords to the floor. Huffing out a heavy sigh, she held her head with her eyes closed, then realized her hand was adorned with the matrimonial bracelet-ring from Stone Bird. The rubies glinted in the light. She looked around the spacious chamber she was in. Dragging herself up, she went into the next chamber to draw a bath. She started the iron stove with flintstones to light up the matches adding wood. The cauldron was filled with water and set. The water in the tub rose up a third with the faucet running. Once the water was warm enough, she undressed and eased herself in, sighing with her eyes closed to soak for a while.
	Her quiet session was interrupted by voices in the bedchamber. She recognized them immediately, and was unsure whether to get up or stay. The laughs were soft between the couple. Getting up carefully, she climbed out, getting the body towel on the counter to wrap around herself. She went to the door, listening in.
	"Tell me her secrets, Little Phoenix. Just tell me," Solaren said.
	"She has but one."
	"Tell me."
	"It's a silly one."
	"How silly? Let's hear it. Come on. There's no secrets between us. We've been friends since childhood."
	"Eh... well, she's afraid of the dark."
	"What?" Solaren gave out a fit of laughter. "That can't be true."
	"And you put her in a box that winter."
	Gasp. "She'll never forgive me!"
	"Why should she? I haven't."
	"But you tolerate me...."
	Ikrah heard enough. She held onto her tears, because she knew this conversation was perpetrated by Solaren for her benefit. Opening the door casually, she stepped in seeing something worse. Solaren was sitting on her husband's lap and necking on him. He turned his head twice before realizing she was there. She went to the wardrobe to pick out a set of robes.
	"Gentle Goddess!" He got up dropping Solaren into tumbling on the floor. "Ikrah, how long have you been in there?"
	She held her tongue, too angry to speak to him. As he ran toward her, she strafed aside with the speed of a zephyr. He couldn't catch her as she dodged him on the Wind with speed. She was out the door, into the hall, throwing on the robes to cover herself. She kept going until she was back in the Rose Bend. She went into her late sibling's bedchamber locking the door and crawled into the giant beautiful bed of silk sheets and romantically bird-themed coverlets. The tears spilled out of her eyes as she lay there not making a sound. The big wide window on the opposite wall showed her the sunset of a watercolor painted sky filled with thick purple and white clouds. As the sky grew dark, with no moonlight or stars as the clouds covered them up, she began to feel the dread of darkness encompassing her. Then, out of the ruby on her hand, the Phoenix jumped into appearance, nudging its warm head against her forehead. The flames that cloaked its feathers were like those on a candle. She calmed succumbing to slumber without further fears.
	
	The dining hall was well-lit with candelabrum and decorative garlands of mistletoe. Servants were ordered this evening to service the wine and dishes. The only person missing was Ikrah who simply disappeared. Thoran was the guest invited to sit by Legran's side which was opposite to Little Phoenix who eyed him with almost the fear of seeing a rival's replacement. The King and Queen were sitting at the one end of the table together. Their son was to their right with Solaren beside him. Wine glasses clinked as they toasted to commence the meal. Thoran cleared his throat.
	"Speak up, Thoran," Stone Bird said. "There is no formality here, not this small gathering."
	"Small?" He nodded. "It most certainly is small, all right."
	"Why do you say that?" Little Phoenix asked, setting down his glass.
	"I had thought Lady Ikrah would be here, but surely she is running late for some reason. Are we actually going to eat without her?"
	The elders could see plainly Ikrah has a new champion. Solaren laughed coldly, taking a sip of wine, designing to be a shrew altogether. "She's probably angry that we talked about her being afraid of the dark. It'll pass."
	The parents threw shocked glances at the couple, then landed their eyes on their son. They were speechless.
	"Fear of the dark is not a common thing, your Highness."
	"Well, I think it's silly."
	Thoran eyed the couple thoroughly. "Let me guess. You asked and he answered." They reacted uncomfortably. He looked to the King on his right. "Your Royal Majesty, please grant me the audacity to speak bluntly. Unlike Aquine with all his finesse, I don't sit very well around people who think being afraid of the dark is a silly notion."Legran gestured with an open palm for him to have free reign. "You two are the worst brother and sister I have met----"
	"Sister?! We're married, you dote! How dare you!"
	"Oh pardon me," he mocked heavily. "But from how I see you nested in your seat, you are trying to steal her man while she's been away on a diplomatic mission to fortify Tare. And you," he faced Little Phoenix. "How can you go on telling her deepest and darkest secrets to another woman and think it's all right? We Gorrans don't even walk in the harem with that kind of attitude."
	"Why did you do that?" Stone Bird asked her son.
	"We didn't even know she was in the bath chamber eavesdropping," Solaren replied.
	Their guest crowed a laugh in mockery. "Oh, do tell me she came out all wet and naked."
	"Thoran!" Legran snapped as warning.
	The man spread his palms in the air. "She was cleaning up for a romantic hello-stranger-your-darling-is-home, and he slaps her in the face with another woman in the bed."
	"Thoran, enough!" Stone Bird rebuked, but it was too late.
	"No! With all due respect, your majesties! Before I came here, with how she was praising her Lord as this godly man safe-guarding her heart, I knew I didn't stand a chance. But now, I dare say that I do. She's not your true wife as recognized properly. Princess and Prince. I see why the titles fit. Only Lady of Tare. Lady. I will make her more than that, I can assure you."
	Little Phoenix stood angrily. "Touch a hair on her body, and I will kill you."
	"And what if she stands in your way?" Thoran challenged, eyes glimmering with the voracity for battle.
	The Crown Prince narrowed his eyes, steaming where he stood. "I doubt she developed that kind of rapport with you."
	"You assume too soon, Crown Prince of Zandria. It's that waiting throne that holds her back. I intend to free her from your chains."
	"And what have you got to offer her?"
	Thoran relaxed pleasantly. "My skills come from my hands. I will serve her daily, which is more than you can provide. I handle my every sword... delicately. I labor in hours with pleasure. Never heard a complaint ever."
	Stone Bird laughed hilariously. The young couple could only stare at her sudden outburst in puzzlement. She couldn't stop laughing, sending Legran a telepathic message as he was itching her mind with the question. He broke out and laughed, too.
	"I gave up my House for her. What will you give up to keep her loyal?"
	Fire blasted from the candles into Thoran. He turned with his arm up to hold the force that threw him out of his chair. Rolling into a pose on the floor, right leg astride as his body sat balanced on his left ham and a hand to the surface, he squared the Crown Prince in the eyes as he rose to his height. No one was laughing now. Though only garbed with the short sleeve maroon tunic that had yellow embellishment on the edges and hemline over his black shirt and pants with matching boots, he was impressive looking.
	"You're not playing fair, Crown Prince."
	"Hmph, I don't have to. I intend to kill you."
	"Little Phoenix----!" Stone Bird called out.
	"No-no, your Royal Majesty. I intend to show him what I do with fire." He got up evenly.
	"This, I have got to see," Legran said taking a sip of wine, then speared a piece of ham to his mouth. It was the only entertainment of the evening to what could have been a boring dinner.
	Another fire blast came Thoran's way. He spun away from it. And another, another until it was a series of which he danced around on the floor. Eventually, he changed direction spanning his arms far and wide catching the fire blasts and guiding them into the fireplace. When he stood with his hands in place, they saw he had a strange weapon made of strands like a net hammock. With a gratuitous smile, he gestured his hand flourishly and bowed.
	"Are you boys done playing?" Stone Bird asked. "Dinner is getting cold."
	Thoran returned to the table. "It helps to digest with a little exercise."
	"Mind your manners. We elders never gave you permission to court our daughter of Tarenne."
	"I can still be friendly," he remarked picking up his wine. "I don't break women and forget after unpackaging a gift. In fact, I don't even mind leftovers."
	"You must had plenty of leftovers," Little Phoenix retorted.
	"Leftovers are delicious when you're hungry. And I am famished."


Chapter 39

	Sunlight spilled into the bedchamber brightening the bed. Ikrah woke up to the pecking of the Phoenix. She climbed out of bed and cleaned her mouth and face, then returned to do the Eagle Dance. The bird joined her. When done, she approached the bird and gave it a hug, and accidentally burned her outer robe. With a sigh, she decided to go back to her own bedchamber. The Phoenix hopped alongside with her there. She chose to wear an indigo body-fitting dress with a turquoise satiny sash belt. She took time to pleat her hair neatly, setting them with combs. Matching earrings were put on her ears. Today, she decided to go to the Citadel's mess hall for breakfast. At first, there were just a few silent shocked faces, then the Squires and Knights broke out in pandemonium. She spoke with her hands up to calm them down.
	"I just wanted to eat. Everyone can return to as you were."
	They were all excited over her appearance. She was a Squire once. She ate the same food. And then soon, things mellowed down to the normal humdrum of the day. Except, she had the fiery Phoenix standing behind her. She was just as delightful in small talk. When done with the meal, they offered the tour of the study halls and practice grounds. She agreed and enjoyed seeing the pages and squires training with a passion for their work. When she came out of the Citadel, Thoran was standing at the bottom of the steps arms folded as he paced back and forth.
	"I'm ready to work if you have a proper forge for me."
	They went to the East Market to a blacksmith shop. "Is this not a good enough forge for you?"
	"It's all right for regular weapons. I need one that can hold more fire."
	"Hmm, how about you build one better?"
	"Will you help me build it?"
	"What do you need?"
	"Stone."
	She looked across the street seeing another forge. "Would that work?"
	"Yeah, if we can put them together."
	She crossed her wrists together and concentrated. He went over there, digging it from the ground with an axe. The forge was uprooted floating up in the air. It was moved slowly to this side.
	"Where... do you want it set?" she said between her teeth.
	He drew on the ground exactly where to put it. "Here."
	She moved it accordingly, then released it into falling in place with a heavy crash. And then, she exhaled a breath and panted from the exertion. When he came over to help, the Phoenix nipped on his arm protectively. He jumped back seeing the bird was unrelenting, taking its stand between him and her.
	"I'm fine." Ikrah straightened breathing carefully.
	"Thank you, my Lady. Now I can work."
	"Very well." She was about to leave when he spoke again.
	"Why don't you ask me how was dinner?"
	"Ah, I forgot to attend last night. I'm sorry you had to put up with my family. It must have been boring for you."
	"Not at all. The Crown Prince was crossed, though. Maybe that's because the Princess sat with him."
	"Yes, they get along well these days."
	He didn't look at her as he beat on the stone. "It must be lonely being forgotten."
	She pet the Phoenix gently on the back. "I've been forgotten by a couple of people. What's a few more? Aquine, though, he remembers everything."
	"Are you referring to open secrets?"
	"What are they?"
	"Niele-Gorran relations."
	"I'd like to hear about that."
	He moved around, getting a slab of stone to wedge between the two forges. "Gorrans favor sons. Niele favors daughters."
	She reacted in surprise. "I didn't know that."
	"Three-quarters of Niele is made up of males, which is the fighting order. Do you know what the one quarter is?"
	"Should I use the one word for it?"
	"Druids. They are priestesses who adhere to the law of nature."
	"I have learned a little of that."
	He straightened gazing upon her steadily. "You have the look... as did Aquine. We grew up together, you know."
	"He mentioned as much." She said, nodding.
	"Did he tell you how I used to be put in a furnace as punishment?"
	She blanched. "Wh-what?"
	"My father was not a very angry man. He hardly shows emotions, but when he was crossed with me or my brothers, that was the order. I'd be ripped from my nurse's arms and stuffed in there, left for days. I'd get fed water...."
	"That's terrible." She became visibly uncomfortable about hearing this.
	"It's why I work with fire."
	"You... embrace your fear."
	"I conquer it."
	She contemplated over this advice. Her fingers began to pick on each other. "I used to think I was an only child. Now I have more brothers than I can count."
	"You probably have sisters, too."
	"No one tells me anything. I'm in the dark... it's like I'm suffocating in it, can't reach anything, can't touch anything. I'm just floating away...."
	He walked up to her. "It helps to have people who care over you, but in the end, you have to do it yourself."
	"I can't fight what I can't see or touch."
	He picked up her hands in his palms. "If you close your eyes, you know you can feel these hands holding you." She nodded. "Now, apply your druid mind to the same use. But, instead of searching for what is here, look into your memories. Find someone there."
	Her expression became inquisitive. "Who---How...? I'm confused."
	He smiled, patting her hands. "Just think about that for a while. Like all things, it takes practice."
	The Phoenix pecked at the clasp between them. He released her with a dull frown and disgruntled look at the bird. Turning around, he walked back to the forge.
	Ikrah turned to find Little Phoenix down the street. Her heart was still badly bruised from the image of Solaren sitting on his lap. She walked the other way, and took her flight on a zephyr. The winds behind her was strong enough to disturb Thoran into looking behind him. He saw the Crown Prince to his left and turned in the other direction seeing she was like a bird in the sky gliding away with the Phoenix beside her. Little Phoenix chased after her, unleashing his own Soul Spirit that materialized out of him for him to ride on. Thoran could only stare at the chimerical creature launching into the air, scaley in the body and tail, but the front was just like the Phoenix with wings of fire and several colors of red and gold for the feathers.
	She flew for a good distance over the desert dunes of the Zand, chasing the white cottony clouds. The vast endless sky was her playground. She glided above seeing the golden sun shine brightly over the foggy sea of tumbling clouds. It was majestic and beautiful. If only a place was built up here, a little house or some gazebo floating on the clouds. She would meet the day bright in its miraculous glory, dine and wine leisurely to no end. The Phoenix shrieked beside her. She turned to look at what was the matter. A huge foreign creature loomed into view, revealing the rider with it. Frightened by the sudden beast, she panicked losing her balance and went down spiraling like a shot bird. Swooping into a harsh dive, the beast and fiery bird both aimed to catch her fall.
	Little Phoenix was faster as his will was stronger, swerving within reach of her. Man and beast maneuvered beneath her. As he reached out with open arms, the maiden was caught neatly into his hold. He landed on the ground with his two feet, as his Soul Spirit was retrieved behind him. The Phoenix glided to a perfect landing too beside them. He let her down gently. She was shaken, standing with care to recover her bearing, and made to walk away.
	"Ikrah, don't walk away from me."
	"Why shouldn't I, Crown Prince?"
	"Because while you wear that ruby bracelet, you're duty bound to me as wife."
	She halted, swallowing hard. No, she won't be told today. She looked at the symbol of their matrimony wrapped around her hand and wrist. Without it, she had only the wandering people of Obendell to claim a title to. She could break away from Tarenne. Or should she? 
	"So, if I take this off, I will no longer be obligated to serve you." She turned around meeting his gaze. "Do I have that correct?"
	"Why would you want to do that?"
	"Because I can, and you no longer need me."
	"What?"
	She picked her thumb at the chain on her, seeing it was not unlocking at the snap catch. Her brows furled in frustration. The Phoenix merely stood looking at her. She examined the whole thing and saw that it was welded into an eternal loop. Glancing up, she could sense he was quite smug at seeing her struggle.
	"Release me, please," she said in a gentle tone.
	"No."
	"I'm not your actual wife. I slept with you, that is all."
	"You're wearing that now. It says you are."
	Frowning acidly, she looked away. The Phoenix approached her bowing its head several times until it touched her hand. "That may be, but you don't know my heart. So be it, while I wear this I will serve your waiting Kingdom with my life. Outside of that, I no longer keep your bed. You are free to own your marriage to the Empire."
	"Must you push me away like this?"

	"I wish to be free----" her voice cracked. "I defer my dreams for your Kingdom, is that not enough? Or must I die to show my loyalty?"
	"I thought you love me."
	"I used to. Now, I don't know who you are anymore."
	"I was a boy. But now I speak as your husband."
	"No, you speak as the Crown Prince of Zandria who can't lose."
	"Why should I lose? I am what you desire."
	"You are too high a price for me to pay. I am but a lowly born commoner."
	"You are Lady of Tare----"
	She laughed preposterously. "What is Tare when I should be the crown of my people?"
	"What did you say?" he said slowly, mood turning vinegary and guarded.
	"My brother hid himself. He paid in blood when revealing his true birth. The Empire crushed him. Was he in your way?"
	He didn't answer that question. "You're speaking of vengeance and treason."
	"Am I?" She crossed her arms, palms resting on the crooks of her elbows. "You never made good with that favor I asked of you. I suppose you were humoring me as you returned to your Princess."
	"That's not true. I didn't have time."
	"Well, you don't have to worry about it now. I will find my answers elsewhere." 
	"What are you saying to me?
	"I'm done playing this game of yours."
	"Is it because Thoran holds your interest now?"
	That was uncalled for. He was accusing her after he left her for Solaren?! But she had to push him. "Answer me this: Do you have feelings for the Princess?"
	As if to be spiteful, he replied without much thought. "Can't say that I don't."
	She turned to leave.
	That was when he drew two fire-globes in his hand and launched them in her direction. The Phoenix unleashed fire from its beak, blowing them out of the way. In reaction to the attack, she screamed backing away in total hysteria as her clothes caught on fire. A tornado encompassed her snatching her up from the dune. She was thrown far high up into the vortex of wind, lightning, and sand corruscating away. Neither he or the Phoenix could get near her, though they tried to chase after it. The whipping whirlwind was too powerful and too fast. As it reached a distance, her cries of pain echoed back on the sand dunes as lightning bolts exploded inside the vortex. The clouds converged into a dark mass, letting fall rain and hail. The storm eventually died down. And so did she, falling to the ground.
	Out of the raindrops, a shape appeared, shifting into the image of Legran and materialized into full physical form. He crouched over his unconscious daughter-in-law, lifting her in his arms. His face grimaced into near weeping to see blood spilling from her mouth and nose with smoke coming out of her body. She was burned from the torso down. His son ran into view coming near, reacting in horror.
	"What were you thinking?" Legran demanded. "Is that how you treat your wife?"
	"I..." the younger man shook his head. "I...I was angry."
	"I should've never arranged you two to meet!"
	"She was going to leave me----"
	"You left her first."
	"I didn't leave her. She drove me away."
	"I don't blame her." Legran scooped up the body holding her close to him. "She lost a child. How was she the blame for being unable to accommodate your needs?"
	Little Phoenix muted himself. He had no argument left.
	"With the way you treated her, she would have to go through a few more rounds of soul-beating storms to understand she is in pain."
	"I was trying to stop her."
	"With Fire? You hit her with Fire! You don't love this girl. You only wanted to own her."	Legran stepped into the rain puddle. The water began to grow into a whirlpool with the rain clouds over him. He summoned the raindrops to pour letting the waters grow into a lake. "You've lost her, son. You will never see her again, not when she is hurt like this around you." They sank into the swimming water of that lake as the clouds rumbled groaning omenously, like the muffled weeping of a sky that saw too much on this day.






Chapter 40

	Two Gorran youths wandered into Tare with their eyes peeled at everything in the city. The people were polite, but they noticed strangers immediately. Before long, a guard accosted them asking their business.
	"We are looking for Thoran the Blacksmith of Obendell," Roen said. "We know he is in this city for a year now."
	"Does he know you are here?"

	"We just came straight from Obendell," Talland put in.
	"I will escort you to the East Market."
	They were shown the way around the streets full of craftsman of weaponry as well as artisans producing all kinds of goods. After seeing preserved fruits, they asked permission to buy some. The dried persimmons and tangerines made their mouths ache in the jaw from tasting the much craved flavors. Talland begged to go back for a second pack of the persimmons. Fortunately, the guard was patient enough to allow it. When they entered the East Market, they were surprised by the many Gorran-mixed occupants there. One stood out soon enough. A man of thirty-two winters with a two-day old beard was hammering away at the anvil. The smooth black leather apron on him was shining from water and metal that splattered on him.
	"Master Thoran, these two requested to see you."
	He looked up, beading his eyes slightly as he regarded them, then nodded. The guard left them to stand there. They watched him work to the end, shaping the blade into a broad sword, then quenched it in water. He winced shut one eye to check the straightness of the blade before setting it down on the stone counter with the others. His tools were put away inside where shelves separated each type. He pulled out a gentlemen's ball pipe and tobacco in a pack. After stuffing the pipe, he lit it with a match that borrowed the flame off the forge. He inhaled deeply in several short draws then puffed out rings leaning on the counter. At this point, he gestured with the index finger over the ball of the pipe for the youths to enter his smithy.
	"A long way from home, boys?"
	They looked to each other unsure what he meant by that.
	"What's your business with me?"
	Roen unslung the sword from his back and unwrapped it. "We need you to forge a sibling for this. My father said you are the best there is."
	Thoran picked up the sword by the hilt, recognizing the workmanship right away. "Mmm... interesting. Why is this blade stained with blood?"
	The youth walked closer looking around first before answering. "It's cursed poison."
	"So you want me to forge its twin." He blew smoke onto the blade seeing how it absorbed the expelled puffs. "Do you realize how expensive that is?"
	"Name your price. My father said he can pay it."
	"Really?"
	"Yes." Both youths nodded.
	"We've spent two years in the mountains to find you, Master Thoran," Talland said.
	"Too bad you didn't come to me sooner. I'm fully employed here in Tare." He put the blade down on the counter.
	"We cannot take no for an answer!" Roen grasped his forearm. "Name your price."
	"You don't know what you're asking, boy."
	"I think I do. This is the reason he sent us." The youth pulled apart his tunic's open neck and the shirt front lapel beneath it, revealing the scar. "He said this is a sign."
	Thoran regarded the shape of that scar. "I don't even know what that is."
	"It's the crest from your House. And I know you knew my father just from how you handle that blade. Now, name your price."
	For quite some time, Thoran smoked his pipe considering the situation. "In that case, return to your father and tell him two full blades will be delivered so long as he meets me at Sarulan this summer for a drink. Make it on the first full moon. I will be prompt."
	"And the price?"
	Thoran smiled secretively, lifting the blade again walking to the quenching trough, and stabbing it in the water. "My price weighs more than gold and silver. Your father will know what that means. It is the same reason you brought me this blade as is."
	The boys nodded and did as he said. He on the other hand waited a week before sneaking out of the city to make his way up north. The mountains were a relief from the stifling airs of the tundra. He rode through the trails and valleys, waylaying through the Heart of Obendell to let his clan be informed about his plans. They were prepared to risk their lives for this. No one objected. In fact, they had news for him about the exiled Niele waiting for him, offering their fealty in this cause. He was grateful.
	By summer of the first moon, he was at the sunset ledge of Sarulan sitting on the edge smoking his pipe. A wagon was heard pulling into the circle and parked beside his horse. The animals greeted each other with snorts and huffs. Padrad came up to his side and sat down with two bottles of Pruzian Black. They both opened the bottles at the same time with corkscrews in a familiar race. Thoran got the cork to his bottle out first. The two men clinked their bottles, then drank straight off in long swigs.
	"My price is the rescue of my Lady."

	"Worthy." Padrad drank again. "I've lost mine, so I'm willing to risk my House for your cause."
	"Why is that, Goshawk?"
	"Because she died at the hand of the Empress."
	Thoran turned stoically toward him. "Why? How could Trinkera pose a threat to the Empress?"
	"Have you heard of the name Ikrah?"
	"Yes."
	Padrad straightened leaning slightly back. "Don't tell me she's the Lady in question for this rescue mission."
	"Lady Ikrah of Tare."
	"She goes by many house names, but that given name remains the same. Trink was her nurse before they were separated. Ikrah of Niele, Ikrah of Falshire in the Squirey of Falcon's Spire, Ikrah the Herald of the Eagle, and now Lady of Tare. I don't rightly know exactly how she survived the empire, but Trink has told me as much."
	"Our Niele cousins want to coronate her as Duchess simply because she is Aquine's half sister through Sidora. I have yet to know who her father is."
	Padrad shivered subconsciously. "We will never be able to prove it. He will never acknowledge her."He took a long draw of the wine to steady his nerves. "She was conceived from rape by the Emperor himself."
	The other man froze, letting fall his arm of the hand that held the bottle. "Seven fucking Stars! What the hell----?!"
	"That's what Trink told me before.... well, you know the rest."
	Both their vitals and stomachs were churning with exhilarating fear. They smiled to each other, then, toasting their bottles with a clink and drank.
	That year, all of the Gorran and Niele forces withdrew from the southlands retreating into the mountains. Tarenne was free of enemy threat completely. The kingdom regained its original land and castle that was in the Zand. The Tarennei wasted no time flooding the territory claiming it once again. Legran watched from the highest point of the parapet seeing the Obendellers emigrating from his city. He sensed something was amiss in all that. And if he was to blame his son, he knew that solved nothing. Ikrah was the glue that bound these people together. With her gone missing, they undoubtedly were disheartened into departure. He wished Aquine had been alive then. Calamity was about to happen that only the two siblings could stop. What looked to be retreat felt like a recuperating concentration of their numbers for an imminent attack elsewhere.
	While Legran scrambled to fortify his lands, he didn't know to protect the one hidden place in Jolan. And he didn't know about druids searching and scrying every corner of the continent until they found the caverns where Ikrah was hidden. The Niele invoked the power of the Seven Stars as Thoran threw the blood sword into Sarulan's bonfire. The gathering all had iron shields set up to catch the splattering sparks. Within the fire was the image of where Ikrah lay in a bed of colorful stones surrounded by water. The image panned backwards through tunnels of catacombs all the way to the mouth of the cave.
	The Niele mobilised secretly into that peaceful unguarded territory. Their Gorran counterpart moved into the forests shielding themselves from the Elements with iron clad armor and weaponry. Thoran travelled with the Niele group entering the caverns. They followed the blood trail invoked by the ritual. The walls changed, but always they found the blood trail to escape one labyrinth into the next. Also, he brought the sword to draw the way they entered to make no mistake. Soon, they entered the one chamber that was lit from a light source that was neither by sunlight or moonlight. There in the pool was the raised rock bed where Ikrah lay in a coma, her body seemed shattered in terrible burns wrapped in linens that soaked up blood where lesions cracked between scabs. One look at her, his heart wrenched in anguish. The Niele reacted with almost the same outrage, if not in horror.
	They wasted no time putting their swords into a lattice over the pool, placing shields over it to build the bridge. A huge wrap threaded with copper and gold was strewn onto that flat makeshift gurney. With care, they rolled her onto it, pulling the wrap over her until they could carry her body out of there. The way out was easier than entering as they followed the drawn trail. They traversed the rocky slopes risking the open sky in the escape under the cloak of night. The journey took weeks to get out of Jolan and return to the safe valley trails of the mountains. Thoran went with the Niele, agreeing to the arrangement of having her in their hands. Obendell would be too obvious if the Tarennei decided to pursue a search for her.
	Barakan met Thoran in the room where they kept Ikrah on a steam bed with salve being continuously applied to her wounds by women nurses. The two men sat down at the round wooden table ready to discuss plans with their forces.
	"I would like to commemorate our two clans with her coronation."
	"But why? Why as a Duchess and not Princess?"
	"Because as Duchess, she can stake a claim over Niele land that was stolen from us."
	"You're not even surprised that she is a Princess of Falshiren blood."
	The older man smiled plainly. "We will never acknowlege the one who sired her."
	"The same can be said from him."
	"I know. We've fought him and the white headed witch all these years."
	Suddenly, the nurses gave out cries of terror as a shriek came from a fiery bird that appeared into view. It flapped its wings to land on the floor across the room. Barakan drew a dagger that was hidden in his robe. Thoran jumped up barring him with a raised arm.
	"No, do not harm this bird!"
	"It has the look of a strange Spirit."
	"I know where it came from."
	The older man looked at him, still anxious to attack the bird.
	"It lives in that bracelet on her hand." He pointed at the ruby jewelry on her left wrist. "The water was what kept it dormant. But if you want to send the Zandrians a message, this bird will know the way home without fail. And... the Duchess would be crossed if you kill this bird."
	Barakan exhaled a patient breath though he kept his guard on the Phoenix. "Cut."
	The nurses brought out a pair of iron scissors. They used it to snip the chain on the wrist. Carefully, they eased the ring off Ikrah's finger. The bracelet was handed to the older man. He tossed it at the bird. The creature caught it in its beak, shedding flaming tears. Thoran brought out the metal threaded wrap.
	"I'm sorry, friend. Be still." The Phoenix didn't budge, only cried with more tears as he covered over it. "You may not have our location." He bundled that bird up and made his exit. 
	Curiosity ate at Barakan. He had to know what Thoran was up to. More so, he was amazed by the love of the bird for the charge it was guarding. He had never seen any creature cry before. They rode a good day's ride to a location that was two rivers over. Thoran tossed the bundle into the water letting it flow downriver. Within moments, the Phoenix emerged from the wrap, wiggling its head out and above. The bracelet was still in its beak as it flapped it's fiery wings, flying dead south. The wrap got caught on a rock. Thoran went and retrieved it. That was when Barakan decided to go over to the bank, reaching out a hand to help the other come back ashore.
	They stood gazing at each other with resolve. The old man nodded that he understood.




Chapter 41

	Every day was the same for his mother, who stood pining by the window looking out to the sea of sand dunes of the Zand.There were days when she would recluse herself on the Eastern Rotundra. Not a day went by that she ate a full meal. Always a half plate was left over. And there were the tears. He had seen them. His father would go and comfort her with a hug or held her as they stood together.
	The family of three had been lonely ever since that tragic day. Though the parents had let it pass, they hadn't forgiven their son fully. Sadness wrought his mother to the point of leaving everything before her like a lost soul searching for a kite flown away from a broken string. The worst part was: without Ikrah in the way, the Emperor refused to annul the marriage between Little Phoenix and Solaren, citing there was time for them to make an heir. And then with the migration of the Obendellers having left Tare, there was a sense of emptiness to the fortress of the southlands.
	Today, they sat down for lunch on the Sky Tower, an open floor that was constructed over nine hundred paces high in the middle of the Tare. It can be reached through the spiral steps built onto the tower at its base or the skyway arch that attached to the castle. The masonry of this building was actually the combined work of Obendellers and Tarennei engineers. The cloister surrounding them was white marble. The table and chairs were anchored to the floor with hidden bolts. Such a structure favored the Wind. Thoran had presented it as a gift upon completion before he disappeared. His love for the Lady of Tare was obvious in his work.
	Then, the sudden flying messenger returned circling the cloister twice, dropping the ruby bracelet onto the floor. Stone Bird ran over there, picking it up. Upon recognition, her eyes took on shock and tears as she let out a cry of total anguish.
	"Noooo!..." Shaking, she looked up at the Phoenix spiraling toward her. She caught it in her arms, falling to her knees as if both human and bird exerted to exhaustion.
	Legran strode over to her side, wrapping his arms around her as she wept.
	"Ikrah.... Ikrah.... Ikrah...."
	Her husband picked up the bracelet pulling it from her fingers. He looked at it seeing the crude cut that left the chain ends curl at the edges. "They have her, now. She didn't do this."
	"What...?"
	"This was cut."
	She looked at the object in his hand, darting back and forth between his face and the Phoenix with the worst fear of a parent when a child was abducted. The trampled voice in her throat uttered as if she was gutted in the vitals. He drew her into his chest, rocking her as she cried wrenching in desperate pain.
	"Birdie, Gentle Goddess!" He, too, fell pray to tears over the abduction, with himself to blame.
	Through the tears, she noticed her son kneeling near in his own confusion of fears and horrors. She ripped the bracelet from Legran's hand and threw it in Little Phoenix's face.
	"Take it to your wife. I don't care who you Choose now. Just get out of my sight."
	"Birdie," Legran chided gently. "He must feel the same."
	"If he did, he wouldn't have attacked her out of jealousy."
	His father gave him a scolding look, then gestured for him to leave to avoid the Queen's wrath. He picked up the bracelet, walking away glumly, head hung in shame. As he made his way down the steps just a man's height below, he leaned brokenly against the wall, letting his own tears fall on the winds that blew past the tower base. His mother was wailing at this point in total grief. Yet his father's voice was stronger, and with reason.
	"Listen to me, they wanted her from four years ago at Pruscan Heights. It had to happen eventually."
	Little Phoenix swallowed hard with his eyes wide open.
	"I don't care! I want her back!"
	"Don't I know that? It was my fault she was stolen."
	"I don't blame you, Legran. They wanted her from the start. Oh, Goddess...!" 
	"When Aquine was alive, he put that treatise in place to keep us safe. But with his death, I don't know how they will hold their end of the bargain now. I just find it strange they've withdrawn from our lands."
	"It's because they have her now. That's why! Isn't it?!"
	"I wish I know all the reasons why they want her."
	"She's the forgotten Princess of the Empire! What else could be the reason?"
	Little Phoenix covered his mouth as his entire body tore at itself shelling his muscles from the bones of his being. He stayed quiet, turning slowly, nervously looking back at the end of the stairs up there.
	"No, she's the exiled Princess of the Empire now. Dregin threw her out from the very beginning, and made it clear she's forbidden to set foot on his lands since that incident in Jolan. I just wonder if he did it on purpose. We did all we could for that child."
	"She could've been our daughter. Had I known sooner, I would have adopted her."
	"That wouldn't have helped her. Our son might have grown up jealous of such a strong willed sister."
	Pause. The Phoenix cooed and hummed audibly. "She's alive, Legran! At least, that's how Phoenix had last seen her. They're going to.... coronate her as Duchess?"
	"Replace Aquine?"
	"Oh dear Goddess, they're going to challenge the Emperor in her name. They want their lands back. The whole duchy."
	"You mean what was the barony.... Then, this explains the withdrawal. They are going to form a full coalition. And Dregin will come to us for help. I only hope for his sake that they can't turn her to their will."
	"Gentle Goddess, it's war of the continent all over again." Silence. "Given how she was treated here, I can't blame her if she does. It was Aquine and Taye who kept her warm."
	"That is true. They loved that dear girl."
	They quieted.
	Little Phoenix withdrew his hand from his mouth as he brought up the bracelet, looking at it a moment until he gripped it in a tight fist. What a fool he was! He lost her for good now. It was his fault that she wind up in enemy hands. This was twice he sent her in harm's way. His Soul Spirit was summoned for him to climb on the flight away from this place. He flew around the Sky Gazebo with a deeply cut sorrow in his heart. All the regrets in the world wasn't going to save her, nor ease his torn heart.
	And at the window facing them all stood Solaren with a lonely stare. She hadn't been allowed within the presence of the elders ever since Ikrah's disappearance. Little Phoenix had avoided her since, too. She watched him fly away into the sunset of that day, all red-orange and golden over purple like a strange bruise in the desert sky. In a month, she was to move to Tarenne or at her choice, return to Falshire while this city was being fortified double than it was before preparing for battle.

	Back in Falshire, Sundan made his point to enter the private imperial palace to speak with Dregin. The recess was small behind the throne's assembly hall. Once inside, he found himself meeting a very morose man sitting at his desk staring at the window. One leg crossed over the knee seemingly relaxed, but every part of his expression was far from that. He was tensed, though sober.
	"Dreg."
	The Emperor turned around. "Brother. When did you come in? I didn't hear you."
	"There is disturbing news from my daughter. The Lady of Tare has gone missing for a year, as you well know. But now, the exiled nomads have embarked on a exodus from the southlands. I find that discomforting."
	"Did you find out why she went missing?"
	"It has something to do with the Crown Prince, I believe."
	"Now, what would have him drive her away?"
	"To be frank, he's even colder now than he was before. Something wrong has happened. It cannot be good."
	"There's still time. The Empress promised to keep Solaren fertile."
	Sundan remained askance, unsure to speak. His younger brother had traded away his age to this immortality that seemed too much to forebear. There hadn't been a real smile on that face for so many years. The question lingered on his mind.
	"You are free to speak around me, you know," Dregin remarked looking up with those ever glowing yellowy amber eyes. His brassy hair had a dull sheen to its blondness, like burnished gold.
	"Why did you name Sky Fall Regent of Solstarshire?"
	"Who better to hold the dukedom than he?"
	"Just exactly what happened out there with our nephew?"
	"Ah, the real question." Dregin got up, walking to the window, holding his fist on his spine. "He confronted me about his birthright."
	"Is that all? Seems he's too sensible of a Knight of Tarenne to come challenge you."
	"If I say it's true, would you believe me?"
	"No. I think you're covering up for White Mane's yet another murder."
	Dregin's other hand came up into a square fist as he hit the window pane. "I wish you hadn't said that."
	"Why? Will I suffer the same fate?"
	"I never said that. You make me sad, Brother."
	"So... was Aquine really Guneth's begetting with that woman of Niele?"
	"Yes."
	"How---- Why did you acknowledge him?"
	"Because he offered up his life to ask for my son's name. My unborn son."
	"What?" His tone was skeptical.
	"Yes.... He knew about my son with White Mane. The one aborted at the hands of Sidora."
	"Anyone could have told him that."
	"Maybe. Except... he was skulking around the secret archives....investigating Guneth's death," Dregin said, turning around. "Now why would an imposter need to do that?"
	"I don't know. Corroborate the story, maybe?"
	"I've seen him in battle. He has the combined Elements of mine and White Mane on top of that druid blood. And yet he restrained himself.... Damn."
	"He restrained himself?" Sundan repeated dryly. "What the hell happened?"
	"We were in a heated argument. He pushed all of our tempers. We fought and he restrained himself." Cold chuckle. "That's what he did, Sundan. He let us...."
	Sundan was taken aback by this revelation. "Gentle Goddess...! You make it like he's the reincarnation of-of...of...."
	"That's what had been perplexing my thoughts. I don't understand...."
	"Maybe you should consult some oracle or something."
	"I've tried. The Goddess has shunned me and White Mane both. The irony."
	"Regardless, we have pressing matters with the Niele resurrecting their Gorran army."
	"We kill them every year. They are waning in numbers." Dregin went back to his chair rest his elbows on the desk to prop up his forehead. He sighed tiredly. "Secrets...secrets...."


Chapter 42

	The months these nurses spent tending to Ikrah's wounds finally made progress with her one moment of waking consciousness.They reported it immediately to Barakan and Thoran. They propped her up on pillows. Water was fed to her through a reed. She breathed and sighed audibly, blinking her eyelids open eventually. The nurses then retreated to enable the two men to speak with her privately. The door closed neatly. As she looked around her with her eyes, she could see they were in room lined with iron for walls. The oil-lamps were hung to every corner in twos, letting out a soft light in there. The two men stood at the foot of her bed anxiously, but they were patient waiting on her.
	"Thoran."The man exhaled a sigh of relief that she recognized him. "What... what is this place?"
	"This is Niele's Exodus," he answered. "We brought you here."
	"Why...?"
	"Do you remember what happened to you?"
	".... Some of it...." She paused to catch her breath. "Fire and lightning...." She winced, swallowing an itch in her dry throat, coughing. He brought her water immediately, putting the thin reed to her lips. She sipped. "It was a storm."
	"That day, we talked. You helped me build a forge. And when you left, the Crown Prince went after you. Do you remember?"
	She sat sifting through her mind and the haze of lethargic memory. "Mmm... tired, I'm so tired...." The faintness came over her.They stared at how she was out cold again.
	"She will get better with time," Barakan said. "A strong one to survive all that."
	"I guess time is what we do have."
	"I wonder if the Crown Prince of Zandria was the last one she saw that day."
	"Why do you say that?"
	"Because where there is lightning, the Dragon is bound to be."
	Thoran shuddered. "You don't mean... the Emperor?"
	"Her wounds are brutal."


———<>———

	The weeks to follow improved dramatically. Ikrah was able to speak and move her arms but her torso, on the right leg from thigh to shin, and the left leg behind the knee formed scars from the burned flesh. She ate the foods they brought her, which was a strict regimen of proteins in poultry, beef, venison, pork, and even turtle stew. She was given water or milk, sometimes juice from something they called blood grapefruit. Slowly, her strength grew until she could sit up, but her legs were still in therapy. They helped bending them a little at a time daily until they could flex them without causing lesions, but she was unable to stand just yet. That would take another half year of physical therapy, they told her.
	And then, one day, she awoke to the room full of gifts: from cakes to well-wishing cards, several winter wolf pelts, dozens of skins, cloaks, tunics, feathers, and more. She pulled on the side of the bed to turn herself looking at the piles, wondering if this room was becoming a storage. Thoran came in with a tray that was clearly her lunch for the day, and something extra. Eggnog. He smiled setting it on the dresser beside her.
	"Happy Birthday, my Lady."
	She was about to ask him how did he know, but remembered Aquine might have told him. Rolling onto her back, she pushed on her arms to sit up. He took liberty to help her, slipping his arms under her. The scent on him was a pleasant mix of distilled pine and gardenias. She found herself sniffing and breathing it in as he held her. When he released her, she had to correct herself.
	"Thank you."
	He brought her the tray, which was light. A sandwich of ham, cheese, and a fruit salad, beside the eggnog in a glass. "My Lady, I should inform you that, next week is your coronation."
	"My cor... as what?"
	"Duchess of Niele or... if you prefer to be specific, Duchess of Niele's Exodus. It is bigger than the barony that the empire confiscated."
	"Is what all these are about?" she asked pointing at the piles.
	"No, these are gifts from your people. They wish you well and speedy health."
	"My people? Who are they?"
	"All of Niele and Obendell support you, my Lady."
	"I need some air." She was calm and somber in tone, but inside she was shaking.
	"Finish your lunch first, my Lady."
	She ate quietly, realizing he was watching with that pleasure of a man to a woman. Draining the eggnog, she breathed in a sigh, then set the glass down. He was very pleased taking the tray away. When he returned, he opened the door wide revealing a sedan chair and two guardsmen. He came over lifting her in his arms and carried her to the sedan chair, letting her down carefully. A blanket was put over her legs and a mink fur wrap was placed over her shoulders. The two guardsmen gripped the poles lifting her along. He walked them through corridors into the cloister outside that displayed the golden cypress trees standing in the garden like sentries of the autumn weather. She gasped softly at the sight seeing they were in what could be considered construction that rivaled the palace itself.
	"Where would you like to go today, my Lady?"
	"Is there a forest nearby? Orchard?"
	"Yes. Spruce."
	He led the way to the evergreen forest of spruce trees. They had to pass the precipice in order to follow the man-made trail down the slopes, but they were there. She was set down carefully. Breathing in the open air was wonderful.
	"I wish I could walk again, but it will be a while still."
	"My Lady, you should conquer that thought."
	"Thoran."The guards excused themselves walking out of earshot. She noticed they were very astute in respecting privacy. "How long have you been here?"
	"Long enough."
	"Then, why did you agree to go to Tare?"
	"Because you asked me to. I didn't mind a few years of knowledge outside of where I was."
	She lifted her eyes at him. "Where is that man with you?"
	"Barakan. He's busy preparing the coronation."
	"Who is he?"
	"I will reserve that question for him to answer. You will come to know him soon enough."
	Another wall. She sighed, candid about her disappointment. "When will I see him?"
	"Tomorrow, my Lady."
	She nodded notably. "The reason I asked is, because I will still be in this state during the coronation. It is inappropriate to crown me sitting down."
	"You must not refuse the ceremony. The holy day of the heavens has chosen you as our Duchess."
	"I own Niele blood, and you mean to tell me I'm royal enough for a crown of my own land. That is the most ridiculous idea on earth."
	His lips parted, then paused, and closed altogether. Clearly, he meant to say something, but remained silent. This was becoming uncanny. He seemed to have the manners of the reticent high courts of the palace, of which she had grown tired of.
	"My Lady, do contain your temper. You own more than mere Niele blood. Surely, you are aware of this."
	"And what do you know of that?"
	"It is not my place to say. Tomorrow. You will see Barakan."
	She eyed him, crunching a frown for his stubborn reticence. "I tire. I wish to return within."
	"Of course, my Lady."
	Barakan was an elderly man in his sixties, though strength coursed in his veins yet. The long half-knot black hair on his head was full, wrinkles were bare on his face, his dark eyes were agates, a straight nose, and plain lips all featured his experience betraying his true age. He wore a black robe over a coppery inner garb. This was an exclusive conversation. Only he was in the meeting room with her. She was seated in the high chair on a raised platform while he stood on the carpeted floor below. The lamps were lit with oiled wicks on small dishes, much like candelabrum, except they were fashioned like decorative floral bushes.
	"I believe introductions are in order."
	She nodded. "I am curious about you."
	"Barakan, son of Tama, brother to Sidora, and Earl of my own right."
	Straightening in her seat, she calmed herself with a deep breath. "That would make you my blood uncle."
	"Yes."
	"Words don't suffice. Do you have proof to show me?"
	"Yes, I do." He walked up the steps toward her and pulled out a pincer. With the point he pricked his thumb to draw blood. He smeared it onto her lips. She tasted his blood, swallowing it, looking back at him. "If it is tart as cane, you know I speak true. If it is rancid, then I am a lie."
	She nodded with satisfaction. "And you don't question my birthright?"
	"Apparently, you do."
	She leaned back in her chair. "I remember very little of my childhood when most children know the warmth of their parents. I have neither sense of mother or father."
	"But you recognize your mother's name."
	"That was not my design but an accident."
	"Accident?" he repeated with an incredulous chortle, stepping down onto the carpet again. "Do you believe Aquine came into your life as an accident?"
	Her reaction was astonishment, then. "You sent him to me," she asked, swallowing nervously.
	"All these years, we waited for the tree to bear fruit."
	"Am I the fruit or merely the tree?" Her words became a silent blade.
	He laughed softly. "You are both."
	"You praise highly of a cripple."
	"That makes no difference of what you will be once coronated."
	"I think it does.... I want to know my birthright and the reason for my mother's death."
	"I will correct what is legend from fact. But first I would hear what your knowledge holds."
	"I overheard...from a woman named Trink that cried out my true name one day, and declared me as daughter of Sidora. She committed a violent suicide over it in the presence of the Emperor and Empress both. I felt her death as if it was my own."
	"How did you escape then?
	"The Crown Prince of Zandria carried me out of there. His parents stayed behind in that place...."
	"The Jolanni caverns?"
	"Yes." She nodded. "Am I such a thing? A usurper of husbands like my mother?"
	"No. She was no such thing. She was...a jilted woman with a mind for vengence." He sighed, pacing the floor at length. "Her death was unavoidable. It was, because she was weakened after having fought me. Or else, the white-headed witch wouldn't have defeated her."
	"What..." she furled her brows inquisitively, "did you fight about?"
	"I had wanted to take you with me---have you raised in the House of Eagle with Aquine. She disagreed. She had contended that your father would accept you. In that respect, her judgment had erred gravely."
	Ikrah trembled where she sat, her hands shaking visibly as she began picking at her fingers. "Th-the white-headed w-witch...."
	"You've seen her."
	"White...Mane."
	"The very same."
	"Then, her...h-h-usband...."
	"Dregin of Falshire, your father."
	NO. That can't be! The man who shocked her in that cave. Every lightning bolt burned her alive. Each bolt shook her body violently. She clenched her fists together. "Why?... I know...they didn't fight over me."
	"Justice is difficult to shape.... So from the beginning. Many and many years ago, Falshire was a house with no stalls. Every maraudering tribe could walk in there and take whatever they wanted. Your grandfather made pacts with Casca and Pruzia by taking token marriages. He had hoped for a mage champion to defend his land. He got one, his third son, who now reigns as Emperor.... Dregin had come to my sister with the pretense to form betrothal ties of our two clans. He stole her dowry, instead. Needless to say a scorned woman, she chose to embarass him in public. She accepted Second Prince Guneth's advances to conceive a child. That was his half brother by the way, then went to open court accusing him for a thief and a liar. King Ligon at the time settled the matter privately. Your brother was born and sent away as we prepared for war with Falshire's neighbor, the Vinne. But... in order to reach them, we needed to go through Tarenne. While we were occupying the southlands, Dregin managed to announce to the world of his Chosen, the Crown Princess of Tarenne that is White Mane. Imagine my sister's wrath when she heard the news. She chose revenge by forcing him to see her." He turned uncomfortable on this detail. "She seduced him into siring you. I only found out when she had you born. Two years later, her castle was under attack by them. White Mane led that army with full might."
	Ikrah felt chilled to the bones that rattled inside of her. "You make it so simple. Who wars over petty dowry or spurned hearts?"
	"I failed to mention the dowry is Tourmaline, the stone that channels power. And no doubt he is using it to control the skies."
	"Do you know of the others?"
	"There are others?
	"Sapphire favors Empress White Mane, Garnet is in the hand of King Legran, and I delivered the Great Ruby to Queen Stone Bird."
	"This is the first I've heard of these."
	"They are celestial Elemental Incarnates made to flesh."
	He grew hard in expression. "I know you grew up within the Empire. But your loyalty is misplaced."
	"I have no loyalty to the Empire."
	"You speak of them as godly beings when they are mere mortals. They bleed as you do."
	"I know."
	"Then, why do you fear them?"
	She trembled, lips quivering. "I survived a few things...when most people...most people should die."
	That was when his facial features crumbled. He let out a sigh. "Do you think you are well suited for Tarenne after what happened?"
	Tears spilled out of her eyes. "I'm...I'm...not blameless for what happened there. I called..." her voice trailed. "I called lightning onto myself."
	He turned, his eyes put together into a curious glare at her. "What?---Why?"
	"I don't know. I didn't know where to send them when they exploded. I contained them."
	"That sounds like you're awakening."
	"I don't want to hurt people."
	"I never asked for you to. I only wish to unite people in your name. They have waited a long time for the one born with the sign. You are the one. Your namesake is when you were born...under the eclipse of the moon."
	"You must think it is the bane of your enemy if I do that. I'm not strong enough to go against them."
	"Even so. I intend to unite a strong people and fight our extinction."
	"Why must I be the one to represent us? You can easily put someone else----"
	"My dear Ikrah, no one can replace you. Your blood, your heritage, your knowledge speak volumes as to the capacity of understanding what is at stake."
	"I still need the reasons to do this."
	"You have several. Name it. For Aquine. For your mother. For yourself. Or even for Tarenne. They need retribution. We invaded them in the past and we may do it again. But as Duchess with power and leadership, your word will prevent that war. But even more, you will learn our ways as well, regain your strength. Think about it."
	He waited as she contemplated and considered over his proposal. Quietly, he left the room with a knowing look of what her answer was going to be.


Chapter 43

	The coronation went on as scheduled. People thronged the valley up and down the mountains like roves of insects at the square aptly named Heaven's Landing. It was a the size of two acres of carved rock atop the mountain with pulley-rigged elevators to transport people from the bottom to the top. Saffron sheets were hung to huge frames around the enclosure where she was brought in on her sedan chair. She was dressed in full black robes with red trims patterned with moons on clouds. Her hair was done into a neat braided bun at her nape with decorative pins in shapes of birds in place up to the sides behind her ears. Makeup enhanced her Niele features around the eyes and colored her lips rosewood sheen. She was surprised to see the mirage of her on the fog that curtained into the valley. People cried out in wonder at the sight of her.
	There was a full band of warriors in military gear lining the square before her. They marched onto the stage area before and unsheathed their swords, then fell into the full dance of tribute to her, spinning as they crossed each other's paths. They did the blossom move. Then they spun again. It was the depiction of the cherry blossoms in winter. When they finished, they called out in unison her name: Ikrah of Niele. The crowd of people below echoed that with bravado in the same discipline.
	Then, Barakan appeared, proffering a white satin cushion with the crown on it. The golden head ring was fully decorated in gems and pearls from faraway seas. The wings spanning out from the base were silver-etched lapis lazuli. Dressed in red and green robes, he was a stark contrast to royal crown. He walked evenly up the seven steps to the raised pulpit where she was. On his knees, he bowed his head as he presented the crown forward. She paused for dramatic effect. With both hands held out out like arc-clamps, she lifted the crown placing it on her head. The people all went into pandemonium, waving red flags roaring through the valley in one voice. Barakan set the cushion down at her feet, bowed forth pressing his head to it, palms on the ground.
	Winter that year was a simple passing with snow falling heavily over the mountains. Huge cauldrons of fires were lit on the seven corners of the Niele palace to power warmth through the halls. This year was extra heartening to the people. Ikrah saw to that with sending the heat their way through breezes she channeled at her will. Besides, doing that gave her good practice. She enjoyed seeing people receiving the little comforts she could provide. They didn't celebrate Winter Solstice here, but rather a different holiday they commemorated for the end of the year to receive the next one. They called it New Year on the one day marked to their calendar. Dressed in a blue satin dress, she was wrapped in a thick bear cloak to ward off the cold as they moved her out onto the balcony overlooking the entire landscape as well as the rest of Exodus, which was a palace big enough to rival the one in Falshire. She had no idea this was possible. Barakan in his warm winter clothes stood beside her. 
	She raised her palms flat out in the air. Power escaped her arms pushing through the snow, spinning through like a drill through the thickness. Once passed, the invisible force pulled the snow drifts with it forming a blizzard into the fog that now she discovered to be smoke from the year-round burning furnaces from within the palace. The blizzard coalesced with the smoke forming a wall that was a smooth as glass. It was silvered on this side of the valley so that the wall became a mirror for any future would be visitors be they friend or foe. At the end, she breathed as if having spent much of her strength to do all that. Her uncle looked at her studiously. Thoran brought her a cup of warm apple cider tea. She accepted with a nod, sipping from it slowly. The scene gave the elderly man a thought.
	"By spring, it would be best you choose a husband if not a trophy groom to make an heir, dear niece."
	She nearly fell out of her seat if her legs weren't so weak at the moment. "I'm barely crowned for a month, Earl."
	"Yes, but you are young. Best fertile years to get that done and out of the way."
	The snow around her suddenly melted turning into water then ice. "Let me think about it. Who would want a cripple with scars to show anyway?"
	"You'd be surprise what your title and wealth can attract."
	"I don't want to breed with heartless liars."
	He chuckled then. "Just like your mother."
	She scowled and tossed at him with her cup. He avoided stepping away, which was a really bad mistake as the ice caused him to fall flat on his bottom. Astonished, she gulped looking sheepishly away turning red in the face. He narrowed his eyes. Crawling to regain his balance, he pushed her chair over. She teleported out of the seat floating in the air with the cloak falling off her to the ground, which amazed him. But he wanted to test her further. Getting up, he threw a fist. She backed away, forearms crossing, pulling up snowballs to form a wall instantly between them. He punched out the wall making the snow explode into chunks and flakes. As he attacked again, she recognized his feet moving in the Seven Stars pattern and countered weaving herself in the air harmonizing with him much like a dance spinning around him. That was when he bursted out laughing ending the match.
	Thoran had been watching. He cleared his throat through his fist. "I do believe that's the first time someone has invited you into a dance, Earl Barakan."
	"That didn't count. She's my niece."
	The younger man smiled smugly to the fact that it did indeed. Barakan straightened himself to that of a dignified man of height and stature at his age. He made his exit wordlessly, though he had the keen eye for Thoran notably. Ikrah dropped to the ground with a grunt as she had really exhausted herself in that match. Thoran came over with her cloak to wrap around her. After a thought, he helped her up, but she was still too weak to stand or channel her Wind, so he scooped up her legs, too, carrying her back inside away from the cold.
	Spring transformed the valley into a flowing of river beside the fields of purple, magenta, and golden flowers. The mountainsides had changed color, too, painted with charcoal grey and blues like the gleaming sky. Barakan announced a contest for suitors to compete for Ikrah's hand in marriage. Only the worthy would win such an honor. Many signed up their names. The first round weeded out hundreds with having to battle her First Rank Guards. The second round whittled down the numbers even further through the riddles match where they had to display their intellect. The third round reduced them down to four candidates with a test of their knowledge courtly etiquettes and eloquence. The fourth round was the worst level of all: food presentation. After all, the man to wed her would be her highest bodyguard. He would be the one to taste her foods as well as prepare her meals when the occasion arose.
	She sat at the table with distaste and disinterest. None of the suitors were to her liking. They were all young close to her age. What could any of them know of cooking a meal? Even she was a lousy cook herself. The first dish hailed from one named Yunsa. He set down the silver platter, lifting the lid showing her a roast quail. She had a taste, shaking her head. The second presenter, Benner offered her rice cake drizzled in candied sugar strands. She turned that down. The third, Roen, approached her table setting down his platter. When he lifted the lid, the whiff of chicken broth entered her nose. She tasted the chicken-stuffed dumpling with one bite, then ate the whole thing, spooning the broth to flavor her palette. Lifting her eyes, she met his briefly before he lowered his face modestly.
	"Interesting, this clearly is a Falshiren dish."
	"Yes, your majesty," he replied.
	"And whose House do you come from?"
	"Grace, your majesty. I am the firstborn son."
	"A very good try, but it's lacking an ingredient."
	"Please enlighten me for the chance to correct it, your majesty."
	"You've never eaten chicken dumpling from the mess hall of Falcon's Spire. I don't blame you for not knowing. This came from the recipe of the many inns in Falshire around the palace. Very different."
	That shot him down completely. He nodded in a bow, conceding to her rejection. A fourth dish was brought to the table from Thoran.
	"I believe you need a break from all this entertainment," he said, lifting the cloth that covered sugared plums and a flask of rose wine.
	She stared straight at him stiffly. "Did you make these?"
	"I did."
	She cut one in half, then forked it to her mouth tasting the sugar with her tongue before eating. Sweet and tart at the same time, it made her salivate between chews. The boys were all jealous upon seeing her eat every morsel on her plate. The rose wine was brought to her nose to smell as she closed her eyes with a smile.
	"You brought the wrong wine. This should be Cascan Brosia."
	Thoran widened his eyes and nearly fell to his knees. She had just openly proposed to him with the mention of that betrothal wine. The others were dismissed at the gesture of Barakan. The announcement was final: Thoran, her Second in Command from Obendell was handpicked personally as her Chosen.
	The ceremony was prepared by summer. Blue and red ribbons decorated the halls of Exodus. Flowers were gathered into bouquets and hung on every wall lined with saffron dyed sheets. Everyone witnessed the bride and groom on the precipice on the northern most end of the palace. She was in ruby red robes decked with a pheasant feathered head-dress. Black and white pearls were strewn around her hair from it. Her sitting in the sedan chair mattered nothing at all to the crowds. The groom was garbed in dark blue on bright red robes to offset her. His head-dress was just as extravagant with eagle feathers and four large thumb sized pearls attached to the top. They exchanged bows, then clasped hands walking to the altar where a chalice filled with Cascan Brosia. Each took turns drinking from it seven times. The bride went first, then the groom, and vice versa. At the end, he carried her to the edge of the precipice, sealing the union with a full kiss on the lips. People cheered in pandemonium that now with this celebration, they had legitimized their land with the promise of a royal bloodline.
	In the privacy of their bedchamber was a slightly different story. They were actually shy with each other. Thus, he quietly undressed her down to her under tunic, helping her into bed. He stripped down to his shorts before coming to bed, pulling the covers over themselves. She lay there awake beside him.
	"Ikrah, tell me your first experience. Was it pleasant?"
	She gulped. "Why? What was yours like?"
	He laughed softly. "Well, I did have a wife. Our first time was a sweet and tender experience."
	"Really? Then, what happened to her?"
	"She died at childbirth. And it was a stillborn."
	Ikrah turned toward him in surprise. "I'm sorry to hear that."
	"I think it was, because she ate the berries from a briar patch in the northern countryside. She fell ill soon after that."
	"Briar...." She shuddered just thinking about barbs and thorns from vines that bit into her skin.
	"Are you cold, my love?" He reached an arm around her body to hold her.
	"No. I'm reminded of being trapped in a briar bush. I don't like them much."
	"Well, Padrad from the House of Grace complained to me about the infestation at his residence. Rose briars have hedged him in. His clan has also fallen ill in the past few years."
	She grew quiet, thinking about that situation. A fair guess crossed her mind. "Do you know if the Empress visited him there?"
	"Yes. His late wife was...ill from being thrown into it."
	"Oh? Who was his wife?"
	"Trinkera, your nursemaid. She used to serve your mother as a...."
	"Grace Captain? I heard that was her role."
	"Yes. How did you know that?"
	"I witnessed her death. I think she did it to save me."
	"...Seven Stars! You were there when she...." He held her close. "I'm sorry I brought it up."
	"I'm fine."
	Silence.
	"So...what was it like being with him?"
	"You actually want to compare?"
	"You're not answering the question." He chuckled.
	"You have me now. You don't need to worry about anything."
	His expression lost its humor upon hearing her rushed tone. "Ikrah...did he...force you...?"
	She swallowed, trying to sift through the memory of that stormy night. "How can I say that when I allowed him to have my body?"
	"Was it painful?"
	"I was drunk. He was, too. It was on his wedding night to the Princess of Falshire." She sighed. "I still don't understand why he chose to do that."
	He regarded his wife with a purpose. So, he crawled under the covers, pulling up her under tunic to start on her breasts, licking her nipple enticingly stirring arousal out of her. She gasped and breathed heavily as he worked his way to the other nipple, then her cleavage. His soft kisses moved down her ribs to her naval and further below. He could hear her moaning as he tasted her womanhood. She groaned desperately, hips heaving and twitching as he made love to her with his mouth. The climax was shocking her through and through. Her body arched and shook in that moment of passion. Afterwards, she was fighting to breathe as he lay down beside her, watching her as he rubbed his tool to satisfaction. She closed her eyes slowly, eventually recovering her breathing. He wiped his juice off with his shorts and tossed them to the floor. Laying beside her, he spooned against her body, and slept soundly.


Chapter 44

	By autumn, she insisted on taking a trip to the House of Grace. Her people obliged with full iron in tow.	They built iron fences around the buildings setting them deep into the ground to set against the briar roses that seemed to grow exponentially after every trim. The residents were ordered to evacuate. The sick were carted off to the mountains. When she arrived in her enclosed sedan chair, she could smell through the sheer curtain around her the effects of the roses giving off a thick perfume disguising poison. Her blood reacted to that perfume rushing through her veins in opposition. Padrad came out to greet her with a full bow.
	"Your majesty, your visit is most welcome under different circumstances----"
	"Nonsense, I came to investigate your grievance."
	He looked up straightening. "I doubt you can do much----"
	"Is this the work of the Empress?"
	"Yes, she came here a few years ago. She had wanted to collect my wife for her services. We refused. So she left this," indicating the rose briars, "as a gift."
	"Step aside, Lord Goshawk."
	As soon as he stepped out of the way, she concentrated causing the winds in the heavens to swirl pushing and pulling clouds together, forming the tornado at her will. Lightning sparked through that sudden storm as it descended down on the earth. The lightnings shot in strategic places lighting up the briars as they caught fire. They burned giving off toxic smoke that got gathered up into the funnel of the tornado. Every rose bush was uprooted and ripped from the ground by the winds. She sent them all into the sky spiraling away toward south until she couldn't hold on anymore, then let everything drop to wherever they may land. Parts of that storm made it to the old castle of Niele where Sky Fall was Regent.
	"And this is my gift to you," she said to Padrad.
	"I am forever grateful, your majesty."
	"Then, you wouldn't mind swearing fealty to Niele or support me in the future."
	"I offer you my firstborn son."
	She smiled demurely, contemplating cunningly. "Send him to Exodus and enlist for the Third Rank, if he chooses to serve me."
	Padrad bowed deeply, mirth glimmered in his eyes. She leaned back in her seat, pulling an invisible shield around herself. Her hand came up for the guards to move. They did so, transporting her back to Niele. Thoran was disguised as one of the escorting guards. He cornered his eyes at her head resting in her hand propped to the arm of the chair.
	Once back at Exodus, after she was safely resting in bed, Thoran went to his study to retrieve the stacks of letters in a secret drawer of his desk. He read through a few, then replaced them in their safe hiding place. Toiling in the kitchen, he made mutton stew and grilled butter bread. The cheeses were shredded to melt on the bread as it simmered. For dessert, he baked jam cake, cutting the slices perfectly. Everything was put on a silver platter. He took it upstairs personally. When he arrived in the bedchamber, he found she wasn't there. Setting the meal down on the table, he looked around, hearing a soft giggle in the next room which was his study. Quickly, he went back there finding her on the floor with her back propped to the side of his desk. There were leaflets in her hands. Stacks of all the letters were strewn around her on the carpet. Several sheets were on her naked legs. The mini slip and laced panties on her were mere decoration to that body, scars and all. She was reading through his letters, grinning as she looked up at him.
	"I thought you knew too much about my habits."
	"You shouldn't go through my private things like that."
	"Well, I think I have a right to, husband. After all, this concerns me." She tapped the pages on her her other hand. "You kept every letter my brother had ever written about me."
	He strode over reaching for the nearest stack. "I'll burn them----"
	One of her legs moved. "No!" She brought up her palm letting out a force pushing him back gently. "Why do that?"
	"I don't want you feeling cheated into this marriage."
	"I usually have a problem with this kind of scrutiny, but...you did propose to me first." Her palm came down, releasing him. "I just appreciate honesty, even if it's after the fact."
	"Then, why won't you share with me things as a wife would?"
	"Such as?"
	He crossed his arms. "You're very cold at times."
	She sighed, setting the letters neatly into place and tied the ribbons back on them. "I grew up guarding myself from people. I just didn't guard against the right people." She gripped the edge of the desk, pulling up her legs one at a time toward it propping one knee up, before pushing off it on a hand and pulling on the other to get up. She propped her palms on the desk putting her weight into them to stand. After a moment, she made the first attempt to do so handsfree. Her leg moved slowly back, sliding the foot wobbly on the floor. Then, she pivoted her body carefully until she was facing him. His arms had come up slightly in the impulse to catch her. She saw this as she lifted her arms for balance and moved up her other leg. Her first step had her lunging into his arms and he caught her without fail. She sighed smiling gratefully. "I haven't turned you away when it comes to making an heir."
	"I won't sire one if you're not happy with me."
	"I'm learning to be happy. I've lost so much in a few years. People died protecting my identity. Do you know what that's like? Finding people die around you?"
	Those words made him chagrin, softening his intended grudge.He hoisted her up placing her on the desk. She leaned back on her arms. He released her to put away the letters. "Imagine my surprise when Aquine sent me the first letter of your existence. It talked about a Battle Royale you fought so bravely as a page at the side of his new wife, a mere Squire. Over the years, I wrote back. And he knew I'd be interested in knowing more about you. That I would guard over you one day. It's the age difference that concerned him."
	"Well, I'm a grown woman now. I don't see the decade between us."
	He looked up, eyes filling with pleasure to hear that compliment from her. The drawer was covered over with the plank of wood for the false bottom, then books were replaced in there before he closed it. Standing before her, he slid his arms around her body, putting his hands on her back. Her arms came up around his neck, tugging on him a little. "I fell in love with the young woman in those letters. And then, you came to me as you were and even more than I could imagine."
	Her brows arched as she mocked skepticism. "Oh?"
	"I didn't have to think twice about being at your side. The letters said if you came to me as virgin, I was to husband you. Otherwise, I should choose to serve at your side or leave."
	"Just like that? A virtual stranger walking into your den with armed guards no less."
	"And a mother-in-law, even."
	"She insisted on escorting me," she said ruefully.
	He kissed her below the ear, breathing in her scent as he drew her against him. A soft groan betrayed his best efforts to abstain. "Ikrah, please...don't do this to me."
	She kissed his neck, pressing her lips to the skin, and sticking her tongue on it. His body responded with his sex leaping into arousal. "Just this once, show me how to love you."
	He stood back, heaving and breathing heavily now, looking at her. "I don't want to.The sooner I sire a child with you, the likely I will lose you. I want to be with you longer."
	"I'm trying to be warm and you reject me."
	He clenched and unclenched his jaws. "I know you can't possibly be enjoying the full course of my love as you are."
	"My legs are weak. They're not numb. If you think I'm incapable ----"
	"Please."
	This man with all his dark features and warm complexion was begging for her love. Not the pleasure of flesh between them. Realizing how desperate he was, her heart melted. "I'll wait for when I walk again and chase you down myself. But for now, take me to bed. And I expect comfort before I eat."
	"Well, you should eat first."
	She let out a sigh, surrendering to his advice. "Do you ever think," she reached out to be carried, "with how you pamper me, I might never want to walk again?"
	He chuckled, slipping an arm behind her knees and the other across her back. Lifting her in the air, he walked back into the bechamber and set her in bed. The meal was brought over to her. While they ate, she found he was smiling happily. She grinned back. So, this was the life of happiness. She could love this man forever. And yes, she actually wanted to bear a child with him. For the first time in her life, she wanted to have that connection with someone. He was the ideal husband for her.
	The months to follow were focused on her walking again. She would spend time in the training room where two beams were constructed for her to stand herself as she learned to walk leaning on them as necessary. Restraining herself from using her magery was as hard as trying to break an addiction. She had grown to channeling her inane ability instinctually. Those days in the Squirey were long gone behind her, now that plenty of people knew who she was and whose daughter she was. Her husband helped her with lifting her legs one at a time strapped on light weights. That form of therapy helped with her flexibility. Each day was a routine that stabilized her physique, improving her condition. She could feel her muscles itch, knitting strength back enabling them to hold the weight of her bones.
	She not only walked, but danced as she once did with him beside her. Sword practice improved her strength and vigor further. Thoran soon learned how much of a Knight of Tarenne she could have been if circumstances had allowed her to pursue that career path. She fought with might fiercely. Only when she was overpowered would she retreat to her magery to compensate where she was short. Her willpower was exceptionally high, which was probably the reason how she could control the Element of Wind without training at the Academy. The long hours of the day were easily forgotten training like this with her. She had to be reminded to eat the three full square meals of the day.
	Finally, after a nice long bath in mid-winter, she was obediently sitting at the table for dinner. In her plum color silk robe, she was exquisitely inviting. He made her favorite: sliced ham, fried asparagus, mushroom soup, rolls, and of course, spring apple cider. She ate every morsel, eyeing him sweetly. Her beaming mood was intoxicating. He was about to clear the table when she stood up, taking his hands in her palms.
	"I won't be denied tonight, sweetheart. The table could wait till morning."
	"It's too soon, my love."
	"I'm walking, now. Or do I have to wrestle you into giving it up?"
	He gazed back at her with piqued interest. They were at the edge of the bed now. "You don't know what you're asking, my love."
	She giggled. "You make it like we're at war."
	With sudden strength, he tossed her into bed. She laughed at his lust-filled serious stare. The robe was parted. "Your husband has pent up much of his love waiting for this night. It could be very intense and rough."
	"Teach me how to kiss you properly."
	He fastened her mouth in endless gentle sucking between lips and tongue touching. His shirt was unbuttoned and shucked off. The pants on him were shoved down to free his hard on tool. He lay her with patience, teasing her desire to peak before plunging in rigorously until they both climaxed at the same time. Afterwards, both were spinning in the head as they lay down on their backs, laboring for breath and sweating hard. Soon, they calmed rolling onto their sides meeting each other's eyes mutually. They kissed each other good night, then he had her turn so he could spoon with her under the covers.
	"Uncle Barakan," Ikrah called out as they entered the office. The elder man looked up tiredly as he had been toiling away in his stacks of letters. "Do you have a moment?"
	"I suppose." He leaned back stretching his arms over the back of his chair, then lowered them. "What did you come to talk about?"
	She looked to her husband with a big smile. He hesitated a moment before speaking. "We have grave news for you, Uncle."
	"Oh, so you decided to call me Uncle now, boy."
	"Well, of course, considering I have reason to."
	"Hm...what's the reason? Let's hear it."
	"I'll have you know that I am officially part of the family now. The Duchess and I would like to inform you first before the official announcement that we...have an addition on the way."
	"Pfft, addition," Barakan blew it off. Pause. "Addition?!" He jumped right out of his chair, marching toward his niece. "You mean...?" He looked her over, especially around her abdomen, eyes filled with excitement. "You're with child!"
	"Yes!" She answered with the beaming grin. "And..." she rolled her eyes from one end to the other, "I think it's a girl."
	"A Lady, marvelous!"
	"That will be The Lady Ocelyn of Niele, once she is born."
	The two men eyed her with straight faces, nodding in unison. "You do realize you are not allowed to exert yourself for the months of carrying," Barakan said. "And I forbid you from participating in warfare waging."
	"I haven't done any of the sort."
	"Yes, she has." Thoran contradicted her on purpose. But as she looked at him to refute, he spoke quickly, "That trip down to the Goshawk residence. You weren't even walking then. I won't stand for that as you are."
	"You are my only blood niece," Barakan said, holding her elbow. "I can't afford another wreckless family reunion."
	"I will be careful with this one."
	He smiled taking her in his arms for a hug, which was a rare sight as he was always so strict and reserved with his affections. "Congratulations, dear niece. This is a joyous occasion."
	"Ikrah," Thoran was askance.
	She faced him with as much resolve, feeling the child growing inside of her. "I won't let anything happen to our child. I promise."
	"It's not that. What happened in that place?"
	"Which place?"
	"The place you miscarried your first----"
	Wrecked with sadness, she wanted to cry. "I was discovered in the Jolanni caverns by them. I didn't know I was over three months with child. I went there thinking I could help with the expedition. The Emperor...forced the abortion." The men were shocked beyond belief. "He must have. I've never experienced lightning, but it shouldn't have felt like that. And..." she gulped, "part of the reason he did that was to have Trink watch. The other part...was for his niece's sake."
	"Solaren of Falshire is married to Stone Phoenix of Zandria," Thoran explained to Barakan. "But he favored my wife with his first seed."
	"What?" Barakan's tone was flat. He was angry. "That bracelet..."
	"The Queen favored me with that ring," Ikrah said.
	"NO. Unacceptable. What kind of barbarism is that to pervert marriage----" He looked at his niece in her condition. To think, he had scolded her for loyalty to the empire. This was how they had treated her.
	The room began to spin for Ikrah. Her vision darkened as she lost all control of herself, collapsing to the floor.
	"Ikrah...!"
	Tears dripped out of her eyes. She breathed thinly twitching in between each inhalation of air. Thoran had to breathe for her until she recovered. He held her dearly in his arms....	


Chapter 45

	A skirmish took place at the Goshawk residence. They were grateful that the Duchess of Niele had the wisdom to fortify their grounds with iron. The attacking party had wanted to transplant the rose briars in Gorran territory, specifically at the House of Grace. Bluejay Archers were summoned forming the first line of defense. The siege did not last long as they set fire to the briars with the iron fences in place glowing red at times which caused the briars to die on contact, withering away into flames. Not even White Mane could do anything to penetrate through that wall. She watched her Element wane within their grounds. The plant life she set on them failed miserably.
	After that, Sky Fall was sent for peace talk with the Lord Goshawk. With his title as Regent of Solstarshire, he was treated with guarded hospitality. At the High Table, dressed in his fineries, he impressed the other Lords of their Houses respectively. Their daughters were offered up to him in subtle terms, as they were told to fill his goblets during the meeting. He had an eye for but one, that was Revvine of Grace. She was his mission for this trip, but she was nowhere to be seen. He eyed Lord Padrad surreptitiously taking his wine with care. And for the mundane act at having a meal, this meeting proved to be a fruitful one. All the big news surrounded Ikrah, Duchess of Niele, of whom he wished he had made a good impression those years ago. The story behind her was phenomenal. He couldn't understand how she rose so quickly to represent a whole region of people that was clearly at odds with his.
	These people claimed she was a mysterious woman who hid behind the curtains of her sedan chair. Always, she travelled with armed guards and attendants much like the imperialistic processions of the palace. He had met her but once, and how she was since then was less than flattering. According to Solaren, she was promoted from a mere Royal Squire to the Royal Scribe in Tarenne. How that came about was also strange. But one fact remained true: the King and Queen of Tarenne favored her. Up until she disappeared, they had supported her in every which way possible. No amount of grievance or petition persuaded them to prosecute her for having intervened with his sister's marriage. Yet, deep down, he had known the Crown Prince of Zandria coveted her, especially after having seen how Little Phoenix breathed life into her through the lips that Winter Solstice past. On top of that, his sister's marriage was a political one, even though Solaren had her heart set on a husband that couldn't possibly love her as a man would a woman. He had tried to offer a solution to enable Solaren's heart's desire, but for odd reasons, the King of Tarenne refused to give Ikrah up to any suitor...except to his own son apparently.
	Just what was so special about this woman that two lands had relations with her? From his impression of her, she was pretty to look at, but not exceptional. She had a temper that was as bad as his sister's or possibly worse. What else was there about her that kingdoms and duchy alike favored her so? He couldn't understand any of it.
	He stayed at the guest house without fear. They had no need to hold him hostage. Coming out of his clothes, he covered a yawn with his fist. As he lay in bed, he closed his eyes, dreaming about wine and the Grand Royal Ball and that dance that one year with the daughter of Grace. She was elegant with a seduction he never forgot. Her brothers and cousins were all in the way though. Otherwise, he could've made her another conquest on the list of broken hearts. The man in him stood up just thinking about the ways he would enjoy her....
	Needless to say, he returned to Falshire empty-handed. Though Solstarshire was land he served as Regent, nothing was done there. It was just northerly country with an abandoned castle on it. As he went to The Kingfisher Inn which he patroned frequently, he passed a woman with the scent of roses that burned his lungs causing him to thirst for wine. She was wearing a corset dress of blue on white with ruffled sleeves tied with ribbons at the wrists. Her black hair was combed up into a stylish bun with a decorative headband on her crown. He turned, following her with his eyes as she went around the corridor to the exclusive suite. Voices of greeting and laughter were heard then muffled as the door closed. He didn't think much of it as he went into his own suite. Alone, he enjoyed his meal with wine. The humdrum of the inn eventually died down as night took over into the late hours.
	He went to the door checking for the guests leaving that suite. She emerged from the corridor, taking a candle from the niche in the wall. As she sensed he was watching, she jumped as if spooked and blew out the flame, then walked back to the suite. He wondered for a split second before coming over there to investigate. He stepped into the darkness of that corridor feeling his way for the door only to find it locked, of course. As he worked the knob, he could hear the heavy hiss of someone behind him lunging into an attack. By instinct, he spun to the side letting the assailant miss him by a hair with the stileto. He knuckled into the torso finding her below the ribcage. She grunted, falling away. His foot came up hitting another part of her. Another grunt escaped her voice as she fell against the wall. With safety, he conjured up a mage-globe to bring light into the area. With a bloody nose, she was still woozy half crouching against the wall, holding the stileto in her steady hand. The light caught her attention. She moved to attack him again. He deflected her stab with his left arm and sucker punched her in the stomach with his right fist, and elbowed her face. That was the end for her, falling down to her knees wheezing, then collapsed dropping the blade with a thud on the carpeting. When he examined her face, he was shocked to recognize her as none other than Revvine, older now and weak with fainting breath. People were coming up stairs. Undoing the mage-globe, he swiftly lifted her taking the blade with him dragging her back into his suite. He hid her behind the bed away from the visibility of the door. After some commotion as he could hear they worked on unlocking that other suite, several knocks came to his door. He put on a robe to cover over his clothing. He went there as calmly as could be, opening it.
	"Your Royal Highness, I'm sorry to disturb you." The innkeeper was apologetic in expression.
	"I just woke up."
	"We are investigating something in the next suite. Did you see or hear anything out of the ordinary earlier this evening?"
	"No." He shook his head, yawning and had to cover his mouth. Actually, he was very thankful that he didn't need to act that part.
	"Ah sorry to disturb you, please have a pleasant night, your Royal Highness."
	"Mm," he nodded, closing the door, locking it quietly.
	Walking back to his victim, he found himself doing the unthinkable. Her scent of roses and gore inspired a wildness inside of him. Down on his knees, he unleashed his hard on manhood out of his pants. Her dress was hiked up and the panties crotch was pulled aside as he proceeded to lay her, thrusting into her with pleasure that built quickly into climax. With his hands to the floor, he was hovering over her, huffing to catch his breath, breathing in more of her rose scent. Afterwards, he felt the headiness of having exerted himself. He pulled himself off of her to sit against the bedpost wondering what he had done. The impulse came from his most basic instinct to mark her. He slept with drunk women before, but this wouldn't count as a willing victim. Not even by a long shot. And he had plenty to the pick of the lot, too. He wasn't sure how he was going to pay this one off... or if he really wanted to buy her silence. Looking at her again, he felt the need to own her. This was madness. He was out of his mind to think that.
	Yet, he sat there trapped in the dilemna of his dark thoughts, drifting off through dawn. By which time, she awoke, discovering herself in disarray. She looked around, finding her stileto beside her. She picked it up. In one quick motion, she jabbed her forearm into his throat, poising the point of the blade to his eye. He was awake then, looking back at her.
	"You raped me!"
	"Yes."
	She seethed and had moved her arm to add momentum at stabbing him. He rolled to the side, kicking her off him. Springing to his feet, he countered her next move, groping her wrist and throwing his weight on her. He managed to wrestle her onto the bed. Clearly, he overpowered her easily in strength and size. Her struggles were merely wiggles that tickled his senses.
	"Revvine," he spoke her name firmly. She gasped, swallowing in fear and her grip went lax letting go of the blade. "It is you!"
	"How do you know my name?"
	"We danced once."
	She darkened, scowling skeptically at him. "I've danced with a lot of men. Which one are you?"
	He was shocked. This was a completely different person from that shy hopeful debutante he met years ago. Her question was one of insult and provoking. He matched her sulfuric grace with the same degree of acid.
	"I guess I'm lucky I'm not one of the men you left last night."
	"It's what I do. What of it?"
	"I'll have you tried for murder in the courts."
	She scoffed. "I wouldn't have done it if I was afraid of the risk. I'll kill as many of you Falshiren pigs so long as I live."
	"Well, if I turn you in, and you get beheaded, you won't be doing that anymore, then."
	"You haven't yet. So, I'm guessing you're debating to let me go." She lifted her head to kiss him, licking on his lower lip then sucking on it softly once before making it intense. "I'm more pleasant awake." She licked his upper lip to tease as she laid back her head.
	What in nine hells?! He couldn't believe how this transpired, but his body responded with full desire. He clamped down on her wrists as he moved between her legs. Before long, he pulled up her dress for the full repeat of that experience, except now she was moaning softly and moving with him. Her lusty eyes were partially closed as she expressed herself to his pleasure. He could feel himself climaxing easily inside of her. She didn't even object to that. She wasn't afraid of receiving his seed. He regretted not having kissed her before. That dance would have been very memorable. Thus, he fastened her lips with his mouth now, tenderly and expertly meeting her tongue for as long as it lasted. He tasted salt in her saliva then and only wanted to drink her up.
	"Gentle Goddess, Revvine, what happened to you?" he whispered, pressing his forehead to hers as their noses touched.
	"Please get off me now," she said.
	"Do you recognize me now?"
	"No. Who are you again? Where did we meet?"
	"Sky Fall of Falshire. We danced at the Grand Royal Ball."
	Her eyes popped wide open as her expression took on the look of being thrown through several corridors of fate. As he was still inside her, he could feel her woman tighten with her hips and legs jolting in her reaction to his identity. That squeeze held his semi-hardness in a twist of pleasure, inadvertantly causing him to leak even more of his seed. He held her gaze a while longer. This would be more enjoyable if they were fully naked. Suddenly, she grew cold in expression.
	"The name is Rev The Poisoned Rose to you."
	"You should visit your home now. There are no roses there."
	She regarded him with as much animosity as before. "Makes no difference now. My people face genocide at the hands of your Empress who poisoned our land with her work." 
	Her feet came up to his hips pushing him off. He fell back on a couple of strides to retain his balance standing. Suddenly, a knock came on the door. They froze where they were briefly. He pulled his partially hanging pants back on, finding a smear of blood on his hand from his stem. Gulping, he realized the scale of what he did to her. What he didn't know was her condition. The knock came again.
	"What is it now?" he demanded with purposely irated tone.
	"My Lord, we heard noises. Is everything in order? May we come in?"
	"Let me be decent first, Bolin, you moron!"
	"Uh...Eh...in that case, we will wait downstairs at your discretion," Bolin said awkwardly. Two sets of footsteps were heard fading from the hallway outside his door.
	He looked at her again before getting the pitcher of water and the washcloth from the stand in the far end, wetting it. Walking to the bedside, he handed it to her. "Clean your face...bloody nose." She sat up taking the damp washcloth from him. "There's a mirror over there."
	She went over to look at herself. When she did, she was crying silently, scrubbing the mess off. He could tell even if she was brave about it. In that moment, a glimmer of her soldiering reminded him of a spirited Royal Squire who dared to challenge he and his sister once. He set the pitcher on the stand below the mirror. His eyes wandered to her nape. The rest of his body was reacting to the look of her again, especially with the longer he breathed in her rose perfume. She turned walking to the bed to retrieve her stileto and sheathed it into the hidden scabbard in her sleeve. As she made for the door, he strode quickly over there himself, stopping her with his hand in the way. She looked at him haughtily. He took the ring off his finger and handed it to her.
	"Show this to the guards if you don't want to be asked any questions. It is understood you were with me the whole day and night yesterday."
	"I can get past your guards fine."
	"I don't doubt that, but I don't want you molested."
	The left corner of her lips turned on a crook as she clenched that side of her jaw. Bruises on her face faintly marred her complexion without the makeup on. With some further consideration, contemplating that ring, she plucked it from his hand with a terse sigh.
	"Good-bye," she said shortly, opening the door. She departed not through the stairs but toward the corridors heading for the kitchen.
	That stung him enough to set tears in his eyes. It was bitter-sweet, just like the crush rose scent she wore like second nature. He leaned against the pane of the door sighing at length, lamenting his suddenly torn heart. All these years, he didn't think he would remember her with an ache like this. The girls and women he went through gained him little experience in terms of love. The Fates had really played a cruel joke on him this time: sending him on a mission to capture the enemy daughter who clearly had all the reasons in joining the revolution against the empire. Her reign of assassination days were numbered with its discovery uncovered by him, but he wasn't sure if he could stop her now after the befallen night still fresh on his mind that haunted him.



  Chapter 46

	He went downstairs seeing his personal guards sitting at the tables close to doorways. Actually, none at the inn were patrons this morning, other than himself. This place was in full lockdown. He began to feel apprehension over the situation, sensing what happened last night was on a higher gravity than originally thought. The innkeeper set his breakfast on a platter on the counter. His closest personal guard, Squire Spruce, went to retrieve it waiting on him to choose a table. He sat down at the closest one which was right by the corner that led toward the kitchen. His morning meal consisted of cinnamon toast, cran juice, and eggs. He sipped his juice and bit into the toast when a scout from the Office of the Constable came in. After one look around the room, he went straight to Sky Fall's table.
	"Your Highness, I apologize for interrupting your meal, but Constable Bran sent me to request your presence immediately."
	Sky Fall lost his appetite instantly. He was suddenly hit with a thirst that hurt his throat. He drained the mug of juice before speaking. "What about this time?"
	"It is confidential, your Highness. I am merely a messenger."
	He stood up with a sigh. "Lead the way."
	Where he was brought to was the dungeons in the prisoner's tower. In the general area between the cells of the empty women's quarters was the heavy wooden chair known as the Inquisition Box. Bran was sitting at the high desk with a file in place. He stood in the presence of the Crown Prince of Falshire. A high chair was brought for Sky Fall's convenience. He took his seat.
	"Thank you for coming at such short notice, your Highness."
	"It must be important to bring me here."
	"Yes, your Highness. We have quite possibly captured the notorious assassin who has been murdering our ambassadors to the southlands."
	"Oh?" Sky Fall uttered almost with a flat tone. He should be curious, but he had a fair guess who the man was referring to.
	"Bring her out."
	Revvine was brought out to sit on the Inquisition Box. They had stripped her down, dressing her in a rag tunic. Her hands and feet were shackled into place. A rope was put around her across the torso securing her to the back of the chair to prevent even more movement.
	"Constable Bran...."
	"You can't possibly say you know this woman."
	"I do. We have relations." He spoke evenly, keeping his eyes steady as he regarded the constable.
	Bran's consternation was conflicted. The man looked at the prisoner with ambivalence and prejudiced hostility. "My men found her sneaking out of the Kingfisher Inn through the back door."
	Facing her,Sky Fall nodded. "I had her go that way."
	"Were you aware there was a murder in the suite on your floor?"
	"Of that, no." He replied turning back to Bran.
	"Were you aware of anything that happened on your floor?"
	"The innkeeper woke me up during the night about an investigation in the next suite. I didn't think much of it at the time. I was tired. We had a rigorous evening, ahem." He mocked a cough, clearing his throat as of to denote the obvious. His eyes turned over to Revvine who actually blushed with an uncomfortable frown, glancing back at him. He reverted to Bran. "So, what seems to be the problem?"
	Bran opened the desk drawer, retrieving a tray with three items on it: her stileto, the secret sheath bracer, and Sky Fall's ring. "We found these on her after the strip search, because she refused to say anything. This ring has your insignia on it with your name engraved inside."
	"Yes, it is my ring." Sky Fall nodded rhetorically, "I gave it to her. She is my Chosen."
	"I beg your pardon, your Highness?"
	"I proposed to her last night. She accepted. We anticipated the ceremony with some heavy drinking and a long rigorous...." Sky Fall put a fist to his lips, hemming his throat to denote the obvious again.
	The Constable practically fumed in his seat as he straightened his spine. "Your Highness, I am familiar with your brand of ravenous escapades, but this woman was seen booking the suite in question. Lord Crum, his two brothers Frit and Werson, were all found dead in the same suite. Can you explain any of that?"
	"No, I cannot explain any of that," he replied arrogantly. He watched as Bran began to write down notes. "If you intend to implicate us in the matter in question, please do so at your discretion. I won't resist arrest."
	The Constable hemmed his throat, adding a sigh. "Thank you for aiding with the investigation, your Highness. We will need her cooperation in the matter in order to clarify your words." Bran waited for the Crown Prince of Falshire to encourage the prisoner to speak.
	"Lord Constable, I can assure you my Chosen will do so at her own reconnaisance. You may gather all the information pertinent to the case in the meantime. But I am not leaving without her."
	"So be it. Guards!" The prison guards entered the cell area. "Escort his Highness into the next cell above----"
	"My Lord!" she called out. The guards halted. The two men faced her, then. "I will answer the questions here...now."
	"Do not answer unless I agree for you to do so," Sky Fall admonished.She nodded. He then turned to the Constable. "Proceed with your questions."
	The guards were waved off. They returned to their posts outside the door. "Name and age, young lady."
	"Revvine from the Gorran House of Grace," she replied. "I'm eighteen this year."
	The Constable's stylus was still in mid-air as he could only stare at her. "What business do you have in the city?"
	"Don't answer that question," Sky Fall put in.
	"What is your relation to this man?"
	"I...am his Chosen," she said reluctantly.
	"How long have you known each other?"
	"Define long."
	"Years? Months?"
	She nodded, turning red in the face. "Years."
	"How many?"
	"Four years on and off."
	"On and off?"
	"That's not a question," Sky Fall remarked dryly.
	"Ahem...How did you two meet?"
	"We met at the Grand Royal Ball four years ago to the day of this summer's half moon. My House visited Falshire on a family vacation that year, because of it."
	"It, my Lady?"
	"The Grand Royal Ball."
	"And since then?"
	"Irrelevant, next question." Sky Fall said.
	"Regarding the matter in question, why did you book the suite at the Kingfisher Inn?"
	"Don't answer----"
	"This is relevant to the case, your Royal Highness. No barrister can deny that. Countess Revvine is under custody for interrogation as proper."
	"She is not required to incriminate herself by circumstantial evidence or the appearance of conflict of interest."
	"I simply needed a room." She supplied the answer. "In the event if my Lord desired a change in routine."
	"And what routine are you referring to?"
	She made an indignant huff. "Changing sheets can take up time. A fresh bed----"
	"Enough," Sky Fall retorted. "Unless you want full disclosure of our sleeping habits? Which is irrelevant in any case. Also, privileged information, I must add."
	She lowered her eyes looking away, flushed in complexion all over from head to toes. Bran took out the ledger from the inn. What she wrote in there were just a simple name: Rev, for the one night in the suite. It did not indicate how many guests were with her. The Constable eyed them both from her to Sky Fall. He closed the ledger with a stern face. The vellums were all blank.
	"This concludes our interrogation. However, Countess Revvine will be under house arrest until the full investigation is finished."
	Sky Fall scowled at the man. "House arrest, Constable? I'll give you her main address."
	"No need. My men will escort the Countess wherever she may go. Outside of that, they will not interfere with the Chosen ceremony in anyway, your Royal Highness."
	"I will stay here, my Lord," Revvine said plainly.
	"No, you will not," he retorted calmly, "because if you do, I will have the King investigate this himself, on top of an overhaul of the top brass who think they understand enough to interfere with matters of the Imperial Court."
	"What could possibly be of interest to the Imperial Court to involve itself in this case, your royal highness?" Bran asked with hauteur.
	"You don't believe there is diplomatic relations with Gorra between our two lands. The Empire has been trying to squash the war in the northern lands. But if your stubborn old ass insists on going by the book on this, I will see to it that you not only get demoted to a commoner, but you will regret it for the rest of your days."
	"With all due respect, I will hear from the King himself in the matter. But my judgement stands as is."
	A guard came in through the door. He walked anxiously to Bran to whisper in his ear. The Constable reacted with dismay, darting his eyes between the Crown Prince and the Countess again.
	"Your Royal Highness, looks like I regret it already. The matter has been pardoned by the Emperor himself. The case is dismissed."
	Sky Fall straightened as he stood from his seat. "Release her." 
	He stepped forward, retrieving the items on the tray. The guards began to untie Revvine, while he sheathed the stileto. She was allowed to stand, though welts had blistered her wrists and ankles causing her to wobble from lack of circulation all that time. He undid his outer robe, walking over to her, and wrapped it around her. The ring was put on her left thumb. She walked with a limp that was from what took place last night and the morning. Being held for the interrogation as she was and for as long as it took to conclude brought on an imbalance to her blood retention. Then, blood began to trickle down her leg visibly as the tunic was short. Within moments, she fainted with her eyes rolling up in their sockets.
	"Revvine!" He caught her immediately. Angrily, he glared at the Constable.
	"We only put her in the cell. I can assure you, she was untouched."
	"Other than the strip search?!"
	The man gulped and remained silent. By this time, Sky Fall noticed the blood. He lifted her in his arms marching out of there swiftly. Outside under moonlight, a carriage was waiting. He put her in there first before climbing on himself. The ride barely made two blocks when he is accosted by the Emperor in the flesh, coming out of invisibility sitting across from him. He jumped in his seat by the sudden appearance.
	"So this is Revvine of Grace," Dregin said, picking up her left hand to check her pulse. After some moments, her hand was replaced. "She is coming with me tonight."
	"Your Imperial Majesty----"
	"I see your ring on her," Dregin said drawing a bored tone. "She won't be molested. Not by me anyway." His nephew silenced down. "You know, when the Empress suggested that you be sent to retrieve this girl, I don't recall damaging her virginity was part of the mission's description."
	Sky Fall began folding in himself, one arm crossed his chest, the other raised a hand to his face to hold his head as it hung in shame. "I take full responsibility."
	"You think marrying this girl will fix the damage done?"
	"No, but it's a start. At least, I will be part of the House of Grace. I can have room to make amends between us if they see the point of supporting my Crown for her sake. After all, I took her virginity."
	"And what if they don't care for that?"
	His hand came down from his head to hold his elbow as he sat up as he looked at her lying there on the floor between them like a victim in the trench. "I'm pretty sure she likes me. She has agreed to the use of that ring."
	"That's under duress, idiot boy."
	"I meant she understands and recognizes the use of its political power where it served her purpose. I'm confident she will wear it to open doors for her House."
	"Hmph." Dregin donned a demure smile folding his arms himself.
	The ride became pleasantly quiet. Once inside the palace, Dregin carried his to-be-niece to the Damselfly Ring where White Mane resided. He laid the girl on the long couch of the living room. Sky Fall knelt beside her, smoothing back her hair checking her temperature worriedly. She was pale, but the bruises were just as bad. Dregin had gone upstairs, knocking on a door twice before entering. Moments later, he emerged with White Mane wearing a tunic over her night clothes. They both descended the stairs at a more than usual pace for a pair of calmly dignified people. The Crown Prince stepped out of the way when she approached. She checked Revvine's pulse in the neck, then picked up the hand to examine the nails. A slight gasp escaped her lips. She looked at the girl's face again.
	"She's poisoned by the briars. But I've never seen one that has this coloring in the face before."
	Sky Fall hemmed his throat. "Those are bruises, your Imperial Majesty. She and I fought last night."
	"What? You hit this girl?"
	"She had a weapon."
	Dregin was bemused by the revelation. "So, did she resist you or are you saying she tried to kill you?"
	His nephew shot him a horrible look instinctively, then corrected himself. "I didn't recognize her initially. We fought in the dark hallway."
	White Mane eyed him in puzzlement, until she turned to examine the rest of Revvine's body. Upon seeing the dried blood on the inner thighs and smears further along the leg, she clicked a snappy hiss on her tongue. "Dear Goddess, what did you do to this poor girl!"
	Both males turned their heads in opposite directions. Sky Fall pivoted to march away. The older man recovered sooner than the other and spoke bravely:
	"Please make her whole again. She needs to walk through the Dragonfly Halls as a bride."
	She picked up the patient's left hand with the ring. Her gaze could stab daggers into his nephew's back. And if he had faced her, she had the look to castrate him, too. "No. She's perfect this way. The bleeding virgin who can never bear a seed. Is that how you like it?"
	"White Mane." Dregin intervened.
	"I asked to see her. Not be delivered like...like this!"
	"I don't think he could resist, not with how fragrant she is. Her scent is all over him."
	That was when Sky Fall turned around, quite angry though he remained calm. "Your Imperial Majesty, there lies the dilemna of my mission. She hates us, because of what you did. I wouldn't have to subdue her if you hadn't put your roses in her home."
	"Oh so this is my fault?"
	"I didn't say that. But she declared herself The Poisoned Rose and that with every breath she has she will kill Falshirens while she lives. Who calls themselves the very thing that they suffer?"
	"The Poisoned Rose.... How many did she kill so far?"
	Dregin hissed in a sigh. "A solid nine of our ambassadors to the southlands. The pretty little thing is deadly. Imagine that? All thanks to you, dear."
	She scoffed. "Trying to drive a wedge between us and Tarenne."
	The Emperor gave his nephew a signal with his eyes' expression. Sky Fall came back to Revvine's side on one knee, holding her head. "Empress, will you forgive her?"
	The scene was terribly romantic even if twisted in gothic effect. "How much do you want her?"
	"Make her well. She is my Chosen for life. And...I want her to bear my children."
	With consideration, White Mane sighed extensively, nodding with her promise. "I can purge her poison and heal her body, but you are in for a rough ride taming her wrath after what you have done."
	"I know. It's worth the price."
	She was surprised by his answer, looking at him as if he was the world's last wonder.


  Chapter 47

	Bright in the morning, Revvine walked to the mirror on the wall seeing she was without a scratch or bruise on her. Naked in the warm bedchamber with a fire going in the huge fireplace beneath the white marble mantel, she checked herself over extending her arms in the air and turning her palms over again. She looked back at the bed with the laced ruffles on the covers a duo combination of red and white. The pillows were red with white border ruffles. The carpet beneath that bed, at least, was a natural crimson. And the rest of the floor was polished wood with enough space to make another chamber. It reminded her of the Grand Royal Ball, as if all that space was meant for dancing. There were veranda desks lining the other adjacent wall to the bed with shelves that stacked all the way to the ceiling. The sheer white curtains over the floor to ceiling windowed doors to the balcony were like a dress on glass panels to the view outside which was mostly a blue sky of white clouds on first glance.
	The servants came filing in with velvet trays of things she couldn't imagine. Her robes were separated in four parts, hair accessories were on two, makeup was on one, and jewelry yet on another. They all took turns with their individual assigned position to continuously dress her. They even brought in a tri-fold panel full length mirror set. She grew up in a household that had minimal serving slaves. Uncle Padrad believed in self-reliance when grooming was concerned. She had never been served like this. The entire team simultaneously put her shell together to be presentable for...? Yes, she had that big question mark as to who she was meeting to be dressed this extravagantly. Because Sky Fall of Falshire was by no means this prestigious. That reminded her into checking her naked hands. After what he had done to her, she wouldn't mind starting something immoral in his halls, and that included his father the King himself. At the end, they brought over the mirrors for her inspection with her own eyes at how everything looked. She made a smile, which pleased them all very much. They retrieved everything as they filed back out. They bid her well, informing her that breakfast would be served shortly.
	Left alone, she was free with her own thoughts for a while.She was angry. A vicious wrath boiled inside her, though she contained it as her Uncle had taught her. There is no point in resorting to open acts if you can get even by design. That was what he used to say to the boys during those wine-filled dinners, which was often once they turned twelve. She, however, was the extra child, or rather the pampered little princess in his household. He never allowed her to do much, though he encouraged her to learn self-preservation. The unfortunate thing about her was she was ordinary by all the terms that defined those who were exceptional. She was poor at martial combat skills, horse riding, politics, academics, music (tone deaf), painting arts, and even cooking. All she had left were writing letters, caligraphy, and a passion for justice with regards to her people. What changed all that plain and uselessness about her was when the rose briars were planted in her home one day. That day was marked by an earthquake that shook every house ever built on Grace land. The hedges were blackened vines with roses as red as cardinals to crimson blood. Uncle Padrad had warned them never to touch any of those roses. 
	And of course, she had avoided those hedges. Until that faithful day. She had been drawing water from the well. When she turned around, the hedge had overgrown into the area with huge blooming roses, all practically the size of her head. And then, she heard a cry from the other side. Aunt Trink's voice was one mangled in pain and horror as Uncle Padrad called out uselessly. In her sudden adrenaline reacting to the distress, she had braved through the wall of thorns and barbs ripping her tunic to shreds and cutting her skin open. There, she had a fleeting glimpse of Trink being swallowed up by the wall of roses even as Padrad held onto her wrist and hands. And then, the hedge pushed him back with spikes growing out like pincers and stiletos. He was forced back. When he recovered his bearing, he met Revvine trapped in the hedge halfway. Shocked with anguish, he ran toward her, groped for her shoulders and dragged her free.
	"Revvine, foolish girl!" 
	She had never seen him cry like that. A grown man with tears like rivers over her. Even the tears for Trink were kept private. An odd emotion took over her then. He carried her back into the house, calling for Passi to draw a bath and to bring out every milk-sap to mint balm available. As Passi worked, he ordered for the boys to get her mother. When everyone was gathered, he had the two women bathe her, ripping every thorn they found on her body. The boys were put to work on blending the salve together. He went to drink a whole bottle of Pruzian Black. When they were done bathing her, he had the boys leave the room while instructing the women to start rubbing her down with the salve. She screamed in pain then as her skin stung with the mint eating into her. He jumped up at her side to hold her down, barking at the women to keep doing that. They did as they were told. It took all of what's left of the day and late into the night until they used up all the salve to close her cuts. And then sometime before dawn, she crept her way up sneaking past them because she was thirsty. Her thirst lured her outside, thinking to go to the well, but she detoured for the nightmare instead. The smell of blood and rose drew her to the bush. She found the roses were dripping with the crimson sap. Plucking one, she ate the flower like a juicy salad. She ate without fail, feeling the need to fill her stomach. When full, she found herself miraculously clean of cuts and scabs. Her skin was perfectly smooth like silk, even the flesh on her bones had become supple. She got up, seeing Padrad was still sleeping in the chair by the fireplace. With the light from the window, he seemed so pale, so peaceful, so serene. When he stirred awake, she ran for her room.
	In the course of but two days, things turned for the worst possible. She found she had a need to be close to him. At first, he allowed her to sit with him after dinner. He ate what he could and drank. He drank so much sorrow, she wanted to comfort him, but he treated her as a child. She didn't care how Passi looked at her or how her mother was concerned in seeing how she was behaving. And then, she moved closer, sitting on his lap instead of the arm of the chair by the hearth, resting her head on his shoulder. He was still drunk, calling for another bottle. They obliged him as he was always in a bad mood. He patted her on the shoulder.
	"Revvy, you're getting big and heavy. These old bones of mine can't hold your weight like they used to."
	"Would you rather I lose some weight?"
	"No. You're fine."
	"Please don't be lonely, Padrad." She reached for his chest beneath his shirt. "Allow your niece to comfort you."
	He sighed. "There were times I wish you hadn't been my niece, but my own daughter----" Her hand had gone down to his naval as her lips were on his chin. "What are you doing?----Nine fucking hells!"
	The bottle was chucked to the fireplace shattering on the brick base. He jumped up out of that chair quick, retrieving the stileto blade from the mantel pointing it at her. She cowered in the chair shaking in fear and tears. Isinn jumped in between them with raised palms.
	"Lord Padrad, she's just a child!"
	"Child---? Your daughter! She...!" He backed away to the wine shelf to retrieve another bottle of Pruzian Black. He yanked off the cork between his teeth. His eyes never left them as he took a swig. "What did you do, Revvy? Did you touch the bleeding roses?"She nodded, still cowering with her hands over her head and face. He cursed then. Every known curse in the Gorran tongue. "Isinn, get out of my way." The woman grovelled and begged. "Get-out-of-my-way!" He kicked her to the side to confront his niece. "Drink this." He handed the bottle to her. 
	She drank from the mouth of the bottle licking the rim to taste his saliva first before chugging it. His consternation was of abhorrence. She began to cry. "I'm still your niece, why do you look at me that way?"
	"You're poisoned, child."
	"I wish you love me. Please love me the way you love her. She's gone."
	"You don't know what you're talking about!" he snapped, and gave her a hard slap across the face. "Wake up, Revvy!" he begged in his torn roar.
	She hopped off the chair, grabbing hold of his legs. "I can't help it, Padrad." Weeping, she clung to him.
	"Get off me! Get her off me!" The others had to pry her loose. All four of them, the two women had her by the arms and the boys grabbed her feet. "You are no niece of mine, you wanton...thing---thing of abomination!" He tossed the stileto at her knees. "Go to the woods and end yourself honorably. I can't have people talk about this obsession of yours."
	"Lord Padrad, I beg of you!" Isinn was on her knees with clasped hands.
	"You can go with her and watch. I don't care if you don't come back." To be serious, he threw the bottle on the floor at them, shattering it and spilling the wine.
	Mother and daughter had to get up. Isinn picked up the stileto carefully to avoid the shards of glass. She had to drag her daughter out of there. They were free to leave the grounds as always, but Revvine felt terrible pain from the faux bleeding of her heart to be thrown out this way. When alone in a thicket, her mother held her letting her cry her heart out. Then, when she calmed down, her mother held her head tenderly.
	"Please, daughter, I've never raised you as a mother should, but I beg of you, don't do this."
	"He hates me," Revvine said weepingly.
	"No," Isinn shook her head. "He loves you, but as a fatherly uncle. He doesn't have the heart to hurt you. He drove you out to save you, dear child."
	"I know I shouldn't but I love him----"
	"It's the bleeding roses. A cursed philter. Did you taste from them?"
	Revvine nodded emphatically. "I ate them the other day before dawn, because I was thirsty."
	"Gentle Goddess, why?"
	"I don't know. They called to me."
	"Listen to me, daughter. This is not your fault. It is the Empress. She put these roses here."
	"I can't fight the Empress!"
	"Fight for your life, Rev. Fight for your own freedom. Do anything to be free. I've been rescued....redeemed by you and Talland." Isinn had tears welling up then. "I ask for nothing more. You two make your own path. This poison will spurn you toward other men. You will obsess over your blood Uncle to the day you die, but you can take revenge on the Empress. You can take it on her people." Isinn thought for a moment. "Wait here. I will be back."
	Revvine watched her mother walk back into Grace stabbing the stileto blade into the bleeding roses soaking it with the gore. She came back up to the thicket.
	"Mother...."
	"Now, this blade carries the poison. It will cause whoever you stab to fall in love with you and they won't resist the death blow to the heart...."
	Revvine lost tears for herself a long while ago. She had killed nine men without remorse. Her heart had grown hard, being this far away from home alone. She was neither afraid or ashamed of her body.
	She discovered soon enough that the doors to the balcony were locked. A mist was outside obscuring the scenic view of anything beyond the empty terrace. Bored, she sighed walking away. As she was about to open the door, the servant knocked on the other side. Or so she thought. When she opened the door, the first sight of a man since her waking moment in this strange place was none other than Sky Fall. He was dressed in a light blue set of robes that resembled the cut of a mantle with gold trims and lines. A matching silk headband was tied around his forehead featuring dragonflies embroidered to the center with a sapphire mounted there. She slammed the door hard in his face. Picking up her dress, she ran to drag all the chairs and tables in the chamber to jam up the door. She began shedding the dress on her, but it was made with such a complicated fashion, she struggled to get the layers off, tearing at skirts and whatever seamline she could pierce her nails through. As she was busy doing that, she didn't realize he had come through the second door from the connecting chamber to the bathroom. His laugh caused her to turn around in bewilderment. He crossed his arms, palms holding his elbows as he looked her over from head to toes. By force of habit, she went to him with a raised fist except she was missing her weapon.
	He let out a sigh as if this was a repeated ritual between them. Deflecting her attacking arm, he slipped his other arm around her waist instead of sending a jab her way into her side. He lifted her easily and threw her onto the bed. Smoothing back his hair, he went back the way he came.
	"The Empress wishes to see you, but with that ripped dress, I'll have to delay her while I send another one, Rev."
	The door was closed sharply behind him. Sure enough, another dress was brought in by the servants. They were informed to come in through the other way. This time, the dress was actually a double layered red on blue robes. Embellished patterns were sewn into the lapels. Even the sash belt was ornate with embroidery. An attendant bowed and gestured for her to follow as she was escorted to see the Empress. Breakfast was more like a picnic on a marble table on a terrace overlooking the cloister stone garden. Jade green grapes on a dish, cinnamon sugared toast, bacon, waffles with melty jam and powdered sugar, and juice were decadently set in place. The Empress, however, was not breaking fast. She ate happily when Revvine arrived. The attendant guided her to the stool beside the white-haired woman who embodied regality in a robe dress that was made like samite yet cut to fit elegantly to her figure.
	"Usually, a maiden is instructed to curtsie in my presence, but I'm making today an exception for your sake...and my nephew."
	As if on cue, he appeared on the upper terrace. He stood there looking at them briefly before turning away. Revvine watched him walk behind the wall making his way around the bend and disappeared. The Empress noticed how the girl's eyes wandered his way without realizing what was really taking place. Revvine shook her head as if to shake off her mind's delusion. She looked at the table. The Empress was in suspension holding her fork and knife. Revvine lifted her skirts lowering herself into a curtsie, which pleased the Empress. When she finally found her way to look up she was awestruck by how young the seated looked defying the white hair, except for the eyebrows which were clearly colored to have the look of sandy brown.
	"Your Imperial Majesty."
	"Yes?"
	"I don't understand the ways of the imperial courts, may I be excused?"
	"You may not. I asked for your presence, you will oblige me. Now, sit."
	Revvine sat down carefully. Every fibre of her being was trembling with terror to be this close to the enemy, not just any enemy, but the culprit that just about destroyed her House. She hid her hands under the table gripping them together to avoid shaking.
	"Tell me about your uncle. The Grace Captain."
	"My uncle?"
	"Yes. I find breakfast can be boring without a conversation."
	"He was a hopeful man for years. Up until you killed his first wife, he became a lonely man."
	"You love him?"
	"Of course."
	"You're shaking, Revvine. Why are you shaking? It's not that cold out here."
	Revvine swallowed, not liking how this meeting was turning out. She gripped onto her wrists. The Empress prepared a plate for her, setting toast and waffles in place, adding the cup of juice.
	"I think you're lying to me," the Empress said.
	"I have no reason to, your Imperial Majesty."
	The Empress smiled, glancing her over. "Do eat something. I have a few questions for you." The woman even waited for the girl to take a bite of toast, finish chewing and swallow. "What do you think of my nephew?...Sky Fall of Falshire."
	"I don't want to ever see him again."
	"Are you sure you find him that appalling?"
	"I just...I just can't stand the sight of him."
	"Now why is that?"
	"It's the way he looks at me."
	"That's an excuse, Revvine. But is it the truth?"
	"Yes. I would rather never see him again."
	"Well, then in that case-----" 
	White Mane struck her in the forehead with a hard gripping hand, rubbing the palm over her eyes. Revvine felt the pinch of pain as leakage seeped through her eyelids. She began to breathe heavily when the grip was removed with the Empress returning to her seat.
	"Wh-what have you done to me?"
	"I granted your wish. You will no longer see with your eyes."
	Revvine grimaced, realizing she had been blinded. "Please kill me."
	"On the contrary. I want relations with Gorra. What better bridge than to have you marry my nephew in the name of peace?"
	Her hands came up touching her face, delicately around the eyes. She couldn't tell if she was crying. Some of that wetness reached her mouth. She tasted her own blood, which was mixed with the bitter of rose. And then, she calmed turning dark in mood.
	"I won't love your nephew."
	"Why not? He's handsome, young, and royalty all in a neat package."
	"I love my uncle, and would never hurt him with betrayal to my House in this obvious sham marriage you offer."
	By now, Sky Fall walked quietly into view. No doubt he heard the last words. The Empress gestured for him to sit down. She pointed to the toast. He smiled as he began ripping it into bite size pieces.
	"Well, regardless, you will be marrying at least one dragonfly of Falshire even if it's not Sky Fall. I've made the announcement public already. Your family has been informed as well. I doubt they will attend the wedding ceremony, which will be in the public. Unless you wish them dead...?" The toast was put to Revvine's lips. "Eat." The girl was hand-fed by the Crown Prince. She parted her lips to have the toast push in her mouth. She chewed reluctantly, frowning sourly, which amused her fiance. "And I will make good on treating you so that you will bear an heir that binds our two people."
	Revvine chewed with distaste. "I doubt that."
	"Oh?"
	"I ate over two days worth of your bleeding roses before leaving Gorra."
	Her statement shocked the Crown Prince into staring at her.
	The Empress let out a patient sigh,"Really? Hmmm...and you think I can't reverse the effect of that?" A laugh ensued. "I will have you on a regimen of medicinal treatments that will make you very fertile. You will bear an heir before long."
	The girl scowled as the toast was pushed between her lips. She opened her mouth receiving it and the thumb on her teeth. She pushed his thumb out with her tongue, then closed her mouth to chew. He stared at her with an obvious need to show her his desires.
	The wedding ceremony was real, though she didn't have the eyes to see it. They had put her in a dress that was as heavy as armor with all the layers with a mention that much of the weight came from the thousands of pearls sewn to it. Her head-dress came with a veil to cover over half of her face to prevent others from seeing her sealed eyes. As if for good measure, they had put a blindfold into place before putting it on her. A strong arm was lent to her as she was led up the steps of the pulpit in the Imperial Great Hall. The faint scent of Pruzian Black touched her nose. She wondered how that could be. As she leaned over to sniff around, a waft of roses in the bouquet she held covered it all up. Thus, she let it pass without a further thought. Maids held the train of her dress. There were sounds in that great place that indicated there were thousands of people in there watching the whole wedding. The throngs of clarions and trumpets announced the arrival of the groom. So many people murmuring together in the pandemonium, she wished she hadn't agreed to this at all. Then, all was quiet. Her hand was placed in she assumed to be the groom's palm.
	"With this ring, I am your husband in this life. I promise to protect, to love, and to cherish you to the end of my days." A thick band was shoved onto her third finger on the left hand.
	Then, it was her turn, a ring was placed in her palm. She gulped, sniffling as she cried. "With this ring...I am...your wife for life.... I promise...to protect----"
	He joined her in unison.
	"----to love, and to cherish you to the end of my days."
	He took the ring and placed it on himself. At his guidance, they turned around together, left hands clasped and raised to reveal to the world. The announcer spoke:
	"Crown Prince Sky Fall of Falshire joins Lady Revvine of Grace today in holy matrimony with peace to the lands! Let the celebration begin."
	What she didn't see was her family had, indeed, attended the wedding. Padrad stood proudly in the front row between Isinn and Passivah with the two young boys, Denthe and Aithen who simply were in awe by the huge audience at this event. The males of the House of Grace were dressed in their finest, all in the shades of pine and spruce with the motley sleeveless tunic patterned like the Goshawk. The women were each wearing dresses that reflected the autumn colors. Isinn's dress had golden oak leaves patterned onto the soft purple background. Passivah had ferns all over her chartreuse plane.Amid the crowds applauding in unison and sighs of awe, Sky Fall made the point to kiss his bride, though he kept it proper. The pandemonium in the Imperial Great Hall echoed with riots of laughter. Padrad regarded that with surprise and mirth, grinning inadvertently. Isinn saw and turned to him with a wide smile of her own. He nodded. She hugged him then which surprised even him at that point. Passivah tapped on him to turn toward her for a kiss.
	After all the raucous, all the wine and dine at the reception party, they were finally in the privacy of their own bedchamber. The servants were ordered away. Their wedding clothes were removed. All they had on were their under garments. Revvine still had the blindfold on. She felt him pressing his lips to her cheek on the corner of her mouth. Backing away, she avoided his touch. He grabbed her by the waist molding himself onto her. She was hardly a challenge to his strength, though she resisted with turning her head every which way possible. Frustrated, he uttered a huffing sigh. Quite defiantly, she stood there somewhat smirking. He looked at that mouth of hers feeling the arousal in him churning.
	"I'm going to teach you."
	The lines of her mouth shrank into that disagreeable sour frown. At once, she felt herself dragged off above the floor and thrown onto the bed. His weight pinned her to the mattress as he coiled some soft material around her arms to the bed's headboard. He moved around to work on her ankles, putting the same on them. She could still move her legs, though only her thighs could close together. He pulled on whatever was tied to her ankles parting her legs wide. She began to panic then, breathing heavily, nervous of what to come. This wasn't the idea of consummation she imagined between a husband and wife. She was married to a monster. Her under blouse was being parted.
	He chuckled lightly. "Your nipples are happy to receive your lord." His breath was on her skin as he tasted her breasts. "Mmm...sweet." He continued to do that as his hand wandered down to her womanhood, fingering her slowly, touching only the outside of her panties.
	She whimpered as he inspired pleasure out of her. "Don't! I don't want to bear your seed!"
	"Who said anything about making an heir tonight? I just want your pleasure." He moved up, dabbing his dragging kisses on her chest, neck, and chin. "What I had at the Kingfisher wasn't enough. I want more." He took her mouth then. Within moments, his manhood found its way past the side of her panties into her. "Aw, Goddess...awww.... You won't admit how you want me, but damn wet around this man...." He moaned and groaned thrusting into her without fail reaching that point of no return.
	In truth, he was right. She was in full blown pleasure beneath him. Her body heaved toward that part of him that was driving pleasure into her to no bounds. He kissed her again as he rode her like a mad mare in heat. And she matched his intensity....


Chapter 48

	"Lord Padrad!" the messenger called out as the Goshawk was about to climb onto his horse. He turned to see what was the matter. "Her eminence requests your audience."
	"Her eminence?..."
	"Yes, the Empress."
	Hmm...what could this mean? Padrad sighed. "Just a moment." He went to the wagon. Passivah came out of the front lifting the curtain. 
	"We will wait for you, my Lord."
	"It might take a while. Go eat."
	She nodded. "We'll still be here with our meals."
	He nodded. Turning, he gestured for the messenger to lead the way. They went around the street to the Gander Inn, which surprised him to meet the Empress in such a place. He was led to a grand suite on the opposite side from the usual suite he had booked often for family vacations. This chamber was very different. It was larger and decorated with many shiny gold knick-knacks and a chandelier was above. The Empress sat at the table with food to spare.
	"Why didn't you bring the family?"
	"Imperial Majesty, the messenger said you wanted to see me?"
	"No, this is a meal since the reception. We are in-laws now."
	He never trusted this woman with her cryptic manners. Not an ounce of her was sincere. "Yes, well, we are pressed for time to return to Grace." He made himself smile. "Thank you for taking in my niece."
	"You don't feel she is a token of peace between our peoples?"
	"Oh, I'm very proud of her taking on the challenge. The poor girl never had a lesson in politics in all her life."
	White Mane mocked a giggle. "I see. To think I was concerned about some minor issue before I approved the marriage."
	"Concern?"
	"Her fondness for you seems a bit too loyal for a niece."
	"Ah." He nodded knowingly. "Yes, she is poisoned."
	"From what?"
	"Some bleeding roses around my House a while ago."
	"I see. Lord Goshawk, do sit down. I will keep this short."
	He nodded, smiling politely though reticently. He took the seat at the farthest end and closest to the door.
	"Well, my nephew told me that there are no roses left on your premises. Could you share with me how that came about? Even if to cross me for once."
	"I would rather not, your Imperial Majesty."
	"You know, with your niece in the palace, there is much you can do during your visits. In the meantime, your family will be staying at the guest house within the imperial walls."
	He darkened immediately. "I'd rather not, Empress. My niece is married to your husband's nephew. For better or for worse, I pray for her happiness. But if you wish to end the line of my House as is, do as you will. I tire of this war. And if I may be so bold," he made his tone light and mocking, "last I heard, Tarenne has reclaimed all of Zandria on their own. Such is the great mystery of your maiden family's power."
	She was cool, very calm in nature when she chose to be, as within design of some scheme. Of that, he understood was part of her character. "Regardless, I'd rather you live here with us."
	"And I say, I'd rather not."
	She set down the silverware, ticking her tongue between her teeth. "I have a fair guess how the roses were removed. I'm just curious by whom. And to be blunt, that is probably the person you have fealty to."
	"I have fealty to no one, Empress. You are mistaken gravely in that respect."
	She giggled coldly. "All right, it has been an interesting conversation. I'll see you to your door and the gates with your family."
	He stood and waited on her. At the door, he opened it for her to walk there. "Ladies first," he said.
	"Such chivalry. No wonder Trink favored you," she said walking through the door.
	"Actually, I favored her. She was in love with Tyron before she realized I'm the better choice."
	"Tyr...." She clenched and unclenched her jaw. "He died in the last war, didn't he?"
	"Yes, Empress." When she turned to face him, he smiled politely for good measure. And he could tell she was livid over the subject he brought up. That name belonged to his eldest brother who did things much worse than Reiyane during the war. He had enslaved Tarenne for a brief time.
	"Well," she recovered her cool facade, "Trink certainly made a fine choice in the end. You are definitely the true Hawk of Grace."
	He wished he could slap this woman, but she was a witch with powers beyond his capacity as a mortal could understand. He felt strange walking behind a beautiful woman his own height. Scarier yet, was her lightness compared to his own dark features.
	"Is there any way I can persuade you to stay for a while?"
	"How long is a while, Empress?"
	She turned her head far enough to corner her eyes at him. "Subject to your decision and the welfare of Lady Revvine."
	Now, he was alarmed, eyes glaring curiously at her. "What is that supposed to mean?"
	She diverted from walking down the hall to set her hand on the rail of the banister on the second floor overlooking the floor down below full of people dining. "As you have seen, she walked down the aisle in that veil."
	He was appalled by the idea implied. "Yes. Was that not the way of Falshiren tradition?"
	"Mm, no. Your niece asked me to take her eyes out. I thought it might have been some emotional trauma related to you, being that she...is very much fond of you."
	Terror and guilt struck him in all places the seven stars could shoot through him starting from the heart like blasting meteorites. "All thanks to your bleeding roses...." He nearly added bitch to the end of that sentence.
	"Mm-hmm," she nodded. "I'm just curious why she chose to do that on your behalf."
	"On my behalf----?"
	That was when she turned halfway to face him. "She killed nine of our good ambassadors. Yet, my husband," she denoted, "pardoned her...in a gesture for peace. You should know, I have treated her for the poison, but she still believes it is in her. Now that is a matter of her mental health rather than before which was the effects of the poison that affected her mind."
	"You...purged her poison?"
	"Yes. And yet she confesses that she loves you more than the groom."
	"Well, then maybe your poison ate more of her head than we thought."
	She was much too calm for his liking. "Can you explain to me why a girl her age would make it her point to eat two days' worth of bleeding roses and commit murder on nine men?"
	He blanched, quivering with rage and disbelief. "She did what? That's impossible! That child can't even hold her own weight in a fight with my two youngest boys. You're lying!"
	She blinked, perhaps that was the most she could do with that stoic face of hers. The fact that he forgot she was empress for a full moment in his tirade was apparently taken into account. He had the ordacity to call her a liar. "Lord Goshawk, I didn't realize you had that in you."
	His face reddened. "Could.... Could you please get to the point, your Imperial Majesty?"
	"Like I said from the beginning, I would like you and your family to stay for a while. As in-laws, there is no point for you to stay at an inn. Our guest houses are perfectly furnished to accommodate you."
	Contemplating her offer, he sifted through all that was said, weighing in the accusations as much as her hint at Revvine's mental capacity. So much all at once. "Your Imperial Majesty, I appreciate your offer. I recognize that we are in-laws now. However, children come of age and own their responsibilities. They owe that to society. I will not interfere with my niece's marriage. It is of her own doing and may the Fates be kind. She is married into your family now. We consider her Falshiren."
	White Mane inhaled an indignant breath. "That's not the problem, Lord Goshawk. We need an heir that is forthcoming. Your niece may not want to oblige her husband with one...being that she is attached to you. Excuse me, I meant to say loyalty to you."
	Again, Padrad reddened. That same hint was being brought up again. Even if the poison had some residual effect on Revvine, but he realized just maybe the root cause of it was, because his niece had idolized him in some way or form. And to free her from that love for him, he was being needed to be a part of her life once again. Or at least, that's what this woman was implying. He never thought he made such an impact in that child's life.
	"I would like to see my family, please."
	They walked together into the palace itself. The guards saluted upon seeing her. She led him to a part within the grounds all the way through the belt of royalty. The guest house she mentioned earlier turned out to be a full residence comprised of two full mansions. He looked over to her questionably. Clearly, it was a bribe, though disguised as a gesture of goodwill between in-laws. His family must have seen him in the courtyard. They all came out of the mansion on the left, anxious to greet him. White Mane stayed behind at a distance to give them privacy.
	"We were led here. The driver was replaced." Isinn spoke nervously.
	"I know." He nodded. "The Empress wishes to keep us. What say you?"
	"No." Both women replied bluntly at the same time.
	He chuckled inside. Apparently, both had the intuition to see White Mane as a threat, if not a dangerous adversary neither had the power to contend with. "Um, she has informed me that Revvine is ill. And that family support would serve her interests. More to the point, she wants to encourage political ties with a binding heir." He sped through the last sentence.
	"I didn't realize marriage could be so complicated," Passivah remarked. They turned their eyes on Isinn.
	"Don't look at me. I didn't marry royalty."
	"Yes, but you are noble born," Padrad noted.
	"I could say the same of you."
	He cleared his throat. "Fiefdom to an earldom is like comparing eggs to rocks."
	She shot him a look. "That was before we had relations. Regardless, we're family now."
	"Don't say it like that," he complained with a sour face. "You're my brother's widow. We're not that related."
	Her expression was astonished for a moment, then she realized his sensitivity. "Yes, Lord Padrad."
	For some odd reason, he detected a curl on her lips. Since when did he have so many women in his life anyway? He stepped toward Passivah just to be on the safe side. Not that she was much of a fence.
	"Do you think Revvine's illness is a ploy?" Passivah asked.
	Chewing on the inside of his cheek, he folded his arms. "I wish it was. Hate damn half truths, they're the worst lies."
	"What's the illness?"
	His consternation was one of rage and annoyance. "I swear if she was my daughter, all this would go away."
	Passivah understood then. Isinn grew apologetic. She spoke up on her daughter's behalf. "Well, you didn't exactly let her down easy."
	"Oh, so you knew she has been like that for a while?"
	"She can't help looking up to you. With the father she had, how he treated me in front of the children. You're the hero in her life story. What with that first wife of yours in your many war stories. You practically swept her off her feet being this wonderful Grace Captain, the real life chivalrous noble warrior and all."
	"When you put it in those terms," he said dryly, "I seem to be at fault here."
	"You threw her into the Crown of Falshire. I can't blame you there."
	"Yes, but she does. She has openly refused to bear them an heir."
	Isinn was pinching back a smile on her lips. "I have to admit, if I had known you as Trinkera did, I'd be in line with Passi, too."
	"Oh, do please shut your mouth."
	"Em, Revvy would've really been your daughter then," Passivah added, before shutting up. The two were really giggling silently.
	Angrily, he marched back to the Empress with his resolve. "We will return in the spring. In the meantime, allow her to see again, with her eyes, please."
	"Should I even mention that you will visit?"
	"No."
	"Then, I look forward to spring when you do come this way. Being your in-law is quite interesting, Lord Goshawk."
	"I will keep things civil. My land is merely a pebble to the Empire that is the mountain." He spread his arms for his family to come. They gathered around him quick.
	The Empress had to oblige to their insistence for departure. She ordered the guards to bring back his horse and the carriage with their drawn horses. Everything was intact, nothing more, nothing less. They left the palace with her standing at the gate watching them. The breezes stirred around her gently. The women and children looked back at her until they were out of sight. He never looked back, not once.


Chapter 49

	It was night with moonlight drowning the stars. He had stopped tying her up in the past few days. His lips were the familiar touch to her chin and neck. His scent was the same licorice spice on sweat. His body was the same hotness that held her every night, though she wondered if on occasion they were during the day. He had gotten up to re-hydrate himself with water. She sat in bed, reaching up to the silk sash over her eyes, wondering why he put it on her routinely. Pulling it down, she breathed nervously, daring to open her eyelids. She parted them slowly at first, then widened with blinks seeing her environment. When he came back with a glass of water for her, he stood staring at her as if struck with a beam. When he overcame that moment, he handed her the glass. She drank to quench her thirst. He replaced the glass on the night stand. There were no words between them. He lay down in bed, drawing her to lie down with him under the covers for a peaceful night's sleep.
	A wiggle moved inside Revvine's abdomen below the naval area. She lay in bed turning away from Sky Fall, pressing her face to the pillow. The wiggle happened again. Her eyes popped open. That was strange. It was like a worm was squirming in there. She sat up and felt the fit of nausea attack her. Quickly, she ran to the bathroom, vomiting in the basin, but nothing came up since she hadn't eaten breakfast yet. Grabbing the hand towel, she wiped the spit from her mouth and tears. She had thought she was infertile all this time. But this...this could mean....!
	"No...can't be," she whispered to herself.
	"Rev, what's the matter, honey?"
	She spun around seeing him in the doorway. Covering her mouth, she felt the onslaught of her tears. Running for the door, she pulled him out the way to run through. She ran across the floor, out the door of the bedchamber, searching through corridors until she could find a banister. The stairs were steep, over a hundred steps high. Vertigo came onto her senses, warning her of danger and pain or injury.
	"Rev, what do you think you're doing?"
	The servants came running to the area. If they reached within distance of her, they would stop her. With tears streaming down her face, she sniffled with tremors all over her as she backed away. He was struck with horror, eyes widening in realization to what she was about to do. As he moved forward, she ran further toward the stairs, turning around to avoid looking at the steps as she backed into them, letting her heels catch. She toppled down that staircase rolling all the way to the bottom short of a dozen steps. He had called out to her, but it was too late.
	She survived that without breaking her neck. After the Empress examined her, the miscarriage was declared to his morose disappointment. The white haired woman stared at her for quite some time before getting up. They went into the next chamber. Revvine could hear them through the door.
	"I warned you this would happen. Why can't you be patient?"
	"I can't help it, your Imperial Majesty."
	"Can't help your sack of balls? Where have I heard that before?"
	"You don't know what it's like to sleep next to the one you want all the time."
	"I was young once."
	"Yeah, once. I'm young now."
	"You better learn bedding is the woman's right. Don't just force it on her."
	"I haven't been abusive."
	"Did you even ask her to bear your seed? Or did you even have the sense to pull back before seeding?"
	Silence. Long Silence.
	"Aren't you going to say something now?"
	"I have nothing to say."
	"Nothing to say...?" White Mane's tone was sardonic. "What were you thinking all that time, Sky Fall? Did you even think at all?!"
	"All right, I admit it. I did it on purpose. I told you I wanted children with her!"
	"Keep your voice down."
	Then, their voices were softer and inaudible. While they continued arguing in there, the King and Queen arrived entering through the main door. They were at her bedside. The Queen had been crying. Revvine could see the bleary eyes on her, red around the rims of those fickle blue-green eyes. She couldn't stop the guilt that suddenly planted itself in her now. That older woman's face reminded her of her own mother. The lines and the teary-eyed look about her face. She suddenly felt homesick. The Queen reached out to her hand with warm palms. That touch made things worse on the already sad face. Revvine had to shut her eyes, swallowing the tightness in her throat and looking away when she did open them again.
	"Where is Sky Fall?" Sundan demanded.
	He was loud enough to alert the other two into opening the door. Sky Fall was still in his pajamas walking back in the bedchamber with White Mane behind him. He stood with his head hung as a boy before the presence of his father who stood no taller than him. The older man was very crossed with him. A hard slap was administered. The son stood his ground taking that humiliating blow solemnly. His eyes were kept to his feet or closed when the next one came across the same cheek again and again. By the fifth one, White Mane intervened groping Sundan's wrist and standing between them.
	"He's my son!" Sundan snapped.
	"And he's my nephew!" she retorted in kind.
	"Be quiet!" Jenna ordered them both. They turned their faces toward her, except Sky Fall who was still in punishment. "Leave us, please." The adults moved for the door. "You, too, Sky." They filed out the door quietly. When alone, Jenna reached up smoothing back Revvine's hair. Her left hand held onto Revvine's with a firm gentle grasp. She next put that on her lap to cover it with her other palm. "He won't bother you again, dear. I will send him away."
	Revvine turned back looking at her in shock. "Where to?"
	"It doesn't matter, dear. He has his duties to serve the kingdom."
	"Oh," she trailed, lowering her eyes.
	"I think it's only fair to have him live in the House of Grace for a while. Maybe he can learn your ways and customs to better serve you."
	That brought the girl's eyelids to roll up in a heartbeat. She shook her head nervously.
	Jenna chuckled softly, turning curious. "Wh-why not? It's only right for him to know your family as you stay here with me and the King. I'll have you know, we miss having a daughter around our halls. It's just more pleasant."
	"It's...it's a bad idea, your Royal Majesty," Revvine almost whined if her tone was any higher.
	"Bad...? I think it's a good idea. He should learn a thing or two from the Grace Captain."
	"Wh-why do you think that, your Royal Majesty?"
	"I've heard great things about your uncle. Is it true he commands several orders of maiden archers?"
	Revvine was careful not to divulge too much about Padrad's business. She nodded. "His favorite is the Bluejay."
	"Ah.... So that is how he raised you." The older woman chuckled in amusment. "The bird, dear."
	Color splashed onto Revvine's face in a warm blush. "No doubt, he thought of you before naming them."
	The girl's eyes lowered to staring at her feet. "He never allowed me to join in any of those activities. He said my bones are weak and too small."
	"Some people are meant to be soldiers, and some are meant to be brides of princes."
	"I'd rather be his niece still."
	"What?" The Queen's expression became puzzled. "You are his niece by blood. Nothing can change that."
	Revvine frowned sadly, taking in some air to fill her suddenly heavy chest and sighed. "He threw me out."
	"Do you miss him?" Jenna asked carefully.The girl nodded. "Well, of course, he is your uncle after all."
	That was when those pretty dark eyes raised with an austere stare. "My mother said he did it to save me. I was a poisoned rose in his house. He couldn't tolerate that. I'd be the same here."
	"What are you saying to me?"
	"Your son is too immature for me."
	Jenna's jaw dropped then. Her hand came up to cover her gaping mouth. "Usually, people of the same age are more compatible."
	"Yes, usually," she trailed, swallowing in her tight throat.
	"Don't worry. I will send for him."
	Melancholy shadowed over Revvine's face. She lay there quietly until her eyes fell over. Jenna watched over her until she began to snore softly, then pressed a gentle kiss over her temple. The covers were put over her shoulders warmly afterwards.
	They were all in the private room by the fireplace when the Queen entered. Dregin and Sundan looked up from where they stood together as a pair of handsome brothers. White Mane was sitting in the chair not far from them, peeking out from behind it as the back was toward the door. Sky Fall was alone by the window. Jenna took a seat in the next chair, landing on her rump with a huff.
	"We have a princess, everyone. She was the jewel of the Grace House, not your commoner's daughter stock." Jenna spoke wryly before running her eyes toward her son.
	"Is that what you assess from talking to her in there?" Sundan asked. "I didn't even hear any yelling."
	"Well, I don't know what to do about her obsession over Gorra," White Mane said with boredom, gently reminding the Queen about the probable cause for Sky Fall's jealousy.
	"It's not an obsession," Jenna replied. "That poor girl was kicked out of her own home."
	"Kicked out?" The Empress sat up with great interest. "What? Why did that happen?"
	"She mentioned it was because of a poisoned rose issue----whatever that means. And I did manage to draw a confession out of her. The biggest complaint about her husband is him being too immature for her."
	All four elders turned their heads to look at Sky Fall. He felt their eyes on him. His teeth could be heard gnashing on themselves.
	"I did not take advantage of her," he said through his teeth. "Please don't look at me like that."
	"I'd say you did, nephew," Dregin contradicted him on purpose. "I've done the same in my lifetime. I can understand your predicament."
	"I haven't, so I wouldn't know what you're talking about," Sundan retorted. "Stop corrupting my son!"
	White Mane sighed. "This is one savage Winter Solstice. Maybe we should all go to Tare for once. Have one big family reunion."
	"That's not a bad idea, dear," Dregin said. "There are spectacular views over there. A lake to the endless sky. And a tower that is all sky overlooking everything below. I'm curious what their next wonder would look like."
	"I see a running theme in your thoughts," White Mane denoted.
	"Can I help liking beautiful things?"
	"I'd say we go together and take Revvine with us. Have her see Solaren to share stories," Sundan said.
	"I haven't seen them in a while," Jenna remarked. "They don't celebrate Winter Solstice with us anymore."
	They arrived in Tare, entering King's Hall only to see Little Phoenix in a meeting with two other youths dressed in tunics over shirt and pants with colors dyed like the mountains. They had Gorran features. Revvine recognized them immediately. She stepped out of the cluster of her new family to see better. The Crown Prince of Zandria looked up seeing the whole clan filling the floor like silent visitors. He had to excuse himself for a moment to greet them. The Gorrans saw each other and merely nodded in acknowledgement.
	Little Phoenix bowed with a palm to his heart in the presence of the elders. "Greetings, your Imperial Majesties, your Royal Majesties."
	"Where are the King and Queen?" White Mane asked.
	"My parents are on a trip to the mountains, your Imperial Majesty."
	The elders all stared at him for a full moment, which made him uncanny where he stood, though he remained silent.
	"My Goddess, has it been that long?" Sundan said. "You've changed so much since I've last seen you. And where is Solaren?"
	"My Lady is vacationing in Tarenne this year, your Royal Majesty. I will dispatch a messenger for her to return here and brief her of your presence."
	Sundan backed away slowly on his step. "Ah, good. That would be good. Who are they?"
	"Apprentices of our Royal Architect. Talland, Roen, please show respect to the Royal and Imperial families of Falshire. Do they need to kneel, your Imperial Majesty?"
	Dregin waved to waive that formality as they bowed deeply. "You're from the House of Grace."
	The youths both smiled lightly upon hearing his recognition.
	"Yes, your Imperial Majesty." Roen replied first.
	Sundan and Jenna tried not to give their son a critical look. "A long way from home, don't you think?" the King mumbled.
	Jenna hemmed her throat softly, glancing at him critically. He merely sighed in reply. "Could we drop all the official titles for one day? It's been a long ride."
	Little Phoenix chagrinned, then donned a polite smile. "Yes, of course. I had forgotten my manners. This way, please." He was stepping with an extended arm toward the side door when Stewart Grey stepped away from the standing desk. "Some refreshments for our guests, Stewart Grey. We will gather in the West Garden."
	The elderly man bowed his head. "Yes, your Highness."
	Talland and Roen were making their exit when Dregin let out an audible sigh. Little Phoenix caught on and turned his eyes on the two. "Do come join us, Tal, and you too, Roen. There hasn't been a gathering like this in ages."
	"Um, your Royal Highness, we have tasks at hand," Roen replied. "Perhaps another day."
	"Master Thoran won't mind you staying half a day," the Crown Prince of Zandria spoke firmly standing in full turn toward them. "I am the Crown at present, and I have to insist under the circumstances." His left brow even quirked lifting a degree and dropping.
	"Yes, your Royal Highness." They bowed diligently before darting looks at each other.
	Everyone were ushered to exit that wide side door by Little Phoenix. He had grown comfortably into his own skin in a drastically short year. Though touched with a shadow, he was adequately pleasant in receiving his guests. He was much calmer than either Dregin or White Mane expected. After that terrible incident in the Jolanni Caverns, they knew he could be in a volatile state at some point, but here he was much different than how they imagined him. Yet, that single moment displayed his understanding of power like no other his age with how he compelled the Gorrans to attend this exclusive affair.
	The servants brought out food, beverages, and wine set on the table lined with enough dishes for everybody. While the table was being set, they each gathered to separate clusters. The Falshire royals were a trio to the left. Revvine had wandered toward the Gorrans. White Mane stood in the corner watching the whole scene. Dregin, however, stood beside Little Phoenix who oversaw all in the cloister.
A bubbling stream flowed through the other end. A fire pit was built beside it, glowing red flames at the moment as split logs were placed there. The night chill of autumn was gathering in the afternoon on the tundras. A red moon was rising in the darkened blue sky smeared with silvery clouds.
	"Very good news, little sister," Roen was heard saying softly. She whispered something back, and he replied. "Don't worry about that. Father will surely forgive you. He never gets angry with us."
	"I hope so."
	"I think he knew what was the heart of the matter, Revvy." Talland added. "You shouldn't put a thorn in it."
	"Must you mock me, Brother?"
	He shut his mouth, looking the other way as she glared at him, though her eyes were rimming with tears.
	Little Phoenix noticed that conversation. His keen eyes also saw the newly married Sky Fall staring at her back with a longing that was a fraction compared to his own as his object of affection was far from reach at the moment. He also noticed the Emperor was eyeing him with cause for concern.
	"Please, everyone, take your seats," he said loudly. "A long ride makes hunger and thirst. I can't treat my guests so poorly as to have you stand when food is served."
	All the maids switched to filling glasses with wine and water. Everyone gathered at the table. They sat down. Revvine chose to be seated between Talland and Roen on the far end. Sky Fall was forced to sit with his parents. Dregin sat beside them and Little Phoenix, while White Mane was across from him. The fire pit gave off a burst as if snapping. Heat permeated the air around them warmly. Little Phoenix raised his glass of wine toward everyone.
	"And dinner will be served at twilight promptly later." He took a sip and began to eat with breaking bread first. Seeing that the meal was light: bread, cheese and fruits were inadequate, he waved for a serving maid. She came to his side and bent over lending her ear. "Ask Lady Revvine what she would like. Offer her a menu of cured meats and sweets."
	She nodded and bowed before doing so. Revvine looked up over to him after the offer was conveyed. As she stared at him too long, he drank his water breaking from wine. Roen whispered to her to accept it and speak freely to the serving maid. What was brought back to her was a plate full of veal with gravy and cut mushrooms. Dessert was a decadent slice of cake drizzled with warmed black cherry jam. She dug in contently with an appetite that was revealing. The Falshiren Royals couldn't believe their eyes at what transpired before them. Sky Fall wished he sat where he could look at Little Phoenix without having to be out of place.
	"Eat up, Revvy," Roen said softly.
	She covered her mouth chewing with a smile. "It's really good, Brother. Cooked tender."
	He smiled back, glancing over her face. "Don't drink the wine. It will upset you with the meal. I'll ask for tea with hazel cider for you?"
	She nodded. "Do, please." She ate more of the veal.
	He turned around and waved for the same serving maid, then whispered to her the order. The tea was brought promptly, even poured into a wooden cup. She even placed her fingers to its side to check the temperature, and then served it. Sky Fall watched as Revvine drank as if it was sweet nectar to a hummingbird. Color was returning to her face.
	"Now, why is it you favor The Lady Revvine with lunch while the rest of us starve on meager snacks?" Dregin spoke lightly.
	"It is understood that you will order lunch if the refreshments are inadequate, Imperial Majesty," Little Phoenix replied.
	"Drop the formality and address me as your cousin."
	Little Phoenix smiled with a chuckle. "I doubt I will ever do that, Imperial Majesty."
	"You still haven't answered my question."
	He leaned toward Dregin to speak very softly between them. "I'm merely being a good host trying to feed a guest who obviously looks pale from loss of blood. Did she miscarry recently?"
	That impressed Dregin into a quiet meal. Even White Mane was affected by Dregin's reaction. The question was acid on wine of which Little Phoenix was well aware. But he was very kind and polite in how he conducted himself during the absence of his parents. He was no longer the boy Crown Prince from before, but a strangely full grown man under the skin of a young man of twenty-one full summers.


Chapter 50

	Up north hidden in the far reaches of the high mountains and deep within the many chambers of Exodus in the heart of autumn while a harvest moon rose big and low in the sky, was the coming of new life for the matriarchal ducal bloodline of Niele. Thoran had to cling onto every muscle in him to restrain his nerves that were on ends. Watching his wife in labor just about cut his vitals in places to kill him. The nurses and midwife attended to her continuously. They had her worsted on the arms with cloth ropes hung to the ceiling to keep her standing as she struggled in labor. A rolled rag was stuffed to her mouth to bite on. Every spasm of pain sent her groaning and crying as her body convulsed tightly. They instructed her to push. Then, in between to breathe deeply, exhaling in practiced short bursts. Sweat had dampened her hair. She was turning pale fast. And then, the infant's head emerged which was progress. Another part of the evening passed with tougher pushing until finally The Lady Ocelyn of Niele was born into the world with a strong cry for life.
	Their daughter was wiped down by expert hands, then wrapped in super soft linens before handed to him to hold while they loosened Ikrah from her binds letting her lay down on the next mat with warm blankets on her. The nurse wiped her sweaty forehead with fast hands, too. The others removed the blood stained mat. They still waited for her placenta to come out. Once that was removed, they patched her up with more linens. She fought exhaustion to see their daughter. He laid the baby down beside her mother, who gave her a kiss and then drifted off into sweet slumber. His wife was the most beautiful woman in his heart. Bending over, he gave her a kiss then laid down beside them with little Ocelyn in between....


———<>———



	....The trek had been arduous, but Legran and Stone Bird made it to the highest snowy summit. They wandered along the trails finding themselves having hit one mirror after another. But as they were determined, they drew their own compass to break through the barrier. What helped was the coin they managed to obtain from the messengers. It was made of iron with the imprint of Ikrah's portrait on the surface. The runes were Niele around the edge with her full name: The Duchess Ikrah of Niele. On the back was the symbol of the Eclipsed Moon, which in effect was also her name. Legran used the coin to draw on rocks as markers. The marks would glow pointing the way but disappear afterwards.
	Then, a grey wolf appeared in their path, growling menacingly. It's blue eyes were like the sky trapped in the irises. The sharp fangs bared between its black lips. A long reddish tongue licked the chops. They were unafraid of the animal, seeing that it was intelligent beyond its hunger.
	"Let us pass," Legran said.
	"Leave us, you are not welcomed here." The wolf projected in telepathy.
	"We come in peace. We seek an audience with The Duchess."
	"She is with us now. You will stay away!"
	"Please, just to see her---one look," Stone Bird begged, coming to her knees. Her Phoenix cropped up from behind on her shoulder.
	The wolf was confounded for a moment in seeing that fiery bird. "You don't need to see her anymore than you have done. Now, leave before I call this mountain down with my brethren."
	"Then, at least tell me how she is. Has she been well? Does she eat or drink?"
	The wolf turned away walking with its tail down. "You were her protector once. You left her in scars from Fire. We have since healed her. She walks. That is all you need to know. Unless you wish to lose that coin, I suggest you leave now."
	"But your messengers gave it to us."
	"Thoran's heart is too soft on his wife. I am not." The wolf turned around. "You may not see her. Unlike you, we provide a true husband to serve her needs. Nor will you see the child they have together. Take that message back to your son and destroy his hopes at capturing her again."
	Wolves howled through the mountains. They came out of the range in all directions. Some leapt onto the summit ready to attack if need be. Legran lifted Stone Bird to stand up. He nodded to her sadly even as she shook her head. He moved back the way they came. She acquiesced with a terrible frown, one of devastation than disappointment. The wolves escorted them down the mountains, and then the trails were avalanched over behind them....


———<>———



	Winter Solstice in Tare was a crowded affair this year. It rivaled that of Falshire's Grand Royal Ball if the gathering was one made not so exclusively private. The Tarennei Royals had grown secluded. They tried to maintain open relative functions once, but distance and certain events simply made matters awkward. Their relatives were staying over for Winter Solstice as a change in setting. The Tarennei decorated their halls with wreaths of ribbons rather than the pines or spruce of Falshire. Decorative cedar carvings were on display all over the halls as well as parts of castlegrounds. Everyone were dressed with some form of ribbon embellishment to their clothes. The one thing that got whispered or mumbled around the citadel was missing the Lady of Tare. All at the Citadel agreed that although she was never coronated officially, she had been the best part of keeping their spirits up, especially when joining them in the mess hall while she was in Tare. Dame Taye and Sir Aquine were a huge loss to them as well. Two of their best knights ever. But the mystery around Lady Ikrah's disappearance only made the fanfare of the conversation more heated in discussion, because some claimed they had accosted the last two Gorran visitors with new information that she had become the Duchess of Niele.
	Such unrests warranted Little Phoenix to walk around the castlegrounds and stepped into the mess hall of the Citadel itself. The training knights hushed themselves in his presence. He made all the candles in there light up brighter with bigger flames dancing above the wax. They watched him walk up to the center-most table and waited. Some informed others outside to come gather in there as clearly he had something to say. He climbed up on the table, turning to see the crowd growing around him until the doors closed. It was packed with everyone in there. He scanned them all to make sure only the those training at the Citadel were there.
	"I will settle the rumors here and today. It is true our Lady of Tare had taken a new residence in another place."
	The crowd were in a remote pandemonium.
	"But I support her decision. If I can help it, I'd bring her back here. ONLY if she so chooses to serve our people. However, I know her well. She has a heart to unite peoples. And that is why I came here. We unite. We do not fight amongst ourselves, especially over rumors and speculation. Our work is separate, but our goals are the same. Remember that during this Winter Solstice and every Winter Solstice."
	With those words spoken, he hopped off and walked to the doors, throwing them open as he went out. The Citadel became more resolved. His words made impact on their mindset. They knew he married her in secret. They had been ordered to serve and protect her privately. They understood he was trapped in a bind with the Empire through the official marriage to Solaren. And as of yet, he hadn't sired an heir with Falshire, which showed the levity of his defiance while under duress.
	The family gathering was not one for him. He attended with barely a heart in it. His parents felt the same, or even worse. They came back without saying a word. But because the Falshirens were here, he didn't have the chance to speak to them. He ate at dinner beside them. Solaren sat quietly beside him. When she suggested a dance, he refused politely saying he was still hungry. He ordered wine for dessert but didn't have the heart to drink either, though he took the bottle with him as he walked to the balcony outside the Royal Dining Hall. The midnight blue sky was lit with stars blinking down at him. He sighed letting out a breath of fog that he could see in the dim from light cast through the glass doors inside. Someone came out, walking on heels toward him from behind. He prepared himself to reject Solaren once again, until he turned only to see Revvine.
	"Good evening, Crown Prince."
	"Good evening, Lady Revvine."
	"I came to thank you for your hospitality."
	"You are most welcome. It is delightful to host guests who appreciate my land."
	"May I ask what you have there?"
	"This? It is the first from Tare's own brewery. I named it Tear. I have yet to christen it."
	"Tear.... Why such a name? Was it a bad year?"
	"Very much so. I lost a son. Or I believed he would be had he been born."
	"Oh. I'm sorry."
	"Yes, it was a very bad year."
	Silence. Revvine stepped up to the banister beside him. She looked to the sky.
	"May I ask if she was upset with you to do it?"
	"Who?"
	"Princess Solaren."
	He turned to look at her inquisitively for a moment, then broke into a silent laugh. "No, not her. She's not the wife in question. My wife is the Lady of Tare, Ikrah of Niele and Falshire. She lost the baby in an accident induced by outside circumstances." He regarded her a moment longer. "What did you do, then? Throw yourself down the stairs?"
	She was shocked by his observation, taking a step back. "How did you kn...?"
	Pause. He made a smile that didn't reach his eyes, though his expression was kind. The bottle was set on the banister. "I think you need this more than I do."
	She hesitated a moment, then took the bottle in her hand, twisting the raised cork to remove it. With the first gulp, she drank without prejudice. After that, she stood letting the taste sink in. It was tart with a residual salty sweetness that turned bitter, much like how the blood rose petals were. Tears welled up her eyes.
	"Thank you," she whispered as the tears spilled out of her eyes.
	He nodded with that saddened smile. Then, his chimerical Soul Spirit was summoned beneath him, lifting him to fly away in a slithering pattern up on the wind. He circled the Sky Tower until landing on it to be alone. She had stared at him in wonderment from that moment.
	Sky Fall peeked from inside standing at the edge of the threshold. He stepped back leaning his spine to the wall to avoid her seeing him doing that. The elders were all gathered on the floor dancing which was the strangest sight for him. Thus, he went to the fireplace where Solaren was sitting with a glass of wine. The dress on her was radiant, like white gold and seamlessly attached to her body. She even had her golden hair pleated in Tarennei fashion. Yet, the Princess was every bit as sad as a lonely woman in the shell of a marriage to royalty. He stood by her side leaning on the chair with an elbow.
	"Solaren, why won't you visit Falshire?"
	She looked as if discovering him for the first time, then recovered her composure. "I don't have reason to, that's all."
	"You don't need a reason to visit, Sister."
	"I've sent letters."
	"Yeah, all happy words, and none about your husband."
	Pause."I almost had him." She sighed. "Then, she had to walk in on us in all her glory wearing nothing but a towel, smelling like wine and flowers."
	"It can't be that innocent."
	"I never said it was. I had thought she would run away like she always did. Just that one time. And I lost him." She shook her head wanting to cry, but chose to drink her wine. "Could you tell me if there's a bottle at the table?"
	"I'll order one----"
	"No, don't." She got up walking to the table herself, specifically to Little Phoenix's seat. She drank from her husband's untouched glass sitting with her thoughts.
	Alone again, Sky Fall thought about what to do. Then, he saw the Empress gesturing to him and pointing to the balcony, and pinching on the Emperor's sleeve. He understood what she meant. Checking his long coat, he realized he had an excuse to try, at least, as she suggested. He went out there. And indeed, the night air was cold in the tundra. Revvine was standing still holding the bottle to her waist with her arms wrapped around her. He took off his coat to put around her shoulders, then buttoned it in the front so it won't slip off. Seeing Little Phoenix on the top of that tower told him something he had to recognize to be true. Taming a heart may never happen in his lifetime. And then, he heard trumpets from a different tower. This one was big with many windows to it. There were the big double panel doors at the bottom spilling light onto the wide porch to the four steps onto the grounds. Suddenly, Little Phoenix on his mystical creature descended to that spot. Once landed, the creature folded itself into him disappearing from sight. He entered the Citadel empty handed, but a raucous of cries and laughter received his presence. A grin reflected on his face just as he passed the doorway beyond further view.
	"I won't ever give up on you," he said to the night.
	"Why? Because I'm a daughter of Grace?"
	"That, and I desire you."
	"Oh please, you desire over a dozen damsels like me."
	"Perhaps I did...in the past. But none of them is from the House of Grace. There is only you."
	"Poisoned, and you don't even know it."
	He smiled, lowering his face as he leaned on the banister. "If so, I don't need the antidote. I like being this way. It gives me purpose to wake up in the morning."
	"Then, I will give you regrets till the day you give me up or die."
	"I will die to satisfy you, but know this to be true, you can't find a way in his heart either. He spurned my sister for someone who is even more poisonous than you."
	Silence.
	"Care for a wager, Rev?" He turned around to face her. "I give you the duration of this trip to get in his bed. Do as you will. Steal a good long kiss, just show me you have what it takes to spurn me. I will set you free, though I won't annul the marriage. You may take a lover then. But, however, if you fail to have him fall for you, I get my full night with you to try again for another heir."
	She narrowed her eyes. Then, checking the bottle, she thought for a moment before taking on his challenge. "I think I will gamble the one night."
	"Good. I look forward to enjoying what's truly mine." He unbuttoned the coat, feeling over her breasts once before taking it back to put on himself. To be rude on purpose, he took the bottle from her hand next for a swig before handing it back to her. "Hmph, Tear. I will order a dozen cases of these to be delivered to our home. See how many nights you will drown yourself in sorrow until you come to me begging for my love for once."
	He cornered his eyes on her for another look before going back inside. Walking straight to the serving maid, he ordered a case of Tear to be delivered to his chambers before departing from the dining hall. He only needed to wait for the week to receive his results. So, he holed up in his bedchamber for that duration, unwrapping the gifts he received from the elders and his sister. He read many greeting cards and letters, of which quite a few were from admirers. Staying in a cozy bed, drinking tea, and eating cinnamon toast was not half bad as he perused through these things. He still attended dinner, of course. Little Phoenix was kind for a while until he realized what was taking place with Revvine taking a bold step to pour him his wine. He gave Sky Fall a stoic look that could frost the Zand for a year, taking the glass and drinking it to the last drop. The elders noticed astutely. They had yet to see what else could unfold in this sudden drama. Revvine refilled the glass.
	"Leave the bottle, cousin dear. I have two able hands." His tone was very gentle. Even his smile was sparkling. But his words were enough to make her crimson. And as she froze in her moment of awkwardness, he promptly removed the bottle from her hands to put on the table. He drained his second glass of wine. "Maybe it wasn't such a bad year, if it brought me distant relatives to remember vigil over what I lost, hm? Wouldn't you say?"
	She broke into a smile, shaking her head with eyes all dazzled by his charm. "You remind me of my Uncle Padrad. I hate you," she added coyly.
	"Hate is merely love's twin. They go together like a pair of faultless siblings."
	"And pray tell, what would you know of that?"
	"You forget, I met Talland this last fall. He looks just like you as a boy. Born the same day, weren't you?"
	She was astonished, lips agape. Then, closing her mouth, she turned her face toward her husband darkly with an intensity that only the two of them shared, except all eyes were on them now. And to add salt to injury, Little Phoenix continued:
	"Just take a keg of Cascan Brosia tonight and make up, you two love birds. I plan on sleeping the full night to wake up early in the morning. I have a pregnant mare to attend to. She's due to give me a foal."
	He poured himself a third glass, draining that, too. A burp escaped his lips. He shook his head as if to shake the spinning marbles back into place. Sweeping a glance to everyone, he placed his napkin on his plate, though he took the drumstick with him as he stood. Revvine was still not giving up.
	"I can walk you to your door."
	"Ah...!" He chuckled. "Revvine, take advice from one who has been there, and still hasn't come back. I struggle with the Crown in waiting, but my heart is with the hidden jewel of the Empire. Marriage is hard work. Fate set you there for a reason. Learn to accept it."
	She bit in her scowl, folding her arms. "I will if you would yours." She glanced over at Solaren who eyed them both.
	He smiled widely, giving her a hug putting the greasy drumstick onto the back of her dress. His lips whispered to her ear away from eyes. "She's not the hidden jewel of the Empire." And then, when he released her, he put the drumstick to his mouth like a bit as he reached for his coat on the chair walking away.
	"Good night, Little Phoenix," Stone Bird called after him.
	He pulled the drumstick out without turning back. "Good night everyone!" he said with his mouth full making through the door with the servant opening it for him.
	Revvine returned to her seat beside Sky Fall, quite unhappy with having lost the wager. He merely smiled smugly drinking water in his glass.
	"WE apologize for our son's rudeness," Legran announced. He coughed dryly into his hand. "Yeah, I think I will take his advice with a keg of Cascan Brosia, my Lady."
	"Oh!" She rolled in her seat. "Are you sure you're up for such a daunting task with me?"
	"I guess it's a new approach for old people like us."
	She regarded him with a cold smirk, eyeing him up and down. "I'll try not to give you a heart attack."
	Jenna bursted out laughing causing everyone to join in demurely. "Too much!" She shook her head, rubbing it into Sundan's chest, causing him to grin.
	As if to oblige her, he scooped her up in his arms, kicking the chairs back. "I'll show you what's not too much and is to your liking."
	"NO! Put me down!"
	"Doors!" The servants opened them on cue as he made his exit with his prize.
	Those who stayed behind were laughing in chorus at the scene.


Chapter 51

	Spring barely made one day when a messenger from Falshire came to the House of Grace with a sealed letter from the Imperial Palace itself. Padrad frowned with a terrible pallor to his face. He stood by the mantle like a statue holding that letter. Isinn walked up to him, taking it from his hand to read, then looked up to him askance whether to speak or not. He looked back at the letter, then threw it in the fire to burn. He added the envelope, too. Slumping down on the floor he watched the fire consume it. She came on her knees beside him, putting her head and palms to the floor.
	"Please don't...don't do that," he said, near breaking.
	"Help her, Lord Padrad. I give you anything. Anything, please."
	He held his head in his right palm, elbows on the knees of his bent legs. A crying sigh escaped his voice. "Get out. I don't want to look at you."
	"Lord Padrad, please," she begged.	
	"What about you? You're her mother----Do something!"
	She looked up in tears. "I can't. I'm a weak woman with no power. I know I'm useless," she grovelled, throwing herself on the floor again.
	He pressed his temple hard in his palm. "Must I die to save this House?"
	"No!" She crawled onto him with such vehemence that shocked even him for once. "You can't! You must not die!"
	With sudden realization, he stared at the deranged woman for a moment before backing away in horror. She was the root cause. "Passiiii...!" he called out in his panic. "Passi!"
	"Padrad, please, help my daughter!"
	"You've lost your mind, Isinn."
	"Yes, I have! I live in this house with you. I eat with you. I drink with you. I've raised my children with you. But you never ever looked twice at me."
	"What of it?," he snapped. "I have Passi and the boys. How is that wrong? What have I done wrong, than to take you in under my wing?"
	"Wrong? Nothing's wrong with that at all. I just want you to accept me."
	"You're confused, Sister." He shoved her out of the way to run toward the door.
	Passivah popped open the door. "My Lord?"
	He tried to be calm, but clearly he was listless. "Did you know about this-this---HER?"
	His wife looked over at Isinn, then nodded. "You should've realized how jealous she became when Mistress returned."
	"Why didn't you stop her?"
	"Stop another woman from falling in love? How do I do that? I'm also one in love with you," she replied incredulously.
	"You could kill her for me."
	"My Lord, you groomed me at a very tender age to accept everything in your household, including the harem. I don't have a say in these things."
	The ever so sensible obedient love slave. He was pacified from his fears. Taboo was still there, but he found a solution to avoid crossing boundaries he mapped for himself. He drew her face with a finger to her chin toward him for a kiss, remembering how they met years ago, how she accepted his proposal that night, how wonderful she was when he made her his wife. His other hand reached for her hand. He led her inside toward the hallway for the bedroom.
	"Padrad," Isinn called out.
	"We will go to Falshire, vacation in the guest house. That way Revvy won't have to go far seeking family support. I leave Passi and the boys here until Roen or Talland returns. I hope to return here," facing Passivah, "when I can convince Revvy to bear them an heir. Isinn will live in Falshire. It is only appropriate for the child's grandmother to be there."
	After that day, he and Isinn rode on horses for Falshire. Their presence was alerted promptly upon arrival. He stayed in his own house to avoid Isinn. She was a bit leery toward him about it, but complied. The more he examined her behavior, he discovered she was mimicking Passivah to stay within reach of him. Whatever the reason she chose to stay all these years was beyond him, other than the one he discovered recently, of course, which seemed preposterous to him still. Yet, Passivah confirmed it. He cleaned up to prepare for the meeting with his niece. Not a drop of Pruzian Black touched his lips since he arrived here.He contemplated over this whole ordeal. It seemed so simple, these people almost appeared stupid. Yet, it was also as complicated as the human heart, of which he was no expert either.	The bath tub was huge here. It was the size of a private pool. Such luxury for the sake of a mere Grace Captain as himself. Moaning softly, he laid back against the rim resting his head on the towel lined to it. Had he known his niece was such a stubborn child, he should have paid more attention to her, instead of focusing on the boys. That damned mother of hers was useless, he noted sourly. All that idiot woman did was spoil the children leaving them to learn on their own through their cousins. She hadn't taught them anything, except maybe some point of vanity for the girl. Makeup and dresses and limited manners. The more he thought about that, his head began to hurt causing him to squint in his eyes annoyingly. When he felt his skin had wrinkled enough like a prune, he got up to dry off. The pajamas were silk, which he rather welcomed dressing himself in them before going to bed. The room was dark with the curtains drawn. He felt his way around for the bed, crawling in it with a sigh, until a leg curled around his.
	"What the----?!" He hopped right back out. "Who goes there!"
	Isinn let out a frustrated sigh. "Why can't you just treat this like they sent in a wench to serve you for the night?"
	"Get out!"
	"All right." She lunged through the dark into him.
	He stood there letting her hit him with the thorned stems. The roses were all too familiar to him. She went to draw the curtains letting in the moonlight to dimly light up the room. He picked the stem of rose off his neck. "This won't work on me, Isinn. The first one to cut me was Trink. And she cut me deep, too. After all, it is her blood in the roses the Empress made in our grounds."
	Defeated, she slumped in disappointment against the window. "I'm always short-changed by everyone else."
	"You should try this on the Emperor. Maybe he isn't so skin-deep."
	She let out a scoff. "I'm here in the palace. I know who lives under his skin. Himself."
	"Why can't you just be content with simple things? A guard or some farmer to get you by if it's companionship-----"
	"I don't want a mere man. I want a man who cares."
	"And you think I care?"
	"Yes, you do. You love my children as your own....Just one night? or even less than that?"
	"I don't think so. Why don't you eat this and see where your eyes land in the morning?" He tossed her the rose.
	"I already have, Padrad." She stared steadily at him.
	"Well, then I can't help you."
	She stepped over the rose stem ignoring the thorns pricking her foot. "It's been sweet dreaming about you when I sleep. I get lonely when I can't sleep."
	"I didn't arrange this trip to be alone with you," he grated. "Now, just get out of my room or I'll throw you out."
	Her heart was literally breaking before his very eyes. Raw emotions prickled her countenance. She collapsed into weeping on the floor. "I wish I was dead," she wailed. "No one wants broken goods."
	He gritted his teeth as he crouched down to lift her up, putting her to bed. The same bleeding heart horseshit he had heard a few times now. She was deranged enough to be twice drunk stuck on a mule's butt. He pulled the covers over her, but this time she made a point to cling to him.
	"Your children are legitimate. Don't say things like that. They're not bastards. Revvy is married to the Crown Prince of Falshire. She is The Lady Revvine of Grace in Falshire in her own right. Must you throw that away?"
	"I don't care anymore. I just want you."
	"You can't have me, Isinn. Nor will your daughter."
	"At least...say you love me, please?"
	"Dear Sister, I will love you till the day I die, but never will I be your lover."
	She nodded, breathing in deeply and lying back on the pillows. Again, he drew the covers over her shoulders. She closed her eyes, sniffling. He went in the next room gathering some blankets and returning to the room. Perhaps he shouldn't, but just to be on the safe side, he lay down beside her in his own blankets praying to the heavens that he would be forgiven for toeing the line like this.
	Dressed in his traditional Gorran clothes, a patterned tunic overlay on top of solid midnight blue knee-length robes and black boots, he went with the attendant who led him to the living room on the third floor of the Royal Falshiren residence, specifically, the Crown Princedom Corridor. He was instructed to wait as The Lady Revvine of Grace in Falshire would appear shortly. She came in there with surprise as was obvious in her gasp. He turned around seeing his beautiful niece in her fineries, except her complexion had grown sallow favoring a bloodless sheen to her cheeks beneath the rouge. After two miscarriages as written in the letter, one would think her extended family would feed her at least. A gauntness was showing on her countenance, cheeks deepening to cling to the bones of her skull. She approached him as if still in disbelief or perhaps thinking she was dreaming. He made a helpless smile in greeting her.
	"U-Uncle Padrad. You're really here. I'm not deluding, am I?"
	"Yes, it's me." He nodded. "I heard you have been ill and came to see you. Your mother is here, too. She is resting at the guest house."
	Revvine looked up to him for a long arduous moment. She was ambivalent, lifting a hand hesitantly, unsure what to do. "I'm sorry...." she trailed, bringing her hand to her mouth as her eyes filled with tears.
	He ticked his tongue on his teeth with a heavy sigh. Taking that hand in his palm, he drew her into an embrace. "I should be the one apologizing."
	"Uncle Padrad," she whispered into weeping as he held her, rubbing her back and patting her shoulders. He even cradled her head as she clung to him. Finally, she calmed, turning her head up. "How did you know I was here?"
	"Why would you think I wouldn't know? Dear child, I walked you down the aisle at your wedding to the Crown Prince." He grinned as she widened her eyes in bewilderment. "I gave you away myself."
	"That was you?!"
	"Mm-hmm." He nodded.
	She became rueful. "I thought I smelled Pruzian Black. How silly of me to think it was a figment of my imagination."
	"Mmmm. If you had imagined that, I guess you meant to have me there all along."
	She smiled dreamily, resting her head to his chest. "I wish all men were like you."
	"Let's have a seat----"
	"No." She held onto him firmly. "I've sat and lay in bed all year. I prefer to stand, now."
	"Well, let me have a seat and you stand. You think riding out here on short notice is kind to my old bones?"
	She stepped back, releasing him from the hug, but she held onto his hand, walking him to the couch. They sat down together. "I can ring up some refreshments."
	"Yes, please. Tea and jammed bread."
	She clapped her hands loudly. A servant came in. "Breakfast for us, tea and jammed bread for my uncle and the usual for me."
	The servant bowed graciously, backing away before turning for the exit.
	"So...Revvy, how is your husband treating you?"
	Her expression was sad and shadowy. "I don't know. He's courting me like a madman, but he treats me as a sack of meat when we're alone in private."
	He stared at her with a deadpan expression. "Sounds like he's obsessed over you."
	"He's obsessed with siring an heir is what."
	"Well, you are his Chosen after all."
	"And that means...?"
	"I can't speak for every man, Revvy. But that was how I was with Trink."
	"Then, what about Passi? You gave her three sons."
	"Yes, I did. It was done with a discussed nuptial and she agreed. I grew to favor her over the years after the boys were born. What I had with Trink was very different. And it bordered on the obsession you described."
	"Then, why didn't you ever have children together?"
	"The war threw us apart.... Trink miscarried and became infertile."
	Revvy was shocked, swallowing in a breath. "Uncle...I didn't know."
	"You're still young, Revvy. Don't throw your life's opportunities away. Taking them for granted could only lead to sorrows and regrets."
	A knock came on the door. The servant returned with a platter bringing them food, then departed with that ever gracious bow. Her "usual" was a bottle of Tear and some cheese. Padrad bit into his jammed bread staring at that stark meal of hers.
	"Where did that come from?" meaning the wine.
	"This?" She picked up the bottle, pouring some into her short glass. "It's called Tear, Tarenne's one and only wine. The Crown Prince of Zandria introduced it to me." She lifted the glass toward her lips.
	He ripped it from her hand and drank it himself. His eyes lit up after the taste. "I see. Tell me the history of this wine."
	"You like it? It's sweet compared to your favorite."
	"I can take on a new favorite. Hmmm....interesting. Tell me about it."
	"Well, it's Tarenne's one brand."
	"Yes, and the name?"
	"Ah, The Crown Prince mentioned he named it for the year his wife miscarried."
	Now, Padrad eyed his niece with a new revelation. "I see."
	"Uncle Padrad, who is the hidden jewel of the Empire?"
	He chewed on another bite before dropping the bread on the plate to reach for the bottle pouring himself another glass. "Why would you want to know? You already met her husband."
	"Is her name really Ikrah of Niele and Falshire?"
	He stiffened for a brief moment, looking back at her. "Revvy, you will be the jewel of the Empire if you would bear your new family an heir."
	She gazed at him with a studious frown. "Would it really make you happy if I did?" She picked up his tea to sip.
	"Yes, very much so. I might even marry your mother, just so I can claim I'm the grandfather of a royal heir for once."
	"You...you can't be serious."
	"But I am. It's this wine.... Makes me tell the truth all of a sudden." He drained the glass and then drank from the bottle.
	She giggled. "You really like it, don't you? We have more of it. In fact, I could place an order for you to be delivered straight to Grace."
	"I'd like that very much and I want to be a great-uncle for once. I feel my old age is coming. When I'm feeble, at least give me the joy of seeing my future isn't so bleak without hope."
	She considered his words for quite some time, drinking her tea. And then the shy nod was forthcoming as the demure smile came upon her lips. "I will make you happy, Father."
	He chuckled nervously spilling wine onto himself. "Aww, shame. I lost half the bottle here."
	She leaned toward him pluckily. "Mother always did loved you, even if you didn't notice."
	Uttering wryly. "You don't say. Well, um, now I wait for Talland's opinion before I propose to her."
	"Waste of time, his answer is the same as mine. We both knew."
	He lost his grip on the bottle which fell off his lap and clunked on the floor. That made her smile wide and true stifling a giggle. He bent over to pick up the bottle, feeling self-conscious, because she was still watching him. Being her stepfather was such an awkward position. He wouldn't know how to act when her belly is round and she comes showing it off to him. He wondered then when Roen was bringing home a wife to show him. Sitting there without further words, they were both a pair of near strangers except one was comfortable in her own skin while the other wished he could bolt out of there hoping to live it down with his name intact. He coughed theatrically, getting up.
	"Well, I best be going," looking over his wine-stained clothes on purpose. "This clumsy old man can't be presentable in this light."
	"Are you going back to Gorra?" she asked in a forlorn tone.
	"Not yet. I'm staying at the guest house for vacation. The Empress doesn't like having in-laws staying at an inn within the city."
	She brightened. "You're at the guest house?"
	He thought he mentioned her mother was resting there earlier. "Yes. I won't be leaving any time soon."
	"Oh," she smiled prettily, then. "And mother is there."
	"Yes. Let me just get cleaned up. We can talk later. Catch up with things of the day, hmm?"
	She nodded, still smiling with sunshine in her eyes. "Will you come for lunch and dinner?"
	"Everyday." He nodded. "We'll both be there."
	This would have been normal and perfectly pleasant if only the half of it wasn't a big fat lie. He had no idea what the hell he was doing or what he had gotten himself into this time. If only Trink was here, he thought. She always had ideas. And all he ever had to do was make love to her and forget all the day long. He was outnumbered here and surrounded by enemy relatives who didn't even play fair having indulged in powers beyond those of ordinary men.
	He smiled demurely, patting his niece on the shoulder, and departed. When he returned to the guest house, Isinn came out of the door anxiously to greet him. He nodded, and was about to walk past her when she looked behind him with a wave at someone. Turning around, he nearly jumped out of his own skin. Revvine had come out with a parasol and picking up her skirts walking through the courtyard toward them. The handmaidens were shooed off when she came near the two.
	"Is it true, Mother? You will both be staying here?"
	"Yes. Padrad had agreed."
	"Wonderful news!"
	"Come inside, daughter. Why haven't you been eating?"
	"Homesickness. It ails me. But you're both here now."
	"Yes, we are."
	He stood in the door waiting for them to go through, then followed behind. He went upstairs to lock himself in the bathroom where he could hide in the pool for a while. Soaking in it, he felt he could drown already and still die a happy man. By the time, he got up, he realized he had slept lightly without incident. Judging by the light through the narrow privacy window, the time of day was probably past noon. He dressed himself in a nice bath towel around the waist, walking out of there quietly and tip-toeing his way into the bedroom. Going through the wardrobe, he wind up wearing Falshiren fashioned mantles. One would think they would at least accommodate him with some Gorran styled tunics. That didn't seem to be the case here. They can't force him to wear his hair any different though. Thus, he kept it tamed with a black cord worsted into the single lock. He trimmed his beard as usual, wearing it cropped close to his jaw line. When he returned downstairs, the High Lady and The Lady of Grace were sitting in their respective chairs waiting for him.
	"Why are you here? Shouldn't you be in the palace?"
	"We were waiting for you," Revvine replied. "And since we were late for lunch, it was delivered here."
	"Did you eat?"
	"Not yet." Both spoke in unison with a male voice chorusing them.
	Upon descending the stairs further, Padrad found the young man who obviously was his new nephew-by-law. The Crown Prince of Falshire made sure of that fact, wearing alabaster green samite that featured the crest of his princedom with a dragonfly embroidered to his chest and an over coat to match. He had fickle dark hazel eyes that could disturb brown jade complementing his dirty blond hair that was turning brown from soaking in the dark colors of the blackened maroon curtains in the living room. The shape of his face was evenly contoured to set his features properly. Such a face had probably done damsels in with just a look or a smile, yet his niece described the man wearing it to be a monster. They had met at the wedding in a wordless meeting, himself being instructed on the ceremony, but neither had a real conversation up close and personal.
	"Your Royal Highness," Padrad greeted bowing politely, crossing his right arm over his mid-section and the left arm across his back.
	"Grace Captain," Sky Fall returned mutually with a bow of his head.
	"I am honored, indeed."
	"As am I, thank you for being here. Shall we?"
	"Yes, by all means."
	They sat at the dining table in the next room. Padrad didn't care for how the young man was trying to size him up. He wasn't the competition. Revvine was. And the worst part was Isinn was taking advantage of the situation to her benefit. She was happily seated next to him across from the couple. She kept nudging him every so often as if she wanted him to notice something cute about the young newlywed. Every so often, she even drank from his glass, which was irksome, but he had to smile about it, pretending he welcomed the attention. She so enjoyed that very much, too.
	Padrad had to face them all alone. This was their first meal together. He couldn't imagine what dinner was going to be like when the King and Queen were present. And the subsequent months to come until a grandchild was produced for the empire's purpose were going to be the longest house arrest for him. Whoever heard an uncle was ordered to complete such a mission? Set the young people up to make an heir, he thought with distaste. Yet he had come to do this, because the Emperor threatened to destroy his bloodline if he chose not to cooperate.
	"I should hope this was how Rev grew up."
	"I run a strict household, your Royal Highness," Padrad replied as he ate. "We are usually quiet during meals unless it is during vacation."
	"Is that not what is going on now?"
	"Ah, yes, I forget myself with Lady Isinn around."
	"This will be a very memorable vacation for me, dear," Isinn said poisonously with a burning smile.
	"I agree, my Lady." He smiled back with as much grace.
	Revvine was sipping her tea, except she was staring at them so much she swallowed wrong and began coughing, which prompted her husband to catch her with grave concern. He rubbed her back gently with one hand while taking the cup away with the other. Her eyes watered a little from the tickling in her throat.
	"Revvy, take some honey daily with that cough of yours," Padrad said.
	"Yes, Uncle (coughs) Padrad----(coughs)"
	Eventually, she calmed. Sky Fall glanced up at him before reverting to Revvine again, offering her water. She waved that off, going back for the sweetened tea. He returned to his plate, next.
	"Do come to dinner, Grace Captain."
	"Of course, we intend to, your Royal Highness."
	After chewing on his steak, the Crown Prince of Falshire actually gazed upon the older man before taking his wine. "What has she been telling you about me?"
	Padrad took revenge on Isinn then. "Your turn, my Lady."
	"Huh?"
	"Your daughter's confidence and ear. That's your department."
	She gave him a blazing glare of which he relished deliciously. He stifled his laugh which was so hard tears came out of his eyes. As he wiped them off his left eye on the back of his index finger, he cleared his throat lightly between chuckles.
	"You're her favorite uncle and best friend. Spill her secrets."
	He reacted with appalled incredibility as he shot her a look. "I don't hold secrets for a niece. Especially the kind her husband demands to know of which only a mother is told."
	She scowled darkly at him. He won that round. "I have nothing." She sipped her wine looking at the end of the table to avoid the Crown Prince.
	"Yes, of course, you divulge nothing. Isn't that the case, my Lady?" Padrad just had to hash it open again.
	He forked a good piece of steak into his mouth, enjoying the juice out of it. Sky Fall eyed them from one to the other curiously before turning to Revvine. She sought the safety of her cup of tea. A chuckle escaped his grin.
	"Oh, I think my parents will just adore these two."
	"These two, your Royal Highness?" Padrad stared at him gravely, cutting into his steak noisily. "We're not a couple."
	"I realize that. But you are practically a father to Revvy. And Lady Isinn is just as bad as the Queen, I dare say."
	They laughed then, even Revvine. Progress, finally. Padrad counted his blessings for the sense of humor bestowed upon them.


Chapter 52

	Within two months, Revvine was pronounced carrying again. She had Isinn attend to her needs daily, including moral support. Padrad was glad he found a new hobby in this place. Sky Fall had invited him to join him on the Great Stag Hunt which was every spring and early summer. All they really did was ride around all day, then return for dinner and rest for the night. The King and Queen were very pleasant people who enjoyed conversation with as much humor as he had. They also doted on Revvine like a daughter while the Royal Princess was married to a far away land in the south. The seasons went by soon enough and by autumn, he received news from a Bluejay. He went outside the palace to meet one Asmalani who begged for the Grace Captain to return. He gave her instructions to meet him in Sarulan.
	"Uncle Padrad, where are you going?"
	"I have business to tend to, Revvy. Take care of yourself and the baby. I will return as soon as I'm done. I promise." He kissed her forehead before mounting the saddle and riding off for the backgate.
	At Sarulan, he met Roen and Talland, unharmed but they were clearly prisoners of another form. The two dozen Bluejays were surrounding them. Asmalani was pacing in front of them while he dismounted.
	"What seems to be the problem here?"
	"Grace Captain, you will be the arbitrator as we have agreed."
	"Yes, of course."
	"Roen refused me when I have fulfilled every condition he set forth in nuptial. Even Tal agreed his cousin is in the wrong."
	Are you kidding me?! He thought in his head before settling his eyes on the boys. What kind of year is this? He barely made progress in Falshire with one grown child and now these two....
	"Has Tal sired a child with one of your sisters?"
	"As a matter of fact, yes. She has been blessed twice." A big smile came across her face. "I want the same if not more."
	"All right, go ahead. You have the right. Invoke it."
	She let out a patient sigh. "Roen has openly refused me. So I have to take the next step." She scanned Padrad from head to toe.
	"Oh, no, no. I'm much too old for that."
	"My mother should enjoy you nicely. She really desires peace between our two clans."
	"Roen!!!" He practically raged. "What have I told you?!"
	His son turned pale. "I fell in love with someone, Father. I can't do it with Asmalani."
	"Who? Who the hell did you fall in love with?"
	"The Duchess of Niele," Asmalani answered for him. "So, now I will settle for becoming his sister. Would you please be so kind as to-----"
	"The hell I will!" he retorted. "No, that's not how it's going to be done. My son is betrothed toyou this instant. He will learn to seed in you. After all, that's what you want really, isn't it?"
	"I get to live in the House of Grace and call you Father?"
	"Yes. And he will call you wife in public."
	That pleased her very much. She stepped back, beckoning for the others to commence. The Bluejays moved in on Roen, who began to panic. He tried to fight his way out, but they subdued him with a beating. Only seven of them were needed to weaken him. Tal turned away and tried to drown out the horror his ears had to endure. They held Roen down, pinning his limbs to the ground with their knees in place on all his joints. Asmalani came over straddling him and began cutting his shirt open. There was a pause upon seeing his naked torso. All five of them were fascinated by the scar on his chest. She chose his fourth rib to brand him with her mark, cutting into him deep enough to scar, but not kill. And then, she lowered her face putting her mouth to the wound, licking it and tasting his blood. He cried out horribly, writhing in gripping pain as she did that. Afterwards, she sat on him, wiping the blood from her lips with a satisfied smile. Reaching out a palm, she waited to be handed something. Padrad was given the honor to hand her the salve on cloth. She placed that on the wound. Her sisters helped with the bandages to dress the wound properly. Roen was exhausted from the ordeal being propped up for her to examine his face. She embraced him and took a kiss until he pulled away to breathe. Then, she got up, sheathing her dagger.
	"Thank you, Father. I look forward to meeting my brothers, Denthe and Aithen."
	Padrad nodded, smiling weakly. "A bit crude compared to your river cousins."
	"Sarulan is sacred grounds. So long as I made my mark on him here, he is mine. I may not own his heart, but she who desires him will have to ask my permission before taking his body for her purpose."
	"Somehow I doubt she will ever do that. The Duchess serves her two people without fail. She also has two husbands, if I am not mistaken."
	"Impressive. I won't compete with that, but I will treat my husband with kindness so long as he delivers his seed to me." She eyed her prized husband like her only conquest, licking her teeth with some deviant smile only the stars would understand.
	The Bluejays entered Grace like a flood of butterflies exploring its grounds. They carried Roen in on a gurney as he was too weak to walk. That sight made the men guarding the palisades of Grace nervous as they knew what that could only mean. It was the reversed version of Gorran kin-take as an Asmii had taken him as her husband. They had never witnessed it, but stories were told about how painful the ritual was. From the look of it, that part rang very true here. They didn't question Padrad, and assumed only the worst had taken place to hold him into that agreement.
	Passivah and the boys were huddled together with her in front as they were terribly afraid of the Asmii, having heard about their reputation. And with Roen being brought home on a gurney only amplified that fear. Talland stayed close to Padrad as soon as he escaped his loose prison. They walked together inside the House with Asmalani behind them.
	"Third door on the right," Padrad said, for them to take Roen to his own room. Passivah and his youngest boys scuttled to the far end of the fireplace away from the hallway. He went to the wine shelf for a bottle of Pruzian Black. Sitting at the table, he undid the cork pouring himself a glass shakily. He drained it to steady his nerves. Talland grabbed himself a bottle of Hot Brandy practically sucking on the spout, gulping several times. He joined his uncle to sit. Before long, he rested his head on his arm crossed on the table with the other hand still on the bottle. Asmalani placed her hand on the Pruzian Black, picking it up to her nose for a whiff before drinking from it. Her eyes lit up with delight sending her lips a lovely smile. She sat down across from Padrad.
	"Father, is this Pruzian Black?"
	"Yes." He got up to get himself a replacement and opened that. "I drink it more often than I should."
	"I like it."
	"Better than birch, I'm sure."
	"Yes." She put it down. "What does Cascan Brosia taste like?"
	He was still next to the wine shelf, so he grabbed the hand-size flask, tossing it to her. She caught it on the first try with her left hand. The stopper was taken off and she sipped.
	"That's what it tastes like."
	"Father, how do I serve this to my husband?"
	"If he is awake, just have him drink from that."
	"How...do I serve my husband?"
	"Passi...."His wife was shaking her head, swallowing in terror. "Uh...I...can't really instruct you on these things," he said to Asmalani. "Being a father at that. I will advise my son to learn to please you."
	"I know he is very capable. He just won't seed with me."
	Padrad nearly dropped his bottle, but he caught it after a couple of juggling moves. Passivah covered her mouth trying very hard at stifling laughter. The boys were staring wide-eyed at him, except for Talland who was blissfully asleep drooling. Asmalani chuckled taking another gulp of the Cascan Brosia.
	"Well, uh, if you're that determined, I suppose you could stop him from retreating."
	"Yes, but how do I do that. He is stronger than me."
	He began to feel that big vein throbbing on his forehead. Pressing on it, he sighed."I'll talk to you tomorrow after this headache goes away. Welcome to the family, daughter." He practically ran off with how he picked up his steps to his bedroom. Passivah and the boys smiled nervously nodding to their new family member as they followed suit scuttling for the hallway, leaving Talland behind like a brave fallen soldier.
	After a couple of days, Roen recovered his strength to walk around, though weakly. They were gathered at the table for a ceremony. This household was suddenly almost comparable to royalty with how he now gained a throng of personal guards who were expertly attending to his bandages. The Bluejays seemed quite honored at it, too. Asmalani stood proudly beside him. The rest of the family was just a nervous wreck in their humble abode that hadn't really made room for so many occupants. A chalice was set between the betrothed couple. It was filled with Cascan Brosia. Roen raised his palm over it for her to draw blood from his fingers, reciting the mountain vows. She did the same for him to do the honor for her. He held the chalice up to her lips for the first drink before taking it to himself for several gulps. Padrad got up taking the chalice to place it on the mantle for seven days and seven nights. That was the Gorran tradition of matrimony in the House of Grace.
	Dinner was served with a full course. Rack of lamb, ham, gruel, wine, cran sauce, jams, and buns piled on the table. Dessert was on another table: cake, pie, and candied fruits. They ate freely, though few words were forthcoming initially. Padrad chose to replace his Pruzian Black with a keg of rose wine in light of the occasion. Never did he expect this in his lifetime. An Asmii daughter-by-law was undaunting enough, but she was also the Chief's daughter. As if by some joke or design of humor from the Goddess, she was born sixth among her clan-sisters. So, on occasion, she went by the nickname "Six" and if one was slurring in speech, that nickname could sound like coiter. He avoided that consciously.
	"My Lord, how goes the vacation in Falshire?" Passivah asked to start a subject for conversation.
	"It is going well. Revvy is carrying six months along. I will have to return there to see the baby soon."
	"She's having a baby?" Talland asked excitedly.
	"Yes, with the Crown Prince of Falshire anticipating fatherhood like a hawking hen."	
	"After her miscarriage, I would have thought otherwise," Roen remarked quietly. As his father was about to ask, he replied first. "We waylaid in Tare last fall delivering architect plans to the Crown Prince of Zandria and met her there. She was glad to see us."
	"Well, in truth since then and winter, she had miscarried twice. So, this forthcoming grandbaby of ours...." Padrad caught himself, but they were all turning their heads staring at him. "Grandchild of the King and Queen is promising."
	"Father, you just mentioned this grandbaby is ours." Denthe was ever so clever and astute.
	"Mmm-hmmm," Passivah denoted demurely, sipping her wine.
	"Lady Isinn...is part of our household even as she is a widow to my brother. Revvy still carries Grace blood in her veins. I am being bold to stake some claim over the royal heir for political reasons."
	Talland and Roen now both focused their scrutiny on him. Talland narrowed one eye inquisitively. Asmalani between them was just lost, but she could see clearly something was amiss.
	"That's not what you meant," Roen said slowly. "Father."
	He was trapped now. He eyed from one grown son to the other. "Boys, how would you like to be brothers?"
	"You have got to be fucking kidding me!" Roen exclaimed.
	Talland dropped his jaw grinning. He grabbed a bottle lifting it. Padrad brought up his glass to be filled seeing that his nephew was more than happy to call him father.
	"Do I have to call her mother now?"
	"Well, no. You're a grown man now. You have a wife to show for that. You may address her as usual with respect." Padrad took a big swig. "It's not official yet. I have not proposed, nor do we know if she agrees."
	Talland sank in his seat. "If she rejects, I'm stuck as this black sheep-----"
	"Oh for the Seven Stars in Heaven, you're not black sheep!" Roen retorted. "All right, I'll work on making you my brother. It's real easy. Just spread lies that Father sired you."
	"Roen!" Padrad snapped with a whipping glare.
	His firstborn recoiled behind his food. Asmalani was just as frightened all of a sudden, too.
	Padrad gathered his dignity. "I'm only doing this for the benefit of the twins. Revvy herself had requested it as The Lady Revvine of Grace in Falshire."
	"Oh?" Talland looked up spritely with hope. "What's her excuse?"
	"I walked her down the aisle. I deserve to claim the title grandfather for once. But now, things have changed." He eyed Roen with great interest. "I have a daughter-by-law who is just as great. When may I expect a bundle of joy directly from my bloodline?"
	Roen crimsoned and began sweating, rubbing his rib subconsciously. "Must I bind an heir, too?"
	"Yes, I need the Bluejays' support. You're only safer if your wife wants you alive."
	He considered that train of thought. Asmalani craned slightly to stare at how his mind worked. It was revealing on his countenance for the first time to her. She rather liked how this was turning out.
	"All right, fine." He sighed, taking a swig of water. "I'll do it, just to please the both of you."
	"Oh, please don't imply that we cornered you."
	"On the contrary, it's my responsibility as a man of my own house soon."
	His wife was grinning already. "What about The Duchess?"
	"I'm still employed there, wife. And quite frankly, I don't like serving the Empire either. If we are to be tugged in a war, I'll take my chances with brothers and cousins than with friends who have a mind to make me heel."
	"I don't care for any of those complicated courtly things. I only want what's in the present." She placed a slice of ham on his plate. "Eat more meat. It will build your strength."
	"I like your philosophy, daughter," Padrad said. "I think we will get along nicely."
	"If I had known you sooner, I wouldn't have waited so long to come to you for arbitration."
	"Oh? Why is that?"
	"She chased Roen for four years before making her bold stance this week," Talland provided.
	Padrad looked at his son curiously. "And you didn't tell me? What with trying your luck in that fool contest for the hand of the Duchess, wasting precious time."
	"Oh-h-h-h-h! So that's where you disappeared to for half the year," Asmalani spoke with revelation.
	"That was over a year ago, wife. It was worth a try."
	"And yet, you didn't consider settling for me?"
	"Of course, I did. But that would be adding insult to injury, so I chose to find work instead."
	"Work for the Duchess."
	"It's pays well. Plus, Tal travels with me on every mission. I know he reports my daily habits to your dear sister Asamil."
	"I'm patient, husband. Mind your manners." She began eating the lamb, smiling the whole while.
	"You're gloating, because you have my father's support."
	"I am not. I am counting the days until you stop complaining and do your duty in this marriage."
	"Indestructible. No blade cuts your skin."
	She grinned baring her teeth as she gazed him straight in the eyes. "I love the way you praise me. You have the rest of your life to make up for the four years you wasted not letting me in your world. I believe I will sneak into your heart before you realize it. And then, I shall devour you...whole."
	He covered his reddened face to avoid facing her. The rest of the family bursted with laughter as they watched the couple exchange these banters. Mealtime in this household grew to be full of happy moments like these.


Chapter 53

	The trip back to Falshire was good after a week of enjoying the Grace wedding. Roen was vacationing at home for the honeymoon. Talland was taking over the tedious work of managing the books. Padrad can't wait to transition all else into his nephew's hands as he was the rightful heir to the High Lord seat. The Bluejays were guarding the House of Grace with diligence which eased Padrad's mind, lifting a great burden off his shoulders. When he returned to the palace, he was given a whole corridor as his place of residence rather than the guest house. He barely stepped in when Isinn came running through the door, all short of breath and staring at him. Dressed in purple silk on white satiny lace, she was an eyesore from the day he left without notice. Her hair was combed long tumbling in soft waves down her shoulder and back. Those doe-like eyes were dark and smoldering with brimstone burning inside them. She could see he had reverted to his Gorran tunic over knee-length robes again.
	"Isinn...I came back."
	"Please don't leave like that again."
	"I thought Revvy would relay a message where I was going."
	"She did, but you were in such a hurry, she worried something would happen to you. And...."
	He thought about what was implied. "I see. Did the Crown Prince dispatch a messenger?"
	"No, but his scouts returned with news that you were celebrating something."
	"Roen is now married. Tal, too. And you are already twice the grandmother."
	She gawked with delight upon hearing the news. "I'm...I'm...speechless." 
	"They're half Asmi, though."
	"Oh! Even more wonderful!" She beamed with mirth.
	"You like those wildlings?"
	"Better than a useless damsel in distress."
	"Well, you will rarely get to see them since they are being reared jealously by the Chief."
	"Ch-Chief?"
	"Yes, daughters of the Chief, both."
	"Oh my, I'm a grandmother!..." She lowered her eyes in joyful thoughts.
	He became nervous over the words, but this was the opportuned moment. "I'd love to be a grandfather to them if you approve."
	She looked up in total astonishment. "You mean adopt them?"
	The answer to that question actually made the moment awkward. So, he retracted. "I...uh...forget I said anything."
	"No. You can be their grandfather, of course."
	"I don't want us to be lovers behind shadowed doorways."
	"I'd rather have your love than betrothed to a cold bed."
	He cleared his throat softly. "I'm saying you will have both. The children don't mind."
	"I'd still have to share with Passi."
	"Well, yes." He nodded, then hung his head turning away, thinking that was the deal breaker for rejection.
	"Yes!" She held onto his tunic to stop him. "Yes, I accept. But on one condition."
	He turned back looking into her brimming eyes. "Yes, if I can provide it."
	"Take me to bed before we go to dinner."
	"You mean, now?"
	She smiled nodding firmly. He obliged, picking her up in his arms and carrying her to bed. She pointed to the interior hallway where the first door was. The door to the bedchamber closed gently....
	Dinner was actually in the Royal Dining Hall, which was the size of three houses combined by his standard. Such extravagance seemed a bit wasteful if not for the sole purpose of displaying opulence.	. And yet again, Padrad had to endure dressing as a Falshiren Lord in the robes suit provided for him in the wardrobe, since he had traveled light without bringing clothes of his own. He was beginning to believe he was a changeling between coming to this place and going back home. His loyalty had only one family in mind, and that was the House of Grace. Isinn walked beside him coyly, not touching him. After what they did, he had thought she would dance around like a girl in a crush, but she became terribly shy around him all of a sudden. Just to tease her for his own pleasure, he bumped into her on purpose checking the chair for her. A wide grin broke through her lips. She stood beside him, running her palm over his hand on the back of the chair.
	The Royal Family of Falshire entered in pairs. The King and Queen holding hands. Then, came the Crown Prince and Lady Revvine. As guests, Padrad and Isinn stood relatively at the chairs assigned to them as written on the cards. Before everyone was to be seated, the soft drums announced another couple was joining them, which was on short notice. The Emperor and Empress were also here to attend dinner. Isinn backed into Padrad, clearly in a wreck of nerves. He gripped the back of the chair, while keeping his composure calm and solid for her sake as he placed a hand on her hip. She was surprised by his open display of moral support, darting a glimpse at him before facing the Falshirens. The King and Queen actually sat at the ends of the long table. Revvine was beside the Queen's left with Sky Fall beside her. Padrad was seated to the right of the King with Isinn to his right. Across from them, respectively, Dregin sat directly within Isinn's line of view, though he was one seat away from Sundan's left with White Mane beside him, which put them dead center and two empty seats to their sides. Padrad observed Isinn's reaction to the Emperor. Her stark terror stemmed from something terrible in the past. Knowing what little he knew of the man, he was mindful not to jump to conclusion. In fact, he pitied her. And then, she was scared of even Padrad then, as if a connection was made thereof. Thus, he showed her what strength he had as a humble Grace Captain of Grace could do, in spite of being in the presence of the Empire. A little humility goes a long way.
	He placed his palm over her clammy hand on the table. She looked to him askance and hesitant. "Shall I make the announcement here?" he whispered to her. "Or do you want me to speak to Revvy in private about our arrangement?"
	"It's not important. Wait for later."
	"Mother?" Revvine called softly. "What are you two going on about?"
	Padrad looked at Isinn, quirking his brow. She still shook her head. So, he acquiesced, nodding to abide by her wishes. He cocked his head back seeing Revvine was still interested in them. "Tal has two kids, now. You are an aunt to two little boys, Revvy. Twins, actually! I-I-I mean, your Highness."
	"Uncle Padrad, oh my---! Was that the emergency?"
	"Yes, your Highness."
	"Please stop calling me that!" She got up clumsily with her new weight gain as Sky Fall extended arms for her protectively.
	"No, no, no, no....!" Isinn and Padrad both left their chairs to come to her.
	"Sit down, daughter," Isinn spoke gently. "You're a mother and an aunt now. Joyful news, indeed."
	Padrad placed a palm on his niece's shoulder. "And the reason I rushed to Grace was, because Roen was getting married. In my haste, I didn't explain. Too excited to meet a new daughter to the family."
	"Who is it? Do I know her?"
	"No, you've never met. Her name is Asmalani. She is a Bluejay."
	Her eyes lit up like the sun, mouth wide open as she covered it with both her palms, sitting down. "A Bluejay, oh my.... By the Seven Stars, I can't believe it!" A delighted laugh escaped her exclamation.
	"And she is very easy on the eyes, too."
	"Of course! Roen loves pretty ones-----Oh my heavens, I still can't believe this!"
	"Believe me, Revvy, it's true." He grinned proudly.
	Sky Fall grinned, looking at his wife. "Well, congratulations are in order."
	"Yes, congratulations!" the others chorused with smiles and lifting glasses to toast. Revvy was allowed only water, but she raised hers, too. Padrad and Isinn went back to their places, raising their own glasses standing. Dregin kept his eyes on the couple as he sipped his wine. Padrad distracted Isinn by tapping his glass to hers, gaining her attention. They stared into each other's eyes with that intimate secret romance between them. He enjoyed making this woman happy for once. She was content with grace and composure while he gave her the love she now knew she owned. It was enough to give her confidence. She was still basking in the sight of him. He had to remind her to sit down with moving the chair for her. Replacing his glass on the table, he freed his hands to push the chair in for her. She thanked him promptly.
	"Of course, my Lady." He took his seat next. The transition was so natural to him. They had lived together for so long, he hardly needed to mind himself in addressing her so.
	Sundan waved for all the servants to depart, leaving them to a very private and exclusive dinner. All was quiet, not even an echo in there as the walls were muted with curved tiles the size of men. The one wall behind the Emperor and Empress featured the night sky view through the giant floor to ceiling window. A silvery full moon was cradled in the dark clouds as fog filled the rest of the landscape: what looked to be tall spruces looming on either side of the window, letting their branches sway to the violent winds outside.
	"It has been a very long time, Isinn," Dregin spoke clearly.
	She nodded, smiling politely. "Yes. I'm blessed to live long enough to be a grandmother."
	Padrad dug into his food quietly, taking one sensible bite at a time. For some odd reason, that triggered Dregin's notice. He didn't have to look up, being quite self-conscious at the moment under the Falshiren man's steady stare.
	"You look good for a grandmother," the golden eyed man said on purpose.
	She laughed nervously. "Unlike you and the Empress, you haven't aged at all."
	"Well, we are a different breed from you," White Mane said.
	Isinn made no reply, taking a slow sip of her water, then lowered her head to concentrate on her plate.Padrad sensed that uncanny jealousy in the white haired woman's tone. No doubt there was some history between the three of them.
	"I see you have lived well in Gorra," Dregin spoke up again.
	"Yes," Isinn smiled demurely, looking up, "The House of Grace has been very kind to me over the years."
	"I'd say it's the Grace Captain who has been doing that."
	She stiffened in her seat. Padrad raised his eyes, though his head remained at the same angle as he was still in the middle of chewing his steak. He pivoted his face slightly to look at Isinn who turned for a quick glance at him. She was flustered, chest pumping with each pounding heartbeat. He, then placed his attention on the spice and onion sitting across the table. They were staring back.
	"You know our history, Imperial Majesty. It is not unusual in my custom to take in a sister-in-law and her children under my wing."
	"While your brother was alive back then?" White Mane asked, arching a brow. The children began to sense the flow of conversation was becoming volatile as they looked up from their meal.
	"Yes."
	"I find that unusual."
	"Why?"
	"Besides the twins, there were no other children to be added?"
	Padrad lowered his fork and knife. "That is correct. It was for lack of trying by the way, your Imperial Majesty."
	"Oh?"
	"The Lady of Vinne outranks Grace. Her noble blood carries our little fiefdom with the twins. We are very proud of that. I made the point to dismantle the High Lord's harem to prevent political conflicts in the House of Grace. She has my full support in that matter."
	"Well, then, what do you call 'under your wing'? Is that not another form of a harem?" White Mane pressed.
	That was to cut at Isinn's self-esteem. Padrad smiled pleasantly, though he clenched his molars briefly. "Let me repeat myself, Empress. I dismantled the harem in support of Lady Isinn of Vinne's Poplari. Which reminds me, had I known the Crown Prince of Falshire had his heart set on her daughter, we would have asked for the return of Poplari as her dowry. She is the rightful heiress. But he preempted tradition in such a rushed marriage, we elders had to accept things without being consulted. Falshire certainly raised a fine Royal Prince. My compliments to yet another conquest." He raised his glass to her then and dared to drink from it. Replacing it on the table, he resumed his meal as if nothing had happened. Isinn followed suit, though she was slow to eat.
	Dregin leaned forward on the table taking a long sip from his wine. He eyed the prize on that side of the table, which was the radiant Revvine with her bulging belly. "I have to say, nephew, you really picked the cherry this time."
	Sky Fall donned a dreadful awkward consternation. "Leave me and my wife out of this, Uncle. We can take our dinner in our chamber."
	"I wish we had met sooner," Sundan said to Padrad. "My son might have learned much from your tutelage."
	"Your Royal Majesty," he replied, chuckling. "I raised three boys in my humble abode. Their cousins, the Grace Twins, were merely guests in my house growing up alongside. Trust me, your son would have been left out in the rain without my notice."
	Sundan laughed heartily then. "I have to disagree."
	"If I may be blunt, I probably might wind up competing with his Royal Highness."
	"Oh? How so?"
	"The Great Stag Hunt is a fine ritual. It builds character of a man."
	"Ah. That's probably also the reason her Imperial Majesty started the tradition."
	Padrad held his fork with beef in mid-air. He faced the King. "May I assume she favors her nephew over her niece?"
	"You assume correctly. I can't even slap him without her meddling," Sundan said wickedly.
	White Mane threw her brother-in-law a look full of thorns, though she smiled. Padrad grinned mildly, taking the steak in his mouth chewing which looked like he was enjoying his food. He nodded as he swallowed.
	"I believe you."
	"Speaking from experience?"
	"You could say that. It's the same for me with Revvy. She's the only daughter in the House of Grace after all."
	"Ahhhhhh! Hahahaha...!"
	Now the the spirit at the table was uplifting. Padrad stole a glance at Isinn who seemed just as pensive as she had always been. He waited for her to finish most of her plate to simply take her by the hand and walk her to the balcony away from all those people. In the night air that was near freezing, a sky full of fog and clouds with the moon obscured from view behind the building, they were alone in darkness. He held her in his arms, pressing his lips to her hair.
	"I'm a shameful woman."
	"I don't think so. Life is too short to suffer like that, Isinn. These are the same people who killed Trink. Why should I care what they think about anyone?"
	Isinn inhaled a sniffling breath. "I won't die, Padrad. I have grandchildren to think about."
	"That's the Isinn I love."
	"At the end there, I had wished Trink was still with us. At least, she showed the children what spirit really is and how life is worth fighting for."
	"Mm-hmm. She could teach you a thing or two about enjoyment, too."
	She rubbed her face to his chest. "I don't mind Falshire doesn't recognize our betrothal. As long as we have that Gorran ceremony."
	"You want to do it tonight? There's a full moon."
	Pause. "Yes. Let's do it. Life's too short."
	She stood back looking up to him. He grinned and kissed her as a lover. Suddenly, they had to stop as a whisper was heard hissing softly in the air. The fog behind him away from the view of the window moved and swirled until it sketched out a beautiful womanly figure. Her face was almost visible. The braids on her were done up with a veil on the crown of her head.
	"Grace Captain."
	He recognized the voice immediately, pulling Isinn with him aside to avoid being seen by the others. "Duchess," he spoke under his breath.
	"Have no fear. You may speak freely of me if they ask."
	"No, I would rather shield you."
	"Not for the price of your bloodline and your wives. I will not wear that on my conscience."
	"But Duchess----"
	She shook her head, fog billowing in the breeze. "I intend to war with Falshire. You will recluse yourself from this fight. It is my command. Your bloodline must continue with safety in order to serve me."
	He almost wanted to cry. Isinn could see that. And in that instant, she felt the same, because the words sank in. This Duchess was contending to be the future of her own people, and yet she had the concern over their household. They both bowed in acquiescence to her wish. And then, the fog dispersed into what it was before. They faced each other, breathing with excitement between them. Both nodded. Then, he held her hand leading her back inside.
	"May we order Cascan Brosia?" he spoke boldly. Revvine turned in surprise, then broke into a smile. "We will do it here, Revvy. Just so you know, I stake a claim as grandfather to that baby."
	"Cascan Brosia!" She cried out, standing up.
	"Sit down, Rev----" Sky Fall was scared at the way she nearly jumped up.
	"No, I have to stand for this ceremony. Please, order the Cascan Brosia and..." she turned around, picking up the largest glass on the table, "Here, use this!"
	Padrad shook his head, smiling. "Wait here."
	They waited for a while until he returned bringing the chalice with him and his own flask of Cascan Brosia. Isinn's jawed dropped in total shock that he had brought it without her notice. He poured the wine into the chalice, eyeing her the while smiling handsomely, then placed the flask on the table. A steak knife was picked up as he brought everything with him walking to the window to stand under the moonlight. The clouds actually parted by winds in the sky brightening the moment.
	"Come, Isinn of Vinne," he invited, ignoring everyone else.
	Isinn strode toward him proudly, standing before him with resolve. "I shall go first," she said taking the chalice in her right hand and raising her left over it. 
	With a nervous smile, he nodded.He pricked her index finger letting the blood drop form and fall into the wine. "With the mountains, your spirit comes to me." He pricked her middle finger. "With the spirit, your life binds with me." On the third finger, "With the spirit, your heart cradles me. Let your blood be proof that all these hold true. So be it."
	Then, it was her turn to do the same. He walked her through the words that were their sacred bond. She bravely drank from the chalice a long and strong draw, gulping several times. He drained the rest, holding it to his chest as he wrapped an arm around her. They practically drowned in each other's gaze then and there.
	"I know I will love you forever, Padrad of Grace," she said fearlessly.
	"I dare say the same, my bold Lady."
	Revvine cupped her palm to the side of her mouth. "May I call you Father now?"
	They turned around grinning together. The husband holding the chalice, the wife with the steak knife still in her hand.
	"Of course, daughter," he replied proudly.
	She chuckled with delight hobbling slightly as she walked toward them. They took turns hugging her warmly, exchanging the items between them.
	"I admit it's not as traditional as in Gorra, but it's binding," he explained.
	"That's fine," she said, pivoting her head back and forth. "I finally get to call you Father!"
	"Listen at this girl," he said to his new wife. "She is even more excited than the hen hawk."
	The others began to gather around them with smiles and mirth with congratulations. Behind them outside the window in the sky right below the moon where the clouds had been pushed apart was a faint transparent image of Ikrah watching the joyful occasion. The clouds converged as if to grow into a thunder storm. Dregin noticed it before everyone else turning up his gaze, but her image faded from sight leaving only the clouds to their natural movements. He looked back at the Graces with wonder, and glanced up again before keeping his eyes on Padrad carefully and checking Revvine with great consideration over the child in her belly.


Chapter 54

	Thoran laid Ocelyn gently in the cradle, wrapping a blanket around her. He came to bed with only his shorts on, crawling under the covers. His wife was undoing her hair removing the veil and ornaments, letting it tumble down her back. Her nightie was loose on her letting fall a strap off her right shoulder. She climbed into bed next to him. Their bodies pressed against each other in coupling.
	"Thoran, my love, I can say I no longer fear the dark, because I have you and Ocelyn."
	"Then, blow out the lights."
	She glanced over the room. In an instant, the flames were blown out by snaps of Wind as she summoned. Giggling, she began to explore him in the full darkness. He sighed and moaned as she touched his manhood, feeling around to pull down his shorts. Soon, she gave him the pleasure he needed.
	"Oh dear Goddess, must you be such a vixen in the night?"
	She laughed, doing more of what he liked best until he grew impatient and pushed her back to finish the way she enjoyed him most. Both sighed in content together as they gathered themselves into the lovers embrace. He kissed her bare shoulder and nape as he spooned her.
	"I spied on Falshire tonight, husband." He tightened his embrace on her. "Don't worry, I was only spying."
	"Just be careful."
	"Mm-hmm.... Ocelyn will be Keeper of Exodus when she grows up. She should have the potential."
	Silence.
	"Say what's on your mind."
	He sighed and nibbled on her shoulder up to her neck which tickled her into laughing. "I stole you from Tarenne." His mouth came down the side of her arm, rubbing his lips on the silky skin. "How can you possibly love me?"
	She turned toward him. A bolt of lightning zapped into shape above her and held still as a sprig of light, illuminating over them. "I'm ready to tell you what happened that day, now.... After helping you with the forge, Little Phoenix and I fought. We argued over many things. But in the end, it was over you." With this fact revealed, her husband reacted in astonishment. "Yes." She nodded. "He had asked if it's because of you that I chose to leave him."
	"My love, it cannot be all me."
	"Well, no. You're only part of it. I tired of the secret marriage. Being a hidden wife was so confining. Walking around Tare as an open secret was just as burdensome. After I saw he and the Princess together, I realized I was just a trophy to him. I need happiness, Thoran. All my life, I served the will of others. Even when Aquine and Taye were alive with them giving me guidance and purpose, I served their needs. I knew I was fulfilling their need for a child. King Legran needed a daughter for his Queen. But no one stopped to ask me what I really wanted. Except...you."
	He chortled shyly. "You do realize I do it for my own selfish reasons."
	"Well," she smiled, "your reasons are the same as mine."
	"Oh really?" Mischief glinted in his eyes. "Take you as lover every night?"
	"With that kind of pleasure, yes."
	He pulled her onto him. She sat up, rubbing on his stem a little. Her breasts were fuller than ever which held his interest. His eyes ran down the rest of her body. They became sad upon landing on her scars. "How did he manage to do that to you?"
	She turned her eyes over to what he was referring to. "Ah...this." Sigh. "I didn't want to answer him. At the time...." She took a moment to think of the words. "I was very angry with him. Yet, I was still loyal to the King. I had walked away. He summoned Fire on me. The Phoenix tried to stop him, but it's a creature of instinct and had used its own Fire. My clothes burned instantly. I reacted defensively, throwing myself into a storm to douse the flames. The lightning was to numb out the pain. After that, I blacked out. When I woke up, I saw you and Uncle Barakan."
	He rubbed on her legs. "I should have known he was that jealous of me."
	"I think he was more jealous of me."
	Thoran looked up, astonished and curious. "How so?"
	"The King favored me. I was the reason he agreed to betrothing his son to the Empire. It was to distract the Emperor's notice."
	"From what? I'm confused."
	"The Princess and I had a wrong foot impression. When I was...I don't know...seventeen that winter. During the Solstice, I was sent to deliver a case of rose wine to the Royal residence when she being as charming as she was she insulted Taye. I didn't take too kindly to that. I fought her brother and guards as she ran behind them. Her guards subdued me. She had me put in a box and left me in the back garden----"
	"She what?" he snapped. "A box?"
	"Yes, a box. Apparently, that's where a lot of her pets went for punishment. I happened to be the first person in there."
	He gritted his teeth. "What is the point?"
	"Well, according to Taye, I had actually gone missing for eight days since. Left there in winter. They had forgotten me.... I really don't like how I was rescued, but I have to tell you. Little Phoenix breathed life into me on the lips. Imagine that."
	A grin came onto his lips as he regarded her. "I can. If I had that kind of power, I'd do the same."
	"That incident alarmed the Emperor. The Royal Palace has watchers reporting to him of things. It would have been different if Little Phoenix hadn't intervened."
	Thoran thought about what was being said. "You mean, you could've died if no one knew to find you. And it's just another corpse in a box. Yet, the Crown Prince broke in there to retrieve you, and that started a political storm in the Imperial Palace."
	"Yes. Exactly."
	"Well, then, you owed him your life."
	"I tried to repay him. Once."
	He didn't like the sound of that. "Was that...your first time?"
	"I don't know what I was thinking." She lowered her head, crest fallen. "I thought it was worth something----"
	He sat up, kissing her on the forehead. He moved to hold her in his arms. As their eyes met, he kissed her with all the tenderness he could show her. Someday, she would leave here to go to Tarenne, but that day won't come too soon if he could help it.
	So, now he understood. King Legran had quelled the incident with the betrothal between Tarenne and Falshire. All because he didn't want the Emperor to discover her existence, while avoiding conflict at the same time.
	When she was fully kissed, he peeled his mouth away. They both breathed and sighed, foreheads pressed together with noses touching.
	"My love, it was worth more than you could imagine. He became obsessed over you."
	She smiled shaking her head. "He obsessed over me since the tender age of fourteen. That was the first time he laid eyes on me. The Queen squired me that year."
	"You knew? And yet, you toyed with his feelings?"
	"I was his father's squire. He is the Crown Prince of Zandria. How can I do such thing? I served the King and Queen."
	"Oh." He chortled. "That Knight of Tarenne duty. You were lying to yourself, weren't you?"
	"Come to think of it.... Honestly, I wonder if Aquine had designed some of it."
	"I'd say he and the King both," he teased. "But fate brought you to me. I'm glad and grateful for such good fortune."
	She inhaled and exhaled a sigh, smiling demurely. "I'm happy with you, my love. Ocelyn is our love made flesh. She is going to be a very beautiful woman someday. How will you fend off her suitors?"
	He chuckled heartily. "I think the iron gates and her iron-armored guards will do some of that work for me. Plus, I will be teaching her how to abuse boys."
	She was appalled by what he was implying. "What?"
	"Don't worry, if she likes the boy, she'll probably be gentle at breaking him in for riding." Her expression was so darkened, he laughed shaking her with his body. "I tease."
	"That's not funny. She will be Keeper of Exodus.----"
	"I know, I know. Duty first before pleasure."
	They lay down together, giving each other another kiss before falling asleep with sweet roaming dreams. The light dimmed, letting in the darkness. Slumber hardly lasted a while when Ocelyn began crying again. In that instant, he felt her break away from his embrace to get up to feed the baby. In his drowsy state, he peered at how his wife sit down in the big cushioned rocking chair with that bolt of light over her shoulder. No sooner did she suckle the baby on one nipple, the other one began to leak. And before long, it was streaming steadily shooting across the floor's carpet. He laughed out loud, getting up as she struggled to cover it. A small towel was retrieved from the changing table and brought to her. She received it with a stiff smile as she held it into place. After a while, she had to switch Ocelyn to the second boob to be full enough to go back to sleep.
	The months were arduous until Ocelyn began to eat solid foods. Her sleeping habits became more practiced. He enjoyed being away from the forge to be with his family. These were the days that flew away quick. He didn't want to miss a moment of it. And then, Ocelyn began to crawl. That was a milestone he and his wife watched with pride. Between diapers, missed sleep, interrupted meals, taking turns holding the baby, swapping naps and bath time, they managed to toil through all that to keep a happy healthy baby girl that loved to smile and laugh all the time. That was a beautiful time to be alive. He wouldn't trade it in for the world.
	And then, their meal times became less exclusive as Barakan made a direct request to be a solid part of daily. They obliged without hesitation as Ocelyn was a joy the elderly man enjoy seeing. Besides him, there were the others. Dirben was First Rank General and a half brother to Barakan. Brem, the Second Guard was also a cousin. And Treyila, the Astrologer, was also part of the table. With these people of kin beside Ocelyn, she would grow up fully trained and equipped to be the monarch of Niele in the future. And yet, their first lunch together was as formal as could be, though he and Ikrah were dressed casually. Ocelyn was allowed to sit in a playpen to the side with her toys to keep her occupied. Dirben stared at Ikrah often and at times a little too long, while the other two tried not to impose on her as much with their eyes.
	"Yes, this is our Duchess," Barakan spoke bluntly. "To think you and she were on opposite sides of The Battle at Pruscan Heights just a few years ago."
	Ikrah looked up seeing she was indeed being stared at by Dirben. "I have heard you ordered to capture me alive then," she spoke in Niele.
	He nearly choked sputtering up the water he was drinking. The others stifled their laughs behind a goblet or palm. Barakan kept a straight enough face. Thoran had to bite on his tongue to keep from bursting.
	"Forgive me, your Highness. I am surprised you speak our native tongue."
	She giggled lightly. "I am impressed you speak court speech."
	"May I ask how did you learn our words?"
	"Aquine the Eagle was adept in languages. I was under his guidance and training as the Royal Squire of Tarenne."
	"Ah.... He is a very...impressive man."
	"Yes. He was."
	"I'm sorry. Are you implying that he is no longer----"
	"He was befallen somewhere in Falcon's Spire. The Emperor has since declared his name with the title Duke of Solstarshire, formerly Sidoran Niele. The Crown Prince of Falshire now resides over it as Regent."
	They all looked among themselves in shock.
	"That is most unfortunate," Barakan said with a sad sigh. "I had hoped he would return to us, or in the least visit while serving Tarenne."
	"Oh, believe me, he was well loved in Tarenne. It was the Emperor who demanded his service to fight the northlands. But...I am curious. Why is it there are no reports of his death on our end? If he had died in battle, surely any Niele would speak up."
	"No," Dirben spoke up again, "actually, he was the reason we were driven back. We fought the Emperor and Empress fiercely. We were regaining land, until the Duke showed up. My men did not know until I arrived and had ordered a full retreat. You are correct, he survived every one of our battles."
	She nodded, reflecting in thought.
	"Duchess," Barakan called to her. "Please don't tell me he was murdered."
	"I have no proof of that. Therefore, I will not speak of it."
	"But you suspect."
	"I know he died with a few secrets. No doubt, some of it involved me. And I am here now, knowing more about myself than I had ever imagined. Why didn't you tell him about my father? It would have saved him the trouble of investigating."
	"At the time, I didn't think you survived. It was a lost cause I sent him to satisfy his...sense of responsibility. It was that fool Trink's idea. She delivered a letter to him one day and the next he begged me to let him go. I held out for as long as I could...." He sighed. "You strongheaded willful children try my heart at times. He fought me. And then he snuck out when I was called away in battle. I spent a good part of the month to find him. But in the end, I relented."
	"Why?"
	"Because at merely eleven winters grown, he managed to raise an army against me. Right after the fall of the House of Eagle, too."
	She understood instantly. "Heart of Obendell."
	"That's where he won his first battle and gained his independence."
	"Imagine my surprise hearing about it," Dirben said.
	"I wasn't surprised at all," said Brem. "Trey said he was destined to lead people among peoples."
	"I was there, too," Thoran said. "He had me forge a few good blades."
	"Ah, so you're the one who gave him the sword that broke mine," Barakan spoke dryly.
	"Was it mine? I don't know. He had so many to use."
	"Uh...." Ikrah expressed inquisitively, "You mean he literally fought you in battle?"
	"Yes." Barakan and Thoran replied in unison.
	"Like Battle Royale," Thoran explained. "Except Barakan's blade broke in two."
	"Besides that!" the elder man snapped. "He had speed like timber wolves. I couldn't keep up with him dodging me."
	Ikrah laughed then with her fanned fingers over part of her lips, which was a pretty sight. The men looked at her admirably.
	"There is an explanation for that. My half-brother was with him in spirit, I'm sure."
	"Your half-brother?..."
	"Yes. The aborted child between the Emperor and Empress many years ago. His soul lived inside Aquine. It's the reason why he could call lightning and commanded all things earthly."
	"Hmmm...." Treyila uttered to be heard for the first time. "Do you suppose his name was Solstar? Where Duke Aquine was granted the rights to the namesake Solstarshire."
	Everyone took on a great deal of interest in that suggestion.
	"You know, that could make sense," Ikrah noted. "He would have been born around Winter Solstice, if things were different."
	Ocelyn was playing in her pen as if doing charades with invisible friends. They hadn't noticed as she was such a quiet child.
	"This is good a lunch," Barakan spoke up in that moment to fill the somber silence.
	Ikrah raised her goblet. They all did the same.
	"Here's to memories of the fallen and hopes of the future. I hope to be a better Keeper of Exodus."
	They drank together. And lunch became a more normal function as they ate and discussed little things.
	"Duchess," Barakan spoke up again. "I have a simple request."
	"Speak your mind."
	"Please make dinner mandatory for us."
	She smiled. "If you can drag yourself away from what you do, always come to dinner. That goes for everyone. I want Ocelyn to be familiar with your presence. There will be exceptions in the future, but that will be in the future to be discussed."
	They looked over in the pen.
	"The Lady Ocelyn is an amazing child," Brem said. "I've never seen a more content child."
	"I know." Thoran was very proud of himself. "She seems to know what we are talking about, too."
	Ocelyn climbed to stand up against the pen, grasping at the rail, staring at them. He went over there to pick her up in his arms.
	"Hello, darling. Did you get bored?"
	"Mum-mum!...Mum-mum!"
	"She wants you, my love." He walked back to the table to hand Ocelyn over to Ikrah.
	"Ocelyn, don't reject your da-da." Ikrah cooed.
	Dirben swallowed in his breath looking at that scene. And then he realized the others were watching him. He excused himself, leaving the table to walk away. Treyila stifled a giggle.
	"Where are you going, Dirben?" Barakan asked.
	"Drill the soldiers on their training, Brother."
	"What? After you just ate?"
	The man turned around, sweeping a glance at the table. "This could take getting used to. I'm not sure I should attend dinner as mandatory."
	"Why? Because our Duchess is more beautiful than her mother?"
	"You're a cruel joke for an old man," he replied sourly.
	Everybody laughed on that note. Ikrah eyed him prettily, too. Thoran held onto her possessively.
	"Don't worry, Dirben," Ikrah assured him. "Someone will fall on your lap soon enough. Be prepared to shield your heart before she knocks you wide open."
	"What do you know, little girl?"
	She winked, nodding that she knew enough. He became nervous, then.



Chapter 55

	When Roen led Asmalani with him intothe meeting room which was filled with tapestries that depicted images of the mountains and landscapes, she nearly gasped under her breath at the sight of the brunnette sitting in a wide chair with a baby girl and a rattle in hand. The black butterfly ornaments in her hair were shining with malachite set in them. She wore a an exotic stretch of suede dyed red like copper from shoulder to toes. Her breasts were big and heavy belaying the thick waistline of motherhood. But her dark amber eyes haunted Asmalani most of all. She felt humble beside her competition, that was supposedly too far from reach for her newly made husband. The Duchess stood up upon seeing them and handed her baby to a wetnurse, who smiled to receive the honor. She strode toward the couple with a praising smile eyeing Asmalani over.
	"So this is a Bluejay. Impressive, indeed."
	"We are honored in your presence, your majesty," Roen said, bowing respectively. Asmalani had to lower her head in following suit.
	The Duchess waved her palm, meaning to waive the formalities. "This is not the Royal Hall. Speak freely here as yourselves. I prefer so."
	Even her voice was beautiful. It was gentle like the breeze of the mountains. She reached out touching Asmalani on the elbow with her right hand and picking up the wrist in her left palm. Her eyes lifted slyly at Roen.
	"No doubt, you quarrelled before coming here."
	Roen gulped looking away. "Needless to say, I won."
	"Indeed." Ikrah faced his wife. "How far along are you?"
	"I don't know. A month, maybe? I missed one moon."
	Ikrah shook her head, smiling. "You are almost two months along. Please be careful with what you eat and what you do." They reacted in surprise. She released the younger woman with care. "Congratulations."
	"I'm glad I brought you here, wife. The Duchess is the best wisdom in all the land up here."
	"Trust me, you are safe with me. I only care for the safety of people."
	Asmalani reddened under the gaze of the Duchess. "Must I live here? I prefer to be in my Lord's House."
	"There is a war brewing. Grace may fall ravaged by the Empire. It would be wise to be in a safe place far from battle."
	Ikrah walked away as if checking herself in thought.
	"Your majesty," Roen spoke up again, "my father sent me message to move everyone here."
	"Mm-hmm," she nodded without looking back. "It is my command. The Emperor is holding him, your stepmother, and sister hostage in anticipating the birth of her child. I don't know if he will allow your father or his wife to live after that."
	"Are they not guests there?" Roen insisted.
	Ikrah turned around partially. "In all appearances. But I've spoken to your father. They are not exactly free and happy where they are."
	He remained in reservation, rather than contend with her words. That prompted her to turn around fully facing them.
	"You are part of my Third Guard, Roen. I cannot afford the loss of anyone in your family. However, if you feel you are in the right more than me, you may resign and leave."
	Asmalani flinched upon seeing how alarming those words were. Roen now regarded her with remorse.
	"Still think you like being my wife with a baby on the way now?"
	"Don't be cross with her. She's with child." Ikrah chided him, which alarmed him, considering she wasn't that much older than him, but she was Duchess.
	He corrected himself. "I'm sorry, dear wife. I worry about you and our child."
	Asmalani nodded, smiling awkwardly to be in the middle of this. "I'd rather our child be born than risk anything."
	"Someone speaks sense for once." Ikrah noted. "I need everyone here, before battle breaks out."
	"What do you intend to do, your majesty?"
	"I don't know yet. But if it was up to me, I'd carry everyone to safety. The Empire shall not touch a hair on anyone if I'm strong enough."
	"If you are strong enough? This is not one of your legendary Battle Royale. Armies are at your command, your majesty."
	"I am aware of that. I want the least bloodshed possible. But first, I want to rescue Grace fully while there's still time to do it. Is that so hard for you to accept?"
	He nodded, folding his arms. "My goal is the same as yours, Duchess."
	"What would you know of my goal, Roen?"
	"I want to avenge Trink."
	"I share in that," she agreed with a nod. "But ultimately, I aim to cripple the Empire. It plagues on people's fears and greed. These are old and powerful emotions to contend with. I offer peace and prosperity which are even harder to preserve when facing war." After a moment, she quirked her lips into a smile. "You have a whole corridor to house everyone from Grace. Other than the few restricted Noble Halls, you are free to roam as you like. Please make yourselves at home."
	She left with the wetnurse, taking the baby back in her arms. They were alone in there. Asmalani stood there like a dummy until Roen came over and held her gently, pulling her body against him. He kissed her tenderly and sweetly on the lips.
	"Want to see our new home for a while?"
	"Yes," she said.
	He chuckled. "I like how you're tame."
	"I waited long enough. I needed taming."
	He slid his arm around her waist behind her back, leading her through the corridors and to the place of their residence. The chambers were big compared to their house in Grace. Down the hallway were others just like it. This whole corridor was theirs as the crest of their House was placed on every door in there. The antechamber was for meeting guests. Their bedchamber was sectioned off by panels and curtains. They even had round glass windows to allow visibility to the landscape outside. Much of it was snow capped mountains, though further on was sparse forestry of evergreens and a lake that was far and wide. They looked out through there at the romantic scenery that was stark and clean.
	She felt his lips on her ear, and then he began licking the lobe with kisses. Turning, she met his eyes filled with a hunger for her, which inspired her to love him back. They went to the bed. He was careful to ease her on there and take things slow. Every moment was at a savoring pace, giving her the utmost pleasure without too much of the vigor of passion as when they did the first few times. At the end, he lay down to caress her arms and body as a soothing massage so she could sleep sweetly. While she drifted halfway there, she heard a soft knock on the door. He pulled the covers over her all the way up to the shoulders. Then, the curtains around the canopy of the bed was drawn. She could see through the slit of her eyes as she peeked on how he did that. The knock came again. Next, she could hear him rush on his pants, then went to the door.
	"Tal, you're here!" he greeted softly.
	"Yeah, Brother, may we come in?"
	"Seven Stars! Asamil, are these my nephews?"They laughed delightedly. "Come in, come in. But we have to be over here and not too loud. Wife is sleeping. Almost two months along."
	"Really? Congratulations, Brother! Finally."
	She wanted to open her eyes, but she was so sleepy. Their voices were pleasant with wonderful news of children. She was glad her nephews were here, too. If Asamil was allowed to come here, that meant the rest of her clan were not far behind either. It seemed a good place for them. She didn't worry about how her mother would get along with the Duchess. 
	The weeks flew by quickly as she was given a daily routine of five to six small meals brought in by the nursemaids. Always, there was a bowl of fruit in the room for her to snack on. She was treated like royalty in this place just for being pregnant. Roen would be away on days at a time, rather than months on missions. His delegated tasks were simple to have him close by just to keep him within reach of her. When she wanted to walk around, an attendant or two were ready to accompany her. Even at times, a sedan chair was ordered for her use, too. 
	Exodus became less and less bare as the flood of Bluejays immigrated into its castlegrounds. Chief Sahrein was greeted by the Earl Barakan himself upon arrival. He and she walked together speaking of plans to accommodate living spaces for everyone. He even boasted Exodus could expand without much construction involved, or to remain as is would mean the two clans intermarry. She eyed him meticulously, grinning the while that he had suggested a fine solution. And then to see her first daughter in a sedan chair being carried out to the courtyard, she nearly lost her senses demanding the Earl how that was possible. He explained the Duchess had ordered it. The sedan chair was parked carefully letting Asmalani out. They greeted each other in their native Asmi tongue.
	"Daughter! Oh my, you are showing!"
	"Mother, welcome to Exodus."
	"Indeed." The Chief leaned into her daughter, whispering. "You didn't tell me the Earl is handsome."
	"Well, you had to see him in person to judge for yourself."
	"Hmmm, very good. I like Exodus already."
	"Glad you like us, Chief Sahrein," Barakan said in trade speech, walking away with his hands stuffed in his pockets.
	Dressed in full black with just the silver sash in his hair, he was quite a sight to look at. The long coat on him over his inner pleated tunic was tapered to his figure, giving him a slim appearance. His trousers were tucked into bracer laced boots from the knees down. A day's growth had filled his face with stubbles. They were staring at him, though he seemed to not notice.The Bluejays were very interested in the men here, as most of them had character just like him. He was delegating the servants to help with moving things for the new arrivals. Some were able to arrange living quarters guiding the way into the rest of Exodus. The immigrants were surprised by the livestock kept here, too. They were also warned to be careful as half of the animals were carrying new foals and calves waiting to be born within weeks. Apparently, this place was fertile ground despite the mountainous barren setting.
	Thus, they were together, mother and daughters living in the Grace Corridor. Food was always fresh, even the meat was promised to be tender lamb or prime calf beef. Asmalani eventually favored stew and soups. She grew and grew big. The days became more long without Roen. And her weight gain made movement awkward or burdensome. The nephews were happy little boys running around laughing and screaming around the chamber. She was grateful for one thing in this place: the bathtub. It had a faucet that could draw hot and cold water with just the pull of two cords, one for each. Soaking in the warm steamy pretreated water was really refeshing. Always, she came out clean and relaxed. That was the full regimen of the care of her gravid condition.
	They were sitting down to lunch: just the three women with the twins running around the chamber. Suddenly, Roen came in the door dressed in casual clothes. Asmalani straightened up in her seat to receive him. He smiled handsomely walking to the table.
	"Hello there, wife." He nodded to the other two. "Asamil...Mother?"
	Sahrein laughed out loud. "Indeed, son-in-law Roen, is it?"
	"That's me." He chuckled. Then, he took his seat beside his wife. "The Duchess ordered me on vacation. Tal has taken over the House of Grace in full. I have a lot of free time on me now."
	"Wonderful----" Asmalani barely spoke and was cut off by her mother.
	"Now, I see why my first daughter chased after you for four years."
	"Am I what you expected in a son of Grace?"
	The older woman widened her eyes with profound delight in his boldness. She grinned with a quirk in her left brow. "If I met you before my daughter, you would have been mine."
	He laughed nervously, lifting his shirt to look at the mark left by his wife. "Well, too late now. I bear the mark of Asmalani to the day I die."
	The women laughed together, consulting each other with looks.
	"And I heard The Duchess favors you?"
	He smiled politely, picking up the fork to his wife's plate, cutting the sliced ham. "She favors the House of Grace, Mother Asmii. Do not mistaken that." He speared that piece and brought it to Asmalani's mouth. She ate from it deliciously, marveling at the way he leaned on the table with his forearm crossed close to his chest.
	"Oh, I see. Would that be your father who made good impression on her, then?"
	"Mmm..." He weighed in what to be said. "Not him, but my late stepmother. Trinkera. Have you heard of her?"
	Sahrein lost her humor instantly. "Yes, I have. She is a legend among us."
	"I know." He smiled, keeping his eyes on the plate. Another bite was fed to his wife. "She was my father's first wife. She was also her majesty's wetnurse at one time."
	"I see."
	"That's a little family history from my House. What's the history on your end?" He was ever so charming looking back at her.
	"She was Seventh Daughter to the Grimrookan Clan left in Asmii feira from one of our conquests. The Niele Baronness Sidora gained her through a hunting raid of our territory." feira meant slave land in the Asmii tongue.
	He lowered his gaze, picking at yet another bite. "Humble beginnings with noble roots. That was my mother even if I wasn't fortunate to be born from her flesh." He fed his wife again, smiling with a nod. "I would hope our children know their mother best."
	She took the bite chewing on it while basking in his gaze. "Feira or not, we're all made of flesh."
	"This coming from the woman who put her mark on me?" He took a bite in his mouth, chewing between a smile. "I wear it like a badge of honor. I conquered you, dear."
	She giggled, rubbing her belly with pride. He fed her to the last morsel. Her mother and sister were staring, of which she didn't mind. Roen was an exceptional man that she had won for herself. And he was certainly a marvel to look at, too. He was all hers, now. The Duchess only made their life together a little easier. She couldn't believe her luck. While her sisters had conquered their husbands, she was laughed at for waiting so long. Four years was not that long compared to what she now owned down to the teeth. He even purposely drank from her goblet, eyeing her with a curl to the corner of his lips. That's how she liked him to be.
	"Please tell me I'm not dreaming."
	"If this is a dream, I wouldn't want to wake up either." He handed her the goblet. Getting up, he went to set the bed, pulling the covers back. She watched him as she drank her mapleberry juice. "Time for your nap, dear." He strode back to sweep her off the chair, grunting lightly. "Getting heavy, aren't you?"
	"You should put me down, Roen."
	"I've carried bucks bigger than you."
	"I've shot a bear bigger than you and Talland both."
	He laughed, hefting her up to balance, walking back to the bed. Her feet were let down first, then the rest of her.
	"You are making us envious," Asamil spoke out loud.
	"Hush, it's nap time for my wife, mother of my child," he replied proudly. "And me, too."
	They understood the hint and departed to give the couple privacy. He crawled into bed, pulling the covers up. Laying there, she stared up into his eyes.
	"I'm the envy of all my sisters, thanks to you."
	He kissed her fully before massaging her head and body, helping her relax and sleep.


Chapter 56

	Spring touched the tundras of Tare. Zandria was now fully claimed under Tarenne's Crown, yet it was bittersweet upon making the proclamation known the world over. Falshire would kneel to its bounty had it not been, because of restraint on Legran's part. And he knew it came with a price, which was paid in terrible losses. Sadness had wrapped over him since the day of that bracelet being returned through Phoenix delivery. The hidden jewel of the Empire in another land, another man's arms, and held with as much zealous as his jealous heart. She was here. She had been his Squire. She had bloomed in these halls. She had given him a sense of a father's love for a daughter. She became the Royal Scribe. She was made the Lady of Tare. And in one horrible day, she was lost. It reminded him of the very moment those years ago when he lost Aquine at the Grand Royal Ball after that dance with White Mane. These two siblings had taken over a good part of his heart, and in some ways caused the neglect of his own son. For that, he was responsible for how she had fallen in enemy hands.
	The flowers were in full bloom this year giving the landscape the look of colorful drapery over the mountainside that sloped into the plains and canyons. A river of her tears still ran in one of those canyons. That was where much life and vegetation soaked up water to grow around the embankment, spreading on land. Even moss covered rocks that once sat bone dry under the sun. He breathed in the fresh air with a heavy heart.
	"Sire...."
	He came out of his morose moment, only to realize it was his son's voice that called to him from behind, rather than Aquine. And because he desperately wished it was the late Knight of Tarenne, he couldn't bring himself to turn around to face the Crown Prince of Zandria. The boy had grown into a man, now. He was less than blissful, walking on eggshells around the King and Queen these days, and possibly stepping on pebbles in his boots, too. Little Phoenix stepped up to the balustrade beside him on the terrace overlooking the landscape and much of Tare below.
	"Sire, the Knights of Tarenne await your christening ceremony at high noon."
	"I will be prompt."
	His son lowered his head in thought before speaking again. "Why didn't you tell me she was a daughter of the Emperor's begetting?"
	Legran understood who his son was referring to."Would that have made a difference how you see Falshirens?"
	"It would have made me respect her more."
	"And here I thought I taught you to see her as a person first, before the title and rank or even what tarnished her bloodline to the point she was left for dead on the moorlands of Solstarshire. That child suffered enough at age six in the heart of winter once. I didn't think she would suffer again in another winter at seventeen in Falshire by her own cousin's hands. Seems no one noticed she was someone's daughter even if no family came to claim her."
	"Except Aquine."
	"Yes, two orphans found each other in a place of many other orphans trained to serve a kingdom they had no heritage or pride to. Had I only known sooner what Aquine was really looking for...If only I had known the reason why he protected Ikrah the way he did...I should have stopped him from serving the Empire."
	"I'd give anything to see her again."
	"You think I know where she is."
	"You must know, Father. How can you not?"
	"Forget about her. She has forgotten you."
	"I can't. Not after what I had done. Not with losing her after the way we argued."
	Legran lost patience, then. He turned to face the younger man. "I think the bracelet was returned with her message to you. She has divorced you to marry another man. They also have a child together now. I don't blame her. Being a consort walking around these halls as Lady of Tare was hardly charming. Yet she endured you with hope. What woman is willing to do that if she was meant to be the Herald of her own people?"
	Little Phoenix was just as heated in this exchange of words, though he had grown wiser to choose his words carefully. "Then, why did you make her our Royal Scribe? Hide her here in plain sight within reach of me."
	The King let out a grossly patient sigh. "That was not done to benefit you. Aquine and Taye both asked me to shield her from the Empire. They feared the Emperor and Empress both had harmful intentions for their Herald. I merely did my part to fulfill two dead people's wishes. But apparently, I did a poor job at your expense."
	His son saddened. "Who is the man she calls husband now?"
	"Thoran."
	Fire lit up in the younger man's eyes, setting his expression with a simmer. "Our Royal Architect?"
	"Yes. No wonder he left us," Legran said, turning away to look at the landscape again. "Had I known who he really is, I would have kept him here, too. You think your magery to be an advantage over him. But he knows a few things about the Elements even I can't fathom."
	"Did she suggest to you to give him that employment? He worked with a forge before...."
	"Yes, she did. You can see how he labors in his work even from a distance. His vision is extraordinary. She chose him well."
	Little Phoenix looked at the Sky Tower. Now, the addition of the Moon Tower, which featured several pools on attaching terraces around a monumental structure, housed training Knights who favored the Element of Water in their training. The third was on the way to completion by next year. The Fire Tower was based on the forge. The touch of Ikrah was in all these architectural wonders, even if Thoran designed and instructed the masonry to build them. That much can be interpreted clearly. The simmer began to cool on his countenance.
	"Some day...if the Goddess sends her this way again, I won't hesitate to keep her, Sire. With or without your blessings. That's a promise I intend to keep."
	"And if you lose the Crown."
	"I can lose the Crown. I can't afford to lose her again. Ever."
	With that resolve, Little Phoenix walked back into the Great Hall that annexed the Rotunda. He had the look of determination, too. The idea entertained Legran enough to set a smile on his lips. He shook his head at how impossible that would be. How could the Goddess even forgive what happened between them? Or if Ikrah would even consider allowing him to keep her for that matter.
	As he stood there, the smile waning into some bitter line, he sighed again. The flowers were especially weak this year. He felt they lost the vibrancy of years past when she used to live here. A blue bird flew bravely through the wayward structures of man-made buildings landing on the balustrade. He looked at the bird in astonishment and wonder. A purple indigo daisy was laid down as it bowed to him, or at least that was how he interpreted the scene.
	"Ikrah?"
	The blue bird chirped, then took off flying far away out of sight into the bed of flowers on the mountainside. He stepped over there, picking up the flower. That was her favorite color, and it favored her no matter how many variations of it was dyed into the dresses she chose on the few occasions to meet someone she adored. The first dance with Little Phoenix at that Knight's Ball. And again, the last day that he had seen her. But if this was a message, would he dare to hope to see her soon? Or did she mean...? He looked at the flower again.
	He clamped down the excitement in his heart. The ceremony for the Moon Tower could not be delayed. He slipped the flower in his chest pocket before walking inside to attend the christening. Stone Bird and Little Phoenix were there on the esplanade already. They had the giant trophy cups in hand, each filled with water to be poured into the cisterns alongside the steps. He came over to be handed his trophy cup to do the same. Hence, he began his speech.
	"Today, we mark the Moon Tower with water. Water...is the first command of life. Those who follow in this Element's discipline shall perservere and preserve life. Their good work will be to quench thirst, cleanse bile, and heal wounds. Water can do so much in its gentle still runs or fight with might in angry tides. But always, it is the Element that frames clarity when dreams or confusion muddies the mind. So, without further ado, here goes. Water in tribute to the Moon Tower!"
	The crowd below bellowed in pandemonium as the water was poured out. He made the water to keep flowing from the trophy cups until the cisterns were filled all the way. And then the slides kept flowing continuously without his help as the inner fountain kickstarted the running faux brooks. Awed utterances were murmured among them before they cried out in excitement. The trophy cups were taken inside to set on the man's height stone altar that stood twelve paces within from the door. The crowd were ushered in in pairs and threes, filling the wide hallway fast as they then toured all the way to the Mess Hall for the luncheon. 
	He sat the whole time while the General and several Captains delivered their speeches on the podium. While that went on, he slipped away through the goblet of his water. He checked the rivers around Tare for traces of her if she had indeed visited. She wasn't far, sitting by the one stream with the thrushes and many spring birds nesting this time of year. In the shade, she was nestled with her hands folded on her bent legs. A lovely light blue dress hugged her figure. She had her hair done up in a foreign style. A bejeweled veil made of red agates, blue sapphires, aquamarine gems, and emeralds was capped around her crown. Before anyone would notice, he drank down his water, returning his attention back to the luncheon. When lunch was finally over, he returned to his office and locked the door. Walking to the pitcher, he slipped through by transforming himself into water.
	Out of the stream, he arose with water cascading down him as he walked ashore to meet her. She made to stand to meet him. When he was close, she bowed her head halfway keeping her eyes on him. This was no longer the fragile Ikrah he held in his arms as a child. She was the Duchess of Niele. And she was even more beautiful than he had ever remembered. Motherhood had filled her bones with curves voluptuously, though from the looks of it, she had been training with her sword again.
	"Duchess, it is an honor."
	She smiled neatly. "How have you been, Sire?"
	He almost broke apart to hear her voice using those words. "I've had better days," he replied.
	"Well, you will have some good days back. I have a gift for you that will be delivered by summer. It is too big for me to carry on the wind, so I will greet you as Herald of the Eagle when you commemorate Zandria's Gate."
	He was alarmed by what she said. "That would mean you will run into some very unpleasant company."
	"I will be seen by the half of the family as an eyesore. I know."
	"Then why?"
	"I'd rather avoid the anniversary of Aquine and Taye's deaths if I can help it, though I feel a need to honor them as true Knights of Tarenne. May I enter your land as myself?"
	"You are always, always welcomed, daughter."
	"I won't be staying when I see you again. So, please don't be sad."
	"I understand." He nodded. "You have a family and duchy to tend to."
	"It is good to see you, Sire. We will meet again before long."
	She stepped forward with arms spread. He reached out to embrace her in return only to be surprised with her tipping on her toes to press her forehead to his lips. That warmed his heart. He held her then, snugly even if for a brief moment before setting her free. Backing away, her lips curved to her otherwise idyllic face, she summoned a zephyr to carry her away flying like a bird in the sky. She circled a couple of times to wave good-bye before launching herself further up and away.
	He looked forward to summer already.


Chapter 57

	Summer Solstice marked the first day of the raised Gate of Zandria, which was a pyramid standing on four strong columns. Huge statues of gryphons of carved stone were set on the four corners facing outward like sentry guards. The significance of this structure was to define Zandria was in itself a full sovereignty separate from the Empire though they were inter-related and allied. Under the shade of the huge pyramid which adequately provided shade from the hot sun was the gathering of the Royals and Imperials between Tarenne and Falshire. Tarenne's Royal Guards thronged the surrounding area like swaths of armies to show spirit of military might. There were also the Knights of Tarenne in attendance with First General Topaz, Second General Sanding, Third General Rock Tame, and Fourth General Lockleaf mounted on their warhorses fully armored respectively for the occasion.
	Dregin was surprised by what Tarenne had accomplished in just a few years. Beyond this gate was Tare, a mightily beautiful fortress city that was the gem of Zandria. Even the Citadel was elegantly humbled by the two finished towers that featured Wind and Water as the theme of design. The Falshirens were truly impressed by these things. What they didn't expect was the new arrival. There flags and banners from the House of Eagle were seen from the bearers on horseback leading the way for the Duchess of Niele hidden in a veiled chair set on wagon steered by four war horses. The saffron sheer curtains around her giant parasol reflected light from the sun glaring out people's eyes when they stared at it too long. Behind her was a monumental wall wrapped in linen being hauled on a flat lattice attached to wheels by men and horses. When reaching the Gate of Zandria, the flag bearers parted to the sides to make way for her wagon to come through approaching the gathering. The curtains were drawn revealing her identity, which shocked almost everyone, as only the King of Zandria had expected her to come. However, he was stupendously impressed by her appearance.
	She was dressed in black on red silk robes, the trims were sewn with rubies from neck to waist with a matching ruby amber encrusted belt. The cuffs were wide and dyed red as well, like bracers. A ruby head band shaped like the waxing moon decked with diamond dangles graced her crown of dark auburn hair woven in tumbles of soft double braids, sitting with a bun on her nape. A sheer red veil covered across her face laying bare her eyes. Legran stepped away from his family to greet her.
	"Welcome, Herald of the Eagle!" he spoke proudly.
	"Greetings, King Legran." She bowed only her head. "It was a long way, but worth the trip. I present to you a gift from Heart of Obendell. Given the occasion, I trust that it is appropriate."
	"Oh? May I see what it is?"
	She waved for the men to pull away the covering. The two monumental murals were brought out and moved into the center of the grounds beneath the pyramid. They walked together into there. Legran was filled with awe at what he was presented. The image of Aquine in Tarennei armor with the Eagle flying over his back was carved intricately in detail to one slab of stone. The other featured Taye in full armor bearing the crest of the Kingdom itself looking to the rising sun.
	"My Goddess, daughter, how did you get this here?"
	"Carved from Obendell's own mountain, your Royal Majesty. I hope you can appreciate what these two great Knights of Tarenne had done for your great kingdom."
	"Oh, indeed, indeed. I am very glad you came here with such wonderful gifts."
	"They shall be mounted up there," she pointed to the ceiling. "With your permission, of course."
	"By all means, yes."
	"Masons, do your great work." 
	She gestured for the men to start. They brought out their tools. She brought her palms then pulled them into fists. The murals and the men were lifted in the air as if standing on a rising platform evenly. They brought up drilling nails and cement to start the work attaching the murals to the ceilings. People could only marvel at their skills while she suspended them up there. It was a while longer until they finished. She set the masons down afterwards. They walked back to stand behind her wagon. That was when she strode up to the Queen of Zandria.
	"Your Royal Majesty, may I ask you do the honor to meld the corners with your sacred Fire?"
	"Yes, of course." 
	Stone Bird sent her Phoenix up there sealing each corner with breath of hot blue flames. The nails were welded into place. She met Ikrah's eyes with mirth and pride. Once that was done, the ceremony was to begin. Everyone was given a goblet. Dregin was the one to start pouring the water on the ground as the rest followed suit.
	"Today as of this Summer Solstice, Founding Year Twenty-One, I hereby declare the Gate of Zandria as the marker between all of Zandria from the rest of the Olstare. All lands must come through here and recognize the sovereighty of Zandria in all its sacred grounds."
	There was applause among them. Legran and Stone Bird were quick to speak with Ikrah while Little Phoenix had to break free from the Falshirens Royals blocking him. He was chasing after his parents as they began to walk out of the shade of the Gate, escorting the Duchess in departure. Not even the Emperor could invoke the Tarennei Royal couple to halt. So, all at once, a waft of wind blew at them, turning up Ikrah's veil revealing most of her face. Dregin wasted no time stepping in between them.
	"Herald of the Eagle, why do you not bow before me with due reverence? You insult me with that veil hiding your face."
	She regarded him with her eyes a moment as the others gathered near as if forming an audience, except Legran and Stone Bird who were in defense mode. Little Phoenix managed to walk near them away from Solaren who was sticking too close to him. They could see Ikrah was frowning through the sheer material. Bowing with the courtly manner, taking a knee with her hands folded to the side of her hip, she made herself known before the Emperor.
	"This Herald of the Eagle brings pleasant greetings in your Imperial Majesty's presence."
	"Raise your head to me," Dregin ordered.
	She considered a moment, her eyes blinking with a slight sigh. She moved her head slowly turning up her face, but still did not meet his eyes to retain reverence. He gestured with a finger sweeping to the side which commanded a precise whip of wind that lifted the veil into coming off. Her right hand came up catching it from falling to the ground. That was when she looked up at him in that starkly defiant stare. The Knights of Tarenne reacted in astonishment by the sight of her face with murmurs stirring among them. Topaz kept himself steady as he watched what else was in store.
	"How dare you bring your presence here!"
	She rose to her feet. "I came bearing a gift to the Royal King of Zandria, your Imperial Majesty. If I wore a different face, I would surely be merely a messenger."
	"You have been forbidden to enter my land!"
	"I have not trespassed upon your land!" she snapped back. "This is the border between the Empire's long reach Jolan and the sovereign Zandria. Or have you forgotten the betrothed treaty between Falshire and Zandria?"
	"What would you know of that?"
	She turned, extending her palm up toward the Tarennei Royals. "The Sole Heir of Tarenne is tied to your niece." She pointed to the murals. "The decorated Knights of Tarenne, Sir Aquine and Dame Taye, had served the Empire with their lives. In return, Zandria roams free with expansion at your support. Remember? This land I stand upon could very well be invoked under the same right if I dare ask for shelter from Zandrian rule."
	Dregin faltered. This young woman, his forgotten daughter, was even more dangerously impressive than his late nephew, of whom she just reminded him. He looked at the Zandrian Royals, and realized their contingency for the military presence. White Mane walked up beside him, looking at the young woman that was still standing, unafraid in their presence. All the while, Little Phoenix was staring at her with a madness that seemed to encompass his spirit. He was about to step forth, but Legran barred him with an extended arm.
	"How long will you be staying, Royal Scribe of Zandria?" White Mane asked nicely.
	"I was just leaving, your Imperial Majesty."
	"There is a ball in Tare to celebrate the completion of this Gate. Why not attend? Surely, the King of Zandria can accommodate you as a guest."
	"I have duties to attend to----"
	Both Stone Bird and Little Phoenix nudged at Legran itchingly."Yes!" He spoke up as a try. "My invitation is sincere and true, if you would indulge me just this once."
	"What is once when we have a lifetime to see each other between visits, King Legran? I will visit Zandria again, if not too soon."
	"I must insist that you stay," the Empress said firmly.
	"And I dare say I will be escorted out of here by force if need be."
	"You came here without armed guards, Herald," Legran put in. "No harm shall come to you."
	Dregin and White Mane both threw glances at the King. He openly supported Ikrah.
	"I can see you still have Zandria within your clutches," White Mane said. "But a mere Herald has no rank to defy me if I command you to stay as Empress."
	"With all due respect, your Imperial Majesty, the Empire has not unified all of Olstare yet. My land has yet to be conquered by your rule. I came here as The Herald of the Eagle to honor the deaths of my blood brother and Dame Taye. They guarded Zandria with their lives as decorated Knights of Tarenne."
	"Sir Aquine is the Duke of Solstarshire, Herald."
	"He was declared that after his death."
	"Then, what is your true identity, if not only the Herald of your House?" Dregin asked coldly.
	"I shall reveal it later."
	"No, you shall make it known to me, where we have failed this continent."
	Pause. "The Duchess Ikrah of Niele stands before you, Emperor Dregin of Falshire." She spoke strongly. "Tidings from the northern winds and all things pleasant."
	He had the look of wanting to grab her at the moment. A harsh wind slapped around behind her forming a tornado that crushed the wagon and her chair. The animals panicked neighing in fright. Her men had to run out to calm the horses. She shifted her chin sending the command for the horses to calm, of which they obeyed instantly. The men were then able to begin detaching the horses from the wagon's harness. Ikrah's expression darkened as of someone truly disappointed and angry at the moment. She clenched onto the red veil tightly.
	"Looks like you need to stay now," he said with a hint of smug.
	"Your Royal Majesty," she addressed Legran. "I guess my masons will stay in Tare after all. They will improve the construction of your Fire Tower dramatically. As for my flag bearers...."
	"They will be guests in my halls," Legran nodded.
	"They excel in music."
	"Ah even better. They will be my personal musicians."
	"Thank you, your Royal Majesty." Facing the Emperor, "I am afraid I have to leave given the hostility shown to me."
	She backed away as the first flag bearer dismounted to surrender his saddled horse, while the rest waited on what to do next. She spoke softly to his ear with her instructions. He bowed graciously before leading the others to come with him entering through the Gate of Zandria for diplomatic immunity. She mounted onto the saddle, sitting there waiting patiently. Once they were safely on the other side, she steered her horse for the tundras in the east.
	"I ride as a free woman on the plains of Zand! Any man who dares ride with me to Obendell will be well rewarded if I am escorted to safety. I am grateful for your aid."
	She dug her heels into the animal's flanks. It charged into a gallop stirring her robes flying in the wind. The red veil slipped out of her hand floating in the air. The people watched with amazement at how she was that lone rider chasing the darkening afternoon sky in the far horizon. As if wrought by some old raw emotions or pushed by some tainted fire, General Topaz couldn't contain himself upon seeing her heroic demeanor. He commanded his warhorse to pursue her, bolting into the hard gallop toward her. The red veil had fallen to the ground by now. He rode past that as if it was a check point. The Knights of Tarenne ran after him in roars of hurrah, bearing the flags of Tarenne with them. The crest of the Phoenix and Chameleon were on there. Upon hearing them, she slowed down to be joined by Topaz and the newly allied army.
	Little Phoenix hopped on his Chimera flying after them. But the Phoenix chased after him with shrieks. He stopped short landing on the ground folding his Soul Spirit back into himself. Crouching to one knee, he picked up the red veil left behind, staring at the rumbling row of dust in the far side of the plains. Standing there, he could not take his eyes off of what was out of reach at the moment. She was never meant to be the Lady of Tare. She was Queen. And she would have been his Queen had he known better.


Chapter 58

	PrinceSundarin, the heir to Falshire's throne was born peacefully. Sky Fall was holding his son standing behind the closed glass paned doors to the balcony outside where the sun was bright in full summer. As a new father, he chose to stay behind in the palace with his family. A nervousness tingled inside him to be here alone with his in-laws. Though he made right by marrying Revvine, that didn't diminish the fact that he had taken her by force. He dared not think about what she was planning to plot against him. So, after having seen the failed attempts of his sister to bind a man, he felt the need to win Revvine over if he could have her fall for him without the use of drugging her weekly. This baby was a start. He found her to be very lovely and wonderful as his wife. Having Padrad and Isinn there was the clincher.
	Hearing her sigh in bed, he turned around seeing she was sitting up with the pillows propped up to her back. She was always so wordless around him, especially in the privacy of their bedchamber. After all this time, he had grown accustom to her, learning what she would like or want in the moment by just reading her eyes. For now, she wanted to see the baby. He brought their son to the bed for her to hold. She smiled over that little boy with this absolutely beautiful face he had ever seen on a woman. He sat down on the edge of the bed. Watching her studiously, he rubbed at his lip with his index finger.
	"Rev, darling."
	She looked up with those warm doe like eyes. "My Lord?"
	"It's Sky Fall to you."
	"My Lord Sky Fall."
	"Why must you be like this toward me? Have I not done all the right things by you?"
	"Yes, you have, my Lord."
	"We have a child together now. Please be kind to me."
	"I speak to you kindly, my Lord."
	"With such a cold voice."
	"It is my duty to speak to you kindly, my Lord."
	"Duty? Do you not think or feel for yourself?"
	Her countenance took on an inquisitive expression. "What else is there between us but the duty to carry out what is required of us? The elders demand an heir. Here he is."
	"I want to make love with you often even if not to have children."
	She sat back with a heavy sigh. "If you feel I am able to fulfill that task, then by all means do as you please."
	He dropped his head feeling how pointless this conversation had gone. "I wish you treat me as family for once."
	"If I did, then you are never to touch me in bed the way you do."
	He started over with a sigh. "He sleeps peacefully." Meaning the baby.
	"Hmmm, he does," she agreed, smiling gently over the bundle of joy.
	Sky Fall inched closer, reaching out to touch their son, brushing against her arms. "All this hair on his head."
	"I know." She giggled. "We don't even have to wait to see him grow it. He has my hair color."
	"Yes, he does." He inched closer. And yet another inch, waiting for the slap. "He has my father's eyes."
	"He has your nose, I think."
	He moved yet another inch. Not yet. As soon as he moved his face close to kiss her, the slap struck his cheek hard with a rough shove. He laughed out loud grasping her wrist, pushing it back.
	"Rev, my darling. You do like it rough."
	"Let go of me," she retorted.
	"I will after a decent kiss."
	"I'll drop Sundarin."
	He recoiled. After a moment, she handed the baby to him. He was careful at handling the baby putting the boy to the cradle. Turning back, he was hopeful to be accepted by his Lady for once. Genuinely. He sat on the edge of the mattress again. She sighed as if bored, shaking her head as to how unbelievable he was at not willing to give up.
	"The kiss, Rev."
	"Go ahead."
	He kissed her lightly at first, then made it more intimate, and soon they were tasting each other's tongues. A grin came over his lips to how expertly she was responding to him. They were still kissing like that as he moved her to lay down across the bed with him on top until a knock came on the door. He was irritated by the interruption, but knew he had to stop. Getting to the door, he was surprised by Lady Isinn being there. She was just as shocked by the look of his clothes. His buttons had been undone and he didn't seem to notice.
	"I will come back at a better time. I'm sorry."
	"Ah?" He checked himself, gaping a moment in realizing he was unkempt. "Oh, no, no, we were not doing anything." He turned walking inside rushing to button up his shirt. "Please come in, Lady Isinn."
	"Mother!" Revvine was flustered though she was fully robed in bed. She was smoothing back the covers. "What are you doing here?"
	Isinn choked back a laugh, coughing with covering her mouth under her hand. "I did come at a wrong time."
	"Actually, we were just finishing," Revvine said curtly.
	Sky Fall looked up as if he couldn't believe she said that. He was not that short of talent in that department, he wanted to say in defense.
	"I wanted to see my grandson." Isinn walked to the crib. "Awh, he's asleep." With a sigh, she went over to the bed to give her daughter a hug. "I'm glad you've found the love of your life, Revvy."
	"Are you leaving us? Why are you saying something like that?"
	"I'm just very happy for you, dear."
	"Lady Isinn, what's going on?"
	The forty-two year old woman had a glow about her as she smiled to them. "Nothing. For once in my life, I have something to show. My daughter is married to a handsome young husband, Crown Prince of Falshire, even. But it's not befitting for a mother-in-law to encroach on a couple's life."
	"Mother," he spoke up quickly, "we have too much space and not enough family to fill these halls. You are more than welcome to live here with us."
	He was very adamant about keeping his in-laws. Of that, she could see, but remained silent. Just what was the reason that prompted her wanting to leave?She sighed, getting up and went for the door. Outside was a commotion that could be heard through the halls. The servants were scrambling.
	"Stay here with Revvy, no matter what happens, keep mother and baby from harm!"
	"Mo----"
	She had closed the door. When he looked out the balcony, there were sounds of calamity befallen the palace. He couldn't believe what was happening. How could they be attacked here? The Imperial Guards had surrounded the courtyard outside his residence. He opened the glass paned doors, stepping outside. Revvine crawled out of bed to follow him.
	"No, my love, stay inside. Please."
	"I won't step outside."
	He went out feeling the tension of the weather. It was hot and cold at the same time as winds were lapping through the place. In the courtyard below was more than just the mere guards. Padrad had been escorted by guards to be put on his knees before the Emperor's presence. Panic flooded Sky Fall's blood like raw ice burning his vitals. It was an open interrogation. Isinn was running down the steps toward her husband. The guards were quick to grab hold of her, stopping her from coming near. White Mane was nowhere to be seen down there, which was another alarming detail. He went back inside only to be locked out. The Empress was there with his baby cradled in her arms and Revvine sitting fearfully on the side of the bed. Goddess, why didn't he listen to Isinn?He turned back to the edge of the balcony to witness the event below.
	Dregin stood there, enraged in expression, though his wrath was contained enough to square Padrad coolly. He wanted answers.
	"Tell me about the Duchess of Niele."
	"I have nothing to tell, your Imperial Majesty."
	"You do."
	"You have an audience here. Must I speak of clandestine things that offend you?"
	The guards were gestured to bring Isinn by Padrad's side. There was a look from Dregin which was enough to command the guards to retreat. Once the guards were out of sight, Padrad spoke:
	"Since you speak of her title already, I assume she has made herself known to you."
	"I want to hear what you know of her."
	"Ikrah is your daughter with the Niele woman named Sidora. She must be a strong spirit to survive the Empire."
	"Tell me the full history."
	"She was captured at age two. Kept a political prisoner in the Prison Tower of Falcon's Spire until the age of six. After that, she disappeared. Her name reappeared at age fourteen as a page to then Squire Taye of Tarenne through a Battle Royale. After that, she became a Royal Squire to King Legran of Tarenne. Somehow or other, she gained the title Lady of Tare. After that, she ended up in Niele hands and they coronated her Duchess of Niele. That is all given to me from Trink before she died and the Duchess spoke to me but once since."
	"And how do you know she died?"
	"The only explanation why the roses left in Grace by the Empress bled. They bled like sorrowful tears. I felt that pain."
	"Is that why you chose fealty to the Duchess?"
	"I have not done so, even though she had asked."
	"Then, why, pray tell, is the House of Grace deserted?"
	Padrad sighed to seem patient. "You have me and Isinn here. Are we not good enough bargain chips for you?"
	The golden-eyed man narrowed his eyelids several degrees. "Lord Goshawk, you are an interesting man."
	"I'm an ordinary man, Imperial Majesty. I just happen to be a husband twice and three times the father with a household to have concern over."
	Dregin looked up to find Sky Fall was watching from his balcony. The uncle was hardly surprised to see him up there. There was a moment's consideration. He spoke to Padrad again:
	"Swear your fealty to me. Or none of this will end well. You know too much and yet you know so little."
	"Must I choose sides, Emperor?"
	"You are the grandfather of Prince Sundarin. I will have my guarantee. If not, I can have you killed and take Isinn as my consort."
	"Padrad!" Isinn cried, holding onto him in trembles.
	He wrapped his arms around his wife, frowning near tears himself. Swallowing visibly, he stared at how horrified she looked. Cupping her face, he drew her closer pressing his forehead to her temple.
	"I love you, Isinn," he whispered.
	Dregin folded his arms waiting with a cold expression.
	"I swear..." Padrad hoarsed, "my loyalty and fealty to the Imperial----"
	"No. Just me. I want your loyalty personally."
	The Goshawk looked up in dismay a moment, eyes at the brink of tears. "I-swear-my-fealty-to-you, THE DRAGON DREGIN OF FALSHIRE!" Padrad shouted those words, while holding his wife.
	The Emperor laughed, and his voice grew louder into a roaring marvelous laugh. The sky began to fill with clouds tumbling like an avalanche of white and grey massive gases. Lightning struck and thunder rumbled in receiving the Dragon that flew majestically in its Element. It circled until changing direction to land behind him, drawing lightning with it corruscating overhead like a crowning. He reached forth groping Padrad's wrist, pulling him to his feet. Isinn screamed being ripped from her husband as Dregin had raised a palm to set an invisible force over her. He placed that palm over Padrad's shoulder as their faces met. The lightning streamed around them like serpentine tendrils ready to dig into the mortal's body.
	Just then, a hawk shrieked in the sky nose-diving for Dregin's head. The Dragon air-lifted itself instantly snapping the bird in its jaws before landing again protectively around the two men.
	"Come on out, Ikrah!" Dregin shouted.
	That was when Sky Fall felt drafts blew past him as mist poured down beside him where he stood. Within moments, out of the mist, she materialized in all her glory, dressed in sky blue robes and a veil that covered her dark auburn hair. In her hand was a white arrow tied to red and gold ribbons. He didn't even have a moment to react as she struck him with a bolt of lightning. He fell to the ground in a slump.
	"Hello, cousin," she greeted in a mockingly pleasant tone.
	She dragged him by the hair lifting him to lean on the balustrade. The arrow was poised with the point set on the artery in his neck. Dregin wasn't laughing then, but retained his smile looking at the two situations.
	"Is this your idea of a family reunion?" he called out to her.
	"Release the Goshawk and his wife, and the Crown Prince of Falshire lives long enough for his ascension."
	"And if I won't?"
	"You won't have an heir to either Kingdom or surrogate the Empire."She had implied a threat to the Emperor himself.
	"How dare you!"
	"I dare to be the thorn in your foot, Emperor! The Empress may be strong, but I'm faster! Release them or I will end your brother's bloodline."
	Dregin shook his head slowly looking at someone behind her. She narrowed her eyes, knowing who he was signaling to. White Mane stepped back from the glass doors. The wooden panes began to sprout out briars as a barrier. Revvine trembled where she sat, unsure what was going on. She jumped to see another lightning bolt outside. Her baby was being held by the Empress in a strangely calm maternal embrace.
	Back outside, Dregin was still unwilling to compromise. He called lightning on her again. She countered with bolts of her own. Momentarily, he released Padrad, but seeing the ploy didn't trick her into loosening her hold over Sky Fall, he switched to snatching up Isinn in his clutch. The Dragon thrashed at Padrad with its claw, throwing him back and away from Dregin. Ikrah's breath caught upon seeing the Lord Goshawk was struck down that way, but he crawled weakly to lift his head where he lay on the ground, because of Isinn. Winds of storm whipped into the courtyard blowing through their robes.
	Sky Fall could barely move, but he heard every word exchanged between them. He thought about his son. His own son with the legacy one day to the throne without him. What strength he had left, he drew on it to make a move. She felt him stir and struck him with another bolt of lightning causing a grunt out of him. He tried again, but learned to speak this time.
	"I will...help you, Ikrah."
	"How can you help me? You can't even move."
	"Throw me at the Dragon and I will do the rest."
	"I only came for Padrad and Isinn."
	"Then leave my son alone."
	She considered his offer."You will have a daughter in three years with Revvine. That's my gratitude to you, cousin. Brace yourself. I'm about to take battle to the Emperor in his Element."
	He groaned drawing on all the magery inside of him. "Ready when you are."
	She lifted him with a gesture of her raised palm. He was in flight thrashing with his limbs in mid-air colliding into the Dragon. Dregin watched in surprise as volatile mage-spheres were summoned to explode on contact when the Dragon caught his nephew. Blasts of lights mixed with multiple lightning strikes overwhelmed his eyes for several moments. In a whip of Wind, Isinn was taken from him as he had loosened his hold over her. He realized it instantly and bound forth grabbing Ikrah by the shoulder yanking her back while Isinn ran toward Padrad on the ground. She struck back with the arrow. He dodged her moves, then countered with lightning whips to blind her. She ducked and matched his moves with counter moves of her own. The Dragon was standing on the side waiting for the moment to pounce on her. Suddenly iron-clad timber wolves the size of men came running into the scene jumping on the Dragon ferociously. Their claws were plated with iron as they struck at the lizard beast, tearing into its wings. It cried out in pain, causing Dregin to fall back. Ikrah had him within grasp in defeat. Him backing away with the Winds turning up around them. She had the arrow ready to stab him. Their eyes were locked in that moment as if for eternity. Instead, she chose to kick him and somersaulted backwards landing on the ground dozens of strides away out of his reach. Standing on either side of her were Dirben and Barakan in their battle gear with weapons ready.
	"Did you think you were going to be here alone?" Dirben asked jovially.
	"How did you get in here?"
	"Silly girl," Barakan retorted. "We can go anywhere so long as you carry the Road to Summons."
	The arrow in her hand was a key to teleportation. She hadn't realized that until now. "This? I picked it up on my way through Grace coming down here. Someone left it on the roadside for me....Glad you're here. Grab hold of everybody. Let's get out of here."
	They backed away toward Padrad and Isinn. Dregin and his Dragon were supporting each other while Sky Fall lay on the ground unconscious. The Niele gathered around the couple. Ikrah summoned a misty tornado to cover over them. And in an instant, they disappeared as the swirling mist dispersed.



Chapter 59

	"He will recover. It wasn't a heavy wound." Dirben checked on Padrad's ribs.
	Isinn stood in a shamble of wracking nerves watching her husband laying there in bed. Ikrah and Barakan were sitting in their chairs patiently. As Dirben stepped away, they nodded separately that all was good in the matter.
	"I'm sorry I did a poor job," Ikrah said to Padrad.
	He chuckled as he looked back at her. "Are you kidding me? Beautiful woman comes out of nowhere to save me from the Dragon and his pet. I have to say I am blessed. That's twice in this lifetime I've been saved by damsels." He laughed only to receive some rough coughs. Isinn practically hopped over to rub on his chest.
	"Well, I meant you should thank these two for the success of extracting you from the Dragon's lair."
	"Oh, yes, of course...." He made to get up, to which everyone else protested. Grimacing in pain, he fell back with his wife turning all vexed over him.
	"Duchess, you have a way with humoring a man," Barakan said wryly, though a smile was crawling into his eyes.
	"Padrad, please. I can't afford to lose you." Isinn practically doted over the patient.
	Ikrah pulled in her lips to keep from smiling, eyeing her uncle with that wicked humor. He returned the gaze briefly as she reminded him of someone who was just as spry long ago.
	"Nonsense, Isinn. (coughs) I'm just glad he didn't take you from me."
	"Was that what he threatened you with to gain your fealty?" Ikrah asked.
	"Take my wife as consort."
	"With my Lord killed," Isinn clarified angrily.
	"Hmmm." Ikrah straightened her frown thoughtfully. She got up from her chair to walk over there. "May I?" she asked reaching for Isinn's wrist. The older woman nodded lifting her arm. Momentarily, Ikrah began to smile knowingly. "Is there something you wanted to tell the Lord Goshawk?"
	"What? What is it, my Lady?" Padrad looked to Isinn, askance and afraid.
	She gulped, breathing to be brave before speaking. "I'm with child."
	"A steady three months growth on her, too."
	The men were all surprised, Padrad most of all.
	"Isinn...you're...." He chuckled in delight. "Does this mean...we have a daughter together? The two of us...between us?"
	Ikrah nodded for the Lady. "Congratulations!"
	Isinn gasped in total delight. "My Lord!"
	He clasped her hand proudly, crunching in his mirth-filled grin. "A daughter as beautiful as you, my love."
	His wife became demure, but she remembered to thank the Duchess. They both did. Ikrah nodded, giving Isinn a hug before walking away. She gestured for the other two to go with her to the door.Out in the corridor further away from the closed door, they conferred in small talk.
	"I think dinner is due. What's to eat?" she asked.
	"Uh, I think you should go apologize to Thoran. He was like a boiling pot of hot worms when you went missing." Barakan warned.
	"Ugh...I guess I'll miss dinner."
	"I don't think so, Duchess. He's going to flay our hides if you do."
	She laughed awkwardly. "W-w-well, you could set the wolves on him and run."
	"Duchess, please." Dirben was serious.
	"All right." She sighed.
	Then, a host of people came running down the hallway toward them. Roen and Talland with their families were just anxious. The Niele trio pointed to the door.
	"They're in there." Barakan and Dirben spoke in unison.
	"It's just the Lord Goshawk and Lady Isinn," Ikrah said.
	Roen nodded with utmost gratitude. "More than we had hoped." The whole family rushed their way down there. That was quite the scene. The wife, grown children and grandchildren all thronging in there with sighs of relief. Words were exchanged and then the news and they all cried out in joy about yet another addition to the family.
	As they walked away, Ikrah realized she was being escorted all the way to her private chamber. At the door, they both placed a palm on each of her shoulder. Dirben patted her back, while Barakan squeezed her shoulder. They sighed and left. She had to face Thoran alone, pushing in the door. He was so calm sitting in the chair, legs crossed, a folded fist to his lips with the thumb under his chin. His elbow was resting on the arm of the chair. The other hand was on his stomach. He raised his eyes to see her come in closing the door behind her. She made her way to sit beside him.
	"Please forgive me."
	"I'm your husband, damn it. Why can't you respect me?"
	"I do. But I'm also afraid for your safety."
	"Oh, so that makes it all right to put yourself in harm's way? Is that it?"
	"If push comes to shove, I'd rather I stand in the storm than you or Ocelyn. Only one of us is to be lost."
	"I can't lose you!" he yelled, sitting up.
	"You won't lose me," she spoke gently. "I'm half a Dragon, remember?"
	"Oh, the hell with that horseshit! You can die if you get that damn wreckless." He jumped out of his seat walking angrily away. He went to fill his pipe, lighting it up for a few whiffs and puffed out the smoke. "I can't talk to you like this. I'll be in the forge for a while."
	The door shut loudly. Left alone, she felt dejected by what he just did. The tears came onto her eyes. She had never been so abandoned before, but she felt that now, because she had no idea when he would come back. Then, the whimper made its way up her throat to be heard. She began to cry, wailing uncontrollably by herself for a while. At the end, she picked herself up in pieces walking to the bathroom to wash up. After that, she went into Ocelyn's room. Their daughter was asleep in bed with a blanket neatly tucked over her. The soft snores were almost like the sound of wind rasping through a flute. Ikrah leaned over to dab a kiss onto the child's forehead. She sat down on the oversized lazy chair to rest her eyes, but wind up sleeping.
	She barely slept her worth when Ocelyn began to cry for her. She moaned in all her achiness, feeling sore muscles in her arms and back, but dragged herself up. She was surprised by how sore her legs were, too, as if she had trained with the sword all day without a break. Lifting herself with Wind, she moved to pick up Ocelyn. The baby stopped crying instantly at the feel of her embrace. There was a stinking smell as in a diaper was truly soiled. She took the baby into the bathroom to run a bath. After taking all the clothes off the baby and the dirty diaper, she wiped that butt clean and set Ocelyn in the warm water gently. The little baby was becoming a full time toddler so quickly in just almost two years. She had her father's beautiful dark eyes, but at times they seem to lighten like dark hazel. Her hair was a changeling combination of blond to full dark brown depending on how much sun she came into contact with. Ikrah was proud of this daughter; her firstborn was a beautiful girl with those pretty lips and that ever cute nose.
	The time passed them by. Mother and daughter sharing bath time quietly with just the gently spills of water being squeezed out of the sponge or the small splashes as Ocelyn began slapping at the surface. Then, suddenly, there were several sets of footsteps in the other chamber until Thoran pushed the half opened door aside seeing her and the baby. A great wash of relief came over his countenance as if he had been hanging on a thread with worrisome thoughts until he saw them in that moment.
	"Thank the Seven Stars!----In here!" he called back. "We didn't see you come to dinner."
	"No, I was here the whole time."
	Barakan, Dirben, and Treyila were clamoring up to the door and crowding behind him. She felt like laughing to see them as they were. Three men and a woman all worked up over her whereabouts. They understood her too well, though, she had to admit. But now, she knew she had to learn to love them as well. She stood up, picking up a towel off the rack to wrap around Ocelyn. They backed out of the way for her to pass. She put a fresh diaper on Ocelyn and dressed her in a little mauve green tunic.
	"Gosh, is it that late already?" She looked at the sundial outside in the square through the window.
	"Dinner is still good. A bit cold, but we can still eat, if you feel like it." Thoran spoke anxiously.
	"You should eat after a battle like today." Barakan seconded.
	She nodded in capitulating to their advice and suggestions. "Ocelyn is probably hungry, too."
	Thoran slipped an arm around her waist, resting the palm on her hip. They went to dinner together as a family. But it wasn't the usual private dining room they were going to. Instead, they were in the Grand Dining Hall where the Grace Clan were all in the middle of eating, clinking glasses, and laughing between exchanged words. Everyone quieted upon seeing her presence. She broke a smile.
	"As you were, please," she said. "I haven't heard happy chatter like that in a while."
	"Do we remind you of the mess hall?" Roen asked casually.
	"Close," she nodded. "I prefer the full class of free people."
	"All right, then." Padrad stood up with a raised glass. Everyone else followed suit as they waited for her and the Niele to take their places. "Duchess, I, on behalf Grace, salute you. To your health, longevity, spirit, and stamina. You rescued me and my wife, and our daughter soon to be born. Today is the day I dare say: We love you. We revere you. Thank you."
	"Here, here." Everyone spoke in unison.
	"Thank you, everyone," she said. "I am glad we celebrate together and eat together. I do hope to unite Olstare one day. If I fail, it will be a legacy I bestow upon my heir."
	"Don't worry, Duchess," Roen spoke up boldly, "you certainly are not short on supporters."
	She laughed, sitting down as Thoran took Ocelyn from her arms. "Surely, you don't speak for other people."
	"Oh, no. I speak for my own children. I'm going to train them to serve your majesty."
	"What if they choose a different path?"
	"Well, that's up to them. But I believe once they compare the Empire to Exodus, they will surely see the wisdom of Exodus."
	"I have to agree with my son in that respect, your majesty," Padrad said, then took a bite of lamb.
	"I don't know. Your son-in-law might be someone you can show some sympathy for. He did throw in a fight there today."
	"You mean, that explosion was his doing?"
	"Yes, he had me set him to clash with the Dragon like that."
	They thought about it a moment.
	"Seems he loves Revvy and his son enough to try," Padrad remarked.
	"That took guts to go against the Emperor," Roen added.
	"Any different than your father standing up to the Emperor and Empress?" Passivah asked simply. "He leads by example. I don't doubt the Crown Prince of Falshire learned a few things about Grace in the line of fire."
	"Oh, Mother, don't I know that!" Asmalani said, laughing softly. "The first time my sisters and I met Roen and Talland was just interesting."
	"Hey-hey-hey, don't be telling those stories to our children now." Roen chided.
	"Oh? Do tell us now!" His mother requested. "We're not children. And yours is on the way. I will tell them when they're old enough to talk."
	"Yes," Sahrein said, grinning all the while as she marveled over the Niele men at the table, especially Dirben, but turned away when he looked. "Tell us."
	"These two boys were trekking in the mountains with a mystery mission charged to them. I didn't know which one was which. They were tight-lipped as Grace boys go."
	Laughters.
	"Wife, please skip the rest." Roen spoke dryly and took a long sip of wine.
	"Why? The next part is the best part."
	"Ugh, you mean how you wrestled me naked with the fake truce?" Talland asked dreadfully in tone.
	"It was near winter. You fell for the offered bear pelt, Talland," Asamil spoke up, smiling impishly. "If we hadn't squeezed you into calling out his name, we would have had a while yet guessing which one was going to be my husband."
	Roars of laughter.
	Isinn leaned over to her husband. "I really love our daughters-in-law. They make life interesting, indeed."
	Padrad laughed out loud as he had never done before which caused his sons to peer at him with grins. He had to hold his ribs in order to alleviate some of the pain. They were so used to him being grim or gloomy between occasional grins all these years. Now was a new chapter to their lives. Good food, good wine, and even better company. They forged an alliance like no other before them in hope of building a strong Olstare as it formed an undercurrent agains the Empire.



Chapter 60

	"You're walking already," White Mane said dryly looking at Sky Fall stepping into the chamber. 
	She was still holding Sundarin in her arms after a week now. Revvine was standing apprehensively beside her with eyes for the baby. His parents were sitting to the side wordlessly. He trod his way to the foot stool of a chair, slumping his weight down on it.
	"May I hold my son, Aunt?"
	"He's sleeping. You will wake him."
	Revvine offered up her arms. "I can hold him."
	White Mane shot her a look to kill. The young mother cowered, but was still stubborn at trying to get a hold of the baby back.
	"I will still sit here while you heal Uncle Dregin," he said quietly. "Or you can rip my magery from me and return it to him as you see fit."
	Jenna gasped upon hearing her son use those terrible words. Sundan beaded his eyes in reaction.
	"Why would I want to do that?" White sneered. "It's your protection against evil things out in the world. And besides, it's up to him to do that."
	"I just want to hold my son, Aunt."
	"You don't deserve to hold your son. Didn't you hear the threat on his life? Why did you help her? Why did you do that?"
	"She didn't mean it. She just wanted Padrad and Isinn. She said so."
	"She said so? You take the word of a stranger over your own uncle?"
	He raised his eyes. "She called me cousin. Am I mistaken about that now?" He remembered Uncle Dregin calling the confrontation a family reunion. "Her name was Ikrah of Falshire at one time in her life." He watched his aunt-by-marriage turn quiet with that touch of indignant denial. "Who is she really?"
	"You mean whose daughter is she?"
	"Solaren stuffed her in a box in winter that year. She nearly died. What mortal wouldn't? Eight days of exposure with no food or water. But she survived it. And why does she call lightning and wind so naturally?"
	"She is Dregin's daughter by unseen circumstances," Sundan spoke up.
	"No----" Jenna protested, but he waved for her to restrain herself.
	"Uncle Dregin had an affair?" Sky Fall was shocked by this revelation. "Gentle Goddess!..." he muttered under his breath.
	"He never said a word. I only guessed that's the explanation to why King Legran opposed to our proposal the way he did."
	Sky Fall chuckled coldly. "I almost wanted that to happen...."
	"Marry your own blood cousin? You're first cousins, for Goddess-sake."
	"If I didn't know, it wouldn't hurt me, right?"
	His father quieted. 
	"And Aquine.... I lost another cousin, there." He chuckled mirthlessly again. "You upper generation really know how to play a good joke on us children." He looked at Revvine. "Do you know if we are cousins?"
	"I know we are not cousins," she replied.
	"And Little Phoenix?"
	"King Legran and I are first cousins in name only. That goes the same for his son."
	"What?" He sat up in his seat. The others were paying attention, too.
	"He's not even Gorran. His roots stem from Pruzia."
	"Pruzia? How...?"
	"He's supposed to be a princeling of then Prince Reuben of Pruzia through relations with the wife of my uncle, Lord Grace Priz, First Son in the House of Grace."
	"Oh, dear Goddess, what the hell...?" Sundan couldn't believe what he was hearing.
	"I heard she was very beautiful and was offered up to the Prince as a hostess of hospitality for a week. He retained her as a liason at his guest house and showed favors to the House of Grace in gifts and trade. When she was found out carrying his seed, Lord Priz ordered her an honorable death. She fled south landing in Tarenne."
	"Did you know any of this, Aunt?" Sky Fall asked incredulously.
	"Yes."
	Her tone was blunt and curt, cold even. He wondered if the feud between her and Legran was due to these facts. And something else: contempt. She had shown her disdain for Grace, and Lord Padrad had pushed back. He, himself, could accept Lady Isinn's second marriage. It was for love. Looking at his son and his wife, he found himself wanting to keep in the straight and narrow with his seed. He couldn't possibly imagine how Legran lived growing up knowing that about himself. And yet, the man married Stone Bird during the invasion from Gorra with the men of Grace leading the vanguard army. Sky Fall groaned as he made to stand, pushing on his knees. Every muscle in his body was sore. Revvine came over to his side helping him up. He clasped her against his body tightly.
	"Gentle Goddess, I'm glad I made you mine," he said. "I'm not strong enough now, but I will give you a daughter when I am able."
	She turned up her head, parting her lips to breathe. "I'd like that very much, my Lord."
	He faced his aunt still holding his wife."If Ikrah had been serious, she would've shocked me to near death already. I felt her power."
	"She is half the Dragon her father is," White Mane replied. "I'm not surprised."
	"I'm not even half the man Lord Padrad is, but I will learn. May I have my son back?...Please."
	She was reluctant, lifting her shoulders with a silent sigh. "Yes, but I will take him at the age of six to teach him magery. Don't refuse me that small request."
	He nodded, lowering his eyes sadly. She finally released the child back to the young parents. They were relieved as they held him. He reached for Revvine with his little hands. As Sky Fall leaned to kiss him, the little fist punched up his nostril. He hollered, mocking in pain, which made the boy laugh in a fit of giggles. Sundan and Jenna stood up to gather around the young family with joyful faces.
	White Mane watched them a while longer from where she stood. She went out the door to return to Damselfly Ring where Dregin had been resting. He was standing over his Dragon checking the torn wing when she entered the bedchamber. The tear in it was small, but significant. At least, it was stitched together and the membrane was growing together into a scar. The creature lowered its head letting out a snort as if nursing a bruised ego, but it was tired and resting.The only reason this happened was, because he was outnumbered, and to a degree betrayed by his nephew.
	"I don't blame Sky Fall. He was held hostage, and was under duress the whole time. You didn't lecture him too harshly, I hope."
	"No, I didn't."
	She walked up to him, grabbed hold of his arm and turned him around. Pulling his face down toward her, she took his mouth in for a kiss. He backed away in surprise. She pulled on him again. They kissed as the most rejoiced passionate lovers in a long time. His hands moved up to her back, holding her just right to keep her balanced.
	"What brought this on, shyee?" he asked, calling his favorite pet name for her.
	"I've made a grave mistake. I should have never shunned your daughter."
	"We both did, dear."
	"She must hates us now, me especially."
	He smiled with humor. "Truth be told, I don't mind. She makes me proud. Only a fierce fighter like her is worthy of the dragon blood flowing in her veins."
	"Then why? Why did you leave her for dead those years ago?"
	"She was unsafe around me. I had rages I couldn't control. I almost killed her."
	"Dreg...."
	The smile had faded by now. He looked into her eyes. "I love you in this lifetime, White Mane. I may have betrayed a couple of hearts, but I never wanted you to feel that way about me. I loved you from the moment we first met."
	"I tried to rob you on the road."
	"And I robbed your heart every chance I had."
	"Dreg, beloved, I'm sorry," she whispered crying. "I'm the reason you lost your daughter."
	"It's the price I pay. What the Goddess willed, so be it."
	"I'm not worthy of your love, beloved. I caused you pain."
	"Hmmph...I don't remember any, dear."
	He was lying, of course. But what he wanted was to feel her love again as it once was.
	"After all these years, I was blind not to see. I love you still."
	That pleased him. He drew her to bed. They began to undress each other, peeling away the layers of their robes until they were fully naked. He cupped her face, bringing it to his lips for the kiss. It mingled into something deep and sweetly passionate. Soon, love flowed tenderly between them with strength and unity, an energy source that became one. Their palms flattened together with fingers intertwining into mutual clasps. He brought them up pressed against the pillows as he lay her for a long while. When they climaxed together, he arched moaning and groaning deeply. Tears spilled from his eyes as mirth overtook his senses. She drew his face down toward her again for the beautiful kiss. She loved him with every caress between her lips, wiping away his tears. They looked into each other's eyes again.
	"I don't want to outlive her, my love."
	She nodded. "I will forgive everything she does, so long as she bows as our daughter."
	"It's too late for that now. She is the Duchess of Niele."
	"If we conquer her lands, she will come to heel. Like any child with a tantrum."
	"I hope for our sake," he kissed her on the lips, "that will be true with her."
	"Only time will tell...."
	He looked into her eyes again searchingly. Sighing, he lowered his head to place his lips over her neck, tasting his way down to the rest of her. She began to moan to his kisses. He made love to her without hesitation. And she enjoyed every lasting moment with him. All the bitter coldness between melted away giving way to the warm love they had together. Neither was surprised it was still there despite all that had happened between them. In the end, they held each other fully satisfied and sleepy.
	But making amends with the abandoned child was another matter. They had no children of their own. And wanting a grown woman who had become her own destiny despite all odds to yield to their needs would be a neverending struggle as they would soon find out. They had laid in the prejudice too deep, the hate too perfect, and the fear too strong in root to be cleansed.


Chapter 61

	The Knights of Tarenne and the Obendellers clashed over cultural differences. Fights broke out in the Heart of Obendell like a royal rumble vying for the standard of might. Everything became a chaotic mass of bare knuckle brawls, roars, grunts, and crashing of all things in their way. Then, a whip of wind cut through them with a flash of light, which brought everyone to stop in their tracks. The wind disappeared and all was still. Ikrah landed on the short precipice above them dressed in a crimson dress with a fur mink over her shoulders. Her hair was braided intricately with gold jewelry and a veil covered the back of her updone bun. Upon seeing her, they all took a knee, bowing to her presence.
	"How dare you fight each other under my watch!"
	Silence.
	"Explain yourselves!"
	Pause.One stood up. "The Knights of Tarenne refuse to leave, your majesty. We understand they escorted you here. They are not under fealty to you."
	"I don't see too many of them here."
	Then, an old familiar face presented himself walking into view.
	"General Topaz of Zandria at your service, your majesty. I am the cause for such tensions."
	"You are my guest, General Topaz."
	"I would rather serve you until the day I die."
	"Then, you may retire. I will not have Dame Taye begrudge me from her grave----"
	"With all due respect, I would still be on active duty in Tarenne, but I prefer protecting you as I should have done for Dame Taye. Your land is small. You will need guidance from one such as myself."
	She considered his offer heavily. "How will you send word to his Royal Majesty of Zandria of your fealty to me?"
	He smiled in the eyes, then. "It was his Royal Majesty's suggestion that we choose freely in this matter."
	With a daunted sigh, she eyed him for being so contingent about her decision.
	"Well, how many of you have stayed? I thought the half of you had returned to the Zand."
	"All of us, your majesty. We will rise to the occasion when you command us to fight."
	"Even if it's against the Empire?"
	"Especially when against the Empire, your majesty."
	She was taken aback by that. It was an unexpected answer. She hopped off the precipice with arms spanned on winds flowing through her making her dress move like a flame around her. He watched that jump-dive diligently, his eyes following her every movement. She walked up to him, placing her palm on his arm.
	"We speak privately, General."
	She released him to walk away. The others stood up to gather respectively as the two walked together to the office. Once inside, he was surprised by the interior setting of what was supposed to be a cave. What was once a crude hollow out of the mountain with leather tapestries of maps and few furnitures covered in furs was a fully furnished office now with straight flat walls trimmed with baseboards. The maps were still there. Tapestries of scenic mountains and parts of Tare were displayed to three of the walls. There were additional furnitures that dressed the decor like a noble's home fit to host a few guests, too. The tapestries were what interested Topaz the most.
	"Yes, you probably can guess, I favor Zandria though I serve my people here."
	"Yes, your majesty. Most gracious of you."
	"All thanks to King Legran. He took me under his wing all these years. I'm disturbed by you, though."
	"Oh?"
	"Really, now. At your age, serving me to your death? I'd rather you retire."
	"Spoken as a daughter of Tarenne or the Duchess?" he teased. "I have a few good years in me yet, you know."
	She took a seat by the fire pit hung on a pitched iron frame, gesturing for him to join her in the next chair. He obliged, settling himself squarely in the cushioned chair of fur.
	"My men here are very proud and tightly knitted to each other being of the same clan. Most of them are blood-related, no matter how thin. They can be very banded at times."
	"I can relate. Blood runs deep if not thick. It is a strong trait."
	Her eyes settled on him. A man in his late forties with a full crown of sandy brown hair braided in thin locks while the rest was cropped close to his head. He had those grey eyes trait of a Zandrian. The facial hair on him showed three to four days worth of growth on him as opposed to before when he used to be in Falshire, he had it shaved daily.
	"Do you by chance know Stewart Grey?"
	"He is my youngest brother."
	"Ah.... It's your resemblence.... Did he ever tell you stories about me?"
	Pause. "Your life is what legends are made of."
	"Which part?"
	"I cannot speak of things being recorded in the Royal Archives, your majesty."
	"I must be notorious, then."
	"On the contrary. You are very much admired and revered among the Zand. In fact, you are much needed there, but their majesties respect your decision. It is your cause that makes people want to follow you, even if they dare not speak openly."
	"Then, what is your reason to serve me?"
	"You grew up with my daughter. It is summer end. I remember her as she was."
	With a sigh, she looked down sadly, then nodded. "I wish I had done something that day."
	"No. No, it was not your fault, your majesty."
	"You didn't visit us. Why is that?"
	He sat back in his seat. "I respected her married life. I knew she wanted her own House. I worked closely with Aquine just to hear stories of your lives together."
	"No doubt over a couple of good ales."
	"Indeed. He was our best Knight and my son-in-law."
	She stood up. He made to stand, but she had waved for him to remain seated. She went to her desk to retrieve a couple bottles of Tear and came back, handing him one. He was surprised to see the Zandrian wine. They opened it. She tapped her bottle onto his.
	"Here's to the best Knights of Tarenne, because memories are all we have. They will have to do. I loved my fallen brother and sister."
	"To the son I never had and the daughter who brought him into my life once."
	They drank straight from the bottles. They each had their fill of tears over the years. What they had now were just aching hearts over their lost relatives. The fire crackled in the pit, dancing like crying faces. Dirben walked in there seeing the two in their silence. He made his way to the next chair beside her and sat down slowly. He reached an arm out taking the bottle from her.
	"You shouldn't be drinking, Duchess."
	"I just want to honor a few people in memory, Dirben."
	The men met each other in a gaze. He nodded to the General, bringing up the bottle.
	"General Topaz, we've never had the pleasure to meet in battle." He took a swig.
	"Indeed. Commander Dirben." 
	Topaz drank the wine, again. Momentarily, he eyed Ikrah once before meeting Dirben's gaze again, knowing they mutually had a situation. So, he tossed his head slightly toward the exit. Want to take it outside?Dirben smiled, drinking again with a wink, then added the nod. Much obliged.
	"We are going to take care of things here, Duchess," Dirben said. "Thoran gave me the order to sit on these men for a while."
	"Are you two going to fight?"
	"Aww, no, of course not!"
	"I'd like to watch. Bare knuckles, no armor, no weapons, and NO MAGIC. Settle your differences now than worry about it later."
	"It'll make the men happy," Topaz said. "And I need to know how I stack against a Niele warrior."
	Thus, the brawl was prepared as the once in a blue moon entertainment, drawing the whole of Obendell out to crowd the courtyard. Eagles, Knights of Tarenne, and even the visiting Niele were there cheering and wagering on a projected winner.Ikrah was given a high chair to sit on a raised platform watching it all.
	The two contenders were wearing only their respective tunic or shirt with rolled up sleeves. Both had the slender build of fighters with speed and muscles to match. And neither was willing to lose. They locked arms hands on each other's shoulders, moving swiftly to trip one another. There was a grimace on Topaz's face as he yanked on his opponent's collar throw the man over. Dirben countered with a body grab with his legs wrestling Topaz to the ground. Fists were thrown viciously at him, then. He kicked Topaz off, hopping to his feet. The crowd went wild with excitement. They circled each other next. As they engaged this time, they were literally using martial arts skills, forearms locking between jabs and kicks. Then, all at once, they both punched each other out simultaneously. Dirben took a fist to the face just as he dealt Topaz a blow in the ribs. Shocked over each other's strength, they stood for a moment checking their bruising before both began to grin as they crashed into each other again. Topaz managed to lock Dirben's head under his arm, only to start receiving blows to his hip and waist. He grappled Dirben's belt and lifted him throwing him back in a full body flex. That was when both were laying there trying catch their breaths. The first one to get up was Dirben as he crawled over to his newly respected opponent. He extended his hand for Topaz. Both men were laughing then as he helped the General get up. It was a tie. The crowd just screamed foul as they demanded more of all that great display of fighting skill.
	Ikrah stood up walking to the edge of the platform. They quieted soon enough looking up to her.
	"This will be our tradition. I call it Boar's Brawl. Every season's end, there were will one of these events of showmanship. So, train hard, men. Commander Dirben and General Topaz will oversee how you do in my absence. Also, if you have differences, you may petition to settle it in this fashion. Obendell's glory, valor, and honor!" She raised her right fist in the air with those words.
	The men shouted back with "HURRAH!... HURRAH!... HURRAH!"
	Boar's Brawl became a time-honored tradition since then. Besides the one on one combat, there were also team events that enabled strong competition improving the athleticism. Training knights and warriors became an essential part of their culture. They began to coin themselves Olstarens.


Chapter 62

	Through the hallway, Roen caught sight of the Duchess walking through the corridor. Curiosity got the better of him as he followed her whereabouts. She walked onto the foyer of the next floor and entered the dark corner. He meandered his way down there. The door was closed. He pried it open slowly to avoid making a sound, keeping ajar to peer inside. She and Thoran both were walking about around a giant steaming cauldron. They each placed a blade into it. Upon closer look, he could see it was filled with gore. Other servants were bringing over small tubs of some sanguine entrails of which they poured into the cauldron. He gasped, which was a mistake as she keenly heard him, looking up his way. Within moments, she had teleported behind him.
	"What are you doing here, Roen?"
	He gulped turning around. "Duchess, I...I...I saw you walking this w-way...."
	She looked at him critically. "Step inside."
	He did so nervously. It was a chamber filled with blood scent. Thoran looked up at him a moment before lifting the blade out of its bath. He then did the same for the one Ikrah had placed in there.
	"We are christening our weaponry, Roen, if you must know," she explained after closing the door with a lock this time. "Other people do it by first kill. We bathe ours in blood. That way the steel will have a taste of it before touching mortal wounds."
	"Where do you get this blood?"
	"We don't sacrifice people. I have gathered discarded placentas of fresh births as a source to fill this cauldron."
	"And she also spills her own blood in it every other day," Thoran added sourly. Clearly, he didn't approve.
	"Why?" Roen asked.
	"It's part of a ritual. She's blessing every blade in hope for granting victory to the army we are building."
	"So...it's not just safety you wanted Grace to move here with the Bluejays."
	"Well, now you know. Any regrets?"
	"May I spill my blood in it, too?"
	"No, you may not," she snapped. "I don't want that on my conscience. And leave your family out of this, too."
	"Duchess, I have no reservation serving you or your family."
	"I know." She walked around to bring another short sword to Thoran. "Perhaps it means nothing, but I owe her too much to not try to protect Grace as she had once fought so hard for."
	"Duchess...." Roen was touched beyond words. He knew she was referring to Trink. "I loved her, too. Does my father know you are doing any of this?"
	"No." She eyed him with that mysteriously sad expression. "Not a word from you to him or the House of Grace."
	The two men looked at her wordlessly. She picked up a finished blade and began to move in the sword dance. The words came to her with each movement.


	"With blade for song, I dance for tomorrow's Grace,
	The House I heard from her lips in darkness I knew
	With strength she imparted unto me in her plea
	I was but the child who grew out of the prison tower
	Thrice five miles of men and twice the width
	Left for dead on moorlands where my brother died
	I survived and thrived for the day of glory
	Where I shall take victory down to sunless sea
	Ikrah stands to shed light where Niele was doomed"

	When done, she was breaking a sweat as it was hot and humid in the chamber. Thoran strode up to her mopping her forehead with the flap of his shirt. He took the blade from her setting it carefully on the huge table alongside the other swords. Turning back, he held her with only a husband's love.
	"Dinner won't be long, my love."
	His voice and gentleness brought a smile to her face. She sighed surrendering to him. "All right. I'll go change."
	He released her to walk together. "Care to come to dinner, Roen?"
	"Of course."
	"It will be in the dining hall in our corridor. The bell rings when it is to be ready. Grace is only one floor away."
	Roen nodded. "I will be prompt." Straightening, he walked back out the door. He stood in the hallway a moment to sort his thoughts before getting home to clean up.
	Dinner was more of a meeting of sorts. The food was plain enough: steak with sauce, steamed carrots and onions, rolls, and wine. He was honored to be in their presence. Dirben made it in the door just as everyone began to lift their forks. He noticed Roen right away, grinning as he took his seat.
	"Well, isn't this a fine meal all of a sudden?"
	Barakan laughed out loud. "Just be glad you came back in time to eat."
	"Let's eat!" He stuffed his face without hesitation.
	"Training hard?" Ikrah asked casually. She forked a piece of steak into her mouth and began chewing. But her eyes were glinting with that strangely delightful humor.
	"Yes! I have to keep up with Topaz. He is one hell of an opponent I have met in a long time."
	"Hope you're not fighting over everything."
	He cleared his throat. "Just a little healthy competition, Duchess. You brought him to us."
	"Of course, I did, only to benefit you." She cut into the steak. "He will make you sharper than you already were." 
	Thoran was feeding Ocelyn soft carrots, eyeing Dirben with a grin.
	"Mmm-mmm. Thank you," he spoke with a mouth full.
	The others chuckled lightly. He seemed like a teenager all full of preoccupied interests. Barakan watched this whole scene at the table, soaking in the mood. Treyila was staring at Ikrah without blinking, to which he noted mentally. Roen was very much honored to be here. He felt privileged.
	"I take it you know about the special blade room," Barakan said, which was meant for him.
	The young man looked up. "Yes." Detecting some adamant disapproval, he added, "It was accidental that I found it."
	Barakan halted to face him. "You're too attached to my niece, dear boy."
	Roen was put on the spot. He looked at Thoran and Ikrah and the child they had together. "I don't think so. Too much is at stake. If I had your experience or your strengths, I think I can do a good job at serving her majesty."
	The Duchess began cutting the steak into bite size pieces evenly. She forked a piece into Thoran's mouth. He ate looking at his wife proudly, even with desire floating around in his eyes. She ate quietly between bites to include feeding him, then.
	"Duchess," Treyila, "will you join me after dinner?"
	"Certainly," Ikrah replied.
	"Thank you, your majesty."
	"What are you planning, Trey?" Barakan asked.
	"Just talk, my Lord."
	"Talk with you means something in the stars. I want to know."
	"Sometimes talk is just talk, my Lord." She replied, chuckling softly. "But you are very curious in what I do."
	"Well, couldn't we hear some of it here? We are a clan, now."
	"I'm just wondering if all the fertility around here is affected by her majesty."
	"I have nothing to do with that," Ikrah denied flatly.
	"Oh," chuckling delightedly, "well, before you came here, we struggled with keeping our livestock numbers up. Now, we have more lamb and calves than we can count. And the woodlands are abundant with young as well. Fresh bucks every year for three years straight now. Your presence here brought all this on."
	"Maybe it's a coincidence."
	"If you say so, Duchess." Treyila smiled behind her goblet, taking a sip.
	"You don't sound convinced."
	"I prefer to speak with you in the Star Room later about my opinions, if you would hear me, your majesty."
	"We will discuss it, Treyila." Ikrah looked at her pleasantly.
	"Women things," Dirben noted wryly.
	"Ah, it's been a while," Barakan agreed with him.
	"I'm just glad Trey finally speaks to somebody." Dirben drank his wine, then cornered his eye over at her before putting it back into his meal.
	"I was never mute, Dirben."
	He gulped hard, which was loud. "I'm sorry. I'll eat now." He dug into his food like a good little boy.
	"Yes, idiot," Barakan remarked coldly. "Good food is wasted on you."
	Dirben shot him a look, then ate again. Ikrah arched a brow significantly which pulled her face up one side while chewing. She eyed Barakan who tried to smile, but his lips came out awkwardly. Thoran cleared his throat.
	"I still think it was funny seeing you dance with the Duchess that time, Earl Barakan."
	"For the last time, I did not dance----" He caught himself. Now, it was his turn to clam up as he drank his wine.
	"Hmmm...I notice we don't have dancing balls or little events like that here," Ikrah picked up on the changed subject. "Did we never celebrate things? Surely, there were holidays and rituals."
	"Used to be quite a few rituals, dear."
	"I'd like to know about them."
	"Ahhh... Where to start?"
	"Well, I know our wedding is one such thing. Tell me why the ceremony is the way it is."
	"Mmm," he nodded, smiling. "You certainly do bring much joy in Niele with your presence. We worship the Seven Stars up here in the north. The rest maps the sky like unread and untold fortunes. Something Treyila excels in, though she has stopped doing that for a while now."
	"Seven Stars go by the name the Northern Pointer among the constellations, if I'm not mistaken."
	"Yes, my love. That is true."
	"Yet, you treat it as a religion."
	"Because it is. It predicts much of what we do or what's in store for us if we interpret it properly."
	"I find that fascinating. It is wholly different from the Goddess in the other lands."
	"What of the Goddess?" he asked with that uncanny stare again.
	"She is a spirit that lives in everything: people, flowers and trees, rocks, the sky, and even the mountains."
	"Then what of the stars? Does she reside there?"
	"No, she owns them."
	He laughed over the silly idea. "I doubt that, but all right, as far as differences go, that is probably what the other lands believe."
	"I'm not an avid worshipper, husband. I have a foot in either place."
	"You have a foot in every place, my love. You walk as one who should be worshipped."
	She swallowed nervously. "Please don't compare me to that."
	The others watched her quietly. Each reserved the words they had for her. Thoran held her hand with the fork and took the bite from it, smiling as he began to chew. It was to alleviate her apprehension.
	"I think I'll make you breakfast tomorrow," she said.
	"I look forward to it."
	She smiled baring her teeth as she stifled a giggle. And she was very pretty in that moment. When her eyes gazed upon him taking on the mood of his love, she was absolutely beautiful. Most men would fall for her spell, even if it was unintentional.
	"You did say there were other rituals...?"
	"The Blade Christening."
	She nodded.
	"There is also Star Running. That will be harder to do as only once in seventy years will such an event arise, but I believe we will see in our lifetime."
	"Really."
	"Yes," Treyila confirmed.
	"What does that entail?"
	"It is a simple ritual," Thoran said. "Yet it is difficult due to the will of the heavens."
	"Because of the seventy years waiting time?"
	"Indeed, yes." He replaced the fork and empty plate on the table without taking his eyes off of her. Ocelyn reached for those things sitting from her high chair all strapped in securely. "Next year's Winter Solstice is the return of Heaven's Gate. It will part the skies for falling stars. You will like it when you see it."
	"So the ritual is merely for a viewing?"
	"More than that." The Niele spoke in unison.
	She giggled in surprise by their reaction. "Well, then, what?"
	"We will be privileged to see what is on the other side, a place called Eternia."
	"Eternia? Is that a good place?"
	"It comes from Heaven," he replied chuckling. "It must be, my love. Perhaps that is where your Goddess comes from."
	"What has been spoken of in the past about it?"
	"There had been people who walked on an invisible bridge to enter it," Barakan replied. "And none had returned."
	"Did they die?" she asked with a touch of fear.
	"Every seventy years, Duchess. We are lucky to survive past sixty. No one has been able to see further than that. Unless you will serve the honor to outlive most of us and speak of such things to the people."
	"I will do my best, Uncle Barakan." She was mocking the task he bestowed upon her. "Wars don't last forever. People last a little longer."
	"But say, if you do step in there and come back out right away. Maybe you can say a few things or two of what you see on the other side."
	"I'm not sure what you mean."
	"You are light enough to walk that bridge. And if we anchored you, we can pull you back...."
	"You are serious. You're actually serious."
	They were neither laughing nor disappointed, though askance about the idea being propositioned.
	"Exodus is sturdy enough to anchor you," Treyila said. "It is once in our lifetime to try."
	A moment passed. Ikrah's expression softened into curiosity. "Was this the reason you wanted me here all along?"
	"No," Barakan replied bluntly. "When we heard of your existence, we simply needed you to lead us as a symbol of hope for our people."
	"Actually, when I discovered your existence, I had no idea who you really were," Dirben said. "I had thought you were a stolen Sister of Astra working for the enemy."
	"Well, in fairness, I was defending them," she said airily.
	"Duly noted, Duchess."
	"Dirben, if I didn't know better," she giggled softly, "I think you had ideas about me even before knowing my name or face."
	He blushed. "I don't know what you mean by that."
	"Never mind then."
	"In the heat of battle, all things considered, who's to say anyone can avoid a blade or two."
	"Just be glad I didn't use poison darts."
	"That," he eyed her haughtily, "is where you fall short. But you are the closest to the perfect Niele woman I have seen in my life yet. Pity we are related by blood."
	"I'm only half Niele. There will never be perfection in me. You should know that."
	He smiled as one who didn't care for that other part of her heritage, taking an extended sip of wine, folding his arm to himself. "You married Thoran. He's our Prince if you go further than his Eagle roots."
	She turned to her husband then. "I know. I am humbled every night."
	"What do you know, dear? I have not told you anything about that part of my heritage."
	"Aquine did. He met your true parents once. They left you in a safe place. The man who adopted you both was your uncle by marriage after all. And he needed sons to uphold his army."
	"Then, why did you lie to King Legran? to say I was a true Eagle and cousin to Aquine?"
	"It served a purpose at the time. Surely, if he knew who you really were, he would've kept you as he did with Aquine."
	Her husband let out a soft laugh. "Ahhh, for that I am thankful for your wisdom. I did manage to escape without notice to find you."
	"The Stars shone over you, husband. As things were meant to be, I suppose."
	"You are a woman of wonders, my love."
	She became modest and silent drinking her water, settling her eyes on him with a grin.


  Chapter 63

	The Star Room was lined with iron. Its dome ceiling was cast with a glass dome to allow viewing of the sky above to follow the constellations. In the same principle, it allowed the starlight and moonlight to enter the chamber illuminating within without the use of lanterns or candles. On a night such as this with a half moon present, it was dim compared to a full moon. Treyila locked the heavy door twice with the iron bars set in place. She stepped onto the ankle high raised platform where fur rugs were strewn generously over it. Under the center point of the dome, she looked up once before facing Ikrah. She began to disrobe down to her under-robe and knickers.
	"Treyila...?"
	"I've been bathing under the stars and moon all these years, Duchess." She began to strip down to her full starkness. "Yet, I can't cleanse the darkness that had poisoned me."
	"What poison do you speak of? Do know that I do not own the ability to heal bodily injuries."
	The other woman swallowed, reserving her tears. "I was raped at twelve by three Falshiren soldiers. I aborted their seed twice because I was left with twins grown weeks apart...."
	Ikrah ran up there to hold Treyila in her arms. "You survived, Trey. You survived. That is all needed."
	After the weeping, Treyila leaned against Ikrah. They sat down together as simply two very suddenly close women in the Star Room. Ikrah wiped the other's tears away wordlessly. Then, they stargazed laying there on the rugs. One was naked, the other clothed.
	"I want to give you all of my abilities."
	Pause. "I don't want you to do that any time soon."
	"But eventually, you will accept that transition."
	Silence.
	"You will know when it happens. It will preserve your life."
	"I don't need it, Trey. I've lived through enough. Death is not what I fear."
	Treyila clung to her then. "I beg for it, your majesty. Please fulfill me this wish."
	"I will not. I prefer the Heavens fulfill your path."
	She sat up to look at Ikrah's face, studying the features. "Then, do you know if I am able to carry a man's seed again?"
	"I...I don't touch people, Trey. Please don't make me do that."
	"You influence the animals to mate. Why can't you help me?"
	"You're not an animal."
	"Ah! So it really is you after all!"
	Ikrah got up, but Treyila held onto her. "If you hadn't cut yourself, you are most likely able to give birth with some care."
	"But...I...don't know how to...."
	"Maybe...you need an experienced man to love you."
	"I don't have one."
	"You could find one...or...accept one...or even consult some paraphrenalia to explore with someone."
	Treyila lowered her head. "I'm not even sure if I want to have a child."
	"If you're not sure, then you shouldn't."
	"Like the first child you lost?"
	Ikrah was still for several moments. "Yes."
	"What if there's a way for you to see him? His soul, I mean."
	"Is there such a thing?"
	A nod came from Treyila. "There is, I can assure you."
	"Star Running."
	"Yes. It will enable you to travel between the worlds of the living and the land of the dead as well as others. You only need to look for the soul in waiting."
	"Then, what of you? Couldn't you try it, too?"
	"I'm not half a Dragon. I would surely be stranded between worlds, if not trapped in one. You have the strength of one of the Elements."
	"Then what of your knowledge of the Stars?"
	"I know the way of worlds, but I won't be able to resist the Spirits. What's more, I don't have anything in this world that will lead me back. When engaging the Spirits of other worlds, one must have something or someone worthy of living for here, a longing for to guide one back through the way of the heart. I have none, so I will surely perish."
	"I wouldn't say that. Dirben----"
	"I don't love him."
	"He loves you. Is that not enough?"
	"No."
	"But...." Ikrah gave out a sigh.
	"He should have left me where I was years ago. I didn't want to live after what happened to me."
	"He never took a wife all these years. Why?"
	"Guilt, perhaps. I never blamed him for what happened, but...."
	"Trey, if I carry you with me Star Running, do you think that is possible?"
	"I don't know. That's never been done before."
	"As opposed to others before who had tried?"
	Pause. "You mean to keep me, don't you?"
	"I need a Sister of Astra with a legacy to pair up with Ocelyn in her childhood, at least."
	"Your majesty...."
	"Who better to help me guide her growing up? And besides, she will need friends, other than her sibling if I able to give her one. I have been depleted ever since giving birth to her. It will be some time for me to recover to try again."
	Treyila grew quiet, staring at her over the confession.
	"Your majesty, I am grateful. I hope if...in the event I am taken by death in this lifetime, that I have the fortune to come back to serve you. Even as a familiar would do."
	Ikrah furled her brows with a hard frown to her lips. "Not you, too."
	"What, your majesty?"
	"So many risking their lives for my sake. It's overwhelming."
	"I'm still here, your majesty. Maybe I will live to old age. There is no telling."
	"Why? Just why am I worth this much of your reverence?"
	"Your majesty.... Is it not obvious? You bring life and joy to us. We were without hope before you came to us. Our numbers were dwindling. Food stock was sparse. Our men fought fierce battles, but they returned fewer each time. Yet, now you bring new blood to help continue ours. Build us stronger. Without you, Niele was ready to disappear from the face of the earth."
	"You make it like I'm great and worthy, but I really feel as just an ordinary person."
	"You are extraordinary beyond anyone, your majesty. Of your achievements, your valor, and great deeds in your name, you possess the power of life. You have resurrected Niele."
	Shaking her head and giggling softly, Ikrah looked down in thought with a sigh. "All these words of praise, just so you can persuade me to go Star Running.... All right. I will do it."
	Treyila moved to tuck her legs under her as she bowed with her head to the floor on her folded hands. "Thank you, your majesty."
	The Duchess lifted her by the arms. They met each other's eyes. "Think about what I said, Trey. Consider the possibility, even if to entertain the idea."
	"I'd rather learn the use of my body first. I don't even understand pleasure as a woman."
	Ikrah withdrew her arms. "Must I be the one to instruct you?"
	"I feel safe with you."
	"Have you not seen nature at its best?"
	"I have, but it...disgusts me. And the thought of kissing.... I find it appalling, messy even."
	"You need the touch of the Goddess. Love can be a very simple nature. Allow your intuition to take over.... Close your eyes, set yourself where you might want to be, that place to be with someone. Picture yourself with the one of your choice."
	As Treyila lay down, Ikrah got up to turn away. She paced back and forth with a sigh. Before long, she had to shield herself in the ears to avoid hearing anything. A while passed.
	"Your majesty...?"
	"Hmm?"
	"If I do bear a child for your sake, will you do me the honor of naming....?"
	"I would like if it's a girl, then her name is Farila. And if it's a boy, then he should be named Crimstad."
	"Jasmine's breath or red forge.... Your majesty, you really do place much hope in me."
	Ikrah smiled without facing the other. Treyila sighed behind her. She stiffened where she stood, setting a shield around herself just in case.
	"Your majesty, I will learn to please a man for the sake of conceiving such a child. You have no worries from me."
	"Treyila, I'm not commanding you to do such a thing."
	"I know, but I want to."
	"Well...you will bring me much laughter in the days ahead. Dirben is not used to that kind of attention. He prefers the chase, and has grown accustomed to far from reach types...."
	"Will you look upon me? I am dressed now."
	Ikrah turned around seeing that Treyila was indeed fully clothed. "I'm sorry, I've never been used to seeing another woman naked."
	"I'm not offended, your majesty." She raised her bare arm with the sleeve pulled back. "You didn't even examine me. Am I able to carry out such a task?"
	After checking her pulse by the wrist, Ikrah nodded. "You are very fertile. It would take only one try to conceive."
	"Even after...."
	"You were very fertile to begin with. Your pulse jumps with impatience now. You are primed for the task any day of the month." She studied the wrist a moment longer, bunching in her lips to concentrate. "Goodness, your body changes with the need." She released Treyila instantly, dropping that arm. "Treyila, you tricked me," she rebuked.
	"I needed your touch to do your bidding."
	Frowning with grave disapproval, Ikrah disliked the idea of being canonized to Goddessly rank. "So what is that ability of yours just now?"
	"Absorption. I can do that to feel another's mood or extract what I need to have a sense of their thoughts."
	"Great. What have you found about me?"
	"I like the way you think about your husband and daughter. It warms my heart."
	"Good. Try to keep it that way."
	"You keep yourself so guarded. Why must you be like that?"
	"Treyila."
	"I couldn't go further than the present, your majesty. You are like an iron wall."
	"Enough."
	The Astrologer silenced and gulped in fear. Momentarily, Ikrah let out a patient sigh. She pulled Treyila into an embrace, shedding some warmth, but no more than that.
	"I shoulder Niele and carry Obendell. I can't share that burden with others. But I take joy in seeing our land grow with people to fill it."
	"Thank you, your majesty."
	Just then, there was a hard knock on the door.
	"Your majesty, difficult birth! Your majesty, please come quickly!" the nurse called out from outside.
	They lifted the iron bars together to unlock the door. The nurse was still frantic, despite keeping a calm composure.
	"Asmalani?" Ikrah asked. The nurse nodded. "All right, let's go. You come, too, Treyila."
	The other woman nodded nervously, blanching visibly. As heavy magic was forbidden within these halls, they had to travel with their own two feet to reach the maternity ward, though they cut time by taking a short cut through a pulley elevator. There were several of these stationed strategically throughout Exodus. These box carts had two wheels set in them, one for up and one for down. The cables used were copper infused worsted ropes. Roen was in the room holding his wife's hand, giving her soothing words.
	"Look, wife, the Duchess is here. You will fine."
	"Take the husband out," Ikrah ordered. "I need to concentrate."
	They ushered him out of there with apologies. Treyila stood dumb as a post watching what needed to be done. Ikrah wove her hands together into swan-like wings.
	"I'm going to lift you, Asmalani. Don't be alarm. I will hold you however long this takes. Breathe as you have been instructed by the nurses and push with each contraction. Ready? Good. Now...."
	Invisibility air lifted Asmalani up above the bed, suspending her there. Her legs were straddled apart, revealing the crowning of the child in the slit between them. The nurses brought out hand basins to catch the drippings. One was dedicated to catch the infant. They coached her to push and breathe for hours. There were breaks as they gave her water to stay hydrated. She was sweating so much through the ordeal. And then after a good part of the next day, the shoulders of the baby was revealed.
	"Push, Asmalani. Push. It won't be long now. One last push!"
	The nurse pulled gently on the baby coaxing the little body to come out as the mother pushed with some help. Then, finally, she came out quietly with her eyes wide open. Everyone uttered in relief for the successful safe birth. They cut the umbilical cord carefully between clamps. There was a healthy cry from her. The next nurse took her to a table to wipe her clean of blood before wrapping her in fresh linens. After the placenta came out, they brought more gauze and linens to cover the opening for the slowed bleeding. Asmalani was lowered gently back on the bed as they retrieved the hand basin. Covers were pulled over her to keep her warm. Only then, did they place the baby girl in her mother's arms, who beamed with joy though very exhausted. Roen was allowed back in to see his wife and first daughter. They all congratulated him on being a father for the first time.
	Ikrah breathed rhythmically to regain her bearing, unweaving her hands before lowering them. She went to drink some water. Beads of sweat had formed on her forehead. Much of the clothes on her was soaked in it underneath what was visibly dry in the outer layer. Treyila watched her in silence. Momentarily, the Duchess held her hand leading her out the door.
	"Think you're ready for that?"
	A smile and a nod came on Treyila's expression. "I have you to help me."
	"We also have a good team of nurses," Ikrah said as they filed out of the room with the precious basin covered and sealed in heavy copper covers. Two were left behind to monitor Asmalani, keeping her bedridden and well rested before any movement was allowed after another six to seven hours while her body adjusted to stop bleeding.
	"I don't know if Dirben will be happy, but I know I will."
	Ikrah laughed, extending an arm. The other did the same so that they held each other mutually walking down the hallway together. This was more than life brought to Exodus. They were going to thrive with rise to numbers in one generation.


Chapter 64

	Morning light spilled into the room through the circular window. It was after dawn that woke Dirben up from his pile of covers, pillows, and the two women that offered him wine last night. Bluejays were bold women. They were fun, but not quite his kind of woman. He preferred Niele for their prude nature in public, though he wished he found one who had a few degrees of nymph in her within private halls. These last dozens of years hadn't been kind either. Their Niele women had suffered poison and infertility, and even sacrificed themselves in battle. Any woman in battle was rare on their end. So, when he first discovered Ikrah, he knew they had need to retrieve her, especially with how she used the pincers to shield Aquine. That was a trait among the assassins, even as it was strange to see it used during an open battle like that. Anyway, she was here now as their Duchess. The rash of births around Exodus was alarming and welcomed at the same time.
	He shouldn't be thinking about her this often. Just that she walked these grounds and these corridors at all times, doing so much for everybody. If she wasn't made of stars and moon, then what else was she? Sighing, he got up, putting his feet on the floor of fur carpeting. He garbed himself in the standard black robes to ward off the mountain frost. A knock came on the door. He went there to open it. Then, seeing who it was with remembering his sleeping guests still in bed, he nearly shut it in her face to avoid her seeing the interior.
	"Trey? What's wrong?"
	"Nothing. May I come in?"
	"Uhh, no. My room is not decent."
	"I don't mind," she said, giggling softly.
	His countenance darkened suspiciously. "No, really, I don't want you to come in."
	"All right, could we take a walk?"
	"Maybe later? I need to clean my room."
	"I'll wait." She stepped to the side leaning against the wall as she folded her arms. "Go ahead, wake them."
	He blushed warmly in the face. Closing the door, he proceeded to arouse the women. They barely got dressed with putting on their halters and skirts when he opened the door for them to exit. Both giggled walking out there and each made a nod to Treyila with smiles. They looked back in the doorway to eye him over from head to toe. He smiled back. It was a very wild night. Treyila made to come in, but he barred her way with quick arm to the doorway. She backed into the hallway again. He closed the door and chose to lock it.
	"Where to?"
	"Outside." She gestured with her head toward the parapet through the iron latticed glass door down the hallway.
	They walked for a short while until she stood looking down at the frozen lake below. He looked at her in the deep blue dress robes she was wearing. Her hair was worn straight today with just the chained head ornament across the back from ear to ear. She was very pretty in that moment. Though he didn't care for makeup on a woman, but the color of red wine painted on her lips really did enhance her looks. She raised her shimmering dark eyes up to him.
	"I need you to find me a personal guard, one who has experience with women."
	That shocked him. His eyes shot wide open darting straight for the lake. He could barely breathe upon hearing those words. Hemming his throat that suddenly had become clogged, he tried to speak without shaking in his voice.
	"Why would you want to do that?"
	"I want a child," she replied simply.
	"Oh." Then, he glared curiously, turning sour in the face. "What? Why now?"
	"While I still can before I become too old."
	"That's it? Any man would do so long as he is able to seed?"
	"Not just seed. I would like to enjoy conception, too."
	"Why are you even telling me this?"
	"Because, you train men daily. Obendell seems like a place to find a good strong man. I would like the seed of one."
	"What the-----? NO!" he retorted flatly.
	"Dirben, I'm too familiar with Niele. An outsider would probably seed better-----"
	"WHAT?! Are you out of your mind?"
	He couldn't believe his ears. They were fourteen years apart, but hells to glory at forty-seven winters, he had never heard of a woman proposing such a nutty idea to have a child. She moaned wryly, trying to don patience.
	"All right, then. You won't help me. I will ask someone else who will."
	"Trey!"He had grasped her arm fast. "Have you really thought this through? Do you even realize what you are asking? Maybe you should get a husband out of this."
	"I don't want to tie a man down when he is more useful in the battlefields."
	"That makes no difference."
	"Yes, it does. He won't have to think about his seed, if it's just a forgotten night for him."
	He simmered, though he tried to keep his anger at bay. "Will the child know the father's name?"
	"I think so. Hence, I need you to arrange things for me. Give me his name and background, etc...."
	He so wanted to wring her neck or at least shake her by the arms to see if some sense would come back into her.
	"The answer is no. And I'm going to stop you from this foolishness."
	"Why? You men seed with the Bluejays. Why should it be different for me when I want a child?"
	"You're not a Bluejay. Oh for the love of Heaven---- No, you are not doing this, Trey! I won't let you."
	"Please don't shout. All of Exodus can hear you."
	He restrained himself, lowering his arm as he released her. "Just what did she say to you last night?"
	"Nothing of your concern. I'm going to have breakfast, now."
	She went back inside. He trailed behind until they were in the hallway as he began to pick up his pace to be close behind her. They entered the dining room where the others were there, except the Duchess. Brem and Barakan looked up at them as they took their separate seats respectively. Thoran was strapping Ocelyn into the high chair to keep the toddler from running around. Soon, Ikrah arrived with a couple of servants bringing in platters of food. Breakfast included tomato diced into scrambled eggs, cheese melted toast, cinnamon rolls, and a choice of either juice or milk from chilled pitchers. The Niele were surprised by such a meal in the morning. Thoran was impressed. Ocelyn wanted everything, calling out to "cheese" this and that as she pointed for all on the platters. He gave her some of the eggs and pieces of the toast, only to soon find out she had a sweet tooth devouring the cinnamon rolls iced in sweetened cream. Breakfast was good while they ate. The conversation however was a different story.
	"Duchess, may I speak freely here?" Brem asked.
	"Of course."
	"Did you intended the Bluejays to come here as breeders?"
	"No, I did not. Why?"
	"Well, I've been visited by them every night, and so far I've counted over a dozen different faces."
	"You should be flattered."
	"Usually, that is the case, your majesty. But I am truly outnumbered."
	"You're outnumbered?" Dirben remarked dryly with a preposterous scoff.
	"Mmm..." Ikrah considered a moment, "There aren't that many of them. Their clan is smaller than ours."
	"He means himself, dear," Thoran put in.
	"Uh?" She looked up as if a point was realized. "Oh, ah." Her eyes frisked Brem for a moment. "You are at the top of the list as far as prerequisites are concerned."
	"I beg your pardon?"
	"Second Guard, tall, dark, decent looks, muscles in those long legs----"
	"Thank you for the observation, your majesty," he said curtly, though he crimsoned from face to ears.
	"I didn't realize you notice these things in such detail," Thoran said wryly.
	"You're even more desirable by their standard, dear. I've had to say no daily," she replied forking into the eggs with the tomatoes.
	"What?" He laughed lightly. "I haven't been approached by any since they arrived."
	"Exactly," she said with a note in her voice.
	The two other men looked to Barakan with a question. He pretended not to notice as he ate the tomatoes with a fork and the melted cheese toast in the other hand.
	"No need to stare at him. He wins the prize as Earl."
	"Who...?" Brem trailed.
	"Ahem, please spare this old man, dear niece," Barakan said between bites.
	"So, we unmarried men are...desirable?" Brem asked.
	"Well, isn't that obvious? Your status and physique are also qualities they consider in hunting for partnership. If not, they will settle for your seed. Your name just happens to stand out more than others so you have more proposals coming your way."
	"Hunting...? I'm being hunted?!"
	A knock came on the door. Roen entered. "May I join in?"
	"Please," Thoran and Barakan said in unison.
	"Wow, breakfast is different in this House."
	"The Duchess prepared it this morning," Barakan said. "Eat up. She made enough for an army."
	"All right, I will. Thank you." He went for the cinnamon rolls first. "So, what is this hunt I'm hearing about?"
	"Roen!" Brem calmed his demeanor after nearly exclaiming. "You married a Bluejay."
	"I am married to one, yes."
	"How did that come about?"
	The other man froze. "What do you mean how did that come about?"
	"Did you propose or did she?"
	"Eh--umm," he sighed with trepidation. "She demanded it, actually."
	"Huh? What?"
	He began to rub at his ribs. "Yeah, she put a mark on me with a knife. Seven of her sisters pinned me down during the whole ordeal. The bad part is my father had agreed and gave her full rights to do so."
	The men reacted with apprehension. Thoran felt truly honored and safe behind his wife, now. Roen went back to eating as he still had an appetite. He even drank milk.
	"Are there any males among the Bluejays?" Barakan asked.
	"Yes, there are. But they're kept away from sight when young. After that, they may wander off to join other Asmi tribes or in some cases, be employed in towns passing for northern Gorrans. That is how my father has told me."
	"Are you sure they're not traded between the tribes?"
	"Trading grooms, you mean? Of course, that is also practiced, too."
	Treyila giggled very softly as the men stiffened to that explanation. The Duchess remained calm and composed as she ate breakfast, sharing bites with Ocelyn. Thoran was able to eat his meal for once while she did that.
	"There must be some male warriors among them," Treyila remarked to restart the conversation.
	"Ah, yes, there is one tribe of that. Aze of the Glades. They take women prisoners to breed. So the rest of Asmii don't get along with them much, though they do respect each other's territory."
	"Do they do the same ritual as well?"
	He stopped breaking the toast, looking at her with reservations. "Must I speak on that here?"
	"We prefer to know of other cultures."
	"It's not much of a culture what that particular tribe does in this aspect."
	"Then, what?"
	"I've just mentioned prisoners. They don't respect prisoners, Priestess."
	"Ahhh...that's terrible."
	Dirben turned his head harshly at her. "Did you think they're pine cones and daisies?"
	"I was merely trying to understand people outside of our own, Dirben."
	"Well, obviously, you don't need to go far. We have a wealth of information here."
	Brem eyed them both, eating his egg crepes slowly.
	"You don't need to be rude. He is a guest."
	"I realize that. Roen, you don't mind, do you?"
	"I don't care. Good cheese." He placed a piece of the toast in his mouth, chewing deliciously.
	"Very good, indeed," Barakan noted, trying to avoid the impending tirade from the couple.
	The Astrologer was hardly afraid of the challenging First Rank General. As a Sister of Astra, she was very much equal to him in being spirited as the woman to the man he was as the brother to the Earl. A stalemate had to be tipped somehow. And yet, he chose to slam the scales and toss out balance.
	"Duchess," Dirben nearly announced with a tone too curt to be curtailed, "while I respect all that you have done for Niele, I don't appreciate you putting foolish ideas into the head of the Sister of Astra."
	Everyone was certainly paying attention, now, even Ocelyn. Brem continued to eat breakfast slowly, watching the whole scene at the table. He carded second and third helpings to his plate. Roen noticed that was a great way to cope with the situation. He followed the same example with a second helping of the egg crepes.
	"Duly noted, First Rank General," Ikrah replied nonchalantly, handing Ocelyn half a cinnamon roll to see how she did chewing. It was devoured within seconds. Another piece was handed to the toddler.
	Discontent scrawled across his face as he regarded Ikrah's demeanor, feeling dismissed already. Treyila made it worse by pouring herself a full glass of milk, drinking as though his words didn't matter. She went on to eat one of the sticky cinnamon rolls, licking and sucking the sugar off her lips after a bite. Dirben couldn't take his eyes off that mouth then.
	"This is an interesting morning, dear," Thoran said as he picked up his glass of juice.
	"Hmm, I rather like a healthy breakfast with stamina to match," she replied.
	"Was breakfast always this delicious?" Roen asked.
	"Yes!" The Niele men echoed each other.
	"Well, then, may I come back again tomorrow?"
	"Of course," Barakan took liberty in replying.
	"Your majesty," Treyila began speaking, "will you be making your rounds today?"
	"Yes."
	"Will you waylay in Obendell as well?"
	"Of course."
	"May I come with? I would like to meet with General Topaz."
	"Why, yes, of course."
	"Don't take her there!" Dirben blurted.
	Ikrah looked up in astonishment. "Why not? What's wrong in Obendell?"
	"It's not a place for the Sister of Astra."
	She rounded her eyes, then folded them in curiously as she glared at any one of them. "I don't understand."
	Barakan coughed into his fist superficially. He gulped down his milk with a sigh. "Lovely breakfast. I will be going now. Can't be late to go about my rounds."
	"All right, Earl," Thoran said, grinning. "You sure you want to miss this?"
	"I've witnessed a few flaming tables or two before. It's best I go." He excused himself graciously.
	"What do you mean it's not a place for her? Are you saying it's over-run with men exclusively now?" Ikrah picked up where Dirben left off.
	"Ah, with the addition of the Knights of Tarenne, yes."
	"That doesn't mean she's forbidden from entering its grounds. I go there daily. There's no complaint from anyone. Why do you object to Treyila going there?"	
	"Ahem, I don't think it's the place so much as the men available there," Thoran pointed out.
	She eyed her husband with narrowed eyes, expression quite inquisitive. "Come again?"
	He preened himself most arrogantly, which finally sank in. She dropped her jaw, then closed it immediately.
	"Oh, I see, now."
	"Does this mean I'm not going with you, your majesty?" Treyila asked.
	"Of course, you're coming with me. Relations between our peoples are a vital part of----"
	"Oh, you can't be serious!" Dirben interjected.
	"Excuse me, I was speaking about diplomacy between our lands. And what is wrong with that?"
	"He means to keep me penned in," Treyila said with boredom in her tone.
	"No, that's not it," he denied. "Regardless, I don't----"
	"You speak as if you're from the land of husbands first and wives last."
	"Uh, Duchess, we're not married," he replied askance in tone.
	"You don't say," she sneered. "Well, then you certainly don't own her, man! She goes where she pleases and meets whoever she desires. It's none of your business. So, stand out of her way!"
	"With all due respect, what you call diplomacy is deplorable by my standard."
	Brem shovelled the crepes into his mouth, grabbed two rolls, and stood up with a glass of juice, walking out the door. Roen dropped everything to guzzle down another glass of milk and left, too. They were wise to have vacated the premises, because Ikrah was clearly angry.
	"I've met a piggish man like you once. He couldn't make up his mind which of his two wives given to him to serve. So one of them divorced him to marry a man of her own choosing. And she became very happy, indeed."
	Dirben chuckled dryly. "Speaking from experience, are you? What would you know of men, but the two you sampled so virtuously."
	Thoran picked up Ocelyn and went out the door, too.
	"Well, at least, I kept it virtuous. What have you done with yourself, taking pairs every night? You seed without a thought."
	"I have not seeded any woman."
	"Hard to believe," she scoffed. "There hasn't been a man who is immuned to Bluejay wine."
	Treyila looked upon him as if betrayed. She took a whole platter to gather all the scraps. He grasped her forearm to try to stop her. She ripped it out of his grip taking the platter with her.
	"I would like to be told when you leave for Obendell, your majesty," she said.
	"I will come to you later."
	"Thank you, your majesty."
	The room dwindled down to just the two people. Ikrah played with her glass of juice, placing a palm lightly over it as her index finger tapped on the rim. She leaned forward on the table with her other folded arm. He was not done with the arguement, but couldn't exactly move either, whether in speaking his mind to move forward or physically for that matter.
	"Speak." She lifted a brow and dropped it as her eyes narrowed dully. The lock on the door clicked. As he remained silent, she remarked coldly. "Well, aren't you the brave man all of a sudden, Dirben of Andrafen in Niele."
	He squared her in the eyes, then, because she had spoken his full name straight from his mother's to his father's roots. 
	"What did she say to you?"
	"More like what she didn't say to me."
	"You're not helping her this way. She's been cast out at no fault of her own."
	"Any more than what you have done all these years? I think you should let me worry about it rather than you trying so fruitlessly at changing the minds of a few old women."
	"You arranging her to take a man is hardly the solution."
	"I have arranged nothing. She chose to design her own life as she sees fit. In case you haven't noticed, she is a grown woman."
	He turned his head swallowing down his emotion. "She wanted to be a Sister of Astra ever since she could talk. I failed her in the third test. It was my fault."
	"That is your problem, not hers. She has chosen a different path now."
	He returned his gaze to her again. "Star Running will be interesting for you."
	"I hope so. Heads will roll. If I can help it."
	"If we can help it, Duchess."


Chapter 65

	Topaz could see plainly tensions were obvious today. The Duchess was as she always was, though Dirben was unhappy with the introduction of Treyila. Yet, he couldn't help but detect a bit of unrest between the man and two women. They toured the mountainous fortress together overseeing the training halls, the forge, the mess halls, and the farms.
	Staying here at Obendell had been the best place on earth for him. He liked how the people here were work-dedicated. They enjoyed working with their hands, building, forging, and inventing. He admired their work. He wouldn't mind retiring here. The weather was cooler than Tare, colder in winter, of course. He welcomed that, too. Those were the reasons he wanted to remain here, and the one that meant most of all was to be closer to her, the Duchess. She had the guts for glory that every Knight of Tarenne contended for. Her gentleness was what every man longed for. The spirit she embodied was that of every warrior who lived with valor. Taye and Aquine had forged a wonder out of her.
	As he reminisced those years ago having glimpses of her growing up, especially the Battle Royale of which he had touched her with his own bare hands, he found himself meeting someone with just as much tenacity, except this one was without the warrior class of blades and martial arts skills. Her forge was knowledge, her strength was shadow magic, and of course, her modesty had neglected her beauty. Treyila was a fighter in her yet, even if she didn't realize it. He wondered which one of his sons could win her over her heart.
	"I'd love to meet them, General Topaz."
	He blushed between a smile and a grin, taking a cheese sandwich from the cloth she spread on the table. She ate freely with him. And he realized they were alone in that moment, though the office was unlocked awaiting either the Duchess or Dirben to return.
	"They will return from the hunt and share their bounty in the square."
	"Are they all like you?"
	"No, my sons are each particular in what they do. Though all are Knights of Tarenne."
	"Then, what of you, General?"
	"I'm just an old man."
	"You look at our Duchess with a tenderness I rarely see."
	"She reminds me of my late daughter," he confessed readily. "It doesn't sit well with some people that I miss the only daughter I had, while my three sons live."
	"I can understand that sentiment."
	"I suppose as a daughter, you would."
	She smiled demurely, nodding.
	The men had returned from hunting. They brought one doe, three bucks, and scores of wild fowl. They came in on horses dragging the bounty on makeshift ladders. People went to work right away and preparing and butchering the meat. Spit-fires were set ready for the roasting of fresh meat. Some were put in the smoke barns as they retrieved the pre-smoked meat to make room. Year-round cured meat was done this way. Some of that trove of good meat found its way to Tare in the past year. People rumored among themselves that ever since Ikrah took over Obendell, there hadn't been a day that they had gone hungry. They had plenty of meat, but there was also the flow of grains and vegetables as well as preserved fruits from the north that mysteriously got transported here without guarding cargo. Things just appeared in their storage or granaries as needed. She made her rounds regularly, so they believed it had to be true. Things were certainly different with her around. And usually, they knew she might be visiting.
	"A great hunt today," Peridot said proudly. "The Duchess must have blessed us with her visit."
	"Here-here! Here-here!" the other men shouted gloriously.
	Brynn laughed out loud, speaking to jest: "Duchess? We might as well name her our Goddess!"
	"Hush, Brynn. Such blasphemy would set you apart," Agates scolded.
	"Aye, Sir Agates."
	"Then, what would you call her?" Peridot asked his brother. "This occurrence happened in Tare some years ago. Could it be mere coincidence?"
	"I wouldn't know the difference, Brother. You are speaking to a bull on these matters. I simply accept what is at hand."
	"You live in the present without past or future. That is something I cannot share in your view of things."
	Some of that conversation was overheard by Treyila as she walked the grounds with a waterskin. She was attired with riding clothes equipped with a knife and small crossbow. They hardly noticed her as she was like any other woman in this place. Most women here were married with children that worked or hunted. Topaz saw her pass them without a word of introduction, which meant she lost interest in the matter of the meeting somehow. Standing on the archers parapet, he had the perfect bird's eye view of everything. His eyes didn't fail him upon looking up seeing the Dragon resting on the mountainside watching them all. The man standing beside it was patting the creature down looking back at him as if wondering if he would alarm the others. He wisely chose to observe instead.
	Dregin leapt off the cliff, transforming his clothes to match the natives. His golden hair was also disguised with soot and leaves. He walked through the side gates as one of their own, unless anyone recognized his face. The conversations of men trickled into his ears. People were bustling about their own business and didn't notice that they had a stranger floating around them. He made his way into the barracks and disappeared. Topaz was about to go down there, but he saw Dirben appear checking through other barrack buildings coming down just that way. However, in any case, he wouldn't know how to report on Dregin who probably rode the Wind out of there already or maybe.... Treyila came back from wherever she had gone to walking into the square. Dirben caught sight of her and called out, picking up his strides to reach her. She stood to wait for him. They walked off together to another side of the fortress. Dregin, however, by all appearances, never left that one barrack. Topaz had watched the door to it for quite some time, until he ordered a guards to be stationed around all the barracks.
	"So, did you find what you were looking for," Dirben asked once they were in private.
	"Not yet," she replied. "I will know at dinner when everyone is there to eat."
	"And then, what?"
	"I will decide who to speak to privately after that."
	"Priv----" He grew volatile upon hearing what she was implying. "Are you mad?!"
	"These men are Knights of Tarenne. I believe they have a code of conduct."
	He seized her by the arms with grips from his hands. "Don't be naive! A man could forget himself if he...he...."
	She looked at him blandly, frowning matter-of-factly. "They are sons of General Topaz."
	"That makes no different how a man grows weak to his nature in any spur of the moment."
	"I won't be bringing him wine."
	"Then, you won't be having any word with him. Men out here drink leisurely."
	"Well, then, I suppose talking to you is meaningful."
	They quarrelled like that ceaselessly, and only broke for dinner later. Meanwhile, at another part of the fortress, particularly the granary, Ikrah had lowered the shipment of supplies in there from a giant pile netted on a pallet. She commanded the guards to get to work at dismantling it. They did so with a team set to organize everything and the bustling of elevators were lowered from the tiers in the granary. She was satisfied with what was taking place, nodding with approval. Walking outside, she noticed a man was staring at the granaries as one who was out of place.
	"Have we met before?" she asked him.
	"I don't think so, your majesty. Not as we are." His voice was soft and even.
	"Not as we are? Hmph." She regarded him. "Then, give me your name."
	"Sorwin, your majesty."
	"From where do you hail?" She narrowed her eyes suspiciously.
	"Vinne, your majesty."
	"Aren't you out of place? Sorwin of Vinne. How did you manage to get in here without a guard escorting you to me?"
	"You're not always here, your majesty."
	"Wrong answer."
	His eyes came out of the shadow of his supposedly overgrown hair. They were light amber without the aid of firelight. She recognized exactly who he was.They were removed from the immediate surrounding, being shielded by an invisible force that kept others out of sight and hearing. She was unafraid of this confrontation, nor did she fear being trapped in this temporary place.
	"I only mean to visit."
	"We're even. Please leave."
	"Eventually, I may have to come through this way again...with an army."
	"I won't submit to your rule."
	His disguise melted away revealing him as he was. Falshiren mantle with all the golden trims and tassles as embellishment around the torso. The brazen hair was long and decoratively braided with cords to secure it.
	"But if you lost all your land, you will have no choice but to survive under subjugation. However, I will be merciful. You will retain your title or I will give you a better one."
	Pause. Momentarily, she inhaled a heavy breath, then exhaled slowly to feign patience. Clearly, she was angry. His offer added salt to injury as far as consideration goes.
	"I doubt we will settle our differences in this lifetime, Emperor. You are arrogant and you rule as a tyrant. You are a murderer of the unborn, no less. I cannot abide by that."
	He almost laughed. His eyes took on the glint of mirth as he gazed upon her admirably. "Had I known, things would have been different."
	She narrowed her eyes angrily, hurt with tears. "You robbed a soul of his birthright. Don't you ever wear that on your conscience?"
	"Bitter over that, huh? Well, I've lost a son who was robbed of life by your own mother's hands. My wife lost her fertility in it, too.Wear that on your conscience, Duchess."
	Taken aback, she gazed upon him with less animosity. "Then, we are even. She killed your son. You aborted mine. And she died paying for it. I don't ask for either of your death. Just my freedom."
	"No." He became morose and dark in expression. "You build to undermine the Empire. I cannot condone that."
	"It's not up to you how I live. You never even raised me. You have no claim over my life."
	Pause. "So be it, Duchess. I hope for your sake, you're bitter enough to wear the lives of these people on your conscience."
	With that, he undid the shield that sealed them off from the rest of Obendell. He cloaked himself in invisibility and flew on a zephyr out of there. She stepped forth, almost ready to shoot at him with her pincers, but withdrew her hand, balling it into a fist and reaching to her face. The tears were wiped out of her eyes. Looking up at the darkening sky, she could only do one small thing for Obendell. Casting fog overhead, she placed a repeating set of winds there to keep pushing the clouds into place. She breathed in several sighs to calm herself before going back to the square.
	People had brought out tables and torchlight around the square. They even built a bonfire to warm the atmosphere. Music was playing from flutes and fiddle. Food was plenty. Besides the roasted and smoked meat, there were breads, bowls of fruits, wine and ale, and even confectioners. Treyila was seated next to Ikrah's left as Dirben was to her right. Next to him was Topaz. At the adjacent table to his right were Peridot and Agates among other knights. The table across from them were the Obendell Commanders. The men were shy this evening for some reason. The usual boasting and story-telling were not forthcoming as they ate and drank between mutters with each other. Ikrah uttered an audible sigh, displaying her boredom.
	"Your majesty?" Treyila spoke up curiously.
	Ikrah leaned over to speak to her ear. "I think they are intimidated this evening."
	"Of me?"
	Leering over the ones at the table, Ikrah replied. "Either it's you or Dirben has made it clear his intentions for you."
	Treyila reacted with petulance and dismay, peering at Dirben with a brief scowl.As if their secret consultation was noticed with alarm by the men, fleeting glances were darted their way. Ikrah tried not to laugh at this point.
	"Your majesty, you're speculating, I hope."
	"Test them yourself, Treyila. Then, I can go home for dinner."
	Treyila breathed in and out to prepare herself. Speaking to this many men strangers all at once was her first experience. She lifted her goblet of wine. They did the same looking up with nervous interest. That seemed to not be what she had expected. Her hand began to shake as her arm wanted to falter.
	"Seven Stars light our way," she managed to say without breaking.
	"Seven Stars light our way," the Obendellers repeated. The Tarennei had yet to understand what that meant.
	"And Goddess blessing, wisdom is cast your way, Knights of Tarenne," she said next.
	The Knights of Tarenne bowed their heads. "Goddess blessing!"
	"I am known as Treyila, a Sister of Astra. I come seeking aid-----"
	"Save your strength for Star Running, Trey!" Dirben interrupted.
	The words were stuffed in her mouth before she could even propose anything at all. She steamed, glaring at him with the momentum of their quarrel earlier building up fast.
	"Sew up your lips!" she snapped, slamming the goblet on the table.
	"I'm merely looking out for your best interest?"
	"I don't need that. I need to speak to brave men beyond your insolence!"
	"Excuse me?" He feigned abhorrence.
	"I was going to ask for these men to guard us during Star Running," she said gritting through her teeth.
	Both sets of men at the adjacent tables were staring at the couple. Ikrah was stuck in the middle sinking back in her seat awkwardly. Dirben had yet to stamp out his ego as he looked at them all before returning his gaze upon Treyila.
	"Then why did you let me assume you came here to make yourself available?"
	"Available for what?"
	"Nevermind," he retorted turning away to hide his nose in his goblet.
	Treyila laughed incredulously with theatrical charm. "Aw, did you think I came here to find a suitable man? If he who dares to suit me, I have no problem with that either!"
	"Treyila," Ikrah spoke up with care, hoping to alleviate some of that rage.
	"Niele women," he muttered.
	"We have the same problem in Tarenne, General Dirben," Topaz uttered uncomfortably.
	"Really?"
	"Yes. You're sitting next to one."
	Dirben peered at Ikrah a full moment before a curl came on the corner of his lips. "Tell me about it, please. While we decide on Priestess Treyila's request."
	Treyila picked up her goblet for a sip. The men were seating themselves comfortably for the story.
Topaz gestured to Peridot to do the honor. The younger man grinned bringing up his goblet, then took a swig to wet his lips.
	"The Battle at Pruscan Heights was very memorable for me that year. The Duchess was then eighteen summers tall and the Royal Squire to the Crown. One would think our liege's orders to ban her from conscription ministries would deter her. Or that Sir Aquine the Eagle had enough foresight to forbid her from joining our march."
	"So, what happened?" Dirben asked.
	The Obendellers leaned forward in their seats setting down their wine as they began to eat. Their ears grew long for the rest of the story.
	"Ah, we made a day's march until his wife Dame Taye came galloping into camp, exhausting her horse. She was still in her castle attire, mind you. She reported the Duchess had gone missing that day. Imagine my surprise, after they searched the forest, and he dragged her by the scruff of the neck out of there. She was in hunting clothes with a short sword for protection. To this day, it's still fresh in my mind how she looked there. And what she promised before battle."
	"What...what did she promise?"
	"He had warned her battlement was no place for little girls. To which, she made good on her word to watch his back. And that, she did."
	Dirben gulped, setting down his goblet. "Is that what she did?"
	"Eighteen, no less," Topaz remarked. "I say the moral of the story is: do not trifle with strong and determined women."
	"I'll drink to that," Dirben raised his wine. The men returned the gesture mutually and drank."We need extra manpower for Winter Solstice next year. Anyone interested in guarding our Duchess and Priestess for an event called Star Running? Be warned, it involves risking your lives."
	"Count me in, Orden of Obendell's Second Army at your service," the man in the middle seat on their left said. "I will bring my trusted company."
	"Hey, don't forget us!" the man to his left exclaimed.
	"Yeah. The Eagle Tamer commands us!" the third Obendeller added.
	"Knights of Tarenne will serve you without reservation," Topaz said proudly.
	Ikrah stood up raising her goblet. They followed her example. "With this toast, I thank you in great respect. I will do my best to keep the battle short and for us to return safe without a single loss."
	They drank down to the last drop of their wine. Then, there were hurrahs and pandemoniums. As they partied into the night, she slipped away with Treyila trailing behind her. They returned to Exodus so that they could finish the family dinner. Thoran smiled seeing her return. Treyila took her seat as usual. Brem had turned in for the night after finishing his plate of second helpings. Barakan was smiling over Treyila with a nod when Dirben made his appearance through the door.
	"Long day, my love?" Thoran asked.
	"Well, it was not as long as I expected. I just miss you and Ocelyn." She looked at him and then their daughter, touching the child's head.
	"What's wrong, dear? Something happened."
	"He visited me there."
	All the adults stiffened in reaction. 
	"What did he say?" Barakan asked.
	"He will invade Obendell eventually."
	"We will fortify that fortress, then."
	"No. I don't want bloodshed."
	"Then, what? Run?"
	"Uncle Barakan...he means to spill their blood to force me to heel."
	"Seven Stars!" He replaced his utensils on the table, while Treyila covered her gaping mouth with a palm. "Heel to him? or the Empire? which is it?"
	"Maybe I should have chosen better words with him. I'm sorry I----"
	"Don't even apologize. I know how the Dragon is. This feud was his doing to begin with."
	She thought a moment. "I will carry Obendell, Uncle. You need to hold Exodus until I am strong enough to move mountains."
	"Damn it, Ikrah! Why must you burden yourself with everything?!"
	"My love, the Earl is right." Thoran spoke anxiously.
	She looked upon her husband. "Because I have the power to do so. I will not risk your lives where I can help."
	"I don't want Ocelyn to grow up without her mother. Please!" he begged.
	"I promise you I will survive. No matter what happens or however long it takes, I will find my way back home."
	"Star Running will give you wisdom," Treyila spoke up.
	They looked to the Astrologer then. Ikrah nodded.
	"We best prepare for that."


  Chapter 66

	Star Running.

	Once every seventy years, the Great Light Comet visited the Great Northern Sky. Stars diminished beside it and its trail of a far-reaching star dust silvering the deep midnight blue sky. Then aurora borealis would paint the sky in ribbons of colored winds ranging from green, teal, purple, lavender, magenta, red, gold and blue until a rift would open like an eye into the Heaven. That was how the Heaven's Gate was opened for daring souls to try their luck at Star Running successfully. Success was measured by one who actually went through and returned to this world.
	The gathering on the Summit of Flurl, the northern most highest mountain on the continent of Olstare, comprised of three factions: Niele, Astra, and Druids. This time around, Niele was represented by Ikrah and Treyila; Astra had their six members in tow; while the Druids had a full cast of seven to make the trek. Besides these candidates to compete for the Star Running, there were the guards from each group waiting respectively outside the Key Ring, which was simply the center of the Summit of Flurl without any drawn boundaries. These guards were a motley mix of men from every race. Niele had their pure-bred assassins and Exodus guards. Astra's men hailed from Falshire to Casca. As for the Druids' protectors, they were a mystery of men from the forests as well as mountains. The women congregated within speaking distance of each other. Almost immediately, adversaries became them as the Sisters of Astra were hostile toward Treyila. Even the Druids were disturbed by the ordacity of the un-virgin women representing Niele to dare such a journey into sacred Eternia.
	"That's Morgrey," Treyila whispered to Ikrah, referring to the tall lanky woman leading the Sisters of Astra. "Xenaphoeb is over there with mink on her shoulder."
	Ikrah stepped forth confidently garbed as one for battle, though her chest armor was plated in gold. Her hair was done up with a veil over her crown that had a golden arc pinned in place like a head band. She sized the other woman up, who was almost ageless at over two decades her senior. Dressed in multiple layers of silk, a combination of pastel blue and pink on white, she was meant to appear like an opal in the twilight. Her hair was braided long and thick off-shoulder falling down to her hip. Xenaphoeb was weighing Ikrah in with a full glancing study of her own. She was dressed in a long tunic that fell to her feet. Other than the mink fur on her, she was simple in her garb, even her hair was cut short just below the ears.
	"You desecrate this ground with your presence," Morgrey said to Treyila.
	Treyila was unafraid as she stepped forth ready to speak, but Ikrah waved for her to remain behind. "The Heaven holds no prejudice to us, though you insult us readily."
	"What would you know what the Heaven bestows or not, Duchess?"
	Just then, a woman with a familiar face came up to whisper into the ear of the High Priestess. Ikrah recognized the whisperer immediately, though she remained silent. Morgrey reacted with perturbed countenance before gazing upon her.
	"What is your true name, Duchess?"
	"Shouldn't you trust your sisters with what they report about me over the years?"
	"Yes, but only you would know your true roots. There are conflicting details about you."
	Ikrah smiled coldly. "My people know who I am and where I came from. You may only know me as Ikrah, daughter of Sidora."
	"How dare you bring up her name here!"
	Apparently, she hit a nerve in them. She feigned ignorance innocently. "You did ask, Morgrey. Perhaps, I should not have answered you, but that would make me rude...doesn't it?"
	The Sisters of Astra nearly stepped back as they stiffened where they stood upon seeing this much spine in a woman not their own.
	"Hmph," a smirk came on Morgrey's lips, "daughter worthy of Sidora, indeed. Pity, we didn't know about your existence until now. Otherwise you would've been one of us."
	"Oh, I doubt it. I have a need for a man's warmth in my bed. Celibacy is too harsh of a life for me."
	Again, they stiffened, perhaps in dismay. The Druids were in disarray over what was said. They, however, allowed lower ranked priestesses to take on husbands, or even carry seeds for the sake of continuing their blood lineage. Thus, they were the lesser of either Niele or Astra extreme polarized philosophy.
	Morgrey stomped on the ground with her foot, letting fly a thousand needles launched at Ikrah, who stood her ground without a blink while Treyila moved behind her. A shield of stiff windy frost had come up catching all of those needles, then melted instantly letting them fall like sparkling silver rain to the ground. Ikrah shook her head slowly as of with disapproval. She shifted her expression, narrowing her eyes. The needles were retrieved by a magnetic force then shot back in their direction at the whisperer.
The woman grunted before slumping to the ground. Morgrey was shocked to see the instant death.
	"Tell me, how many more like Limere walk among the Empire or anywhere, for that matter."
	"You've killed her!"
	"That's..." Ikrah quirked a brow, "one less on your end to take part in this journey. And I didn't kill her. Your needles did."
	"Who are you?"
	"Who is she? What purpose did she have to set me up that Winter Solstice?"
	"We have sisters in every place and every land to find potential disciples into our order. It was your legend in Falcon's Spire that led us to test you. Limere was disappointed with your performance in fighting the Falshiren guards.... She was hasty, having left after assuming your demise with how they...."
	"Regardless, I stand here as Duchess of Niele for this event. You didn't need to test me just now."
	"You will certainly taint the bridge with your spent vessels."
	"How would you know that?"
	"Our history recorded as much. We need pristine vessels to avoid temptation."
	"Temptation is not limited to the body of the flesh. I don't mean to offend, but repetition locks failure if one is unwilling to allow change. However, if you prefer we compete for the right to take part in Star Running, I will oblige. It's not the first time I met opposition in numbers greater than my own."
	The High Priestess quaked in fear. Her Sisters were just as alarmed. "You are not a woman."
	"I am. Do not mistaken that. And I am not a Sister of Astra."
	"Nor am I," Treyila spoke loudly beside her.
	Xenaphoeb swept her gaze over the whole scene. "The ways of the old have certainly come a long way to change," the Druid said. "Star Running was meant to be sacred. Sacrilege excluded so many who were weak in spirit in the past. Let's hope you are strong enough to outlast temptation in Eternia and prove us wrong, Duchess of Niele."
	"A fair chance is all I ask," Ikrah said, on point.
	The Druid looked beyond her at the number of guards. "You bring many men while you come as a pair. What do you anticipate from this year's Star Running?"
	"I take precaution where it is due."
	"Do you fear you will be lost?"
	"Who doesn't? I merely brought an anchor."
	"Ahhhh...I see. You are certainly wise."
	"Thank you."
	"If by chance we meet after this, I hope that we speak again."
	Ikrah bowed her nod.
	After that, they all waited for the appearance of the Great Light Comet. The sky began to rumble with a breaking of sparks as if the vast universe was under attack. Colors spilled into the sky like rainbows of slashed wounds. People were thrown where they stood, except Ikrah. She was a strong statue-like being steadfasted to the ground. And then, amid the myriad of lights, a giant falling star streaked across the sky with a long tail of shining dust, much like a wing-less dragon. Ikrah then, moved in the dance of the Eagle with the combo of the Seven Stars footwork pattern. Treyila followed suit filling in as a pair to her teacher. The Sisters of Astra had their own ritual to commune their magic. They gathered in a circle with palms clasped chanting a mantra around Morgrey. The Druids were on their knees bowing to the ground over and over with raised arms.
	The lights intensified until the sky was split asunder, giving way to a rift revealing a black portal that had many bright stars within. Treyila saw what was happening. All at once, she came to her knee setting her hands together clasping the wrists with her palms on the other raised knee. Ikrah spun her way over stepping on the single rung and flew up into the Heaven's Gate. Morgrey was second to launch, but overtook Ikrah in speed with the help of four others who summoned all their will into lifting her. The Druids sent one of their own who had the power to transform into a Great Owl to travel the way of Star Running. The air at the Heaven's Gate was actually cold, so cold it burned. The armor on Ikrah was adequate protection, though her cloak tore and frayed. When she looked back, she saw Treyila was standing up with hope and worry at the same time. That was someone waiting for her to come back, she told herself.
	There were many rifts between the Star Running path. Her world was one. Eternia had no real door in shape or form. She flew and turned, flew and turned like that for a while until a force pulled her toward it. Morgrey was not far from her floating around on her right at some distance. The Great Owl was gone from sight. She allowed the pull to guide her where she needed to go. Grey fog thinned and parted away as she approached. Before long, she saw land, a pasture of greenery with huge fig tree. Familiar faces were there awaiting her. They were the closest to her heart and memory. All three were sitting on top of the canopy waving for her to come. She glided her way over there. They began to climb down disappearing under the tree top. As she landed on the ground, she was greeted by Aquine, Taye, and Solstar. Both were in their human form at the age they enjoyed best, while the third was trapped in the hybrid hydra body.
	"Brothers, Sister!" she called out, running toward them into a familiar group hug.
	"Ikrah, how have you been?" Aquine asked happily.
	"Am I dead?"
	"No, you are not. This is Eternia. You don't have the mark of the dead on you. Look at us closely."
	She touched them each. They were cold to her without the warmth of blood and flesh. Yet, they were tangible. Solstar was sad as he was lowering both his heads. She looked back the way she came summoning the last image she had seen before coming here. Treyila's face was still fresh on her mind. They noticed what she was gazing at. Aquine pressed his nose to her ear.
	"Don't worry, you will return to where you were," he whispered. "They won't notice you but a moment you are away, even if you stay here for years."
	"I have to be careful."
	His hand caught her armor. He snaked his palm up to the straps. The others helped to undo all the knots and locks. Within moments, her armor fell to the ground with a thud.
	"Come here, let me hold you without all the iron!" He grabbed her into his arms in a tight squishy hug, laughing pleasurably.
	"Aquine, let go of me!"
	He released her, grinning happily. "What?" he asked as if she was being coy. "You always did like me, I know."
	"I'm married to Thoran now. We have a daughter."
	The joy left his expression. "What happened to Tarenne? We thought you had your heart set on Little Phoenix."
	"He loves the Princess of Falshire now. I have no reason to hold him."
	"You mean, you did have him for a time?" Taye asked.
	Ikrah nodded. "Married in secret. But that is the past for me."
	Taye went with Solstar to comfort him as he sat down in the shade of the fig tree. Aquine grasped Ikrah's hand leading her to a water garden where lotus and lilies floated in a giant pond with greenery surrounding it. 
	"I want you to meet some people, Ikrah."
	"But what about Taye and...."
	"Don't worry, they're not far from us. Just one look over there and they are with us."
	Another pair of women appeared to approach Ikrah. One had dark hair, the other blonde. Aquine bowed in their presence stepping back.
	"Well, hello, grand-daughter," the blond one greeted.
	"H-hello." She didn't recognize either of these two.
	"I am Vayla, mother to Dregin. This is Maislan, Queen of Falshire. We were both married to King Ligon."
	Ikrah gulped and curtsied before them. They smiled widely marvelling over her. All at once, she realized parts of her clothes were ragged from being torn on the frost-bitten winds coming here.
	"You must be surprised we are here and not your many other ancestors," Maislan remarked.
	"They have moved on." Vayla said next. "Trading places with other wayward souls. We stayed behind to see you. Solstar spoke of you often when he came here."
	She looked at her unfortunate sibling. "I wish things had been different for him."
	"He tried once, you know."
	Ikrah looked up inquisitively. "What did he do?"
	"He tried to be reborn as your son."
	Her mouth dropped wide and she had to cover it. That was when her Dragon tail made its appearance. She looked upon herself in shock. The rest of her grew splitting the fleshly shell of a body and shredding whatever clothing she had left. Her tears matched Solstar's quiet weeping.
	"I didn't know," she whispered.
	"He doesn't blame you," Aquine said, changing his human form into a bird-like creature that had a very, very long tail with colorful plumage to match. He faced the elders. "I wish to be reborn as her son rightfully named Griffin," he said bowing.
	They nodded, granting him permission. Vayla stepped over to shield the other two from seeing.
	"Mark your spirit on her now, or else you will be lost on the way back to that mortal realm."
	"With pleasure."
	He changed back into his human form, taking Ikrah's face in his hands. "This won't hurt, I promise." He proceeded to kiss her as a lover.
	She backed away with her eyes shot wide open. Her body was transformed back into human flesh again with his touch. He held her fast descending with her on the grass.
	"Brother, no-----"
	He laughed, laying over her. "I was only a half-brother-cousin to you in that other lifetime, dear Ikrah. Here in Eternia, we are spirits with equal frame. I can love you as I see fit. You may do the same freely, too."
	"No, no, I'm not comfortable with this." She tried to move away.
	"Please accept me. I only want to be reborn."
	"Then, why are you touching me like this?"
	"It's so you will remember me and know when the man who seeds in you is the one carrying me."
	"Well, then, why can't I just carry you until Thoran makes love to me?"
	"I will be your son. It has to be a man who can hold two-fold the spirit that I am. If I am to be your daughter, then you may carry me. But I still like being male."
	He was very gentle in the way he touched her, tickling her senses until he gave her that aching inside her naval that inspired her womanhood raw. With that, he was satisfied with the mark. She sat up, shaking with a pounding heart as her body was enraptured with desire to mate. Thoran would be happy when she returned home. She looked upon her other siblings.
	"What about them? Will they be staying behind?"
	"No, you may not carry them. I have claimed you, Ikrah." He was stern with those green emerald eyes.
	Taye heard of course, and stood up looking at the rift finding the world Ikrah came from.
	"Why is she so anxious over you, Ikrah?"
	"Treyila fears for me. She is my anchor."
	"I wouldn't mind being her daughter."
	Solstar stood up then, staring at Treyila. "If I become a daughter, maybe I will have better luck at avoiding being...."
	"Mm-hmm. We can go together if Ikrah will deliver us."
	"Of course, I will," she called out, getting up. Her body was warm. The scales forming on her skin was turning azure red to counter the effects of her sweating pores.
	They ran toward her between leaping hops, beaming with delight. Aquine kept his human form with feathers to cover him in modesty. He retained that joyful smile dancing in his eyes as he looked back at her. She felt awkward to be loved in that manner.
	"I am a Day Glimmer," he explained before she knew to ask. "You brought joy to me in that other lifetime. Taye will still be my wife in this next one."
	"Ahhhh..." she nodded in understanding. "Hence, you will be my son."
	He grinned as one that preened with pride. Thus, the four of them held hands. The elders moved back, letting the winds swirl around them.
	"I wonder what fate will come to you, Solstar, if you ever take a Chosen," she teased.
	He replied with a twinkle in the eye. "I can be a renegade Sister of Astra wildling to Niele. Treyila will make me her legacy, surely."
	"Oh---!" she exclaimed with tears to her eyes. "That will make her very happy, indeed."
	"Solstar, you will be human for once so you will know and remember for the next life," Aquine said.
	A cry came from beyond the fig tree. Ikrah looked back while the others didn't. Morgrey was clambering to reach them, but her two grand-mothers moved in like shadow claws grabbing her. She begged to be in the swirl of uplifting winds. The two became angry with heavy conviction.
	"We saw you try to kill our grand-daughter. Your sisterhood is an abomination with soul-shattering practices," Maislan retorted with rage.
	"Every one of you will not escape our reach," Vayla added. "It will be another seventy years until Astra brings another dwindling dozen to try again. Without knowledge," she laughed harshly. "They will fail as you have and others before you!"
	"No, I will destroy you this instance," Maislan decided. "Don't want a wandering soul to escape with her loose tongue with what she has seen here."
	"Agreed."
	They burned her with their spirit fire. She screamed in terrified pain as pieces of her shattered apart into dust. That was the last of her that Ikrah could see as she was lifted into the rift. Maislan and Vayla stood holding hands with pride in their justice. They looked upon the children with demure smiles and waved farewell for now. The winds turned and moved faster like a tornado. Ikrah just realized that part of it was, because of her long tail wagging in circles. They entered the rift. No other openings interested, only the one where Treyila was waiting. In that vortex of colors billowing in the mortal realm's sky, Aquine tossed his head, letting free one of his golden feathers. It struck the Great Owl, killing it instantly. The body transformed into human form floating there trapped in limbo.
	"Aquine..."
	"For our survival, Ikrah. If you've seen what I've seen, you would do the same. Just as how you dealt with Limere."
	She nodded, checking on the other two. They were just very hopeful for the success of this journey. The other worlds faded away with the rift closing. She moved to push them further. Taye and Aquine held her hands both with a squeeze.
	"We will make it promptly. Don't be impatient," he said. "I'm sorry, Taye. But before we separate to our hosting parents, one last thing for me----"
	He craned to kiss Ikrah with that searing searching passion. She widened her eyes cornering them on the other souls watching. He moved her hand behind her neck as he pushed her head into that kiss. When sated, he laughed tasting his lips.
	Taye tamed her grin shaking her head. "I'm sure you will be happy later with me."
	"Oh, I will, dove." 
	He looked onto her grinning wickedly, relishing the lovemaking he planned for her. If Taye had flesh and blood, she would be blushing warmly with a healthy glow. They flew through the lights riding on the tail of the Great Light Comet until they saw landscapes and rivers. Aquine stole another kiss on Ikrah's lips before embracing Taye for a full body clasping passionate kiss with her then. He even nibbled on her ear before letting go flying away like a zenith in the sky between clouds. Ikrah held onto the remaining two fast with her arms. And then, she saw the Summit of Flurl where people were gathered. Before she could glide for a landing, horror was abound. The tornado was building to suck everyone on there into the vortex.
	"Treyila, get out of the way!"
	Because the Astrologer couldn't hear her, she cast bolts of lightning down there. Treyila huddled staring devotedly up to the sky with a hand over her eyes between the streaks and thunder that echoed those lightning strikes.Dirben ran up there, grabbed the woman by the waist, and clambered out of the Ring for safety. The other men threw ropes around them to pull them further down away from the snatching winds. The Sisters of Astra and the Druids screamed in horror as they were plucked off the ground into the storm as the rift shrank behind Ikrah. Not even their small sets of guards were safe as they too were pulled up into the eye of the storm. With her presence, the tornado shifted to include them as well. Not one was spared. The voices of her grand-mothers called out to her that she and the three souls will be safe for at least a generation. And then, the rift sealed leaving a calm clear blue dawn sky. She landed with the two souls entering her mouth down her throat as she gulped them down to prevent escape. The others ran up to the Summit entering the Ring seeing only the lone Ikrah laying there in exhaustion. She was breathing soundly and very much alive. Dirben and Treyila looked upon each other as they picked Ikrah up. He quickly covered over her nakedness with his cloak before anyone else came near. The guards gathered round them with even greater reverence seeing the Duchess had returned where others didn't.


  Chapter 67

	Little Phoenix awoke before dawn, putting on a casual fleece robe before walking out into the hallway to the dining hall, cutting through there to step outside onto the balcony. He looked at the strangely rumbling sky that showed faint signs of a storm, but no rain was forthcoming. Looking toward the mountains, he knew Obendell was there, but had been forbidden to go there. In fact, he hadn't been able to get away altogether. More work had been given to him, half of it was to prepare him for the ascension to the throne. He rested his palms on the balustrade feeling the cold surface that was near freezing. Bringing up flames over his hands, he warmed them soon enough. His eyes searched the heavens that was enshrouded with tumbling clouds wondering if some of the winds came from her doing. Doubt pushed out that notion. She wouldn't want to see him. They hadn't even spoken, not even at the opening ceremony of the Zandrian Gate. Dousing the flames on his right hand, he reached in his pocket to pull out the red veil. Her scent had faded from it, but his memory was as vivid as yesterday over how she looked that day. She was more beautiful than he had ever seen her. His aching heart wanted to see her, touch her again, and hold her with his love. He lowered his head sadly, crestfallen for a while.
	With a sigh, he stepped back to go inside. In that instant, a willful force slammed into his vitals below the mid-drift, causing him to grunt as if from a blow. The zenith dug its way through his clothes and flesh settling inside him like hot pain. He backed away on scrambling strides until the wall met his spine. What he felt earlier alongside his aching heart was now at least tenfold more powerful. He looked at the red veil in his hand, sliding down to the floor.
	"If there is any mercy left in this world, I pray, dear Goddess, send her my way again, please."
	He huddled, folding into himself a moment before getting up to run back into his bedchamber, whispering her name as he imagined ways to love her. It comforted him enough to send him into deep slumber. Dream caught him within moments.
	Aquine walked into view at his side in that dream. He reacted with surprise to see the man as he was when they first met, young and vibrant as the day he was knighted. In life, that greatly decorated Knight of Tarenne had stood in his way to court Ikrah, even if inadvertantly. Here he was standing there without any clothes on.
	"What are you doing here?"
	"Find her, only she will do."
	He knew who Aquine was referring to. "How can I do that? She won't even let me find her."
	"You know the way."
	"It will be a while. I have to ascend first to do so."
	Aquine stepped forth smiling charmingly, leaning his head to Little Phoenix's ear. "Good. I will call you father when you do have her again. That's a promise."
	Little Phoenix sat up breaking from that sudden dream. Sweat had soaked up all his pajamas, streaming from his head and down his face. He mopped up his forehead and neck with the red veil, then looked at it. He held onto it in the clasp of both hands. Only she will do. Only she was worthy to bear him this son. Fate had revealed that much to him....


———<>———



	Dragon scales had covered Ikrah's body visibly under the skin from the waist down. Thoran pulled the covers over her as she lay in bed sleeping. They had made love in the most rigorous passion he experienced yet. He pulled on a shirt, walking into the next room to check on Ocelyn who was also sleeping sweetly by herself. Going back in the bedchamber, he poured himself some water in a glass, drained it and poured himself another. Whatever happened last night, she had returned to him. For that he was very grateful that the stars in heaven had spared her over all others at Star Running. He thought about that and decided to take off his shirt tossing it to the foot of the bed and crawled back into bed beside her.
	As soon as he began snoring, she woke up. Getting up carefully, she put on a robe and went out the door to find Treyila. She didn't have to go far, as the woman was pacing in the hallway in the next corridor. They met up. A moment of pause as they held hands. There was a nod. Each knew where they needed to be. Thus, they walked together to the Star Room. Once inside, they locked the door as usual. As they stood beneath the center of the dome of the clear blue sky, they readied themselves. Ikrah held Treyila's face in her palm, opening her mouth. Within moments, she coaxed the souls out of there to jump into Treyila's mouth. Quickly, she covered over the Astrologer's lips with a palm.
	"Swallow them, don't let go."
	Treyila gulped twice, wincing each time as they were big for her usually small bites of food. She breathe heavily soon enough, surprised by what she was feeling in her body. The sensation was definitely urging an arousal she never experienced before.
	"Duchess...!"
	"Daughters swimming in there." Ikrah was smiling and nodding in acknowledgement.
	Treyila covered her mouth with both palms, tears forming in her eyes. "Oh, thank you!" She embraced Ikrah with full mirth.
	"You still need a man's seed to give them bones for the flesh and blood to form the conception."
	"Mm-hmm," Treyila nodded, beaming still. "Farila and.... Oh dear, what should I name the second girl?"
	"I don't know. She would be your legacy some day, I hope."
	"Hmmm," she held onto Ikrah, rocking a bit. "Found from Star Running itself. I guess, it couldn't hurt...to call her Solstar? No one from Falshire up here, but you."
	Ikrah giggled, which made Treyila believe it was a fine suggestion. "I hope you will tell her that."
	"Oh, I will. They will both learn everything I know about the stars and Astra."
	Momentarily, Ikrah reached up to rest her palm on the arm around her shoulder. Treyila wasn't ready to let go just yet, standing there with that happy sigh as if she really was dreaming.
	"Um, Trey?"
	"Hmm?"
	"Don't be alarmed by strange dreams in the coming weeks."
	"I'm not disturbed by such things. Memories are what give me nightmares. I knew you were out there before coming here, Dragon-born."
	Ikrah was relieved over that, relaxing visibly. She was released then. The two women looked at each other with warmth and smiles, sharing mystical secrets.
	In the weeks to follow, Treyila glowed with delight and her new found confidence. Breakfast was more pleasant for her even with grave politics in discussion. Lunch and dinner were just blissful as she ate healthy portions, which alarmed the men with suspicion. They each questioned the Duchess privately about the Astrologer, and were turned away with no actual answers. Dirben became more bothered with his concern. So, he went to confront Treyila in the Star Room himself.
	Once in there, he couldn't take his eyes off of her. She was lighting up the many oil lamps which glowed in there like stars to the otherwise stark walls. Only the furs on the raised platform under the dome passed for decorations. She unclothed to stand under the centerpoint receiving the Heaven's light.
	"Trey."
	"Hmm?"
	"Please tell me what is going on?"
	"I'm bathing in the light as I have always done. You know this."
	"Yes, I know. But what has happened to you since Star Running?"
	"Isn't she wonderful? She returned after going into Eternia. She brought back a great boon to me."
	"What boon is that---- Could you stop for a while and put some clothes on, please?"
	"Why? Does it bother you?"
	"Yes, very much so."
	"It's not the first time you've seen me naked. Why are you uncomfortable now?"
	"Because...."
	She looked back at him inquisitively. "Because what...?"
	"I feel like a man with instinct now. I'm not sure how you can handle that."
	"I don't need a husband. I can take a lover."
	"What if I seed in you? How will you explain to a child about that?"
	"Then, I will take a husband. It's as simple as that. But either way I won't be denied."
	"Will you have me as your husband?"
	A long pause. "Yes."
	His eyes became the size of cups peering up at her. As she nodded to confirm her decision, he began to move up his hands to unclothe himself. She lay down on the bed of furs as he approached. He came down on her with a kiss on her cleavage to pay homage before dabbing his mouth around her breasts. Before long, he was inside her thrusting slowly, smoothly until she begged him to go further and further....
	All of Exodus was called to attend the ceremony of their marriage the week after that. The Great Battle Horns were used to summon everyone into practice battle station. Real battle would have been accompanied with drums and smoke signals. They exchanged vows and drank the ceremonial blood wine. Much was celebrated here in Exodus. Life was vibrant.
	Dirben managed to drag himself to the dining table in the second week of their marriage. Lunch was a feast today. In fact, every meal since his marriage to Treyila had been a full course for celebration. He could barely lift his head as he ate. Roen and Brem eyed him quietly as they ate, pitching food into their mouths slowly. Ikrah had her eyes on her plate and Ocelyn, so she didn't notice the man's tiredness. Thoran, however, had to tease the newlywedded husband of Treyila who happened to be absent.
	"You've been skipping out on breakfast these last few days, Dirben," he said.
	"Couldn't wake up early, I guess."
	"Hmmm, I guess between drilling the soldiers and pleasing your wife, you are exhausted."
	"He hasn't been to the training grounds," Brem said with his mouth full.
	Dirben cornered his eyes wryly at the younger man for pointing that out. "Maybe I should inform the Bluejays how available you really are."
	Brem corrected himself into chewing properly before stuffing his mouth again. Roen arched a brow taking mental notes. He counted his blessings that he had been spared of that duty in the last few months since the birth of Voslana. His wife was doting over their firstborn, a daughter, so much she hadn't been itching him for another child just yet.
	Thoran chuckled gently. "Really, now. Before you were married, you argued from sun up till sundown. Now, you don't even come to eat at the table."
	"What can I say?" Dirben proceeded with prowess. "I can't keep up with my wife. She is a powerful woman in bed."
	Ikrah giggled. "Is that your way at complimenting yourself?"
	"I thought I was praising her."
	She smiled widely, shaking her head, buttering a roll with sweet cream. "I'm glad we get to celebrate such a union. Weddings are happiest this time of year."
	"Duchess...will you examine her today?" Dirben asked slowly.
	"Of course." She replied looking up.
	"It's unnatural to see her sleep so much."
	"Has she eaten?"
	"Yes. She finishes every meal I bring her, but she sleeps often."
	"Well, I should think so. She is having twins."
	"Beg your pardon?----"
	"----Twins?!" the others chorused him.
	Ikrah nearly jumped in her seat at the way they bursted out in exclamation.
	"So-so...s-s-oon? Are you sure, your majesty?"
	She sighed softly and audibly."We have many children here, I know."
	"My Seven Stars!" Thoran laughed out loud. "Congratulations, Dirben!"
	The other two matched his words. Dirben was just shocked, blanching with a cold sweat.
	"I'm going to be a father of two."
	"Likely daughters, by the way." Ikrah added as she took a bite into her roll.
	He grinned proudly then. "That would be good. I'm very fortunate, indeed."
	"Why is that?" Roen asked.
	"She will be greatly pleased."
	Ikrah chewed with a smile as she peered at the two men. Thoran watched her as one who revered a celestial being sitting at lunch with them. A star fell from the heaven itself was made with flesh and bones with her name known as Ikrah. Maybe that was the reason why her name meant "eclipse moon" as if she was related to the Great Light Star and did just that. She had brought more daughters to what was once a barren populace in Exodus. In one generation, they were going to rebuild into a full land of people. That is, if the Emperor was kept from killing them off first.
	After finishing her plate, she gave Ocelyn and Thoran a kiss each before getting up. "I'm going to see how Treyila is doing."
	He nodded staying with Ocelyn. Dirben also got up to come with her. They went to his place of residence where Treyila was laying in bed. She opened her eyes upon hearing the door. A smile came over her face upon seeing them. Ikrah checked on her pulse on the wrist and the neck.
	"You might need more lean meat in you besides the vegetables."
	"I like beef stew and chicken soup. Can't stop eating those things."
	"Fruits?"
	"Mmm," she sighed. "Strawberries, but sugared or in syrup."
	"You will not like what I recommend. Lean meats. Broth, not stew. You may still have chicken soup. Fresh apples and grapes. And once a month, ice cream sundaes with strawberry syrup."
	"Am I not carrying daughters?"
	"You are, but they are draining your strength. You need to eat in order to compensate. There is one of you and two of them."
	Treyila nodded smiling happily. "I'm so glad I have these children, your majesty. I can feel they are ambitious."
	"Fame and fortune do come with a price. Be careful in your guidance over them."
	"I know that too well, your majesty. Now that I have a husband who is First Rank General, I really have to watch over the children."
	"Trey...." Dirben called gently to his wife. "If there is danger in this birth, I'd rather have you saved than the children."
	"Don't be silly," she chided patiently. "I have strength in me to bring them into the world. They will be born healthy and strong. I will raise them to be good people."
	He remained silent with worrisome lines to his face. Ikrah faced him sternly.
	"Nothing will happen to mother and infants," she assured him. "I will be there at her side no matter what."
	"Not even the call of battle?"
	She nodded. "I promise."
	He almost gasped. Tears were making his eyes bleary. Gratitude was neither the word nor enough for how he felt hearing those words. She had pledged to protect his family. As legend went, she had always honored her word. She released Treyila's wrist to straighten her height walking to the side, ushering him to the bedside of his wife.
	"Take days off when you can, Dirben. She will be escorted to breathe fresh air daily. At times when you are able, give her a rubdown to alleviate the backaches during the second and third trimester. The nurses will inform you weekly of Treyila's progress. And...you may call to me with the Road to Summons if I am not in Exodus."
	He gulped, kneeling with a full body bow to the floor. "Thank you, your majesty. I am truly humbled and grateful."
	"Gentle Goddess! Get up! I can't take that level of respect." She held her head in her right palm while the left tried to lift him.
	Treyila moved to sit up. "Dirben, please.... Don't do that to the Duchess!"
	"Help your wife----she's about to fall!" Ikrah said quickly.
	He jumped up to the bedside to catch hold of his wife. When he turned back, a wind blew at them as Ikrah was out the door. They looked to each a moment before breaking into soft chuckles.


  Chapter 68

	Dregin lounged on the Sky Tower sitting on a chair with his feet crossed on the table and hands on the arms of the chair. His attire was perfect for the breezy cool weather down here in Tare. Light silk mantle the color of royal blue on white trousers and boots for stark contrast, he was quite the attraction for any who didn't know who he was. And he purposely didn't wear his circlet or crown or any insignia to indicate his identity. This was hardly a vacation or simple outing or even a visit to the Royalty of Tarenne. He was thinking of staying here permanently in his old age. The beauty of the city, The Citadel, the fortress itself had the qualities of home for the Dragon in him. It was not as stifling as Falshire. The Tarennei Royals appeared, all three came walking up the stairs entering the cloister. They had seen him, of course. He peered at them seeing they were guarding themselves as they approached the table.
	"What are you doing here, Dregin?" Legran asked.
	"I thought I let you know ahead of time what I'm planning. So that you won't be mistaken."
	"Mistaken about what?"
	"I'm going to destroy Obendell."
	Legran stiffened visibly. His family turned cold in expression.
	"Why can't you leave the child alone?"
	"She's of my begetting. And she's defiantly working against me. I see it only befitting that I destroy her chances of overthrowing the Empire I built so arduously all these years."
	"You mean to control her when you failed to destroy her."
	"I visited her just a month ago. Since then she has shielded Obendell from my eyes. I don't appreciate that very much."
	"What is the real reason you're doing this?" Stone Bird demanded.
	"Is it not obvious, Birdie?" Legran spoke rhetorically. "He wants her in the Empire."
	"By destroying Obendell?! Explain to me the logic in that."
	"He's forcing her to fight him from Niele. So that he can name her an enemy of Falshire."
	"That is, unless she yields to my demands," Dregin said. "I only ask that she surrenders her duchy or remove that small crown from her head to avoid the sword on her pretty little neck."
	"You're out of your mind!"
	"Am I really? What of your son, hmm? He won't even look at my niece twice. So, while Ikrah lives, he will surely ignore his wife in this cold marriage. What are my options to remedy that?"
	"Your Imperial Majesty," Little Phoenix spoke politely, "I am not yet ascended to the throne. I have no need for an heir at this time. Your war should not include Tarenne either. We are peaceful people."
	He eyed the King and the Crown Prince both. "You tricked me. Twenty years of free reign. All to hide my daughter from me with this worthless marriage to Solaren."
	"Don't forget the death of Aquine along with it," Legran remarked dryly.
	Dregin unparked his feet from the table to stand up with his rage almost unchecked. "I wear his death on my crown every day. You don't need to remind me."
	"Hmph, any different from how you plan to have Ikrah within your grasp?"
	"Either you help me or you help her. Choose your side."
	"Help you kill her? I don't think so."
	"I didn't mean that literally," he snapped.
	"Given your record, I can't tell, Dreg!" Legran retorted.
	Dregin slammed his fist on the table. It shattered into four pieces falling to the floor in shambles. "I didn't leave her to die on the moorlands years ago. I left her there for Niele to take her back. What I didn't count on was you taking her in, poisoning her against me."
	"I did no such thing, and you know it."
	"Didn't you?" Dregin mocked.
	"If I did, she wouldn't have trained in Falcon's Spire Squirey. I would have raised her as my own, pretend she's my blood, even. And then tell her stories about the big bad Dragon that eats children snatching them in the night. It's, because I kept your secret that I did what I did, hoping you would find her yourself. But White Mane tried to kill her at fourteen. Do you know why?... I'll tell you why. Because of her looks. Just the look of her was enough to be hunted and murdered. How many has your wife killed all these years in her bloodlust?"
	"You're wrong. She has been sparing them. It's the one who eluded us----"
	"That you tortured to near death----"
	"What would you know what we were doing there?" Dregin blurted out.
	"You killed our grandchild!" Stone Bird interjected, causing her son to step back turning away sadly.
	"Oh, yes! When were you going to tell me about that arrangement? After he was born?"
	"Maybe never!" she shouted back.
	"It would have sealed our two lands as a binding heir," Legran said loudly, then paused. "He? How do you know that the child would've been a boy?"
	Dregin changed in mood, looking away as if to hide what was in his eyes. "That's what she said. She lost a son. My fault."
	"Gentle Goddess!" Stone Bird covered her mouth with a palm.
	"Then, why? Why must you come after her now?" Legran demanded.
	"Because she survived something called Star Running. She has the knowlege over life and death. Something to help White Mane. I want her, Legran." He turned back squaring the King of Tarenne in the eyes. "You will help me or else she will surely die the way Trink did."
	"Goddess-damn-you! How can you ask me to betray her trust?"
	"Regardless of what you think, I did what I could to preserve my marriage. I spoke with her last, and I know how willful she is. I don't want to push her that far, just enough to serve White Mane."
	"Father, if you won't do it, I will," Little Phoenix spoke quietly.
	"Don't be foolish!" Legran scolded his son. "I lost Aquine. I won't lose you, too."
	The Crown Prince looked to him with determination. "No, you won't, Father. I need her alive."
	Legran scoffed. "You're quite the pair! Both attacked her to near death and now you need her alive?! What, pray tell, will you do to persuade her to your cause?"
	"I will fight for Obendell," he replied. "We already have an army in there."
	"If this works," Dregin inhaled a hard breath, "Zandria will be forever free to reign. I will never challenge its borders. Nor will White Mane."
	Legran eyed him with a simmering calm. "I have to add a condition. White Mane is banned from coming to any place of Zandria. You don't welcome our daughter in your lands. Why should we tolerate that sick wife of yours in ours?"
	"I will tell White Mane."
	"And you both are never to come here unannounced, especially within our dining halls."
	"Those are two separate conditions."
	"You killed her falcon that one year. I lost the chance to arrange a perfectly legal marriage for my son."
	Dregin peered at him with a morose frown."All right. So be it. Come autumn, Obendell will fall."
	That was the agreement between them. There was one condition left unspoken: Ikrah was the prize to be vied over between them, whichever side she fell into may yet to be determined who held jurisdiction over her.
	Dregin flew off on the winds meeting his Dragon to ride beyond the mountains that bordered Tare. They watched man and beast disappear behind the clouds of the tallest peak. Only then did they dare to relax to speak.
	"Let's go in the Forge," Legran said.
	"Agreed." Stone Bird moved hastily toward the stairs.
	Once inside the Forge, they locked themselves away inside a storage room that was full with stockpiles of iron weaponry. This was the most private place safe from prying eyes and ears. Even the walls were muted with curved tiles to prevent echoes through the walls. That was a bold implementation from Thoran. It was also a reminder to Little Phoenix to whom he lost his beloved wife to.
	"So he knows about Star Running," Legran remarked worriedly. "Topaz reported only the trusted men were chosen to participate."
	"I'm not surprised if Dregin spied on them personally," Stone Bird suggested.
	He nodded in agreement. "Only she returned where others failed. She holds knowledge none of us have. I doubt the other factions will let that pass without incident now. They will either capture her for what's in her head or rip her corpse apart for it. I wish we had protected her."
	"Why didn't you insist that she is our jurisdiction?" Little Phoenix asked.
	"Because Dregin would never agree to it. Or even if he did, he would never honor it."
	The younger man looked up, askance under the light of his fire-globe.
	"Just look at how he treated his daughter. He was the one who saved her from White Mane, and yet he abandoned her. And now, he seeks our aid to control her."
	"We lost her, because of me. That's twice on my conscience. I'm sorry."
	Pause. "I pray for your sake that we don't lose her for good this time. It seems written in your fate to be separated."
	Little Phoenix bowed his head all crestfallen.
	"Legran," Stone Bird spoke up, "how do we prepare for this siege? We don't know how Obendell will react to being attacked. Aquine and she worked so hard to unite their people."
	"If I know Ikrah, she is one who would throw herself in harm's way to save them. And that is what Dregin might be using to his advantage. I just hope he knows how to pull back when taking her to battle."
	"Will it come to that?"
	"Stone Bird."
	"Yes."
	"It will take all of us to save her, but I need you here to be safe. Send Phoenix to watch over us, please."
	She nodded. "All right."
	He gazed at her with all his love and fears, which she understood. Momentarily, he broke away to focus more about the plan.
	"I don't like how the movements of the Asmii are in all this. Seems, they too, have an agenda of their own. Red pumas have allied with Aze of the Glade. I only heard the Bluejays are with Grace and we know where they most likely went even if they abandoned their homelands without a trace."
	"Sire, the emissary from Pruzia sent verbal messages asking for your audience when their special person arrives to see you within the month," Little Phoenix said. "Do you suppose who that might be?"
	"I will speak to the person in due time."
	"In the meantime, we have to be vigilant over who enters our lands. Get the Grey Order to do their work."
	Legran was meticulous about all the options available in his plan. The warning from Dregin was merely a courtesy call, otherwise, he had known it was coming before long. What with her open challenge to the Emperor at the ceremonial opening of the Gate of Zandria. The gift she left there was truly a price, indeed. Wayfarers wouldn't notice the hidden message in it, except to see the images of two of Tarenne's timeless decorated Knights. He had studied it and deciphered it. And so had Dregin, hence the way to Obendell was revealed, but only if it hadn't been hidden from view. Now, that she had obscured it, finding the way was that much harder. There was another way to find it though. In that aspect, he relied on his Element to guide him, yet Thoran had concealed them with refractors put in strategic places in the water sources. Still, he could bypass all those with a little bit of work.
	Over the past year, he had been scrying what Exodus was. He had only a sense that it was a city set atop the mountains, but it was more than that. So much more. He was amazed by the scope and size of it. He only wondered who could have built it like that. Such a place with everyone safely tucked in it. How would the Duchess deemed who was worthy to live there? Or did she even learn to vet and safeguard her palace at all? It was the world's First Wonder. It must be. He could only imagine how they lived in there.
	This new war was worse than he ever experienced in his lifetime. Yet for many decades to come, he would see even more. Much of what happened to Ikrah lay heavy on his heart. He saw how his son had changed with regret. They had reclaimed their beloved Zand at a price too high. And that price was Ikrah.


Chapter 69

	While the armies of Falshire and Zandria converged for the siege of Obendell, other forces were convening to plot the demise of Ikrah or all of her lands. The Druids and Sisters of Astras sent their representing parties to meet in the heart of puma territory. Aze of the Glades hosted the meeting in the clearing of the forest. The Tribal King of Aze Warvisn was attired in full intricately designed leather armor dyed black. His blondish hair was frosted with lime to give it a bleached look. The gathering comprised of himself, his trusted guards, and the two to three visiting groups from the other factions. He had brought the Red Pumas into submission to his clan unless Falshire had the sense to come his way to retrieve them from hisfeira. He had heard of Tare being the gem of Zandria, Falshire's greatest ally down south. It was a city that promised riches. Yet, it was in the far tundras siding the Zand, territory of which he was unaccustomed to adapting. However, the matter at hand strayed from the point of conquest. Kaleigh of the Druids had her guards bring forth a portrait drawn on suede with soot and chalk. It was delicately handled with care. He viewed it, seeing the face of a woman with a crown and the dress of a northerner.	
	"This is The Duchess Ikrah of Niele," the new High Priestess of Astra said. "Our spies tell us that she survived the Star Running this past Winter Solstice."
	Everyone stared at the sketched portrait diligently this time. Warvisn committed the image to memory. Such a magical creature would improve his collection of personal slaves, if he could de-claw her first.
	"What else is known about her?" he asked.
	"She's a trained Knight of Tarenne, though never knighted," Mogren from behind him replied.
	That prompted him to look at the scarred Asmii. She insisted on being dressed in her single shoulder strap of suede short dress and thigh-high boots in this summery glade. The scar across her upper chest was just impressive among warriors.
	"You would know this, how?"
	"She was trained in Falcon's Spire with very high marks, where mysharbanhad trained for diplomacy relations. And then, she left after being adopted by Aquine the Eagle."Sharbanwas her immediate small band of sisters, most came from her clan or tribe.
	"That's the Duke of Solstarshire," Kaleigh remarked with a touch of surprise in her voice.
	"Indeed."
	"And yet, she is the Duchess of Niele," Warvisn said. "So, from a Squire of Tarenne to becoming Duchess of her people, how does one travel that path?"
	"She used to go by the name Ikrah of Falshire," Mogren offered the detail. "Rumor had it that she used magery in battle."
	"I wouldn't call it magery. It's our sacred magic that must run in her veins, since she is of Niele blood. Had we discovered her sooner, she would make the perfect Sister of Astra." Kaleigh was passionate in her words. "Or even, The Sacred Druid."
	"I don't know the difference, High Priestess."
	Warvisn had to re-think his initial impression of the Duchess. A Knight of Tarenne would mean she had fealty to Zandria and yet she was canonized among the sacred factions standing before him as High Rank without actually meeting her. Star Running sole survivor. She was so many things all at once. He wondered what role she played in history.
	"And you called me out here to be part of this pact," he questioned. "What can my people do without the use of magic of our own?"
	"You are fierce warriors. We need your strongest fighters to defeat her army of guards."
	"We have never fought Niele warriors before. How will we test our mettle to theirs?"
	"Obendell."
	He straightened his head with utmost respect then. Obendell. Only rumors floated among the forest Asmi about that place. Many of their men had gone there. Few returned. They brought stories about the recent High Lord Ikrah, Eagle Tamer. Was this the same person? He had thought High Lords were male. But the name...! Why didn't they include that detail about the leader? How old, or reliable even, were the news from there?
	"Explain."
	"Their true leader, Prince Thoran, is married to her. Their men do not fight with magic. You and your tribes can test them, strength for strength."
	"What of her people?"
	"Then, we will aid you in battle with our magic fighters."
	He considered that for several moments before nodding slowly. "What's the plan?"
	Later within his private tent, Warvisn checked his options, seeing likely they were on the losing end of the bargain. Mogren was an ill-omen that entered his tent. His guards had allowed her entry, because she carried his seed. Otherwise, this wretched Asmii wouldn't see the light of day in his feira. She sat down on the bed as if she was already six months full when she barely finished two. Her belly was thickening, though wasn't showing yet. Another month maybe.
	"Tell me more about the Duchess."
	"I had the fortune of fighting her once in a Battle Royale. She was fourteen, a page of then Squire Taye who later became Dame Taye, a full Knight of Tarenne. She left this scar on me."
	He stared at Mogren starkly, shocked and tamed at the same time. "How old were you then?"
	"I am five years her senior."
	His expression took on astonishment. "She's young."
	"Yes, quite. That portrait is accurate by the way. I heard she barely aged since she left the Squirey."
	"Impossible. Not even a Sister of Astra is ageless."
	"Hence, I suspect the magery in her. But no one believes me."
	"What was the reason for the Battle Royale?"
	"I will be honest. I desired Aquine the Eagle who took Taye as his Chosen that year. She invoked it to discourage me from coming near him."
	He chuckled. "Do you ever stop fighting over men?"
	"I have since. I learned to fight men instead."
	He walked over to her, grasping her jaw lifting her face to be offensive on purpose. She reacted in defiance staring hard back at him.
	"Was it worth it fighting me?"
	"No." Her tone was flat.
	He narrowed his eyes, disliking how she slighted his manhood. "I don't give pleasure. I take it."
	She wanted to scowl. "You can try taking it now. I wouldn't mind flushing your seed."
	His hand went down her neck tightening around her throat. She strained, gagging soon enough from imminent suffocation. He lowered his face grinning as he regarded her.
	"Try and do that. You won't live another day." He released her then and shoved her to fall back on the bed. She crabbed backward a few inches coughing as she held her neck loosely. "Most men run away from the look of that scar. I happen to enjoy conquests of Asmii such as you. I hope you bear me sons with as much fierceness in their hearts such as yours. They would make fine game when I hunt them as they come of age."
	"I wish you kill me already."
	"Why?"
	"I hate you!" she retorted.
	"Do you really?" he sneered. "Who did you hope to see in that meeting?"
	As he leaned over her, she didn't dare get up. "No one, apparently."
	"Did you think any of the Shadow Factions would have sympathy for you? The little knowledge you have about the Duchess is hardly useful."
	"When will you be done with me? Set your condition."
	"After my clan purges every one of your sister with their seeds, you will still live to endure me. I will see how long you last as my favorite feira'chai."
	She gulped fearfully, turning away to hide the tears in her eyes.
	He laughed loudly, mocking her. "Whatever happened to that rage and hatred from a year ago?"
	"I will pray that you die gloriously in battle and make me a widow," she said coldly.
	"Don't rejoice when I do. You will be tortured to your death and then tossed into the burning pyre with my corpse."
	"Hmph. It would be an honor," she retorted sarcastically.
	Surprised, he felt a twinge of joy tug in his heart upon hearing her say that. Looking at her over, he contemplated in consideration of the child in her belly. He went outside, whispering instructions for the guards to bring ropes before going in the tent. Afterwards, he left to begin his campaign of testing his raids on the highlanders of Obendell. Eventually, a guard caught up with him to report that she had cursed him for what was done, which made him smirk proudly.


———<>———



	....Heart of Obendell. Orden and Rufus listened to the mountain with alertness. They went to the office where Dirben was working on the list of provisions. He turned seeing them enter.
	"My Lord, we have a problem," Rufus said. "There are armies coming our way."
	"Already?"
	"Yes. They are coming from the north and south. And...also...our scouts return reporting of the forest Asmi are converging in the west searching for us. They've even captured some of our men. No doubt to force them as guides for our location."
	"Then, we best prepare for siege as well as battlements."
	"May we guess why they are doing this?" Orden asked.
	"Our Duchess."
	"I beg your pardon?"
	"How is she involved in this obvious invasion?" Rufus asked to second Orden's surprise.
	"The Empire sees her as a weak leader. The Asmi...I'm not sure the reason. My best guess is they are hired fighters for the Shadow Factions. And THEY want our Duchess for having survived Star Running."
	"You mean the Astra and Druids want her to serve them with her knowlege of the Great Light Comet," Orden concluded.
	"That's a light way to put it, yes."
	"How will we keep her from battle, Commander Dirben?" Peridot asked from the door.
	"You're a poor eavesdropper, Sir Peridot."
	The criticized Knight of Tarenne smiled. "When it comes to keeping her safe, I think letting you know I listen to every conversation diligently is best."
	Dirben mocked a scoff as he chuckled. "I have to admit, we share reverance for the same matriarch. She is like no other in this world."
	"I fear for her safety in all this. The whole continent desires her."
	Thoran came out from behind the hanging map tapestry. "I knew this day would come eventually," he said, letting the leather fall behind him as he walked into the room. "Just much sooner than I would like."
	"My Lord," Dirben greeted with a bow. The others also lowered their heads in respect.
	He was garbed in black robes over his light armor of chainmail and leather. "She will know when battle breaks out down here. I only hope the work she does up there will keep her away."
	"In the meantime, what should we do next?"
	"Set up the moat with our white ash and spread them on the trails, too. We need traps along the way before they arrive here. I will deal with the Asmi with something else."
	"Our Bluejays are pre-occupied right now," Dirben noted.
	Thoran grinned. "I want them to have a taste of Niele fighters trained under Bluejays."
	"Shall I put in the mix with our assassins?"
	"They are bringing their Druids and Astra bitches. We need more than assassins."
	"Oh, you mean to show them our elite force."
	"We don't have one. But with a little engineering, they will come to fear us, if not respect us."
	"That, my Lord, makes our elite force."
	"Your Highness," Peridot said. "My father has set off to await our enemy from the northwest."
	"He won't hold them." Thoran shook his head. "I'd rather he shield us on the western front."
	"Very well, I will inform him." With a sigh, the Knight turned to leave.
	"Peridot."
	The man turned back."Yes, your Highness?"
	"Who told you about me?"
	"I've known it for quite some time. The Grey Order informed me."
	"And you choose to address me with that title now."
	"I thought I get used to addressing you as you are before he makes his appearance here. Or have you summoned for an actual audience."
	Thoran frowned sourly, shaking his head. "I think I'll make a trip to Tare myself."
	"Your Highness?"
	"I've changed my mind about General Topaz's plan. He may proceed as he sees fit."
	"Thank you, your Highness. Saving me that trip spares me the joy of a father's tirade of unpleasantries."
	The other men laughed softly.
	"In the meantime, drop the title, Peridot. Can't waste our breath talking like we are in the Royal Courts. We are men fighting for the life of not just one woman, but the wives and the children of each and every free man in this country. Our survival depends on our success."
	"Yes, your...my Lord."
	"Thank you."
	Peridot was uncomfortable with that. The other man tried not to have him dwell on it any further. Thoran proceeded to set up the war plan at countering the possibilities of attack coming their way. He also had sense to deal with the Dragon with anchors. They were going to use the mountain against the invaders. He had the meticulous mind for detail that was well suited for this. Armies were stationed in strategic places laying in wait. He also made it clear that he had a purpose for eliminating the Asmi. The men listened diligently. The map was set with all the traps and ambushing armies to support the main force against the siege.

  Chapter 70

	The arrival of the Pruzian dignitary was more than a mere ambassador. It was Royalty in full company, though the visitor and his guards were few in number. They approached the Gate of Zandria, which alarmed the city gate of Tare of their presence. A welcoming party came out with flags and pennons to escort him within the city. 
	Thoran pulled down the visor of his helmet as he rode along behind the guards. He was dressed as one of them and escaped notice easily, especially with the use of The Road to Summons. Ikrah had unlocked the true power of that artifact after Star Running to create Star Strider Keys made from her dragon scales. The weeks of seeing her do it was quite disturbing for him. She would peel a scale off of her legs when it grew above the skin. It was not done without pain as she bit on a strap of leather straining to pull one off bleeding where it was a raw open wound until another scale grew in its place. Then through manipulation of her will, she forced the essence of the actual Road to Summons into it. How she understood and managed to do that was beyond him. His wife was an amazing woman. She made so many of those Star Strider Keys that the trusted few were as many as well over seven scores were allowed to use them to travel quickly between places.
	The guards were allowed to enter the Main Hall as they were in escorting the Pruzian dignitary. The Royals of Zandria were all present. Thoran had shed his out armor to enter there quietly undetected with the cloak of invisibility invoked from the Star Strider Key bound to his forearm under his sleeve and bracer. And then, the dignitary removed the scarf that covered over his head and face revealing his identity: a man in his seventies and a fully aged face with white hair to match. His beard was grey straining on his wrinkles. The King and Queen did not recognize him, of course, since they had never met.
	"I am deeply gladdened to see you are well in your own land, King Legran."
	"May we know your name?"
	"I am called Reuben of Pruzia."
	The couple reacted in surprise. Legran sat up in his seat with full interest. Both men gestured for their guards to leave and stand outside with Steward Grey closing the doors for privacy.
	"After all these years," Legran remarked. "To what do we owe the honor, Father?"
	Reuben sighed as an old decrepit man. Little Phoenix went and picked up a high chair, bringing it for the old man to sit before returning to his place standing beside the King of Zandria.
	"I come as a dying man in my old age." He pulled onto the arm of the chair to sit down. "I have a simple request, but only after I hear your opinion on something first."
	"I will hear it."
	"You should know you have a surviving half-brother. He rules in Obendell as a hidden Lord disguised with the name adopted from the House of Eagle."
	"I think I have an idea who that might be."
	"Legran, you don't mean it's...." Stone Bird trailed.
	He nodded to his Queen. "The one and the same."
	"I had over twenty-seven sons, and only two survive with land to rule of their own making. I can die without a grudge." Reuben sighed and coughed.
	"If I had known sooner, I would have kept him here, though that would displease him very much."
	"And how do you know him?"
	"He was a man of humor and straight character, and he works with a forge with the mind of an architect. I lost a daughter-in-law to him, too."
	"Ahhh.... Do you begrudge him, then?"
	"On the contrary. I would prefer he stayed close. She was like a daughter to us in these halls."
	"Then, you have no interest in Pruzian sovereignty?"
	"I am King of Zandria with service to my Queen. I am complacent within my own lands."
	"That is good to hear. I am very grateful, indeed."
	"Then, what seems to set your head so heavy as to come here for this meeting?"
	"I had annointed him as the Crown Prince of Pruzia years ago. He has refused to see me since after I dispatched numerous letters requesting his presence. Even in recent years as I retired from the throne, he mocks me by leaving it empty and for the Royal Court to rule as they see fit without consulting this old useless man. Thus, I bring you the Royal Crown and Sceptor." He produced from his wide sleeve pockets the two items. "If you take an army to either invade or aid Obendell, spare him so that he receives these. I have also among my guards, the walking breathing Oracle to annoint him as King."
	The Zandrian Royals were stunned, needless to say. Legran shook his head slowly as he closed his eyes with a truly morose sigh before facing the former King of Pruzia again.
	"Why must you come here to do this?"
	"Because he left me no option. And...I am dying." He lowered the items to his lap.
	"One man among his brethren is like a needle in a haystack. How do you propose I find him?"
	"Hence, I suggested you take an army over there."
	"With all due respect, I prefer avoiding bloodshed. You are aware there is an imminent war brewing? And the battleground IS Obendell."
	"Forgive this feeble old man. With all things considered, I came to you with my dying wish."
	"All things considered? Which of those things are they?"
	"I heard he deferred himself to marry a Duchess. That's hardly worthy of him since he has a throne waiting for him."
	"Ah, you have no idea. She's the reason for this war."
	The old man fell back in his seat, shaking his head incredulously. "So much over a woman. Is she worth all the armies fighting?"
	"I believe so," Little Phoenix. "She is more than her worth in gold or all the land of any kingdom. I made the mistake of underestimating her once."
	"Most unfortunate, indeed. I made the same mistake myself."
	"I understood the reason you left me in Tarenne," Legran said. As the old man looked upon him for further words, he continued. "I never regret a day living my life. Now, I stand," he got up from his seat, walking down the pulpit of the throne, "proudly as King of Zandria beside my Queen with an heir as my life's achievement."
	"But you are not proud to be my son."
	"No." Legran replied simply. "You are a man of your own worth. I cannot question how you lived. However, I am grateful that you sired me. Or else I wouldn't be here with all these blessings from the Goddess."
	"I trust these will be in your hands for safekeeping then, King of Zandria." Reuben proffered up the crown and sceptor.
	Legran looked at the feeble old man that could be the look of his half brother some day. He was spared of that condition being ageless ever since his Awakening as the Element of Water.
	"Why don't you stay here in Tare a while? I will bring you news how goes the conflict in Obendell until they are liberated."
	"Then, the armies you send there are to aid."
	"It's for her sake, actually. But yes, I intend to safeguard his life as well. I don't want to lose her good impression of me."
	"Who is this girl?"
	"Ikrah, The Duchess of Niele, Princess of Falshire."
	A huffed sigh escaped the old man's throat. "Niele! Falshire! Isn't she the impossible? Enemy bloods binding in her veins." He lowered his arms as they grew tired. "I can see why she is important. Jewel of the Empire and the iron of its enemy. Such a powerful symbol."
	"She was also my Royal Scribe and a Herald of the Eagle. And worst of all, she is the wife of Thoran."
	"Is that possible? Such achievements in a girl?"
	Legran conjured her image out of the water drawn from the pitcher on the stand between his seat and Stone Bird. "This is as I had last seen her. I do this daily for fear of forgetting her image."
	The Duchess was one who wore Niele robes and a red veil that got blown in the wind.
	"Dear Goddess, is that what she looks like?!"
	Legran hesitated, unsure if the image had offended the old man who just stared at her.
	"I wish I was young and spry again."
	An awkward laugh escaped Legran's lips. "I doubt what you offer will suffice. She is the Duchess of Niele, after all."
	"I think I will keep these if I live long enough to meet her in person."
	"This war could take a while, Father."
	"Well, then, take them freely from my hands, whether now or when I pass. It doesn't matter."
	"I'd rather not. Truly." Legran undid the conjuring setting the water back in the pitcher. He looked gravely at Reuben again. "You haven't accepted my invitation."
	"I am still weighing the decision whether to have the ceremony here or in Pruzia."
	"Please don't drop them," Legran said quickly. "Not here----"
	Reuben laughed and did just that to force his hand. Legran made a step toward him to prevent the impossible. In that instant, a fleeting draft blew past them. Both crown and sceptor landed in the hands of Thoran coming out of invisibility as he lay prostrate to the floor at the Pruzian King's feet. They were amazed by this sudden appearance of Thoran that none spoke. He cleared his throat, propping up on his elbows and knees before getting up. Neither crown or sceptor touched the floor. Legran let out a relieved sigh.
	"Glad you still believe in superstition, Thoran."
	"I hate for Pruzia to fall with letting the Crown and Sceptor drop so carelessly," he replied dryly throwing the old man a look.
	"Huh...well, you certainly turned out to be a dashing young man," Reuben said.
	"I am a husband and a father, now," Thoran retorted between his teeth.
	"Is she here with you?" Legran asked ignoring the sour flattery being exchanged.
	"I came alone. And she will know when I get home," he said with dread as of a man who feared his wife's wrath.
	Legran chuckled under his folded hand. "Regardless, I'm glad you are spry enough to accept your duty."
	"I was enjoying my life as a married man. This," he shook his head over the items in his hands, "doesn't sit well for me."
	"In other words, you still refuse the throne even as I die." Reuben gasped tiredly and coughed.
	"I will not ascend at your will or to fulfill your choice. But I will defer this to my more worthy heir. One who will truly uphold Pruzia's stability and protect the Crown with strength to match."
	"Is the heir born yet?"
	"We are working on it."
	Legran pointed at him with a poignant hand. "I thought you have a daughter."
	Thoran stiffened. "You keep a tab on me?"
	"The grey wolf of the mountain told us that. Blame him."
	"Well, if she has no sibling then yes, she inherits the Crown of Pruzia."
	"Her name? Just so we don't run into her by mistake with unwarranted drawn swords."
	"The Lady Ocelyn of Niele, standing heir to Pruzia if Ikrah agrees."
	Thoran looked up at the others. Stone Bird had been standing, and only now descended the steps to greet him. She was reserved with her emotions at the moment. Then, she curved up her lips with sad eyes. Little Phoenix trailed behind her.
	"Please let her know that we miss her greatly," she said. "I would love to visit and see her."
	"She knows, your Royal Majesty. And she found her origins, too. It's why she visited the Gate of Zandria. To show the Emperor who she has become. I just..." sigh "...Dragons don't treat each other kindly. Even with the best intentions."
	"He knows about Star Running."
	"So that's his reason."
	She nodded.
	"Thoran," Legran patted him on the shoulder. "Come here any time you like. My doors are always open."
	"You knew I was here the whole time, didn't you?"
	"No. I had hoped it was Ikrah. But it is good to see you."
	"I left without word last time. It's appropriate I do the same this time as well."
	"Water runs in every river. And all rivers lead to sea, Brother. We will meet again, I'm sure."
	"Must you call me that now?"
	Legran grinned cheekily. "Yes. I'm sure you will have to explain it to her."
	"She already knows."
	Astonishment took on Legran's expression."She knows much these days."
	"She lived through a few trials of death."
	And then, Thoran faded from sight disappearing before their eyes. A draft blew past them, indicating he was cast away on the Wind out of there. The doors were still closed. Whatever enabled him to do that, it certainly carried him thoroughly as he was able to carry the items with him.
	"How is he doing that?" Stone Bird wondered.
	"Maybe...she didn't want to talk just yet," Legran replied.
	Little Phoenix was crestfallen again as he remained silent. Reuben looked at his grandson thoughtfully.
	"What did you do to her, dear boy?" he asked.
	Stone Bird gave her son a rebuking glance, and looked away inhaling a heavy sigh. After seeing that, the old King of Pruzia asked no further. His own son turned to him pleasantly enough.
	"I think I would like to stay a while."
	"And the Council of Pruzia?"
	"They will fall on their own without my interference. All the in-fighting without a strong leader."
	"You really make heavy work for the young."
	"I fought for it the same way. Why should it be different?"
	"Ah," a small smile crawled onto Legran's lips as he folded his arms, "now I see why Thoran ran away from you."
	"You never even visited me. Not even during the Gorran invasion."
	"That's complicated. I won't get into that."
	"Why didn't you send word?"
	"We couldn't even if we tried," Stone Bird replied tersely.
	"My Lady," Legran warned.
	She faced him briefly before looking at the haggardly man sitting in the chair. "I'm sorry, my Lord," she said to Legran. "I make bad company." She left by way behind the thrones disappearing through the huge ceiling-to-floor curtains. A while passed.
	"You married a sword," Reuben said.
	Legran widened his smile. "A man needs a sword in order to make life worthwhile."
	"And what say you?" he asked his grandson.
	"I can't believe I lost to my uncle."
	"He has an edge over you there. His experience."
	With fiery eyes, Little Phoenix peered up to his grandfather. "I can catch up."
	"Then, what about the one you have waiting for you now?"
	"I didn't make her my wife. And I never will. The Dragon can come collect his niece back, but he won't, because he too wants what he believes is his when he threw her out of his land long ago."
	"You must have broken her heart, dear boy. Because no woman would avoid even a word with you unless that is the case."
	Little Phoenix clenched in his hands and teeth. He bowed respectively and left with calm precise strides.
	"He will come to defy the Emperor some day," Reuben remarked.
	"I know." Legran commented softly.
	"I wish I had met this girl, Ikrah. Was she pleasant company?"
	"She is the joy taken from us. But I can't exactly blame Thoran for falling in love with her."
	"Tell me about her, please."
	"She was a child I took in and sent to the Squirey of Falcon's Spire. When she was young, she had these big eyes that just take you in when she looks at you. Her mind always hungered and thirsted for knowledge. She loved animals. She learned to ride the winds like a bird...."
	Legran trailed seeing his father had fallen asleep in the chair, snoring softly.


  Chapter 71

	Thoran landed in the antechamber to his bedchamber. He was crossed with being pulled away so abruptly. Striding into his office, he set the Pruzian Crown and Sceptor down on his desk before marching his way back finding Ikrah sitting coldly in a chair by the window. His mood was no better, and he felt a need to be expressive in this moment.
	"Why did you drag me here like that? I was in the middle of a conversation."
	"I'm sorry," she mumbled.
	"What was that?" He marched over there to see her face. "You're sorry. Is that supposed to give you the right to take me out of a place anytime you like?!"
	She saddened looking up to him, tears spilling out of her eyes. "I needed you with me, husband."
	He dropped to his knees, placing his arms around her. "What happened? What's wrong?"
	"I had hoped...we have another child....But it washed away in blood----I'm sorry," she began to cry. "It tore away from me. I didn't know what to do."
	"Oh, Seven Stars, no, no, my love. I'm sorry. It's not your fault, dearest." He held her gently, feeling like the biggest jerk in the world. 
	And then, fear kicked into his heart. If her condition was permanent, then she might not reach out to him again. So, he carried her to bed and lay down beside her, holding her quietly for a while. Ocelyn came out of her room walking in there searching for them with demands to be up in bed, too. Ikrah was too weak to move, so he crawled to the edge where the toddler was reaching up with her arms. He dragged her up across the bed to lay down between them. She giggled with a wide grin being lifted that way.
	"Let me hold Ocelyn while you put those things away, husband. And change clothes, please."
	He paused a moment before nodding in compliance. When he entered his office, he found a shield had encased over the items. Upon touching them with his hand that had the Star Strider Key, the shield melted away letting him take hold of the items to put away in a hidden panel in the wall safely. As if she read his mind, there were double shields put over the items again and the panel itself. He went to take a quick shower, changing into his casual house clothes, next. Coming out, he had a towel over his head to dry his hair. Looking at her in her single silk robe, he realized she was too quiet for his comfort. So, he tossed the towel to the side. He came back to bed to sit with his wife and daughter. Ikrah had withdrawn within herself. Though she was kind and pleasant around Ocelyn, she was not speaking anymore. Nor was she looking at him. And then suddenly, she held onto Ocelyn like a desperate soul seeking warmth. He crawled closer to hold them both.
	"My love, I was wrong."
	Silence.
	"Ikrah, please talk to me."
	"I will wait next time before interrupting you." Her voice was gentle like the wind.
	He felt horrible. The tears fell from her eyes again. She was numb to her body that quenched itself in them. His heart tore open in that moment seeing what was happening to her. Thus, he removed Ocelyn to have her sit in the center of the bed so he could pull Ikrah to his heart.
	"I know I don't deserve your forgiveness. I am the worst man in the world as your husband. I love you, dearest of my heart. I always will."
	She nodded, and broke into soft weeping, clinging to him. Ocelyn crawled up between them and blustered with the cutest frown.
	"Mer-mer," she wailed.
	"Hey, baby," Ikrah cooed the toddler. "Why are you crying?"
	As soon as mother held child, Ocelyn quieted instantly, which was magical in itself. That made the couple chuckle softly with genuine smiles. Thoran opportuned himself to kiss his wife, rubbing his lips to her cheeks and nose. She sniffled twice before kissing him on the lips.
	"I love you. I will do better," she said softly.
	He worried about that. This was worse than the damage of scars on her legs. He wanted to be her anchor in life, not add to the list of hells she came from. After some moments, Ocelyn crawled to the end of the bed to play with her mother's legs which were hidden under the covers. She slapped at them with thuds, bouncing on her rump giggling the whole time.
	"What are you thinking?"
	Ikrah sighed softly, swallowing in her tears. The hesitation was obvious. "If I cannot give you another child...maybe you should take on----"
	"No-o-o!" he blurted brokenly with his voice wavering. "I won't do that to you."
	"But if I die, you should have a companion, at least."
	He darkened, feeling as if she was planning to do that. "I won't do that to you either...or Ocelyn for that matter."
	"Find a simple woman who won't mind being a mother to our daughter."
	As if spiraling down a bottomless pit, he stared at her in terror. That was the very reason she left Tare behind. "Please don't think like that. I can't afford to lose you."
	"Thoran, being my husband must be burdensome. You are Lord of Exodus, and no more than that. I saw the crown. Whoever you were meeting must have wanted you to----"
	"You're mistaken, my love. I don't want it. I never wanted it."
	She looked up, which made him want to fall into her all over again, but doing that would be too much for her body that suffered today. He nodded to re-affirm his words.
	"My father has named me the heir apparent to the Crown of Pruzia for over eight years now. I never returned to my homeland to avoid being officially annointed. But now, he has made it clear that if there is no willing heir to hold the Crown, Pruzia will be an empty land left for the dogs of the Council to settle it in an implosion."
	"Why didn't you?"
	He let his eyes smile to the obvious reason. "I was waiting for you. If I was in Pruzia, I wouldn't ever have a moment away from the work of preparing for the throne."
	"You could've ordered for me if you were King."
	A preposterous laugh rumbled through him. "Hahhhh...my love, you are the funniest woman I know."
	"Why? What's so silly about that idea?"
	"First off, I don't like being King, especially that of a kingdom full of old men who don't respect the Crown, because they think their seniority gives them free reign to decide for whoever sits on the throne itself. Secondly, with you as the Lady of Tare, I would have a truly hard time 'ordering' you anywhere or anything. I couldn't even hold your hand without that Phoenix nipping on my fingers." He watched as blood flushed over her face, warming her cheeks beautifully. "Shall I bring up the third point?" She deepened another shade of sanguine, which pleased him greatly. "Without me in the way, what do you suppose that brat Crown Prince of Zandria would have done to you?"
	She crunched in her frown chewing on the inside of her lips as her chin wrinkled. "I never thought of that."
	"How do you propose I steal you from him if I was trapped in Pruzia? They wouldn't let me leave an inch from the Crown. And they would set me up with political ties through their daughters all year long up and down the aisle, too."
	"Then, how did you manage to marry one before me?"
	"Ahh...so now some of your true thoughts come out." He chuckled rubbing his nose to hers and kissed her lips. "She was a mountain lily."
	"Asmi?"
	"Mm, more like village maiden....I had thought if I married then, that I would stop thinking about you. I was wrong. I thought about you even more, because of it."
	"Why?"
	"Well, as a young man, I thought I was just infatuated for what would satisfy my lust for the body. After experiencing it, I felt the need to be with you. And yes, even as your guard I would eventually seduce you. That is, if you refused to leave your ex-husband."
	"But what if your wife didn't die?"
	"I have to say I would wind up cheating on her."
	"You could do the same for me."
	He gave her a critically defensive look, which prompted her to giggle nervously. "You don't realize your hold over me."
	"Please don't abuse me in front of our daughter."
	"Oh! So, now you want to use her as a shield from your husband's wrath." He nibbled on her neck as his hand reached to pinch her nipple.
	"Stop-p-p-p!" She pushed at his hand, only to wind up in his tight embrace.
	"I told you I fell in love with you through those letters. What makes you think anything could change that?"
	She giggled. "You're shameless, Thoran! Terrible."
	He laughed out loud. "I'm happy, my love. Because of you. I can be shameless. It's my right." He lifted his eyes as he gazed deeply into hers. "I know I don't deserve you, my love. Just a man with ordinary hands. You, half a Dragon, and all those magical things you do. And something you need to stop doing. Stop making any more Star Strider Keys."
	"All right, dear. I won't. I promise."
	"I mean it," he insisted seriously. "It might be depleting your constitution."
	She nodded gravely. "Thoran, there's nothing ordinary about you. The work you do is wonderful. I'm lucky to live as your wife in this lifetime."
	"You love me for the work I do? What about me?"
	"It comes with the package, dear." She grinned. "I don't like sharing. It's really nice having the whole package all to myself."
	"Yeah, I thought so," he said chuckling, pulling her over him. "Kiss me, my love."
	She nested herself onto him. "Please don't tell anyone about what happened to me today."
	He nodded. "I won't."
	She lowered to rest her head on his shoulder. "Tell me where you went today, please."
	"I almost forgot. I meant to tell you."
	"Mm-hmmm."
	"I went to Tare to intercept my father. He was requesting Legran to take the throne in my place."
	"Why would he want to do that...?"She raised herself to look at him in surprise. "Your father...."
	"King Reuben of Pruzia. I thought Aquine told you this."
	"I know his name. But...why...did he make such a request?" Her eyes widened as her mouth remained ajar. "Unless...."
	"Didn't you know?... Legran and I are related? We are half-brothers through our father."
	"I didn't know he's of Pruzian blood. He's...your brother?!"
	Thoran had to hold onto her fast to prevent her from scrambling away. "What seems to be the problem?"
	"Gentle Goddess! You're like an uncle...!"
	He laughed out loud. "I thought you said you don't see the decade between us." Cradling her in his arms, he tried to push her head down toward him, ignoring how she trembled against his body. "Well, it's too late now, dear. We have a perfectly a healthy daughter together."
	"Don't mock me."
	"Then, kiss me. I stole you from my nephew, that is all."
	"Shameless, Thoran!"
	He laughed heartily then, which made Ocelyn laugh, too. And Ikrah muffled his mouth with the kiss for several moments. "Mm-mm...mm-mmm," he murmured between chuckles taken in her mouth.
	At length, she sighed laying her head on his chest. His heart was pounding in its ribcage, betraying his feelings. He could see she had her eyes open still. Ocelyn crawled over to flop herself onto her mother's back knocking a grunt out of her.
	"Ughhhh.... Our daughter is big and strong for her age," Ikrah complained tiredly.
	"Good. Because she will be Queen of Pruzia when she comes of age if you approve, dear."
	"Is that why you brought home those things?"
	"Yes. Or she will take the throne by force if need be."
	"I thought the Council takes care of business there."
	"Couldn't hurt to give her more land and power."
	"I won't live forever, dear. How will I protect her vast fortune?"
	"She has help from the same people who support you, my love. You need not worry over these things."
	"Oh." She moaned softly, getting sleepy in his arms. "So, you've already arranged everything for her. I can't say no, now."
	"I do what I believe is best for our legacy, dearest."
	"I love you, Thoran the Blacksmith of Obendell. As you were, things were simple."
	"Yes, I know. I'm sorry I didn't tell you back then.... I didn't want you to run away," he added in a whisper.
	She groaned softly, slipping into sleep. Within moments, she was snoring quietly, inhaling a huge breath before champing her lips and returned to snoring again. He smiled seeing Ocelyn was also asleep on top of them both. With care, he pulled on the little body to coax her into lying down beside him. Then, he drew the covers over Ikrah's shoulders. As for Ocelyn, he flipped the outer side of the cover backwards to cover over their daughter. He held them both happily with a proud smile.


    Chapter 72

	"What did you say?!" Dirben nearly jumped out of his seat.
	"That's what I said," Thoran replied.
	"He knows about her coming back from Star Running?"
	"Yes."
	"And he wants to capture her for his purposes," Barakan repeated redundantly on purpose. "His own daughter, flesh and blood." He let out an exhausting sigh. "My poor niece. She survived the empire and heavens know what happened to her there, only to be banished and now this?! That damn Dragon is a piece of hell."
	"Did he...your sister?"
	Barakan understood the question implied. "She told me she seduced him. Let's just leave it at that."
	Thoran blanched staring at his feet through the wood of the table. "Sorry."
	"We don't know anything about it, and we certainly won't bring it up to color my niece with her imaginations."
	"Yes, my Lord."
	Dirben cleared his throat. "This is madness! The Dragon wants to take her for her knowledge. Who's to say he won't sacrifice her for some heaven's forsaken ritual? She will die in his hands!"
	"I doubt he knows about how we christen things," Thoran said.
	"I don't know. If he has been spying on us vigilantly, he would probably know about that, too."
	"I hope that is not the case----"
	The gonging of the Great Bells rang through the halls echoing loudly into the room. All three men looked up in horror. They got up from their chairs rushing for the infirmary. They had to go through a couple of corridors in order to use the elevators for the short cut to the landing foyer and then up the stairs to that floor. The nurses were standing by the dozen in the hallway to the one door. The men arrived and entered to see Ikrah laying in bed with the nurses taking turns changing her damp towel on her head. She was pale and sallow as from loss of blood. Her breathing was shallow.
	"Halt the bells!" Barakan ordered.
	The one pulling on the cord stopped. A second set of cords was pulled next. Within moments the gonging stopped. Two beats of drums was heard next. All was quiet around Exodus again.
	"She collapsed, my Lords," the Head Nurse said through the sheer white veil across her face.
	"How? What happened?" Thoran demanded.
	"She was checking on the livestock in the pen. And then, she was down. They carried her here immediately. Lord Thoran, may I speak with you personally about a few things?"
	He nodded with worrisome lines to his face. She had him step aside into the next room to speak with him in confidence.
	"My Lord, has she been complaining of heavy cycles lately?" she spoke under her breath.
	"Yes."
	"Do you know if they are unusually heavy?"
	"No----" He tried to deny, only to see her checking his eyes critically. "Yes, she bled for three extra days more than usual."
	"How many moons?"
	"Two."
	"Why didn't you tell me?! We could have helped with giving her a regimen to bring back her stamina and blood. Wasted time." 
	She stamped out of the room back into the infirmary. After giving instructions to the other nurses, she proceeded to awaken Ikrah with peppermint oil rubbed to the temple, behind the ears, throat, and chin. Menthol salve with camphor was applied to her below the throat and around the collar bones. Within moments, Ikrah coughed softly at first, then louder before inhaling a significant breath of air.
	"Your majesty," the Head Nurse called. "You lost a lot of blood when you collapsed. We will help you regain your woman strength. Please stay in bed a while until you recover."
	Ikrah frowned sourly, but nodded to surrender in her compliance. The Head Nurse bowed respectfully before departing. She gave Thoran a horrid angry glance as she passed him. He went out with her to finish the fight.
	"It was her will that I didn't speak to you," he said defensively.
	"I don't care what she ordered you to do. Her life is what matters to us! If you can't preserve her health, what good is it to obey her orders?"
	"You speak as the Head Nurse. I stand as her husband. What makes you think I can over-ride her authority? Or even you?"
	"Well, then, we should fight for her life than each other, Lord Thoran." She pulled down her veil revealing her face that was fifty-two summers old with strength to match her wisdom.
	"Her mental health is just as important."
	"I understand that, my Lord. You are more than just her husband. She is in your custodial care when it comes to her health. You have a greater responsibility than ours being that you are closer to her than we are."
	"Don't you think I know that?" he snapped which made the nurses jump.
	She sighed tersely. "We devote our lives to saving her. Even if you behead us for defying an order or two."
	"Nobody's talking about beheading anyone here! I want you to understand she needs her privacy. I champion her as I see fit and will, Head Nurse!"
	"My Lord----"
	The door opened abruptly with Barakan looking at them both. "Come back inside, please."
	They went back in the room. Ikrah had been propped on three pillows to sit up. Looking at them both and sighing tiredly, she spoke up gently.
	"I will do what is needed to recover. Please don't argue for my sake."
	"----Your majesty----"
	"----My Lady----"
	She raised her palm, nodding weakly. Swallowing a rough breath, she spoke up as she reached out toward Thoran. "Please stay with me a while, husband."
	The Head Nurse bowed, backing away to walk out the door with the other two men and the rest of the nurses. Thoran strode toward her slowly, keeping his emotions in check in approaching her. He was in terror as well as rage all at once. The moment she felt his palm holding her hand, those emotions ran into her senses like the raw cries of a child in a storm.
	"I'm sorry I put you in a bad light."
	"No, my love. It's my fault."
	"You must feel lonely without my love."
	"I knew your condition. I stayed off for a reason. Why must you work? You don't have to worry about our food stock for another ten years. People are there with the animals."
	Sigh. "It wasn't the animals in the pen that knocked me down."
	"Then, what happened?"
	"It's this body. I'm a vessel seeking the soul to bear the next child in this world. Star Running has its hold on me with some very heavy effect. I had hoped that soul made it into you to seed. But so far," she shook her head in grave disappointment, "no such luck."
	He held onto her with realization to what she was saying. "If that is the way of fates, then I will help you."
	"I don't know where that soul has gone, love. It's useless to search in the world so wide and far apart."
	"You just said I'm not the one carrying it. That's a start."
	"You're not upset with me?"
	"No, why should I?"He smiled sadly, reaching up to smooth back her hair. "Whatever your perverted Goddess arranged for you, so be it. Half-Dragon."
	"Thoran...." she protested.
	"I know," he reassured her, holding onto her palm. "Just like you are an unexpected exception in this world, this next child must be a powerful being to walk the earth. I'm a mere mortal. I cannot hold that soul adequately."
	She frowned sadly. "I am disappointed in this arrangement. I prefer that our children are perfect."
	"It's not up to us now, is it? When these souls decide on their own who to bring them into the world."
	"I wish you had been there with me Star Running."
	"Well, I couldn't, dear. I was watching Ocelyn."
	Lowering her head in contemplation, she considered the dilemna. "No." She shook her head. "I can't do it, Thoran. I don't want you to feel I betray your love."
	"I'm glad to hear that, but it is an unfortunate decision. I don't want you to deplete your constitution this way."
	"Actually, if I hold off on Blade Christening, I can replenish my blood. That, and with good rest and with eating more meat in my meals----"
	"Would you stop Blade Christening forever?"
	"No, but I will stop for a very long while."
	"Then, please stay in bed until you are well again."
	She nodded. "I hope they allow me to be in our bed instead of here."
	"I will see to it with the Head Nurse."
	A pretty smile curled up her lips. "If she won't, maybe I should use some force...?"
	"No," he replied flatly. "Absolutely no exertion!"
	"You take the fun out of everything."
	"When your health is at stake? Yes!" he replied passionately.
	As Ikrah remained bedridden, many things happened outside in the world that she could not take the time to see or investigate. Thoran took time off from the battlement strategies to attend to her. Treyila was also frequenting her days to help him with her consulting with the stellar formations. Her belly was showing more by the day. Dirben and Barakan took over with commanding how their defenses were to be set. Much of Thoran's plan involved traps set from trails of the south in Ore Mount spanning parts of Jolan all the way to the outer rings of Exodus in the valleys of Fayrun Scorg, Olstare's tallest mountain range in the north. They incorporated his plans with their own strategem for setting battles for maximum impact.
	Over the course of six weeks, the Olstarens managed to make quick progress with the use of the Star Strider Keys traveling and transporting between strategic places. They had a code language to enable the plan to be carried out in utmost secrecy. Warnings were sent out adequately to avoid enemy captures, especially the ambushes of the Asmi Aze and the Shadow Factions. While Topaz led the open vanguard, Niele's own went on clandestine hunting parties for the Druids and Astras. They had the christened blades to enable them to do full damage when engaging the western front. It was good practice, according to Barakan. Their weaponry had Ikrah's power of farsight invoked in them, revealing enemy movements before they could strike. To drive the scourge out, the Knights of Tarenne would hammer in on the ambushers at the guidance of the assassins. The Obendellers remained within their fortress safely. And none of that touched the tips of Exodus yet.


Chapter 73

	Through the valleys of rough shale terrains, Little Phoenix rode alongside his men. They only knew him as Captain Nix of the Second Brigade on the mission to re-enforce the voluntary army led by General Topaz. He was also the charge of the Third Company of the Royal Guard of Tarenne who were mixed in there for security reasons. To change his looks, he had shorn his long locks of hair to that of a soldier's style cropped close to the head. Growing a beard was impossible for him, ever since his Awakening with the Chimera as his Soul Spirit. However, to disguise his face, he did use face paint to cover it with red and black stripes over green mud to appear more camouflaged as a soldier alongside his men.
	He had learned more in a month traveling on the road than he did in a lifetime as the Crown Prince of Zandria. After a few battles, the men forgot to think about his identity, though he managed to avoid injuries so far, most of that was the effectiveness of the Royal Guards fighting fiercelessly at his side. He learned the use of battle and formation to maintain momentum to stay effective at keeping the enemy at bay. There were two pitfalls for them until a few scouts of Obendell were rescued from Aze-controlled territory along the way. One of them though, happened to be from the Grey Order, that gave vital information about the landscape as well as some news about Obendell. He kept to himself these days. What he heard, he absorbed into his list of mental notes.
	As summer grew into the intense heat elsewhere, the mountains provided cooling winds. Water was ever refreshing flowing from the springs and lakes of melted snow from the earlier season. He drank from these finding the taste to be sweet compared to what he was used to in the desert or the lush forestry of Falshire. He looked at his reflection in the brook seeing only his eyes with his face all covered in battle dirt and war paint. Was this the monster he had always been or only now became? His rage knew no bounds during battle. He had caused enemies to fear the company he travelled with. There was a twinge of pride over the progress of pushing back the Aze of the Glades. He slept lightly at night just waiting in anticipation for the next skirmish.
	In his dream-state, the Day Glimmer visited him circling in flight as if to dust him with its golden light. He opened his eyes in there seeing his future son was also patiently counting down the days to end all this fighting so that he could find the perfect vessel to bring him into the world. Easier said than done. The bird saw that he was awake lying against the rock. It decided to float down in his arms sitting on his stomach. He held the bird for a moment before stroking its feathers. His son. Short of the Elements and mortal flesh, this child was already made, a destiny waiting.
	"What's a few years when it took thousands for the Incarnates to be corporeal."
	"You are wise, my son."
	"I can wait for however long it takes, just only for the right ones to make me whole."
	"When you are born, will you be as you are? Or will you forget?"
	"I will be dressed in flesh. I won't awaken until I come of age, but that isn't a guarantee to release my spirit memories either."
	Little Phoenix considered a moment. "Why did you choose me to be your father?"
	"Who better than a Chimera to contain me? Surely, you don't think I would be luckier to be your brother?"
	"Or hers again?"
	There was hesitation in the bird, a touch of being taken aback. "I cannot touch any of the Four Elemental Incarnates. I am of the Lesser Spirits."
	"You..." he eyed the bird curiously, "came from Star Running?"
	"Star Running is only a means of travel. I came from Eternia."
	"Ikrah survived that."
	"She survived many things and suffered hits on her soul."
	"What hits on her soul?"
	"She has four deaths marked on her by the Fates. The first and second ones have passed."
	"Which...two...are those?"
	"The first one was a test from Astra's agent of the Oracle in the heart of winter that led her to face her mortal fear of darkness. The second resulted in an unborn son to reject her death. I fear for the third of what it entails."
	Little Phoenix shuddered. "What do these...how are they affecting her soul?"
	"Each hit takes away her chances at immortality. Being half a Dragon is not enough to preserve what she is to be wrapped in flesh."
	"What is she if not a Dragon?"
	"A thousand-year-old star born to flesh."
	"Why had she...chosen to be born?"
	"Tourmaline. The Dragon wears it. The shimmering light from it attracted her to descend into your realm. It took the eclipse of the moon to allow her to take that long trip on the day of her birth."
	A Star Dragon. She was a real life Star Dragon to match him the Chimera. No wonder the Day Glimmer chose them to be his set of parents as befitting. He let out a slow drawn sigh, stroking his son's Soul Spirit.
	"Do you know who was our first attempted child?"
	"Solstar."
	He froze a moment before recovering. "And you...why did you wear that human form when we first met?"
	"I was that human in a past life. It's only natural I come to you with a mark. Given my best option to be born freely."
	"How did he die?"
	Pause. "If I allow you to know, it might taint you against me. Needless to say, I chose you for your strength and trust that you will hold the few secrets already."
	"Hmm, your secrets died with you then. I respect that, Little Griffin."
	The Day Glimmer looked up with blinking bright eyes. "How did you decide on my name?"
	"You will be my son with her. It's only natural you wear it as who you will be." He smiled back. "I think it's appropriate." Crestfallen sigh. "But I don't know if she will forgive me enough to have you born."
	"The Fates are unavoidable. If I am meant to be, then she will be sent your way no matter what."
	"I hope for your sake and mine that it is true. I miss her very much."
	He held the Day Glimmer close to him protectively as the dream ended....
	Awoken in the day's sun shining on him, he had to cover his eyes to avoiding further stinging from the glaring brightness. He got up dusting off dirt from the road. His horse gave a snort and neighed. The others in camp were stirring about as usual. While no one noticed, he took a moment to scan for fires and especially with bodies of water in the way his father had taught him to bypass the refracters. He counted the numbers of what he found, committing them to memory. Walking through camp, he set out to prepare for the next battle.
	The ambushers never had a chance. They fought in the fog with barely visibility between strides of each other. Little Phoenix struck down his opponents easily as the sweat on them gave him the edge. He was able to track their movements to counter. As more poured into the valley, he went on to cut through a path that gave way for his company to drive a wedge into the army splitting them apart. Suddenly, pincers rained down on him rattling on his armor. His men shrieked in pain being struck down instantly from sheer pain. He drew the cloak of fog to be thicker around them. The pincers were launched again. Sliding into another pocket of cloud, he avoided that set without hearing anymore of the rattling. He kept that up for a while longer. Suddenly, his armor tore itself apart by the force of the pincers that stuck to it. Pieces of his inner chainmail and leather armor went with the ripping. He was stripped down to his battle tunic and leggings. This was a different kind of battle. The enemy brought Shadow Sorcery with them. He had to think fast to counter their magic, which was clearly singling him out of the crowd of non-magic fighters. The Aze warriors roared as they hacked through the fog searching for him.
	As he backed away, he found himself being herded into a string of more warriors waiting to engage in battle with him. He was forced to summon Water out of the fog to blast them off. Another wave of blasts gained him freedom, alerting the Royal Guards to fight toward his way. It was a trap. They got skewered by spears by the Red Pumas coming out of the lines between the Aze warriors. Phoenix shrieked shrilly into the battlements lending him aid. He drew on his mother's Phoenix Fire striking at the enemy with balefires. Pincers and arrows were shot at Phoenix. A sudden wall of hard ice appeared around the fiery bird as a shield catching the fusillade immediately. He saw that to his own surprise. Looking back at the battlements, he had to fight his way out of the trap with only speed to his advantage. Without his heavy armor, he was light enough to move, but only against the ones within close range. The heavy numbers were overwhelming him wearing his strength down. Only his stamina fueled by adrenaline was what kept him going. Phoenix blew brimstones over the wall letting them fall on the enemies surrounding him. The wall broke apart spinning the fusillade of reversed ammo their way as the fiery bird descended toward him. It breathed golden fire onto him to build a magical armor onto his frame. His Chimera appeared beneath him lifting him up in the air beside Phoenix. He held his sword ready.
	"Find me the Shadow fighters, Phoenix," he ordered.
	His mother's Soul Spirit shrieked, flapping its wings to gain height. Within moments, it blew continuous fire at the shrubbery and shale around the valley. The Shadow fighters were revealed from bedrock aglow with red fire. They were forced out by the intense heat. The valley was quickly building into a natural forge. He was within his own Elements. Calm, collected, and calculated, he checked the numbers off as he flew in to kill them with burning brimstones thrown their way. Along the way, his Chimera sprayed water over clusters that had Tarennei men along the way. He let out a ghastly roar that was a mix of thundering fire and gale with his Chimera. New armor wrapped itself around his torso. It was forged from Phoenix Fire melding the iron shield he picked up from the ground as he swooped past the battleground of the fallen. People were screaming in terror as he passed them, letting acid fire scald their flesh.
	He chased down the rest of the Shadow fighters finding more and more of them turned out to be women of magic. They fought with weapons of distance than close combat skills. Their missiles of darts, pincers, bolts, and arrows were very annoying to him. He roared again letting out flaming water spray over them from his Chimera's mouth gliding over them. Their screams meant nothing to him in the heat of battle. They were there to fight and a fight he gave them. That whole mountainside burned into the night without fail. Then, throngs of Niele's Elite Warriors came pouring through to sweep up where the Tarennei were weakened, pushing the Aze into traps that sealed their fate into defeat.
	The battle died down to the handful of captured Aze warriors and Sisters of Astra. The Knights of Tarenne were instructed to cut the Astra women with iron in order to keep them from using magic. Little Phoenix landed on the precipice gently still in flames, though his Chimera folded into him out of sight. Phoenix floated before him flapping huge red-gold wings. Upon closer inspection, he could see Chameleon was on her back with limbs wrapped tight around her body. They were there to protect him in battle. He bowed his head with great respect. Then, Phoenix flew away out of view, though he knew it was camouflage on Chameleon's part that made that appear so. He finally doused the flames on him letting go of the armor revealing only his samite with his personal crest which was the Chimera. After some time, Niele's Second Guard Brem approached within his sight from below bowing deeply and stood waiting for him to descend. He gestured for Brem to follow him as he walked along the trail to where they could meet.
	"Captain Nix," Brem greeted as Little Phoenix removed his helmet. "Brem of the Second Guard in your presence."
	"You're from Niele."
	"Yes, Captain----Do you serve his majesty, the Crown Prince of Zandria?"
	"Yes, you may assume that," he replied.
	"Ah," Brem sighed. "That explains your might in battle. Consider me one of your respectful admirers."
	"Duly noted," he replied politely. "Thank you kindly."
	"Actually, we would like to thank you for drawing out the main army of the Shadow Faction. What shall I report to my Commander of your thoughts?"
	"My thoughts...." He chuckled softly looking to the sky for stars. "I work for the Crown of Zandria, nothing more. It is best that your Duchess speaks to the Crown instead. There is a future between our two lands."
	Brem reacted with reservation. Momentarily, he ironed out the frown from his countenance. "Seems our Duchess is known the world over these days."
	"This war?"
	A nod came from the Niele, which prompted Little Phoenix into sighing looking to the side.
	"I heard she is glory and wonder, a great beacon of light for Niele. Such a woman surely attracts desire from other lands. Men of power will covet her."
	"She brought us hope when doom clouded over us."
	"Oh? How did she do that?"
	Brem laughed lightly under his breath. "Look around you, Captain. This is what most of Obendell holds. Yet she manages to feed us with bounties by the scores daily. She brings rain when there should be droughts. Speaking of which, do you know if she did the same in Tare? Is it true that many flowers bloom there on the mountainside?"
	"Yes, every spring. We call it the Hundred Blooms."
	"Then, it must be beautiful."
	"Indeed."
	Pause. "Well, without further ado, I leave you, Sir.----"
	"You mentioned this is the Shadow Faction's main army."
	"Yes, I did, Captain."
	"Does this mean I stand within the Heart of Obendell?"
	"Indeed. You are within two hundred strides from it. We have been sieged until now."
	"Hmmm. You may take the captives at your discretion while my men remain out here. We might have to engage in battle with the next army coming this way."
	"Which army would that be, Captain?" Brem asked carefully.
	"Falshire. Try to stay indoors. There will be lightning storms that come aground."
	Brem hesitated. "I will inform my Commander and General."
	"Second Guard Brem."
	"Yes?"
	"After this war, do come visit me in Tare in the spring. We can exchange stories over a keg or two."
	"That is an offer I accept with pride, Captain. I will if I am able to be away from my duties long enough."
	Little Phoenix smiled in bemusement. "You mean if the Duchess approves."
	"Indeed. You are very keen, Captain."
	"How so?"
	"I cannot quite put the words to it, but you seem very aware of our customs."
	"I am simply conveying my respect to your matriarchal society. It is similar to mine. Tarenne's true Crown is the Queen herself."
	"Ah... indeed."
	"One last thing, if you see General Topaz, please let him know I am here and need his guidance for the next step."
	"Of course."
	"Thank you. I take my leave of you now as well, Sir."
	"Until next battle, Captain."
	The next battle didn't come soon enough. They would need to wait for autumn when the mountain grew cold with biting winds. What Little Phoenix was interested in was more than that. He included it in his plan to better reach his goal. He waited patiently for General Topaz to come speak to him. They met in the private barracks away from eyes and ears. With a spanning wave of his arms, he surrounded the room with a shield of water to secure their conversation further.
	"My Lord?" Topaz was askance, recognizing the crest immediately.
	"I just need a few details about Obendell," Little Phoenix said.
	The older man nodded. "The fortress is built into the mountain. The palisades and bailey are entrenched with traps----"
	"Is there a way into Exodus?"
	"I've never been to that place, my Lord. Only the Niele know the location."
	"That army can't just drop in so quickly when they hadn't been here waiting all that time. I've checked. So, there's a means to travel without the conventional obvious. You've been with them long enough. There must be something you noticed."
	"Other than the Duchess making her usual chronic visits, no one travels like that."
	"No one? The Niele. How have they travelled here?"
	"I really don't know that, my Lord."
	Little Phoenix could see he was hitting a wall at this point. "Very well." He nodded in acceptance.
	"My Lord?"
	"That is all, General Topaz. I leave you the army. The next one laying siege on Obendell will be from Falshire. We will need re-enforcement of mages to counter the battle. I will return with one equipped for that purpose."
	"Yes, my Lord."
	He turned taking down the water shield with a wave of his palm. Stepping outside, he walked into the shadow and camouflaged himself to match his surroundings perfectly. Flying back to Tare would be a quarter of a day for him if he pushed on speed. Meanwhile, he stayed to investigate further how Obendell functioned daily.



Chapter 74

	The effects of going through the Road to Summons was ticklish to Little Phoenix's senses, much like the touch of a vibe that causes one to wince, but other than that, it was a smooth trip into Exodus. He landed in a well-lit wallpapered corridor that led to a foyer. Hearing sounds of people approaching, he flattened against a wall and camouflaged himself to avoid detection. The maidservants chattered away as they went past the corridor. He followed them carefully keeping to his hidden state. As he meandered his way around he found Exodus to be a complex palace that was very much the size of an entire city, except people didn't have to travel far with their feet. He observed a good part of the week until he found Brem appear from the same corridor that he had entered from. 
	The Second Guard was holding his helmet to his side as he walked off the foyer down the hallway to the elevator. Little Phoenix followed him to see where he led. The man entered his own chambers for a while before coming back out all dressed in Niele layered robes of presentable maroon on green. His hair was washed even and pleated into a straight braid at his nape. He went on to reach a corridor that was clearly reserved compared to the rest of Exodus. Maidservants were standing in double rows outside the hallway that led to a velveteen door. He entered it. Little Phoenix had to crawl onto the wall to be closer and waited. His next chance to see to the door was a long while yet. He waited patiently as the moments counted away into the end of lunch. The ones inside came out in small straggly pairs at a time. Brem walked an elderly man garbed in full robes of black on grey like a boy with his mentor while he stuffed his face with a sandwhich. A very pregnant woman in her maternity robes of blossoms print was beside her husband who was dressed in teal with a matching belt. He supported her with his arm as they walked together down the hall into the next corridor. The maidservants were then finally allowed to enter. The door was attended to as the family emerged with Thoran stepping out holding the hand of a little toddler who was as tall as a three-year-old but barely made two. Ikrah was the last to exit being led by the toddler who held her hand diligently. They were dressed in their casual robes. Thoran was dressed in deep blue on white with his hair roaming free cut to below the ear, while Ikrah was in pastels of pink and peach with white lace on her sleeves and hems. Her hair was done up in braids crowning her head with a pearl net to hold shape. The little Lady was dressed in light blue satin and ribbons laced into bows.
	Little Phoenix watched them go down the hallway. He followed them with extra care not to be caught, checking his surroundings often. He found their chambers soon enough. Thoran ushered their daughter in the door, and closed it. Ikrah giggled shaking her head as she kissed him pulling on his nape as he held her. Before long, he leaned into her as she was pressed against the door. He watched them quietly. Jealousy was drowned out by the salacious need of his body. Yet he knew he couldn't afford to compromise his hidden state. They ended soon enough with her looking at her husband dreamily, sighing softly.
	"Are you really going to be like this all day?" Thoran asked.
	"I'm like this forever with you," she replied.
	He chuckled happily. "There's a war out there in the world and all you want to do is make me your lover."
	"I have every right to, husband. I don't want you to leave."
	"Better me than you, dear. Your temper will get you carried away."
	"Treyila is due soon. I promised Dirben I would be there for her no matter what." She sighed at length.
	"Regret?"
	"A promise is a promise. I can't go back on my word," she said ruefully.
	"Yes, I know." He grinned rubbing his nose to hers. "I'm glad you made it."
	"Well, of course, I wouldn't miss the twins coming into the world."
	"I've been meaning to ask you something."
	"Mm-hmm?"
	"Why is one named Solstar?"
	"It's a girl's name."
	"Yes, I know, but why such a namesake?"
	She was reluctant letting out a sigh. "The soul of that child came from Star Running. She wants to be human. Please don't bring this up again."
	"You mean... is it the same...?"
	She nodded, putting her index finger to his lips. He kissed it with nods of confidence.
	"So, her children are just as important as our Ocelyn."
	Ikrah looked at her husband dearly. "Thoran...please make peace when you can. It's for the children's sake."
	"My brother and I get along, I can assure you. I don't see the point of warring with Zandria. Even the Queen misses you, my love." He gazed into her eyes with wonder. "You have that effect on people even if you don't know it."
	Another sigh of sadness. "I had said I'd visit them, but I haven't. So much to do and so little time."
	"I know you miss them, too." He kissed her on the lips.
	"Let's send Ocelyn in her own room. You can miss a day at the forge."
	He shook his head. "Mm-m-mm. No." He pulled away from the kiss. "You need your rest and she's scratching on the door. I need to be at the forge to make you that Star Blade you wanted."
	Ikrah wasn't willing to let him go just yet as she clung to him for another kiss. Momentarily, the doorknob turned letting in the panel causing her to lose her balance. Thoran caught his wife quickly to avoid the fall. She yelped in surprise that Ocelyn had done that.
	"Gentle Goddess, she's not even tall enough for the doorknob----!" Ikrah blurted.
	Thoran laughed then. "But she owns your Wind and curiosity."
	"Ma-ma! Heeheeheheh. Dah! Dah!" Ocelyn threw herself into Ikrah's skirts.
	She picked Ocelyn up in her arms. Thoran pecked them each on the lips before going to the forge. Ocelyn made a fuss pointing Little Phoenix's way. They looked at the empty corner.
	"What is it, baby? Mama don't see anything there."
	Ocelyn kept talking gibberish pointing as if she knew what she was talking about.
	"Hmm, must be that age when she sees invisible friends, dear."
	Ikrah ticked her tongue softly with a sigh. "I wish I had the strength to give her a sibling, husband."
	"No, my love," he held her face in his palm. "I'd rather have you. And Ocelyn needs her mother more than anyone in the world. You know this, my love."
	"Mm-hmm, yes, dear." She turned to kiss his palm. "Will you be late tonight for dinner?"
	"I'll try to be prompt. The metal is difficult to forge."
	She nodded. "I'll bring dinner to you, then."
	"You'll wind up sitting there watching me work."
	Chuckling, she grinned. "I won't stay in there, just leave you food."
	"All right, then." He kissed her again.
	Ocelyn was working at breaking free from her mother's hold. Her parents had to stop what they were doing. They both smiled doting over her with touching her head and rubbing her back. Then, they parted ways for the day. So in that moment, the couple began attending to their duties.Thoran went on down the hall to the stairs. His wife stayed behind watching him go until he was out of sight before going inside the door to their chamber.
	Coming out of his hiding place, Little Phoenix breathed with relief. After some thoughts, he shapeshifted himself into the image of Thoran to walk freely in these halls. After all, what better disguise than to be the Lord of Exodus? Ocelyn, on the other hand, would be an obstacle. He touched that door with a gentle sigh. He had to leave things be for now. Knowing what he knew now, there was very little chance for him to be accepted. 
	He wished things were different between them. If she had never set foot in Falshire, then maybe he would never had been betrothed to Solaren. Or if he had been older, then he could've declared his love sooner. Thinking back, he would take her in a heartbeat as his Chosen. A heavy aching heart hung in his chest. He had to let go of that door now, a sad voice inside told him. Tugging himself away, he went down the hall making his way back to the corridor of entry. With another glance over Exodus, he decided it was best that he left, stepping into the wall that was no wall at all.
	The moment he exited the Road to Summons, pain wrenched on his vitals. He gritted his teeth to keep quiet, coming out of the tapestry in the office. No! Not here. He can't fall down in here. The pain loosened releasing its hold on him. He soon realized that it was the begging desperation of the Soul Spirit inside of him.
	"Don't worry, son." He communicated his thoughts to Griffin. "I won't leave your mother behind."
	Getting up from his crouch, he breathed to recover his bearing. The pain began to subside. He walked to the door moving it slightly ajar to peek out at the guards. Walking out there now would not be good. He had to wait for nightfall when they were less alert. Turning around, he picked a conspicuous spot to camouflage himself lying in wait.
	Not long afterwards, the four men came out of the tapestry. Three were in battlegear. One was in his tunic with his forge apron on him.
	"I have to finish this blade one way or another."
	"Then, work on it, my Lord," Barakan said. "We will stake our lives in this battle to preserve her. All have sworn their blood oath of secrecy with regards to Exodus. If we do not make it back this winter, this entrance will be sealed."
	"Don't talk like that, Earl Barakan. You know how she is about you. She won't sit still if you don't return."
	"Ah-h-h.... I'm just an old man. She has you and a daughter to worry about now."
	"You're the only blood she has left of her mother's side. She won't let you slide that easily."
	Dirben patted them both, gripping their shoulders. "It's a true pity, we lost Aquine, but if it was up to me, I'd have him on our side, too."
	Thoran looked down sadly. "He only left us to keep her safe in Tare. In a way, his death delivered her to us."
	"I don't like the fact that I outlived my nephew," Barakan said. "So, you best keep my niece out of all this fighting," he charged Thoran.
	"She is confrontational. My teeth and nails will only encourage her."
	"Then, use your charms, be the gentleman. Whatever it takes to keep her busy."
	They all looked at him with a startling stare.
	"Whatever to keep her busy?" Thoran repeated in question. "What exactly does that involve, Earl Barakan?"
	"Never mind."
	"Hey, is that what you call courting Sahrein?" Dirben asked, ready to laugh.
	"I thought you were a lone wolf all these years," Brem commented. "Old age hadn't slowed you down one bit."
	"Shut up, all of you!" the older man growled.
	"Awh...Uncle Barakan," Thoran teased.
	The old General gave them a stern gaze which muted them instantly. He went out the door to impress that strict composure on their minds. But once the door closed, they all broke out into boyish laughter.
	"All these years, he put his time into Aquine and the battles with the Dragon," Dirben remarked thoughtfully. "Never made an heir of his own."
	"I thought you were his son," Thoran said looking at Brem.
	He shrugged with exaggeration, expression quite nonchalant. "One day, he will acknowlege me?"
	"Last time I checked, my blood uncle said you're his traitor son for chasing after my brother like that."
	"I'm the last of my line now. I like being somebody's son just to talk and eat with him daily."
	"You're a baby." Dirben retorted.
	"Well, if you witnessed your father die in battle at seven, you'd turn into one like me, too."
	They sobered quickly then and there. "Sorry, Brem. I didn't mean it like that."
	"They're alike, you know. I used to get them confused, until I lost.... Well, let's move on."
	"Hey," Thoran uttered. Both looked back at him. "Treyila's due soon. You will need to be there to see the twins-----"
	"Oh hell, no! You're not trading places with me." Dirben was very passionate in his statement.
	"I'm just saying most likely I will finish this blade. I can be of help."
	"NO!" They both blurted back at him.
	"You're her husband and Lord of Exodus," Dirben said. "You are the reason she will want to go on living. I may not have grown up with her, but I know how she is with that dragon in her."
	"Well, don't you think if anything happened to any of you that she is devastated, too?"
	"Then, keep your mouth shut about this."
	"Treyila can read the stars. Most likely, she will tell anyway."
	"I was hoping that she's rusty with that skill of hers."
	"Maybe you should've kept her busy, Dirben," Thoran said wryly.
	"Shut up and go back to the forge before your wife finds you missing."
	"You three owe me this one," Thoran said pointing at them both. "Come back in one piece and pay me back."
	"Just go."
	Thoran walked behind the tapestry. The other two were by themselves. They let out audible sighs simultaneously.
	"I think he's scarier than Aquine," Brem remarked.
	"You're wrong. She's scarier than all of them combined."
	"Agreed."
	"Now, about saving Tare from Astra's ambush...."
	Ikrah had emerged from a spill of fog through the door. "You were saying?" she asked.
	They both reacted with their blood drained from the neck up.
	"H-how long have you been standing there?" Dirben asked shakily.
	"I just got here. What's this about Tare?"
	"Astra is planning a full assault on Tare. They think they can defile it as a message to you. Or in the least raid your last known residence since they failed to take Obendell."
	"Hmm." She paced around thinking, then walked to her desk to retrieve a bottle of Tear. "Has anyone else been in here besides you?"
	"No, your majesty," Brem replied quickly.
	"And I don't mean Thoran. You can stop trying to cover for him. I can smell the forge smoke in here."
	"Well, in that case, no."
	"I don't think anyone other than us, Barakan, and Topaz with his son walking in here on occasion," Dirben added.
	"Peridot, right?"
	"Yes, Duchess," Dirben confirmed.
	She looked around curiously. "I don't know why it feels different all of a sudden. Anyway...." She cleared her throat, opening the bottle with a flick of her finger tapping the spout to pop the cork. "What do you want to do about Tare?"
	"Duchess, must you make us lie to your husband?"
	"No different from how you telling him to lie to me. If you're going to keep me in the dark, keep double the secrets. It serves both our interest." She took a swig from the bottle. "Tell you what." She pushed on her sternum to let that wine settle. "I'll go to Tare with a small squad, while you hold off the siege here."
	"No! Thoran will have our hide!"
	"He won't know, since he's busy fighting here."
	They opposed with speechless expressions, glaring at her.
	"And I'm going to be safe. It's just a quick trip out there to warn them, and then I hop right back home. Easy."
	"With all due respect, you are being ridiculous."
	"No. Actually, I wish I could just go over there now, but I'm not fully recovered yet from Star Running. This wine is sour," she said, making a face. "Order me a better case."
	"Duchess!"
	"I'm going to Tare one way or another, but only after Treyila is safe with the birth of the twins," she said coldly, biting on every word like a low tenor growling. "So, go ahead with your plan. However, be prepared to be thrown back here on short notice to fortify the main force at my discretion."
	"Hah, I'd thought I might find you here," Thoran's voice came out from behind the tapestry. He emerged dressed in his silky midnight blue robe with silver stripes for trims around the belt and sleeves. They stared at how handsome he was.
	"Damn, did you decided to surprise me with that invitation?" she asked dryly, though she was practically drooling over him, and had to swallow in her saliva.
	"I thought looking the part would distract your attention long enough, but you came here."
	"Uh, we'll leave you two now," Dirben said, reaching out to Brem to back away with him out the door.
	"Now, my love," Thoran began saying, turning to face her, "you should leave that bottle from now on. You know who's coming into the world this harvest moon."
	"Hmmph. I'm not crying over that."
	He sighed and walked up to her, taking her in his arms. "Ikrah, let it go. Every late summer, you cry over the ones you lost. But have you ever stopped to think they remember you from the other side? Maybe that's why they come back to be around you again."
	"It hurt, Thoran. It still hurts. My own father killed me."
	"You're standing here with me now," he replied poignantly. "We have Ocelyn growing strong and healthy."
	"I can't lose anymore people."
	"You won't. And you haven't."
	"I've checked on the captured Sisters of Astra. They've been using cursed weapons."
	He nearly froze in reaction. "Are you certain?" he asked moving back to face her.
	"They would lie to me if I had been polite. I read them through Treyila's method."
	"That would mean Tare is in grave danger. They're going to break the towers in there to prevent the Four Elements from completion."
	"They are a little too late. The fourth tower is already raised."
	"What?"
	"I had it built outside of Tare. So we can have the Temple of Life ready in time."
	He was shocked and had to wrap his mouth around the word. "Where?..."
	"That Gate of Zandria, dear. What better place than in plain sight and anchored to the land with a pyramid?"
	"Oh, you vixen!"
	"I'm half a Dragon, dear. I have a little more foresight."
	He chuckled softly, nodding with a weighing thought. "So, you planned it all along."
	"I told you what I wanted to do for Zandria on the first day here."
	"What do you think our chances are of winning with that Temple of Life in place?"
	"Our chances are high if I am there."
	"You're just saying that, because you want to go. What about Ocelyn?"
	"I will come back. I can make sure more lives are saved than lost. And you have the Star Strider Key with you."
	"Let's go back to Exodus for now, please. I need to think about things first."
	"Ocelyn is still asleep. We have a little time to ourselves."
	"Not too vigorous, my love."
	"I need your comfort to sleep."
	"Vixen."
	She giggled as he led her to the tapestry. Then, all was quiet again.
	Little Phoenix came out of his hiding place to react to everything he had heard. Concentrating on maintaining his disguise was rough on his bearing all that time. While he thought he was helping her, they were working to save Tare. He looked to the table seeing the bottle of Tear with even more incredulity. She had been drinking that every aniversary of their son's abortion and Taye's death. No...no. He had it wrong. She had been mourning theirs and her own death!
	"Gentle Goddess!" he whispered under his breath.
	Picking up the bottle, he guzzled it down, not caring how it tasted burning through his esophagus all the way down to his stomach. It was there. All her pain left in the wine. Bitter and heartbroken. Lost. All the happy smiles and the giggles to divert everyone's attention when she was in this much anguish. He ached for her. He cried for her, letting the tear run down his cheek and drip off his jaw.


Chapter 75

	In the night, Little Phoenix flew home. He went to his parent's bedchamber knocking hard on the door waking his mother up. She opened it to find him anxious, frightened, and completely split to pieces.
	"Mother, you're not safe here. There's going to be a full assault on Tare by those evil druids and shadow walkers."
	Without a word, she pulled him inside to talk. The door was shut just as quick.
	"Where have you been? What happened to you?"
	"Mother, please!"
	"I know about the assault, son. The Grey Order has been very good at what they do."
	"What? When did you know?"
	"Your father is a very thorough man."
	"Wh-where is he?"
	"Obendell."
	"What? He's going to fight Dregin?"
	"I believe so. Well? Where have you been? You were supposed to lead another re-enforcement army over there two weeks ago."
	"We will need them here to fight the Astra."
	"Where did you get that idea? Who did you speak to?"
	"I...I...."
	"Little Phoenix, what have you been doing all this time?"
	"I went somewhere. I heard the Niele speaking in secret about the Astra coming this way to desecrate our fortress."
	"I am prepared for that battle."
	He gulped sinking to his knees. "Father might not win. I have to draw the Falshiren army out here."
	"That's not the plan, Little Phoenix."
	"I know it's not. I just don't want anything to happen to her!"
	Stone Bird crouched down on one knee to look at her son. "Have you been drinking?"
	"Yes."
	"Why?"
	"Because it's my wine in her bottle." He laughed and cried at the same time, then began to weep.
	She watched him as he was. "You've...seen her?"
	His eyes popped wide open. "No! Of course not!" He shook his head backing away.
	"She was there, wasn't she?"
	"No,no, no, no...." He shook his head over and over.
	"And she's coming here?"
	"What-what? No, no, no, no...."
	Letting out a patient sigh, she looked at him with pity before turning away. She went to her dresser picking up a mirror and brought it back for him to see his reflection. He silenced immediately seeing he was still wearing another man's face. Thoran's image looked back at him between tears. He gulped, not sure what was happening to him. She lowered the mirror to the floor. Reaching up to his head, she stroked his hair and leaned over to kiss his forehead.
	"Go get some sleep. We have work tomorrow."
	He nodded, getting up to this feet and dragging himself out of there. He strode ever so slowly and tiredly falling against the wall every step of the way until he found his old bed. Flopping into it, he lay there letting the tears spill away until he passed out.
	By morning, he rolled over in bed after having lain in it on his stomach the half of the night. First day of autumn today, he noted in his head. It was a nice hangover, too. He was dizzy, but it wasn't hurting. Sitting up with his feet to the floor, he found he was still dressed with his boots still on. He looked over himself seeing he was in his real clothes, the unmarked tunic over his samite and leather leggings under chainmail wraps. The samite was his hidden magic armor that was better than plate armor itself. Lightweight and impenetrable by conventional weaponry. It was a gift from his father, although he suspected where the King had procured it from. The "masons" left here by the Duchess were doubled as Niele's elite blacksmiths. They worked with strange metals.
	He thought about them. The Four Towers of Tare were the cornerstones for the Temple of Life. The coherence of his thoughts were elusive to him. His mind was drawing a blank as he tried to grasp the reason behind why they were raised. They had a purpose. He looked over this bed that once had her sleep in it. Looking to the side where the clothed chairs were, he was reminded what he did to betray her love and devotion. He frowned, swallowing down his pride. It was his ego that threw her away that day. Only now did he realize Thoran's words: "I gave up my House for her. What will you give up to keep her loyal?"
	His instincts told him true about Thoran's intentions. He didn't appreciate her enough to have her stay. He had been selfish. Having seen how she clung to her husband and held their daughter, even with waiting by the door as the man went to the forge...Little Phoenix remorsed over all that he lost. Exodus was the size of three Falshires, he estimated. He didn't even have a princedom of his own to provide a basic palace for her. He was a poor man, indeed.
	Suddenly, the idea hit him. That favor she had asked him. He never made good on that promise with how he had been busy with building Tare and raising warhorses. It was a simple request, yet difficult to achieve task. After this battle was over and Tare deemed safe from threats, he would make a secret trip to Falshire's stately vault in the mausoleum. The child inside him fluttered with excitement. He closed his eyes to see Little Griffin, who stared at him back with such wonderment.
	"You're actually looking forward to going to such a place?"
	"I didn't think to look in that place before."
	"What were you looking for?"
	"The missing from the Academy after their potential test, especially girls. Besides the mystery behind Guneth's death...and the body of Sidora."
	"Sidora?..."
	The Day Glimmer became frightened as of one who had divulged one clue too many. Little Phoenix let it pass as he made the guess on the reason of a child searching for the answer to deaths of his parents. Another leap of thought gave him the conclusion that Sidora was Ikrah's mother. The Day Glimmer was wanting to fade away. He held onto the Soul Spirit fast.
	"It's all right, son. You might not remember any of this when you are born, but I promise to teach you all of this hidden history so you won't question your roots."
	"You promise?"
	"I'm making good with it by your mother."
	For most people in the world, cradling a bird creature in his arms would be considered strange, but he saw this child to be his for good. The only vexing thing at this time was not being able to get a hold of his mother. There was time still, surely.
	The missing children at the Academy was a new revelation for him. He was there for a few years, but never heard about such a thing. Maybe he was shielded from it due to his title being the Crown Prince of Zandria. Discovering how sheltered he was from many things in his life was not exactly a fully welcomed practice. Ikrah was a fine example. He and she, both.
	Here was another odd thing he discovered with a prickly joy. His son was sleeping, this Soul Spirit resting there in the realm of his arms. He smiled over the child as the bird's head was nestled under a wing. With his mind, he drew the child into his heart gently before opening his eyes to the immediate world around him. 
	He got up drawing all the moisture out of his clothes with how he summoned Water then let it form into a puddle left floating in the air. He led that puddle to the vase and allowed it to flow in filling it. After checking himself in the mirror, he went out the door to meet his mother in the dining hall. She was there leisurely eating her breakfast and seeming to take pauses as she checked the hand-sized flame suspended before her. He took his usual seat one chair over to her right. His empty plate waited to be filled with buttered toast and cinnamon sugar drizzle, scrambled eggs, and bacon. He poured himself a glass of berry juice cocktail. When he finally looked at the flame, he saw images of soldiers and landscapes up and down Obendell's mountainside. Thinking further, he decided to make his rounds today around the Citadel and the three towers within Tare to keep the fire in braziers going as well, except within the palace and the towers themselves. He could inspect the water ponds around the city himself.
	"Your father is not crossed with you."
	"Father.... I forgot to ask his forgiveness," he said tritefully.
	"I can hear it later," Legran's voice came through the glass pitcher of the berry cocktail with his image in there. "Actually, you disappearing off like that threw the Emperor into suspicion and he had changed his course."
	"What does that mean?"
	"He has joined forces with me to fight Astra."
	Little Phoenix stared blankly for a moment. "May I ask why, Sire?"
	"He's seen you fight in the valley when Topaz needed your re-enforcement. Well-done, son."
	"I only did my part."
	"It's interesting that you stumbled into Niele's plans."
	He looked up to his mother who simply forked some piece of egg into her mouth as she checked her flame. Swallowing quietly, he nodded his head once, avoiding his father's eyes.
	"Which part is that, Sire?"
	"Tare."
	"They're not the ones attacking us."
	"I know. Thoran sent me a message."
	"When did he do that?"
	"Weeks ago. Hence, I had planned for you to re-enforce Obendell to make it appear we are distracted."
	He bowed his head in acknowledgement. "I will lead the next army out today, Sire."
	"No need. Stay in Tare. But...find the spy if you can." Legran narrowed his eyes gravely. "I don't like that our movements have been predicted here."
	"Spy?"
	"I really suspect Solaren, if you ask me, dear," Stone Bird put in. "She has the motive to destroy Obendell."
	"Yes, but what's her connection to Astra?" Legran asked.
	"I don't know. My intuition as a woman says she is likely to do it. After all," she eyed her son with disapproval, "her trophy marriage is more than just that. She wants the Crown and the man that will wear it some day."
	Little Phoenix was uncomfortable with her words. He was partially at fault to have encouraged Solaren into being hopeful about their relations. Now, more than ever things were at stake. He had his son to worry about. The Goddess had given him a second chance. His mind searched through all his mental notes about Astra, which were limited. He cross-referenced Falshire with all the other lands.
	"Since you put it that way, Birdie," Legran said after his own contemplation. "I'd start with that incident years ago. The Winter Solstice that cost me Aquine and the trust from his family. To this day, I still can't quite grasp how Ikrah wind up in the Royal Falshire residence. She was only helping Aquine and Taye deliver greetings on behalf of Tarenne. It's unfortunate that you and I were pre-occupied in the Imperial Palace."
	"I'm glad we have Zandria, now, than to be paying tribute to the Imperial Empire anymore, Legran."
	"Limere." Little Phoenix brought up the name that came out of his memory clearly.
	"That's right." Legran squared him in the eye. "What did you see that day?"
	"I ran into Ikrah that day. She had asked for directions to get to the Royal Falshiren residence with the delivery to the King. The card had only the name Casca, Lady Limere on it."
	"No, there must be something else. Go back further. From the beginning."
	"The beginning? From where?"
	"Look back in your memory from where you found Ikrah. Who was there? Anyone?"
	Little Phoenix searched his mind for that day in question, his eyes half-folded on themselves. "I was walking along the rose garden walkway...." He gulped. "She had been Wind-skipping. I saw her above ground until she landed when seeing me there."
	"Someone had noticed that about her."
	"We walked together to the gate of Falshire's Royal Palace. All things seemed normal...except...that.... They change guards routinely. I didn't think much of it, but that day...there was no guard at the gate."
	"Someone was there. Someone watched you leave. And then, Ikrah was setup for a test on her magery."
	"Gentle Goddess...!" Stone Bird whispered. "They've known about her all this time, then."
	"She had been safe with Aquine until that incident. Since then, he had been sending word to Obendell to hunt down the Astra with help from the Niele. But Dregin and White Mane, being the idiots that they are, had hurt the effort."
	"Then, what was the Battle at Pruscan Heights for?" Little Phoenix asked.
	"That?" Legran laughed lightly. "My meddling to stop Casca from trafficking too much with Pruzia."
	"To stop Casca's influence?"
	"That's one way to put it."
	"The raid from Niele was a ruse?"
	"Yes. I wanted an excuse for our Knights to travel freely through the borderlands to protect Pruzia's interest."
	"Did...did Ikrah know that?"
	"Only Aquine. But I didn't know he had known Thoran very well at the time. Thinking back, it made sense that he was so enthusiastic about the mission. It must had been his pleasure, if I should dare say so myself."
	"Casca."
	"Hmm?"
	"Is that the same place where Cascan Brosia comes from?"
	"Cascan Brosia comes from Pruzia, actually. I'm surprised you never asked me that before."
	"Sire, I hadn't thought about it before. But why for is it called that?"
	"Reversal of fortune. The first King of Pruzia owed it to his one bride who came from Casca. She was a priestess of the Druid Order and had needed a teaser wine to encourage her to conjugate with him. The wine became a tradition since. It was also adopted into Falshire through King Ligon's.... Hmmm.... Interesting that you brought that up, son. Lady Vayla was from Casca."
	Little Phoenix stilled himself like calm water. Dregin's mother. "Sire...you mentioned the Emperor killed Soar Wind."
	The juice in the pitcher jostled though Legran's expression remained calm. "I should have never said that to him. But he knew so much already."
	"What did he say that day?"
	"He wanted to see her. Came in here, this very dining hall, crazy drunk with that dead falcon demanding to see her. I think it was, because White Mane put him up to it. Instead, they targeted Aquine who had stayed like the brave knight that he was shielding his sister. He sat in your seat without breathing a word about her."
	"And where did the Emperor sit?"
	"Her seat. White Mane took Aquine's."
	Little Phoenix looked up the window across from him. "So, he's been watching us regularly.... That day...in the Zand.... I had quarrelled with her.... Was he there?"
	Silence.
	"He was there, wasn't he? Catching her in the clouds. He sent her lightning to help her die."
	"Dear Goddess!----What?!" Stone Bird bursted with her flame suddenly the size of a chair. "I blamed Phoenix that day!"
	"I'm guessing she drew the windstorm to put out the flames," Legran said calmly. "I don't know which of them called lightning. It was he who called me there with forcing rain out of the clouds. He expressed his regret for not interfering sooner."
	Misery encompassed Little Phoenix sinking his heavy heart further. Stone Bird and Legran looked to each other in puzzlement before gazing upon their son with sympathy. Crestfallen, slighting his frown to appear neutral, he sat at breakfast without touching his plate. What he saw in Exodus blew his heart away, but what he saw in Obendell tugged on the heart strings of hope. She missed Tare. She didn't miss him. At least...her love was always here.
	"Sire, I have a request."
	"Speak your mind."
	"Allow me to move the Rose Bend behind the Sky Tower and take up residence there. It would serve me better to keep an eye on Tare without hindrance."
	"You would need to make it private."
	"I will renovate it myself. No one else."
	"Very well. Consider it your reward for your first won battle at Obendell. In the meantime, secure Tare for me while I deal with matters out here."
	"Thank you, Sire." 
	He bowed his head in deep gratitude. After that, he forced himself to eat. Fewer words came from him since. His mother looked at him with silent alarm. She had heard his first battle had been a successful one, and it famed of brutal fire and acid to cleanse the mountain of evil. Legran peered proudly over their son, releasing his image from the pitcher, fading from sight.


Chapter 76

	"He fought well and hard," Dregin said as he dangled the small keg between his fingers. He was lounging on a seat naturally carved out of the rock of the mountain, sitting with one bent leg propped up for the elbow of the arm whose hand was holding the wine. The other hand was resting on his other knee with the leg hanging off the edge. Garbed in his black satin robes without his armor, he was taking leisure away from battle.
	Legran stayed sober sitting from his bend in the rock ledge. He was dressed in his own ivory white Tarennei robes with a layer of chainmail having shed plate armor for the time being. "We nicknamed him Little Phoenix, after all."
	"I would have settled for half a son like that."
	"Would you really?"
	Dregin nodded. "What a price, hmph." He swirled the keg listening to the swishing inside it echoing loudly. "I can't manage a daughter. She hates me now. She won't touch my land. But she's sending people to save yours."
	"And I'm leaving him to save them."
	Dregin's golden eyes were lit as they regarded the King of Zandria. "You're quite the pair, aren't you?"
	A glimmering smile took on Legran's lips as he picked at the fire in front of him. "I won't deny it. I loved her since she was six. She was a sack of bones then."
	"If your son and wife weren't in the way, would you have taken it a step further?"
	"Hmmm.... That idea never occurred to me." He raised his eyes out of the corner to peer at the Emperor sitting on the elevated end. "Do you really think you can handle a son-in-law of my range and spirit?"
	There was a moment of consideration before Dregin spoke up. "Pity you're a man."
	The other man's glimmering smile became a wry smirk. "Pity she's your daughter."
	A flurry of cloud fell over Dregin cloaking himself in the image of Ikrah. Her face gazed upon Legran sweetly on the shell of the heavy mist. "Is this how you often see me, Sire?" Dregin mocked.
	Legran shapeshifted into Aquine from head to toe, even down to the light Falshiren mantle he used to wear. "And do you remember me often, your Imperial Highness?"
	Dregin reverted to his original form. He hopped off the rock walking over there. Coming down to his knees before the other, he bowed his head until his chin was close to his chest. Within the next moment, he dropped his forehead into Legran's chest as he gripped on both of Legran's arms, forgetting the keg of wine that spilled on the ground.
	"There isn't a day I don't remember how he died. I let it happen. He said his secrets die with him."
	"And so you come after Ikrah."
	"That's not it."
	"Then, what is the reason you're coming after her?"
	"He held my son's soul. When he died, he and Solstar both left this world. Ikrah came back from Star Running. She must know what happened to him."
	Legran let out a dry chuckle, dropping his shapeshifted form. "And you expect answers coming out of her?" He shoved Dregin to fall back from him. They both got to their feet instantly. Hard ice formed the wall between them as Water and Wind clashed. "I will never help you harm her."
	"She's half a Dragon. She will live through the worst." Dregin slammed a fist into the wall. It grew thicker as Legran added his Element to it, drawing from the wine. "I hate how you fight me like this," Dregin retorted angrily.
	"I'm not stronger than you. White Mane is."
	More white ice formed around Legran as Dregin tried to circle him. He made sure to set them as panels only than to trap himself in a full wall. After a few more rounds like that, Dregin sobered up into changing his approach.
	"You're lucky I'm not calling lightning."
	"And you wouldn't at a time like this," Legran replied. "Bare knuckle brawl?"
	"I'll try not to bruise your face."
	They retrieved their Elements respectively as they straightened, taking their strides to circle the floor of the alcove. Each regarded the other calmly, though Dregin seemed to take pleasure in this fisticuff with a man he considered to be a brother and best friend over these years, even as they were at odds with each other to no end. While they were spaces apart, the mood was peacefully civil. Once they engaged, they were like beasts fighting to rip each other's hearts out. Their limbs crossed and punches came flying into ribs or the waistline. Even knees replaced kicks when they couldn't break apart. Legran managed to elbow his opponent to make a change in pace, but Dregin countered with a palm catching it and gave it a slamming push, then added a kick into his back. Legran caught his shin balanced on heels with a couple of steps strafing into a roundhouse kick spinning on the ground. They met with crossed arms again, when a voice interrupted.
	"Mind if I play, too?" Dirben asked pleasantly standing from the corner.
	"No, but you may watch how I make a fool out of him," Legran replied.
	"You're hardly playing fair beating up on a drunk."
	"Him? He's always half a drunk to fake out his true strength."
	"Oh, I see."
	Dregin regarded the Niele First Rank General with narrowed eyes. "I fought you all these years, and never even heard your name."
	"Dirben, brother to Barakan."
	That made Dregin stiffen where he stood. "Where is he?"
	"He's around. How's your Dragon?"
	"He's recovered. What's that weapon you used to tear his wing?"
	"Mythril iron. We have the Duchess to thank for that."
	Chuckles. "Extend my gratitude as well."
	Dregin then rushed straight away at Dirben into a full body contact fight. Legran hopped right in, turning it into a three-way fight. Bare knuckled fists were flying in either direction as they countered and blocked each other's moves. And then, when Dregin aimed to take out Dirben's eyes, Legran butted him with a hardline shoulder tackle. Dirben smirked and turned to do a backward leg sweep tripping Dregin into falling down hard. Then, it was just the two still standing to fight with rhythmic fists and footwork, until Dirben made a wolf move to punch out Legran in the gut, sending him wheezing several strides away.
	He walked over to Dregin putting a foot on him. "Half drunk, you're a disgrace! After this decisive battle, learn to leave the Duchess alone. Or I will destroy you personally."
	Dregin grabbed hold of the heel, ready to lace some Wind into knocking the man over. "What is it about her that you men follow her so easily?"
	"She's everything you're not!"
	That was when he shoved Dirben off. The man his junior maneuvered with the agility of a wolf landing on his feet fully balanced. Dregin sprang to his feet, striding angrily toward him. Walls of ice skittered across the space between them. Legran stepped in between the two men with his arms spanned wide.
	"King Legran," Dirben called out evenly.
	"I won't have in-fighting while Astra sits over Obendell like a sword on its head."
	"I apologize."
	"Thank you,"
	"Damn it, Legran!" Dregin slammed his fist into the wall. "What are you hiding from me this time?!"
	"It doesn't concern you."
	"I'm here and you say it doesn't concern me?"
	"Barakan wanted me to relay to you, King Legran," Dirben spoke quickly and softly to his ear, "Obendell is at your discretion. We will do our part to prevent the meddling from the Duchess."
	"I'm pleased to hear that. All I ask is for her to be safe. Many thanks."
	"Indeed. See you again after the war." Dirben took his leave and disappeared behind the rock climb.
	The ice wall broke as Dregin hopped through seeing only Legran standing there as a lone figure in the alcove. They stood there, facing each other with a renewed eeriness. A shield of Wind was raised around them like a dome of frost.
	"Either you fight me or you fight Astra with me," Dregin declared.
	"Why must you be so deviant?"
	He scoffed incredulously at Legran. "This coming from the father of the boy who raped my daughter?"
	"Shut up. He did no such thing."
	"Oh, didn't he now? On his wedding night, he didn't sleep with his bride!"
	"That's right. Solaren was ceremonial. He christened his manhood with Ikrah in consummation. I condoned the Tarennei marriage ritual over the superficial one. What of it?"
	"So that's how you planned it all along. Agreeing to the treaty with that loophole in place."
	"It was binding until you aborted the child between them."
	"Tarennei logic with a silvery tongue."
	"It doesn't matter now, does it? You didn't want to honor the bargain between us."
	"I wanted you to hand me Ikrah."
	"Why? For what purpose?"
	"Because...because you had her and I didn't!"
	Pause."You threw her out years ago. You don't deserve to be near her."
	"You didn't raise her. You trained her to be this Duchess with a horde of men standing in line behind her."
	"It's called an army, Dregin. They will die for her. That's their devotion to the little nova they believe her to be."
	"She's my daughter!"
	"She's someone else's life and hope now. You want to tear that away from her."
	"Stop talking already!"
	"I speak truth. Why don't you just say it for once?"
	Dregin grew silent. His frown became bitter, expression hurt. "I can't."
	"Did you allow Astra to test her?"
	"What?"
	"That last Winter Solstice we ever spent in Falshire. Did you or did you not allow a Sister of Astra to test Ikrah's magery?"
	"I knew about it after the fact."
	"When? After the fact?"
	"After our agreement. It was the week after. Limere came to me about it having heard Sky Fall come clean over what happened."
	"Who is this Limere exactly?"
	"A priestess of Casca also known as a Sister of Astra."
	"Why was she allowed in your palace?"
	"She's an agent of the Oracle I consult from time to time."
	"Why have you colluded with these people who clearly want Ikrah's head?"
	"You don't need to know that part."
	"I do. It concerns my land as well as yours, besides the fact that they want Ikrah."
	Dregin still hesitated, reticent with the information. Legran invoked his demand for answers, stepping forth with his palm reaching up moving it in an arc. Scratch lines cracked along the frost from the outside of the shield. Rain was fallling on it. He loved the fact that Ikrah had the foresight to keep the flurry of clouds overhead Obendell.
	"I will purge Casca eventually, Dregin. I know I can with Ikrah at my side."
	"And you're exposing her too soon."
	"Explain."
	"As of now, I doubt they know she's my daughter. Only that she has the potential."
	"Potential for what?"
	"A sacrifice for the Oracle. They have been looking for a Star Soul to enable their Oracle, which had stopped scrying knowlege of the heavens in over dozens of years. You probably know my father married one of their latent priestesses. She was in training to become a Sister of Astra until she agreed to take him for husband."
	"Your mother, Lady Vayla."
	"Through her blood, I inherit the...Bequest as a son of Astra."
	Legran flinchedas his mind worked to sift through what was being revealed.
	"If Ikrah survives all the tests, she will be put on the altar for bloodletting to annoint the Astro Oracle. It is a form of marriage to the Shadow Faction."
	"What the hell?"
	"I fought so hard to hide her. I'm sure Niele is doing the same. They won't aknowledge my connection to her for the same reason."
	Legran could only stare at him now. A man trapped in his inborn powers and helpless at the same time.
	"I can't tell if she has Awakened yet. I've forced her to cast lightning. But the fact that she survived Star Running says she has gained levels already. Just the knowledge alone is considered sacred enough to canonize her with that ritual."
	"But that would mean her death. Quite possibly a permanent one." Legran furled his forehead with another question. "Dregin, I thought only virgins are accepted into the Sisterhood of the Astra."
	"Well, with Ikrah, they will make an exception. So, yes, they only want to drain her blood to bathe the Astro Oracle."
	"Nine gates of hell!"
	Dregin grew somber and sardonic in expression. "You must think I enjoy being the Emperor and the Dragon. White Mane must have foreseen something to that effect. She didn't want to be the blame if Ikrah died as some Goddess-forsaken sacrifice."
	"What is this Astro Oracle exactly?"
	"I've never seen it. Or its twin the Astra Oracle. Both are carved statues to serve as the effigy. One is male and the other female, so that they pair up with the sacrifice depending on the gender of the person in question. And if her blood isn't enough...they will come after...."
	"Her children...!"
	Dregin nodded sadly. "I lost a son in not quite the same way. But maybe he was spared as fate had arranged it." He swiped his chin with the back of his hand. "I didn't know until after Niele fell. Trink being the resourceful little wench that she was had looked for Ikrah like a mad woman. She told me about the feud between her mistress and the Sisters of the Astra, and the reason why my daughter was a target. She offered up Aquine as a trade."
	"Then, you really did shield him at the Academy."
	"I did what I could for many children at the Academy. Some not so fortunate. They died during my testing. He was an exception.... He survived seven of my lightning hits. I gave him a full fail and faked having to revive him with my own healing. When he asked to transfer out to Falcon's Spire to be a knight, I approved without a question. I wish you hadn't told White Mane about me taking memories. I was trying to keep him hidden."
	"Why the act that you didn't know him?"
	"I didn't know he was my nephew! I thought he was some amazing mage-gifted boy. I didn't count on him becoming a decorated Knight of Tarenne quite so young."
	"Did White Mane kill him?"
	Dregin jumped, taken aback by that question. "No."
	"Another one of her accidents, huh?" Legran retorted sardonically. "I thought so."
	The ground began to sprout a sapling that grew up into a rosebriar larger than the both of them. White Mane stepped through with a stiff expression. She never got along with Legran ever. But now with years to her life, she learned a few things about the people she offended in the past. She made so many mistakes already.
	"White Mane...." Dregin was surprised to see his wife.
	"You should stay in Falshire," Legran said curtly. "More than likely, Astra will take this opportunity to hold the Royals hostage."
	"They want to draw Ikrah out," she replied. "If they are to drown Obendell in a river of blood or take Tare, either way they will have her come out to mourn her people."
	"Tell me something I don't know," he said dryly.
	"Your father passed away tonight." She stepped forward proffering a lock of hair that was braided with hair of grey and brown in her palm. "This came from him. Stone Bird will attest as to my trip here to deliver it. Your mother was a Cascan highborn. That much I can sense from her hair."
	"I never met her. She died in childbirth." He picked up the lock of hair from his parents. "This won't change what I do here."
	"What will you do when they invoke the kinship hold over you?"
	"Resist."
	"Same here," Dregin seconded.
	"That's two for two to keep score."
	"And we'll see how Little Phoenix does, if Ikrah is wise enough to stay out of the way."
	"That's what I'm worried about," Legran said.
	The raindrops began to fall heavily with bigger droplets, pattering on the dome. They looked up to see the sudden rainstorm pounding on the shield. The sky was enshrouded with dark clouds pushed together amassing selectively in place. Dregin remained silent as he loosened his grip a little letting in a hair's crack in the shield. Legran also understood what he did. A mist encapsulated Legran where he stood and dispersed with him into disappearance. White Mane strode forth in dismay searching around before settling her eyes on Dregin.
	"Gentle Goddess, was that Ikrah?"
	He didn't dare answer then. "I hope not."
	Up and away from their eyes, Ikrah pulled Legran against the wall of the mountain as they perched safely on a precipice. He uttered in relief and mirth to see her. She held his face in her palm as she pressed her cheek to his face. Her lips breathed warmly to his ear.
	"I'm lending you some of my strength, Sire. It should be enough for you to skim over the clouds in case things don't go your way here."
	"Ikrah...!"
	She shook her head slightly which felt like she was rubbing her face against his. "You will be able to resist lightning to some small degree." She released him to meet his gaze. "Please be safe, Sire. I have to go now."
	"But Ikrah, don't go to Tare-----"
	She had flown off in a cloud of mist disappearing on him just as suddenly as she came to him. He fretted over her, frowning with a fear he realized was as real as the pitfalls riddled around her life. That was when he reached to Stone Bird with a few words. The lock of hair in his handwas true. He told himself he would mourn his father's death later properly in the Zand.


Chapter 77

	The walkway that arched between the palace and the Sky Tower was dismantled by Little Phoenix in one session. He was careful to take the bridge down without letting any part of it fall on anyone. With the strength of Chimera, he had carried it to the Sky Lake adding another land bridge to the scenery. He patiently consulted the masons Ikrah left behind to gain their expertise and skills to engineer the Rose Bend's removal without breaking anything. He discovered the hidden passage, hence the reason his father wanted this done privately. He patched it up brick for brick, lathering on the cement with his own hands. As for cutting the floors, he used his magery to separate the chambers from the wall itself. When the same masons found him working on the structure, they thronged into his presence demanding to be allowed to work on it. He turned them away several times until his father gave him permission to employ them. They labored with devotion, because they knew it was the residence of the Eagles. Along the way, he communicated his vision of how to renovate everything. They worked tirelessly with moving everything intact to behind the Sky Tower as he instructed. They even cleared out a neat section of the garden for the building itself. As for the hollowed out section in the palace, he had a library built in there. That project would take a few years to finish.
	And then, he was sat down with the foreman one day to speak in private over the Rose Bend and its new construction. There were additions in place to insure future safety. Although the designs and construction were ready to be in place, the man had to inform him beforehand. He even swore his blood on the architecture that this was done in the utmost confidence. Not even the Duchess or anyone in Niele knew about these plans. This was the pact between them as one mason to another, having inducted him as an apprentice to their guild, The Stonecutters. He expressed that the freedom granted to him to help Tare was solely from the Duchess herself. She encouraged creativity at his discretion should he find work. Little Phoenix nodded in granting them permission to construct as they see fit so long they didn't touch the structure itself. Apparently, they saw his initiative as a sign from the stars for some reason. That was the first time he was exposed to a highly honor-bound and respective culture outside his own society. Their loyalty was fully placed in the purpose of trusting him to keep the secrets safely. He lived with the daily raucous of hammering and crashings without complaint as he guarded all the furnishings to be left as they were.
	Each day passed with progress. He watched from the Sky Tower that no longer had a table ever since Dregin broke it. He had since removed the chairs. In place of those things, he had slabs of stone set in place. Chairs were squares no higher than ankles. The new table was an oblong slab of marble no taller than the knee. Thus, to sit, one must crossed legs or kneel there. The place was intended for meditation...and show respect or else stand. He marveled over the structures, imagining Ikrah dancing around there. She loved Wind-skimming the clouds. Oddly enough, he kept remembering how she used to do that in the tundras as she rode across the canyons training the warhorses. These same warhorses were serving the war efforts in Obendell without fear of heights. They leapt in bounds and over cliffs. People respected the Knights of Tarenne for such great mounts.
	He bounded up onto the cloister walking along it to see everything around Tare. Such a great bird's eye view of the world below. If only she was here now, she would certainly enjoy it. His eyes spied on the North Gate. The arrivals were not exactly a welcoming sight to him. But the ones from the East Gate were quite a different matter. Clouds tumbled in the sky over the tundra where they came from with the winds lapping around them as they walked through the entrance, even from the tunnel of the gatehouse. He could sense his son's disappointment in not seeing Ikrah among them. A sigh of patience escaped him as he watched the bustling of the day. Not long after, Phoenix came flying up to where he was to alert for him to attend to the royal guests in the main hall. He dove down the tower fearlessly as Chimera was summoned to appear beneath him flying toward the palace. He landed on the balcony that led into the dining hall. Walking through the warm shield of glass made from Water, he was washed of the dust from the outside. Phoenix shrieked upon touching that shield. He smiled lightly, then willed a hole large enough for the fiery bird to come through before closing it again. They entered inside together as he opened the actual glass doors. He made his way to the main hall to greet the visitors who were staying here through this autumn and Winter Solstice. The Empress was there, too.
	"Greetings and welcome," he said with equilibrium in his composure. They all stared at him as if he was an outworldly man with his cut hair.
	"Hello, Little Phoenix," White Mane greeted back.
	He bowed to her politely with his head. "Phoenix is anticipating something. I hope you don't mind that she attends to us."
	"Not at all."
	"My Lord, it's been a while," Solaren spoke up.
	"Has it? I hadn't noticed."
	She sank in disappointment as the rest of her maiden family gathered near. He went on to see the couple with their baby.
	"Is this Prince Sundarin I hear about?" he asked.
	"Yes, isn't he adorable?" Revvine said proudly.
	He gestured for Phoenix to come over for a look. "This boy has the look of one searching for his twin. Quite possibly a sister."
	She and her husband both stared at him, because of that comment. Sundan and Jenna looked to each other in astonishment. Phoenix cooed with nods over the young prince. Revvine laughed lightly.
	"You keep teasing me about Talland."
	"I haven't seen him in a while," he replied.
	"It's a pity he hasn't seen Sundarin."
	"Oh, I think he will surely welcome seeing his nephew."
	She smiled with deep mirth. "I hope so. Uncle Padrad said he has a set of twin boys himself."
	Little Phoenix widened his smile. "A banquet dinner will be set this evening an hour early. Do you prefer respite until then or leisure with entertainment here?"
	"How about we take both here?" White Mane suggested.
	The others agreed. He nodded.
	"Very well," he said. Raising his arms, he spanned them wide and bounded in the air skimming around them in circles stirring winds in the main hall. Phoenix joined him letting off fire from its tail. While they were distracted by the golden sparkles, he went to call the musicians from the lounge one corridor away. He bounded in far leaps to reach there. On the way back, while the musicians were on the way, he detoured to the Citadel and the other Towers with instructions to his Captains and Generals to secure Tare on double to triple duties. He handpicked a team to disguise themselves as servants of the palace to accommodate the Falshiren guests. 
	Meanwhile he went to the other part of the city to meet the ones from the East Gate at the Forge Tower. When he entered it he found his mother was already there. He recognized Brem, but not the others standing near. They bowed to him with their heads and he nodded mutually. The door was closed heavily behind him by his own guards. He brought up a shield of Water and Fire for extra measure.
	"Phoenix is entertaining our guests, Mother. I trust they know their way to the dining hall when the dinner banquet begins. I prefer not to attend just this once."
	She frowned. "Dreadful. That means I have to attend."
	"You are Queen, Mother." He made a smile.
	Brem observed them silently. If he was surprised by Little Phoenix's true identity just now, he didn't show it. "Or perhaps we should attend, too?" he offered.
	"No," she replied. "The Empress is not very accepting of your people. I prefer to avoid conflicts within my halls."
	"As you wish, your Royal Majesty," Brem bowed with a crawling smile of his own. "Crown Prince, may I introduce to you, this here is Commander Andra," he indicated the rank and file as they were assembled behind him from the closest one to the farthest, "Commander Tozo, Commander Gan, and Commander Aspa. When battle comes, we are ready to bring our companies to engage the enemy."
	The four Commanders and Brem all pressed right palms over their left hand individually as they bowed together before Little Phoenix and Stone Bird.
	"Seven Stars mark our way," Little Phoenix remarked. "I hope they aid our victory."
	They looked up in astonishment. "Thank you, your Royal Highness. And may the Goddess bring us to safety as well." Brem was just as sophisticated in religions outside of his own.
	The Commanders simultaneous uttered: "Victory!"
	"Shall we begin?" Little Phoenix said.
	The meeting lasted for hours that extended into days as they went over the battle plan. Different scenarios were discussed. Stone Bird wanted to stay longer, but she had to go host the Falshiren Royals and the Empress, which became a daunting task. White Mane was inquisitively annoying to her aunt. The wall between them was as high and thick as ever. Stone Bird was not ready to forgive the Empress yet. She was less compromising than Legran in the matter of losing not just a grandchild, but Ikrah of whom she loved better than any woman in her family. The Duchess may be a legend now, but she was once a girl who grew into a young woman in these halls with love and devotion for the Crown. Even while demoted to Lady of Tare when she should've been declared Princess of Tare, she served as best she could with that forced miscarriage. Of these, Little Phoenix was aware of fully. He would make things right from here on.
	Whatever anguish he had in him, he buried it deep covering over the guilt and pain. His father once said: Love sufficed. If this was the test on his faith or a part of his suffering fate on love, then so be it. He would endure it with heart. His son needed a mother, one that would truly enrich his heritage with strength and temperament.
	He took mental notes over everything being put on the table. The strategem were positive, given what they now knew about the Astra and rogue Asmi. However, there was the matter of the massive army being mobilized by them hidden the forest. He knew about that, which he took into account. Even Brem made concern over it, because the Niele forces were not as big. The Astra had grown with much power over the years. Hence, Zandria's Knights were needed to buffer the situation. After all were discussed, he thought about speaking to Brem privately about another plan, one that needed to be relayed to Earl Barakan for his opinion. It was a backup in case of the one confrontation that needed a rescue mission exclusively. Brem's brow jumped up in astonishment. He contemplated a full moment before nodding with the formal Niele bow. Little Phoenix gladdened to see that bit of slow acceptance and made to leave.
	"Crown Prince."
	"Hmm."
	"How is it that you think our Duchess would come to battle here?"
	"Knowing her for as well as I have, I dare say she has the tendency to face danger head-on. She has never backed down from a fight before. This war wouldn't be different."
	"And may I ask what concerns you to suggest this wayward plan?"
	"I believe Earl Barakan and Prince Thoran know my reason. Let's keep it civil."
	"I break meals with them often. She hardly mentions your name."
	Little Phoenix turned around. "I knew her once. I admit she escaped my grasp. But I still desire her to be safe and well. May we all agree on that?"
	Brem's left brow jumped up in surprise as he glared curiously momentarily. He corrected himself swiftly, lowering his face into a bow."Yes, your Royal Highness. I will relay your words to them without fail."
	The Crown Prince of Zandria darkened in expression as he departed without another word.


Chapter 78

	After a knowing glimpse at the door closing behind him, Little Phoenix gave out a soft sigh under his breath. He stepped outside onto the esplanade, then flew back to the top of the Sky Tower. Taking his seat by the table, he took his rest there setting his elbow on the edge with a folded hand for his head, while perching his other arm on the knee of his bent leg. He closed his eyes tiredly for a nap during the middle of noon in early autumn under warm sunlight with the breezes swaying around him.
	His people below had seen him do that often. Every training knight and squire in Tare felt his loneliness as they witnessed his daily habits taking to the Sky Tower as their Lord of the Keep. They remembered his words that night about the Lady of Tare. About three years gone, she hadn't returned to Tare's halls once. They too felt these halls were hollow without her presence. Yet now their Crown Prince had decided to move the Rose Bend behind the Sky Tower as his new place of residence. Somehow, the hint of hope was there as if meaning she was destined to a promise to this great fortress. They didn't question his faith and took on to it themselves to wait upon her return.
	The Niele men were genuinely surprised by the love of the people for their Duchess, even as she held a different title here. They were embraced by Tarenne warmly through that love. Each was greeted as if he was a brother in arms with one Lady to protect or serve, besides the Crown of Zandria. They were fully impressed by the mutual admiration for her coming from the Tarennei.



———<>———

	White Mane stood on the balcony looking at the scene of how the two peoples mingled with welcome and acceptance. She felt shame burn her without sparing a corner of her conscience. This was by no means her homeland. This was Tare, the resurrected spirit of Tarenne set in the beautiful fortress at the forefront of Tarenne that had now grown into Zandria. Her place of origin was deeper within beyond these tundras, a lone castle set within the desert overlooking the great river bend of Ostra. Years ago, she failed at unifying the continent to save Tarenne. And here, from north through south and the mountains to the plains, people united to fight for Ikrah's sake. She gazed upon the three Great Towers seeing each represented the Elements. She couldn't help but noticed her own particular Element was not raised, only Wind, Water, and Fire. Which was the main reason why she came here. She wanted to lend her Elemental strength, but she was at a loss as to how the four disciplines were to be utilised among the Knights of Tarenne. Something was amiss and Stone Bird hadn't been forthcoming. Little Phoenix had closed the door on speaking to either her or Dregin as well. 
	Seeing how the Crown Prince of Zandria favored the Sky Tower over his own Elemental namesake in the other two, she could see his attachment to Ikrah was deeper than ever. Solaren's chances at winning him over was next to impossible now. The Falshiren Royal Princess had no achievement to show. Her beauty was not as spell-binding as Ikrah's, other than being a golden blonde. She only had her title to offer, yet her connection to the Emperor was not as close the blood that flowed directly in Ikrah's veins. However, she was officially legimate to her birthright, whereas Ikrah had to hide as a bastard daughter born from a baroness and an ostricized member from the Sisterhood of Astra, no less. Between the merits and the shortfalls, Ikrah outshone all with having survived Star Running. The whole continent wanted her for that. Niele's prized sacred artifact in the living flesh.
	She walked back inside to the dining hall joining the others eating and drinking at the table. Stone Bird watched her with that mirthless deadpan countenance she now learned to be accustomed to. The rift between was real and permanent. Little Phoenix had avoided these gatherings. She was not welcomed in these halls, in fact, Dregin warned her of having been banished, but she made her point to be here anyway. If Legran was here, maybe confrontation was unavoidable.

———<>———


	Thoran walked Ocelyn into the bedchamber seeing Ikrah on the floor with a knife and her robes down baring her upper half. He covered their daughter's eyes immediately, rushing her into her own room and locked the door. Turning around, he calmly regarded his wife as she sat there without making a move. Meeting her on his knees, he carefully reached for the blade. She looked up to him, gripping on tightly.
	"Ikrah, what are you doing?"
	"I'm not sure what is the best mark on me."
	"I can help you."
	She loosened her grip, relenting to his offer as he retrieved the blade. "There is a chance I won't know myself in the future. I need you to brand me so that I can find my way back."
	"Why do you say that?"
	Small streaks of lightning corruscated around her head along her spine. Her hands came up fingers fiddling with those tentacles of light. "I am Awoken. Every memory, every detail of my life since birth has returned to me."
	He reacted with fear, staring at her. "Ikrah...."
	Her tears were the lightning streaks breaking into sparks like rain. "They are a part of my existence. Only I can summon the Temple of Life and take to battle with it. But in case I fail, I may lose everything again. So, I need a mark to remind me who I am."
	"What better brand than your own name?"
	She considered over his suggestion. "It's a dangerous name. The Empire wants me to heel. The Shadow Faction wants me as their slave."
	He set the knife down on the floor. He picked through her robe for one of her pincers. "Is this clean?"
	She nodded.
	"Lie down, my love." He helped her lay down on the floor. "Sew it with lightning."
	Her skirt was lifted to bare her right foot. Picking up her heel, he rest it on his knee gently, looking at her a moment to prepare her for the branding tattoo. She nodded bravely. He began piercing her skin along the sole of that foot. Each rune was stitched backward together, inverting the name and adding the Seven Stars alongside. The lightning chained the pincer with each stroke, burning her skin with smoke. When done, they were both sweating. She sat up. He had to drop the pincer as it was hot and his hand was swollen. She held his palm, absorbing his pain and reducing the swelling. Lifting her foot, she looked seeing from her angle to read it plainly, but from another's viewpoint, it was mirrored to be read backward, and disguised to resemble Falshiren cursive writing with the constellation as an embellishment, too.
	"Thoran...." she spoke his name with wonder and broke in tears, lips quivering in her frown.	"Shhhh...." He held her face in his hands pressing their foreheads together. "I love you, Ikrah. Nothing will change that."
	"I don't want to forget who we are. I swear...!"
	"I know, my love." He gazed into her eyes with mirth and endless breadth.
	"I will do whatever it takes to stay alive and come back to you."
	He held her close, rocking her back and forth. She clung to him then, closing her eyes to fight the tears as the lightning streaks folded into a sphere striking fast and unrelenting.

———<>———


	Sahrein sat in place on the couch watching the two men finish each other's armor details. They were husbands and fathers, now. Young and vibrant with great hopes for the future. Neither were going to be domestic house watchers. And both were her sons-by-law. She was very proud to have them, indeed. Talland and Roen came over to her side. Their wives and children were safely tucked away in bed somewhere else in Exodus. She nodded her head as of one approving their decisions.
	"For our homeland, Mother," Talland said.
	"Fight with might, sons of Grace," she said back. "I am truly blessed by my daughters."
	"We will keep Barakan safe for you," Roen teased.
	She beamed widely. "Do your best. I know he won't fall on you if he can help it."
	"Try not to cry the while we are gone. I know Asmalani will be crossed with me for leaving without a word."
	"It must be done. I will tell her you expect to return unharmed."
	He nodded, swallowing down his emotions. Talland patted him on the shoulder, reminding him it was time to go. No further words were needed. They stepped outside into the corridor and walked into the Road to Summons, landing into camp with the First Guard and Niele's first ever Star Strider Elite Force. They were men well trained in what they do. Their mission was to ambush and retreat quickly without leaving traces for the enemy to catch them. The Grace boys were hardly fish out of water, but this was their officially first battlement when they engage the enemy. The two spotted Barakan standing by a tree overlooking forestry below the precipice. High ground was an advantage.
	"High Commander," they addressed him without giving away his identity.
	He acknowledged them with a glance and nod. His helmet covered much of his head except his face which was painted with animal blood and mineral mud.
	"Sahrein sends word she is with child," Talland said.
	There was a pause as if Barakan had the wind knocked out of him. He turned slowly to face them calmly. "I didn't think her age is still capable of that."
	"She has reason to lie, maybe," Roen said lightly, "But the Head Nurse has been attending to her diligently for a week now. She is confirmed for a full month."
	The Earl of Niele inhaled a heavy sigh. "The Duchess loves to meddle."
	"She also sends word that you best remember to return safe with or without success to this mission."
	"Ah, damn, worrisome child. I fought countless battles over thirty decades. Wounds are a badge of honor."
	Both curled their lips regarding him with a fierce sense of loyalty. They planned to carry out Ikrah's plan to watch over Barakan. He narrowed his eyes at them a moment before walking back to camp right through between them like pushing doors on their hinges. They followed him without fail. If he noticed, he didn't react at all. At camp, Dirben, however, squinted at them with curiosity, then began to let a curl crawl up a corner of his lips. He, too, reserved any comment in the matter. Perhaps he welcomed their presence to relieve him of his side mission, which was to protect the Earl. After the briefing of the battle strategy and forecast of the day, they were allowed to break. Barakan walked back to the same spot to observe the forestry. The fires were being put out carefully to avoid giving off smoke.
	Dirben watched his brother from a distance with the other two. "I've never seen him like this until recent years."
	"Which is?"
	"Warmth."
	Roen studied the Earl again. "Why didn't he ever take on a woman before?"
	"No time. And he avoided the priestesses."
	"What about the nurses?"
	Dirben looked straight at him as if he was out of his mind. "They were and are our precious infirmary. We can't afford to lose any one of them to childbearing during our continuous battles against Falshire's ceaseless raids."
	"I don't understand."
	"They're not your regular wisdoms and midwives."
	That remark sank in as Roen realized what was implied. "After this war is over, I really would like to learn more about Niele's intricacies."
	"You would have to be indoctrinated into our culture first in order to be lectured."
	Roen smiled broadly to that, which disturbed the other man into squaring him back in askance. Talland glanced over at his cousin, then let out a patient sigh.


———<>———


	Kaleigh coughed gently as she pressed on her chest to hold in her ribs from rattling. She leaned against the stand for support while sitting in her bed of furs. Her disciples took away the bloodied rags and water, exiting the raised tent that was the size of a tavern. She breathed heavily to recover her bearing. Warvisn entered the tent with a bandaged arm on a sling that was a light injury compared to their fallen numbers.
	"Chameleon fire is impressive," he remarked.
	"I fear I may not survive this winter even with avoiding battle," she replied. Looking at his arm, she envied him openly. "You're lucky."
	He checked his arm. "I can't feel anything nor move my fingers."
	"Don't rush. You will recover soon. Or else, I will give you my arm as a replacement."
	"I don't need a woman's arm to do battle."
	She smiled demurely. "It may be a woman's arm, but it will lend you secrets of the Astra."
	"Thank you," he mocked sardonically, "but I don't wield magic. I prefer my blade and good sense."
	"Hmph, nonsense." She coughed grimacing in pain. She took a few moments breathing heavily to recover again. "Please sit. You are a tall man. Must I raise my head to look upon you?"
	He scowled indignantly as he stepped near to squat down beside her. "Why have the guards moved further out once I come in here?"
	"It's better that way...son."
	Sourly, he regarded her with intensity. "You sold me, and yet you sent guards to train me into the warrior that I am. What kind of mother are you?"
	"I knew you were destined to redefine the Asmii. I sent you to Grimrook to make good on your destiny. You built your own Faction with your own strength and leadership. Not many can accomplish that."
	"In other words, I'm a plant to do your bidding."
	"You agreed to aid Astra in this hunt for the Duchess. I didn't force you."
	"It's a returned favor, nothing more. After this, our paths should never cross again...Mother."
	She blinked tiredly eyeing him admirably. "This life of mine is not wasted. At least, I am High Priestess of Astra just this once. In the next life, I would still strive for the same glory."
	"More of that inhuman Astra bunk," he scoffed.
	"Insult it as you will, it was Astra that allowed me to have you."
	"To make this army that does your bidding."
	"Let's not talk about war for a while." She looked at him with a sigh, reaching up to touch his face. "I don't remember your father's face. And yet you wear his somewhere beneath your skull. How difficult it must be to hate me, because you miss him."
	"You murdered him for his seed."
	"It was not my fault he exerted himself in passion to death."
	He groped her wrist with his good hand pulling it away from his face. "Just as good a way to end a witness of my existence. Or else you wouldn't have been accepted into the Sisterhood."
	She uttered a sigh, lowering her arm of which he released his grasp and withdrew himself. "Regardless, you are a son of Astra. It's a pity you don't own the potential."
	"I consider myself lucky."
	"You think so?" She smirked coldly and shrewdly. "If I divulge your true birth, where do you think you will end?"
	He was quite calm in facing her, then. "I am no stranger to death. I only wish to meet my maker in battle."
	"I heard," she relaxed as she dusted the stand with her fingers, "you seeded with that Red Puma, the one with the scar on her chest. I'm very interested in my grandchild. Part of the reason I hope to survive this winter and live through spring."
	"She's gone. You will never find her."
	"Now...where could you possibly hide her other than the feira?"
	Silence.
	"Don't worry, son. I will meet her in Falcon's Spire when I am ready." To this, he reacted with terror rather than surprise. "And if the child shows an inkling of potential, I will arrange the Academy to open an enrollment spot.... What's the matter?"
	"She won't carry it to term."
	"You don't bluff very well with that bad arm shaking."
	He moved his eyes over the arm in the sling. His hand was indeed shaking on its own. He had to cover over it with his good hand. Getting up, he tried to walk off his panic in simple straight treading paces.
	"I hope it's a boy."
	"I hope so, too."
	He looked up and had to face her. She was serious. He came down on his knees, putting his head to the floor, then raised himself to speak.
	"I am not offering up my child."
	"I only need your firstborn. You may keep all your subsequent children."
	"Firstborn," he repeated sarcastically. "How many more firstborns are there when you come take one every year?"
	"I meant firstborn from this woman and every other woman you ever seed with. After that, you may have as many children as you like."
	He frowned with tears welling up in his eyes. "Why my seeds? Why not take the ones from my men?"
	"They are not sons of Astra."
	"Even so, not one of the women I've seeded survive labor at your hands or your nurses."
	"You've only provided two daughters and a son to me so far. I need a boy from you yet to match the pairs."
	"When may I see any of them?"
	"After they come of age, you may meet."
	"I hope you die soon."
	She sighed audibly. "That's pointless. The next one to replace me will still do the same to maintain Astra."
	"Will you spare Mogren? She has knowledge about the Duchess."
	Kaleigh froze a moment before speaking again. "Her time in Falshire was hardly enough to show intimate knowledge of the Duchess. We had people within the empire who watched her daily and didn't even notice her potential then."
	"Mogren survived Battle Royale with the Duchess when she was under age. Your people missed that."
	"Under age?"
	"She was fourteen as a page and she managed to put that scar on Mogren. They are five years apart."
	Kaleigh's lips parted as if her jaw had dropped inadvertently before she closed it to swallow a moment of realization. "Really?"
	"Spare Mogren. She remembers while everyone else failed to notice that very same page who grew up to be the Star Running Duchess today."
	She chuckled softly, then louder. "You're actually making a request?"
	"I am."
	"Why? One vessel is as good as another."
	"I favor this one particularly."
	She regarded him in consideration. "Very well, then. If the child is a girl, you may keep her. But we will have Mogren----" as she saw he was about to protest, she added quickly in insistence "----She will be treated well. And you may have conjugal visits with her if you wish to provide full blood siblings for this child between you."
	"And what must I do to gain her freedom?"
	Pause. "Survive this battle.... I sense we may not overtake our enemy in either places due to what I suspect to be one betrayal too many from Falshire. If you make it back from battle, come to Casca. We have much to do and make a binding nuptial."
	There was hardly room for negotiation between them. The agreement was made under duress as well as unspoken abiding concessions from Warvisn as a son of Astra.


  Chapter 79

	Almost the end of autumn. Up and down the maternity ward in Exodus was a non-stop strip of women in labor. All of the nurses were on their feet continuously taking shifts to deliver the infants coming into the world. Ikrah was called away with Treyila having gone into labor. As Ocelyn cried and fussed over missing her mother, Thoran took her with him to the ward to check on his wife. The rooms chorused with the cries and groans of women as they endured births. The girl began to stare at the doors around them, gripping onto her father who remained calm and quiet as he searched for the one important room. They paced the hallway together. Sometimes, some of the cries calmed and then picked up again. There were baby cries in between. And then, the nurses would file out with basins of precious blood that were covered under coppery black cloths. They would rush their even steps to the blade room without fail while the next set of nurses would come back with clean towels and linens or fresh bath water brought by the jugs and basins. Ocelyn tugged on her father to be held. He picked her up walking back and forth making his rounds. He would nod on occasion as she asked questions pointing to each door. She would call out boy or girl based on the cries of the baby. Soon enough, he realized his daughter had a gift for life.
	In the farthest room, Ikrah was helping Treyila cope with the labor pains that came faster and stronger by the minutes at nightfall. The Head Nurse was there, too. They took turns mopping Treyila's sweat. When the contractions were at their height, Ikrah had to raise the patient up in the air to relieve the pressure on the main artery that ran through the back. The first child was crowning nicely. Within moments, she came into the world. Treyila demanded to see her immediately. Between gasps and weeping joy hearing the baby cries, she named the child Solstar for the birthmark behind the shoulder that looked like a damselfly. Farila wasn't far behind coming into the world with a strong cry for life as her sister. They calmed upon seeing their mother being exhausted. Ikrah had to watch for the placenta herself while the Head Nurse cleaned the babies expertly and wrapped to be put in the baby crib. Once that was all done, Treyila was laid gently on the bed with plenty of towels and linens for her to absorb her slowed bleeding. Covers were strewn over her to keep her warm. 
	Thoran was finally allowed to see the twins and congratulate Treyila. Ocelyn was absolutely well-behaved as she met the twins for the first time as they lay on either side of their exhausted mother who smiled with pride. She pointed at Solstar and said "Solstaris! Solstaris!" over and over again. He stared at their little girl with a sense of dismay before giving his wife a questionable look. She let out a chortle sighing as she leaned against the wall as she held her elbows. When he looked over at Treyila, he met sleeping mother holding onto her baby girls with love----

	----The battle in the night was lit only by moonlight, under the biggest and brightest harvest moon of the year. At the edge of the tundras and between the mountains, Niele's Elite clashed with Astra's finest to slow them down from reaching Tare. Wolves were in the mix fighting swarms of blood bats. The fighters began to seep into the battlefield. Steel clanged and sparks flew. Frost began to drift slowly down on them all, yet the heat of the battle was rising fast with the many bodies moving at the rush of adrenaline. Dirben and Brem lost sight of Barakan as he broke rank to track for the leader of the Astra who was on the precipice waving a flag to signal for how the army should move. They were trapped with the pommeling numbers keeping them back. Then, a pair of nightstalkers skimmed for high ground to search for him without impediment from fighting. When he drew his steel on the flag bearer, he found a match in the warrior who fought back with skill and reflex. The bout disrupted the army formation below.
	That was enough to cause the Astra to withdraw into the Splitting River Formation. Niele forces were small in number and could only chase after one side, which was the closest and immediately visible to them. The other side broke for escape running into the foot of the mountain heading for the plains.
	Barakan kicked his opponent down catching a moment to see the situation below. His mind raced to assess the change. And because he understood what was happening, reacting to it with emotion of fear, he was distracted long enough to be hit by the man who recovered from falling down. The blade of the spear penetrated his armor stabbing into his chest. He grunted with the wind knocked out of him. He barely heard the cries for him. Within moments, two fighters jumped overhead past him chasing down the culprit with fast blades. He fell from sudden weakness that stole all his strength in that wound----

	----Ikrah felt it distinctly. The image of Barakan sharing his blood on her lips came flashing back to her. She felt the impact of his wound as real and instantly as if she was there in battle with him. Her body was thrown in spasdic convulsion along with him. Thoran cried out her name that sounded far away. She was inside Barakan seeing the night, smelling the sweat and blood of the battlefield soaking up the earth, tasting his blood that threw up in his mouth.
	"Barakan...!"
	No. He cannot die here, not like this. Not now. He had a child waiting for him.
	She summoned him home. He was delivered through moonlight alone, then with the mist of her own making. That was how she traded places with him to enter the battlefield. Without armor, she had only magery to aid her in battle. She caught sight of Talland and Roen fighting the Aze warrior. Lightning spun around her like a spinning spica. Her weapon was too bright to be seen exactly what it was, except it was bright as a bolt of light.
	"Capture him alive!" she shouted the order to the Grace cousins as she wove a bolt of lightning over their opponent.
	Jumping off the cliff, she flew into the valley below to engage the Astra, trying to cut them off from entering Zandrian territory. Their blood bats were shot or burned upon coming into contact with her lightning armor. She was like a falling star in the sky chasing after the throng of running soldiers flowing along the tundra.


———<>———



	Tare awoken itself for the omenous sign in the distance that was a warning shot from heaven. People rushed to the wall that faced the northeast seeing the bright star aglow in the horizon as the rumble of ten-thousands of fighters coming their way. Drums were beat on to signal for the rest of the fortress to take battle stations ready for the onslaught of attack. Archers lined the walls. Oil was hoisted ready with fire pits being lit strategically on the parapets. The Knights of Tarenne scrambled for battle gear gathering in wait at the gates whether to fight from behind the gatehouse or to go outside.
	Little Phoenix bounded up onto the cloister of the Sky Tower to see better what was coming. His heart flew inside his chest as he recognized who was coming their way disguised as that star. That army was running away from her in a race to reach Tare. He had to try, even if they had been apart for so long.
	"Ikrah," he called out through telepathy, reaching out to her with his mind. A wall of iron slammed straight up against him. He forced through it with Fire burning a hole in the center melting it like a forge overpowering metal. "Ikrah, it's me."
	"Crown Prince!" she retorted.
	"You're coming to Tare. I will meet you halfway so we can trap them."
	Pause. "Help me cut them off at the River Tear."
	He donned his magical armor, slipping on golden flames as he rode Chimera out there. Phoenix was not far behind him shrieking battle cries in the night that was close to breaking into dawn. They met at the canyon range where the tundra broke in rifts like wide lesions in the earth. Phoenix fire drew a wall in the ground to keep them from coming further into Zandria. He could see the enemy in droves and they brought blood bats to curse his land. Her lightning was not enough to catch them all. He roared with his Soul Spirit giving off fire to add to the wall to intensify lighting up the earth all the way to heaven.
	Behind Ikrah in the near distance was the sound of a stampede rolling like thunder toward her. The cavalry was a surprising twenty thousand horse-riding Knights of Tarenne strong coming out of Obendell's back path to wedge Astra into a deathtrap. Falshire's Imperial Army was beside them with the Dragon leading the way having defeated Astra where the battle started. The only thing in their way was the River Tear, which was the canyon filled with her tears from some years ago. She flew there turning up a tornado to draw the water up into heaven. Hail was created spinning in the swirl of her sudden storm. She drilled it into the river, turning it into a frozen land bridge, allowing the Knights to cross without breaking momentum.
	That was when she was vulnerable as she stilled to maintain that bridge. The Dragon tried to reach her lending its breath of frost into the river to widen the bridge, but it was a hair's breadth short in stopping what was to happen to her in the same moment. Astra's dozen sacred druids pooled their power together summoning blood bats her way slamming into her like a bombardment of blackness covering over her light. She was sealed off from the rest of the battle.
	Little Phoenix felt her panic in claustrophobia, her one weakness. He changed direction gliding over the battlement seeing the last of the Knights of Tarenne crossing the bridge that was breaking into melting ice chunks as the river was flowing back through. Even the Dragon was confused as to what was going on, having lost sight of her in that mass of darkness. But it searched for the Astra druids scanning the landscape. Something was wrong. They were shielded from the creature's eyes. He, on the other hand, followed what sense of her he had left, though it was waning as she was fighting the power that was consuming her will. There. He dived straight in that one direction roaring in that inhuman voice as Chimera blew water into the darkness that turned out to be bodies of giant black bats. They fought back by bursting into blood splattering explosions to blind him, causing him to withdraw. He drew a shield of fire and water to prevent any of it spilling on him. That was when he drew from the river to slam a tidal wave into them, freeing Ikrah from their grasp. She was on her knees, staggering to stand up on her feet. He was diving for her again only to be denied with the Dragon swooping in grabbing her body in its front limbs. Appalled for a moment, he recovered to give chase.
	Out of nowhere, Thoran appeared in the air and disappeared and reappeared again grabbing hold of her in one arm while gripping on the Dragon's wrist with the other. Garbed in only his deep blue robes with silver stripes to the train, he was a sight for sore eyes. He was not strong enough to free her from the creature, but he reminded her what was important.
	"Thoran!" she cried.
	"Ikrah," he called back amid lapping winds taking his breath away. He searched for a way to fight the Dragon only to stir its wrath into blowing frost vapors at him.
	"No!" She drew a shield over him to ward off the Dragon's frost-biting breath. "Thoran!" she called desperately, trapped as she was. She had been weakened and couldn't summon lightning at the moment. "Teach Ocelyn everything about me. Don't forget me!" 
	That was when she pushed the shield forcing him to let go. He was thrown into the Road to Summons to return to Exodus. In that fleeting moment, before he was there, he saw her transform into the half-Dragon that she was writhing to be free fighting the creature with the last of her strength left. And then, he was gone, safely tucked away in Exodus without another chance to come back to the battlement. In the sky, the two Dragons were joined by Phoenix and Chimera with the rider fighting in a frenzy that made a storm of hail, fire, and hard rain. The battle below waned into a sea of defeated Astra fighters that dropped their weapons in surrender. The people stared into the dawn as the heavenly creatures fought each other in circles.
	Phoenix had grown in size to match the Dragon, snapping at it every which way and spitting fire in between. The half-Dragon, a wingless serpentine version of the original, dove and ducked to escape. Chimera at Little Phoenix's command was unwilling to let her go either. He blocked her at every turn. They were in a stalemate situation that repeated itself over and over. And then, the Dragon locked claws with Phoenix in a vicious fiery and wind-driven ripping fight. Chimera pounced onto the back of the Dragon clawing into it's body. Little Phoenix held onto his Soul Spirit with a dispassionate expression as he was consumed by the fight. The half-Dragon circled them in a panic, roaring to be heard. And then, she butted them with all her might whipping her tail at whichever creature available, which happened to be the Dragon. He released Phoenix just as Dregin shot up in the air striking at Chimera with lightning bolts blasting the hybridized Soul Spirit and rider off of his own. The Dragon slammed its head into Ikrah's serpentine form throwing her back. The winged lizard snapped around biting her in the neck below the head, then released to catch a better grip only to have her whip back with her tail weakly. She clawed at him with her talons in a panic of pain, roaring with cracks of lightning and breaking thunder. It was enough to push away from the Dragon, who gave her one last blow by unleashing a blistering frost from its mouth at her. She was knocked out cold by the continuous blast. The earth shook, breaking apart beneath the riverbed. The water drained away into that rift.She fell into the river that was running in rapids by now having melted all the ice. Her dragonite form receded transforming her back into human shape as soon as it touched water. Dregin saw what his creature of instinct did, but it was too late catch hold of her. The Dragon swooped around catching him as he dropped from the clouds landing on its back.
	"Nooooo!" Little Phoenix cried out seeing she was carried off in the fast waters. He dived for her but she was out of reach disappearing under the waters that ended in a whirlpool. "Ikrah!...IKRAH!..."
	He plunged himself into that swirling sinking body of water without much thought. His Soul Spirit instinctually folded into himself. She was just a speck down below caught in there spiraling away in the sweeping currents. Chameleon grappled onto his ankle and plucked him out of there with help from the Dragon holding its long tail, flapping those massive wings that air-lifted them straight up. She was beyond his reach disappearing from sight altogether. Futility encapsulated him then and there. He closed his eyes, giving in to exhaustion letting the water fall from his mouth and nose.
	Dregin, Legran with his unconscious son on him, Phoenix, and White Mane stood on the cliff of the canyon staring down at the ending of the river in that giant sink hole.


  Chapter 80

	The Astra prisoners of war were taken into Tare. They were kept bound in iron chains and guarded in the prison heavily. For preventive measure, they were given daily cuts to prevent channeling of magic. Four layers of Elemental barriers were put in place for even further security. Interrogations were yet to be underway. Warvisn was glad he didn't replace his arm as his mother had offered. At least, with this arm scarred from Chimera Fire, he was numb to the cuts they placed on him. Not that he ever wielded sorcery or magery anyway, but he was grateful all the same. The food here wasn't half as bad as he had thought. He wondered what the palace food was like if prison was this kind. As he ate, he thought about what he had seen that night.
	He managed to spear that High Commander in a stroke of luck. What he didn't anticipate was seeing the Duchess that up close and personal when she ordered for his live capture. Because of that, he allowed the two men to defeat him to save his strength. She was dressed in light like a glorious golden beacon in the darkness. Even her hair was burnished gold. He had never seen a woman throw herself off a cliff before, much less one that could fly on the wind like an eagle in flight. She couldn't possibly be human. The stories among the others in here began to describe as a wingless half-Dragon. If what they said about her was true through eye witness testimony, then the best conclusion to guess on her birthright should mean she was related to the Dragon himself: The Emperor Dregin of Falshire. Now, that was information Karlay would be very interested in. He wondered if that would be enough to trade for Mogren's freedom.
	A pause checked his thoughts. He wasn't particularly fond of Mogren, but she didn't escape his notice either. It was her scar's origin that held his attention the most. The Duchess had touched her in battle at that tender age. Again, inhuman. She had to be of the Dragon's begetting. Who could possibly tame such a magical creature? He gulped thinking about her powers. The other known Celestials had revealed themselves to be very powerful beings already. But she was different. She was a half-Dragon with Astra wild magic in her. A Star Runner, no less.
	Nonetheless, he had to stay alive in order to return to Casca. His child would be born with him there at least, or close enough to keep an eye on. He prayed that it would be a girl. Karlay might really spare her from the Oracle's ritual. Ever since the first child was taken from him, he had done his discovery of what Astra was about with all matters related to children. It was a truly evil practice to insure their numbers to serve with utmost loyalty, yet the High Order priestesses were strictly shackled with abstinence and purity. His mother somehow managed to bypass the inspection of her virginity. Should that even matter at this point now? The enemy were all well equipped in sexual relations as well as having gifted children with results. He considered for quite some time about his seeds. Losing over a dozen already, he hoped to do right by this one.
	The guards opened the cell door. Two men entered the cell. They were garbed in casual formal clothing. The one on his left was golden haired with strange matching light amber eyes. His Falshiren mantle marked him to be an important figure in the Imperial Court. The one to his right wore something lighter, a double layer of silk. The inner layer was plain white, while the outer layer was a harder shade of beige which reminded him of the tundras on hot day in summer. As soon as they halted before him, the whole cell was frosted with ice that chilled his bones.
	The Falshiren gestured with the point of his finger. Instantly, Warvisn's left sleeve was torn off revealing his scars of burned flesh. He looked up at the man with strait-laced calm, though he was obviously offended to be stripped like that. The desert-bred stepped over to examine him.
	"Looks like you survived that Obendell battle and made your way to this one," the man said. "Not many walked away from Chimera Fire and still come back for more."
	"He is quite the exception," the Falshiren said.
	"The Duchess was wise to order my live capture," Warvisn remarked coolly.
	"Duly noted," the desert-bred replied. "I believe the reason is, because she would take retribution for what you did to her High Commander."
	"Well, in that case, I won't waste your time. I gave him that spear in the chest. Weapons have no eyes during battle."
	The Falshiren laughed mockingly. "I don't need you to call a ceasefire. I welcome butchering every one of your warriors and druids."
	"Then, by all means." Warvisn shrugged.
	The desert-bred stepped over gesturing with a hand for the other to halt. "He is the Aze of the Glade tribal king Warvisn."
	"I know who he is, Legran." Dregin eyed the prisoner as of the legendary Dragon himself toying with a new prey.
	Warvisn realized he was in the presence of the Emperor and the King of Zandria now. He gave out a hearty laugh.
	"Indeed, Warvisn here. Beat or kill at your disposal. I fought a good war. Death makes no difference to me."
	"You see?" Dregin mocked. "He practically begs for death."
	Legran strode aside, tilting a look upon the prisoner studiously. "Then, I choose this one, if you would be so kind as to oblige me."
	"Just this once," the other replied. "See if you can persuade him."
	Dregin stepped outside and left. Warvisn swallowed, fearing Legran more than the Emperor. This man may not have been as famous or legendary as the other, but from the looks of him here in person, he seemed to be the more dangerous one in ways of subtlety. And that was the quality Karlay had and used to her advantage.
	"I know you must be a son of Astra," Legran began. "I have yet to find whose son you really are. But in time that will be revealed to me eventually."
	"What does that matter really, King Legran?"
	"It matters whether you want to live or die. A simple choice."
	Warvisn regarded the man with that same fear again, reigning in his tongue to tread carefully. Legran hardly showed any emotion as he feigned a light-hearted expression.
	"If you have unfinished business in this life, it would be ashamed to end it so soon."
	Pause. "I have a few matters to attend to," Warvisn said slowly.
	"Let me guess.... Any of them involves the Oracles of Astra?"
	"Quite the contrary, actually."
	A slight curve touched Legran's lips. "Seems we share something in common. It would do if you serve me."
	"That would be near impossible considering I'm obligated to serve another already."
	Legran looked at that marred arm. "Whoever took the time to heal that is likely the one to invoke kinship over you."
	"How can you know that unless...you're also...."
	"I wouldn't go that far, even if to stretch a guess. But I know a few things."
	"Such as?"
	"Resisting Astra's hold."
	"What would you know of that?"
	"You're over thirty with no children to show when you clearly own a feira."
	"Your point being?" Warvisn snickered dryly.
	"The fact that you are connected to Astra plainly says where all your begetting went. Does that never bother your head that they are made brethren of Astra?"
	"It's my business."
	"It's enslavement."
	Warvisn wished he could escape this prison already. This man knew too much about Astra.
	"Just what exactly are you saying to me?"
	"You have the making of a king yet. If you join me in my cause, you will be leader of the Heartrock and Rainbrook to stake land as your own."
	"Isn't that what I own already?"
	"No, currently, it belongs to me. You have been defeated."
	Again, this man was dangerous in all his civility and gentle manners. "Oh, I see. So, um...how am I a king of my people if I were to serve you?"
	"You need only serve my cause. What you build is yours. However, be warned, if I'm forced to crush you, I will do so without hesitation. Unlike the barbarians who view my generosity as weakness, I am extending it to accumulate a vast fortune beyond what I have."
	"My people haven't sworn their fealty to you, have they?"
	"The Emperor is eager to behead them. I don't share that. Think about my offer. You may give me your answer in three days." Legran turned to leave.
	"No need. I can give you my answer now."
	The King of Zandria turned around, lending him the dignity of a man.
	"I accept your conditions with one of my own."
	"What would that be?"
	"Have your Queen crown me."
	"Why my Queen and not the Empress?"
	"Your Queen is fairer."
	"You haven't seen her."
	"I heard she can't be too far from the Duchess in looks or age. But that's legend. Regardless, I prefer not to ascend ranks too soon."
	"You do realize the Emperor noticed you."
	"He's not the one speaking to me."
	Legran chuckled softly. "You are an interesting one for an Asmii."
	"Besides, I don't understand the ways of the Imperial Courts. I am best suited as I am with an added crown along the way."
	"Guards." They entered at Legran's command. "He is a free man. Remove the restraints."
	Warvisn couldn't believe how simple that negotiation was. The King of Zandria was a man of his word. He himself had every reason to remain as he was overseeing Aze. Mogren was his goal now, if he had any chance left to retrieve the child she was carrying. After the shackles were removed, he was let out and led out through a passage away from the other prisoners. After some time, Legran spoke again.
	"I give you two years time to rescue your wife and child. Your freedom is safely guarded here. They will not know about it until you are declared king of your own land."
	"And if I fail in my mission?"
	"You won't fail if you really intend to achieve it. I'm sending you my people to aid in secret. You will gain trust of Karlay herself. Other than this one detail about your capture, you may recount everything about the battles. And in case she questions your escape, tell her I allowed you to survive so that you can speak of what happened. It's my message to her as a warning and a show of might."
	"How will she believe me?"
	"Hmmm...how indeed." Legran chuckled. Hestopped walking to turn toward Warvisn. "Where did she say for you to meet her?"
	"Casca."
	"Ahhh.... She certainly chose a remote place. At least, there is a small river that runs through Ore Mount."
	"You intend to meet her in person?"
	"Yes."
	"Why? She's not exactly...."
	"Benevolent? Don't worry. I won't stay long, only to deliver you there."
	"You do realize a single man mission, even if I am your delivery package, could mean your own capture or even imminent death."
	"Ah, yes. I know." He continued walking, leading the way again.
	Warvisn could only stare at his guide now. He had no idea where this was leading to. But the man seemed genuine about allowing him to...retrieve his wife and child...? How did Legran know about Mogren? Were there spies within his own tribes? Or were they the ones he enslaved? Or did his guards survive and told?
	As these questions plagued him, he was led into a room where Dregin was standing there waiting. The man eyed Legran with that ever wryly humored expression. There was an acknowledgement between the two men. Then, Dregin approached Warvisn. The Dragon appeared through a mist beside him.
	"Much obliged, Warvisn."
	Talons the size of his fingers slashed through him in two swift strikes. He had the wind knocked out of him as he barely uttered a gutteral sound in reaction to the sudden attack. As he lay there, weak and helpless, they came around him.
	"A bit heavy handed, don't you think?" Legran asked.
	"It has to be convincing. And look, he's not unconscious yet. That's a mark of the Astra Oracle if I'm not mistaken."
	"Mmmm...I see what you mean. Then, what of the Astro Oracle?"
	Dregin gave Legran a stoney stare for a full moment. "I've never attacked a woman before." That remark earned a cold and sardonic look back from Legran. "Not one marked by the Astro Oracle."
	"Mmm-hmm, I noticed."
	"Ahem.... Let's take that discussion outside if you are going to nail that face at me."
	"Not today, Dreg. This boy needs to be delivered to Casca. Soon, since he has a child waiting to be born."
	"Who's the girl?"
	"Mogren of the Red Puma Clan. One of his conquests."
	"Mo-g.... Battle Royale?"
	Legran nodded. "The same one."
	"Small world."
	"Let's put him in the infirmary. Then, he can escape when the nurse isn't looking."
	Warvisn was lifted up in the limbs of the Dragon. He was groggy and conscious at the same time. The blood was flowing fast out of him. He grew weaker and weaker still. As his head lolled along, the world spun until a greyness drowned out his senses....


Chapter 81

	The nurses finished attending to Barakan's wound. They purged the poison with one of Ikrah's christened blades put into it. He watched as they carefully withdrew it from his chest, then applied salve before bandaging him and putting his arm in a sling. The others were standing there staring at their delicate work. Dirben, Brem, Thoran with Ocelyn in his arms, Talland and Roen were his best men from battle. They were all dressed in their casual robes. Each had survived unscathed. They were somber in mood having lost one important person. Barakan gripped his right hand into a tight fist, pounding on the night stand beside his bed in one hard rap. That alarmed the men into flinching fearfully. The nurses dropped to their knees beside his bed. He grimaced in a moment of pain, uttering a bare cough.
	"Nurses out," he muttered. They left as he ordered.
	The others remaining were quiet. Ocelyn patted on her father to be let down. He did so gently, setting her on the floor. She walked over to the side of the bed and crawled up onto the covers over the mattress until she was at Barakan's side. In her small way, she reached out patting him on the chest lightly murmuring to comfort him with her childish language. He looked back at her face that reminded him of Ikrah in the eyes, cheeks, and lips. He drew her to sit on his lap as he held her in his good arm. Tears overwhelmed his bleary eyes.
	"Did they give her a funeral?" he asked.
	"They can't find her body," Brem replied. "The river she fell into is still draining."
	"I want to see it myself."
	"Earl Barakan!" they all spoke up in protest.
	"Not now. After two weeks, when I improve. We will use the Road to Summons."
	They acquiesced after some moments. He held onto Ocelyn as if she was his own. His countenance was gravely saddened over the loss of her mother. She nestled against him quietly.
	He didn't waste time with every waking moment he had. They took turns visiting him. He knew better for the sake of Ocelyn. Thoran and she were allowed to come daily and eat with him. He couldn't help, but start talking again. Ocelyn was such a happy child, though she had quiet spells that alarmed even him.
	"Ocelyn."
	She looked up at him. "Orl Baa-kan."
	He smiled, setting down his bowl of soup. "In a few days, we will go see your mother's place."
	"Mama sleeping."
	"Yes. She's sleeping there."
	The girl nodded and pulled her bowl to her mouth to siphan the soup off the edge as she slurped and ate. He watched with a sigh. This child was becoming as sad as her mother. Except, she had everyone wanting to support her now, rather than be the child that lost her mother. No, not this time. She will not be a lost little girl growing up in the empire. She was The Lady Ocelyn of Niele.
	"We've done everything to stop her, Uncle."
	"I know. I still can't believe what she did."
	"Neither can I." Thoran sighed softly as he lowered his face in thought. "I was there when it happened. In the blink of an eye, she was gone and you were here. It took me over dozens of tries to get through the Road to Summons. And even then, she threw me back here."
	"Had I known that would happen, maybe we shouldn't have sealed the gates.... You didn't use them. You used the Star Strider Key."
	"I had to. It led me to her."
	"Then, we best collect the other Keys back."
	Thoran shook his head waving his palm. "It's not the same for them as it is for me."
	"Why is that?"
	"I am her anchor. And one other person may do the same. Please do not speak the name."
	Barakan eyed him sharply. A fierceness ran through his veins. He looked at Ocelyn, wondering if the child was involved. He wisely chose to stay silent on the matter. She turned to her father, pulling on his sleeve.
	"Dada...Dada...all goo," she pointed to her empty bowl. "Num more." She cooed sweeping her head proudly.
	"Good, good, Ocelyn," Thoran replied, smoothing her hair. "Are you sleepy?"
	She shook her head.
	"You want to go play?"
	She giggled, putting up her hands to guard her ticklish chin, which made her father chuckle. He gestured his head toward the small door.
	"Go play."
	She laughed happily as he let her down the big chair. She even tipped on her toes for a kiss on the lips before running over there, turning the door knob herself and helped herself into the room full of toys.
	"Thoran," Barakan spoke quietly. "Will the Key work to find her body?"
	"I've tried it." Another sigh. "It is sealed off from this end."
	"Damn."
	They were quiet for several moments. Then, he spoke again.
	"But Ocelyn would know, wouldn't she? They are mother and daughter."
	Thoran stood up looking at the door to the other room where his daughter was giggling and making conversations.
	"I doubt Ikrah would subject her to that ritual. It's painful and devastating."
	So, Ocelyn was not an anchor, Barakan deducted silently. "I don't understand any of this magic. Maybe I should have learned some of it."
	The younger man turned around facing him gravely. He walked over to have Barakan's ear. "I suspect she's in the Temple of Life itself. She hadn't used it in battle, but maybe...that's what it's for. Your life was saved. And we had the least casualties compared to either Tarenne or Falshire in this last battle."
	Barakan looked up with locked up emotions. "I trust your judgement. We will wait for her return."
	He had always liked Thoran's temperament. In this matter, the young man was definitely tempered to take on the duties as Lord of Exodus in the absence of the Duchess. There were a couple dozens years left before Ocelyn came of age to take on her title as Princess of Pruzia or Queen, even. Much work to do.


———<>———



	Inside Tare's infirmary where many wounded were being treated, Solaren made her visit with a train of servants with get-well cards to bring up morale. Each card had banknotes worth a hundred gold, which made many of the soldiers very happy. The Knights of Tarenne were given double that. Stone Bird was among the nurses, dressed down in plain dress with her hair wrapped in white bonnet. She escaped notice from Solaren in her busy moments at examining the injured. The commotion of soldiers crying out in gratitude became a fanfare of bravado. Before long, Solaren was walking about freely among them, having won them over with the generosity taken from Falshire's treasury. She became the liason for the empire connecting with these men, but not the true Knights of Tarenne. Those were loyal to the Crown of Zandria in their own choosing; some went as far as aiding Obendell in adoration for The Lady Ikrah of Tare.
	Stone Bird saw Solaren's work was in a small and slow way undermining Tare's solidarity. However, the young Princess was not one who would dare such a task without the approval from the elders. Hence, she concluded her disapproval of White Mane. She didn't go to the battlefield because of the situation here. What she investigated had been fruitful. Thus, she worked quietly in order to observe further movement from Solaren.
	Before long, White Mane appeared in there carrying her medicine chest with her to help heal the wounded. Granted, her healing sped up the recovery of the men, but it was a distraction. The Empress recognized the Queen as they faced each other in the aisle. Dregin and Legran also came from there to visit here. Seeing the two women were at a stand still, they too decided to meet up.
	"Well, isn't this a twist of events?" Dregin said.
	"I thought White Mane has been banned from Zandria," Stone Bird replied.
	"She is," Legran confirmed. "Apparently, our words don't matter."
	"I will leave once these men are treated," White Mane said. "It's the least I can do, after what happened."
	"Hmph," Stone Bird uttered sardonically. "You practically buried her in that earthquake."
	"I did no such thing. It was something else."
	"Don't lie. You control that Element----"
	Legran tapped her in the arm. "I don't care what you did or did not do there," he said to White Mane. "You're not welcomed in these halls to begin with. I certainly don't appreciate your meddling here either."
	"What meddling?"
	"I won't rob the soldiers of the gifts you've showered them at the expense of Falshire's treasury." The wounded men on their beds in the infirmary raised their heads upon hearing those words. They checked the banknotes seeing the stamp of where the money came from. "Every man in here has a family to feed. Their aging mothers, wives, children wait upon them. But let me say this, their lives were spared at the expense of Ikrah who fought two enemy fronts for their sake."
	"This wouldn't have happened if she had submitted to us," White Mane insisted.
	"That was never an option. Your personal feud with her cost her everything. Remember this, Empress, Zandria's own sovereignty grows untouched or else the next war that comes Falshire's way, expect no further help from our kingdom."
	The wounded began to sit up with murmurs. Peridot and Agates came off their beds standing up weakly.
	"We fought from Obendell all the way to the River Tear," Agates said. "She was that star that lit our way chasing down the Astra."
	"She fed us and watched over us," Peridot added. "Our Crown Prince said it beforehand that she was still with us even as she lived in another place. Had I not seen the work she did in Obendell, I would've doubted him. But she fought alongside with us."
	"She shouldn't be a mere Lady of Tare," Agates said strongly.
	"That's enough." Legran warned his Knights with a hard look.
	"But Sire!" they both protested.
	He raised his palm. They quieted down, sitting on their beds with simmering expressions. Dregin ate his frown looking at the situation.
	"So be it," he said. "I recognize Zandria's sovereignty in whole and separate from the Empire. Your Kingdom stands well respected."
	"Thank you, Imperial Majesty."
	Every one of the patients in there stirred in tumultuous disbelief over what they each heard and saw. The Knights were proud of their King. The Tarennei dared not shout in the presence of the Emperor and Empress, but they were obviously impressed by what took place. Soon, even they began to refuse treatment from White Mane until Stone Bird nodded to convince them otherwise. The nurses thronged in distributing medicine and treatment more efficiently. Dregin and Legran watched the bustling in there a while before slipping away.

	Solaren slipped through the hallway garbed in casual dress than her usual fancy clothings. She wondered what manner of wounded were held individually in these quarters. She soon found they were cells holding prisoners of war. Not many guards were needed. No one blocked her path. She caught glimpse of the Dragon coming away from a corridor where a single room was before it disappeared through a sudden fall of mist. Curiosity got the better of her. She strode over there, checked her surroundings, and made her way to the door. Opening it jar, she peeked inside seeing the man heavily wounded with the slashed marks across his torso. The nurses worked fast at treating those wounds. She looked upon his face that was pale and bloodless with sweat. Adrenaline and fear took over her senses. Her heart began to pound. She thought about Little Phoenix and what his battle wounds would be. Backing away, she made to leave heading back to the palace....


———<>———



	In his dream state, Little Phoenix sat with a heavy depression as he leaned against the fig tree staring out to the field of lavenders that tumbled like a sea of light purple fanning over undercurrents of greenery. The sky didn't matter to him. There was no sun, just light bright as the sunset. He had been here for a while, though didn't realize two weeks had passed in real time out there in the world of reality. He was filling himself with pleasant things, though his heart was wounded with his failure to save her. Losing her the second time was more than he could cope with. Little Griffin refused to acknowledge this was her third death. They had fought, arguing in heated words. So, now even in here, he was alone.
	He sighed, wasting himself away wishing he had drowned with Ikrah in that river. No day passed here. No night came through here. He sat here endlessly.
	"Wake up!"
	He was still angry and so ignored the caller.
	"Father, wake up! I don't like how that woman is touching you. Wake up!"
	He turned around looking behind him and above. "What are you talking about? I'm here."
	"Wake up----Hurry! She's touching you! I don't want to be born that way!"
	"Come here, Little Griffin!" he ordered.
	The Day Glimmer flew down from the fig tree as if through a screen into his chest. He barely had a glimpse of his son as their eyes met just as the Soul Spirit hid inside him. He felt the fear and tears out of Griffin clinging to his heart fiercely.
	Moaning softly, he roused from slumber coming back under his own skin. He could barely open his eyes catching fleeting glances between the slits of his eyelids. Solaren was there sitting on his bedside. The covers on him had been pulled aside. She had opened his under robe, touching his bare skin as she examined him moving down his naval which was feeling a twinge of prurient pleasure. He summoned Fire out of the sunlight that was in the room and Water from the vase on the stand. She was distracted by the water-spheres forming as he threw the fire-globe into Solaren throwing her off him across the chamber.
	"Phoenix!" he called out in his mind as his mouth was too weak to speak.
	The fiery bird came in through sunlight shrieking into a roaring blast of fire to form a wall between Solaren and the bed. Within moments, Legran made his appearance through the water-spheres. He glanced over Little Phoenix in bed before facing her with stark anger.
	"Get out!" Legran snapped.
	She straggled to her feet and scampered out the door to escape his wrath. The firewall was retrieved as Phoenix closed her beak shaking her head in disdain. Legran walked over to the bed at his son's side, drawing the covers back over him. He gasped lightly seeing Little Phoenix indeed had awoken, blinking those eyelids.
	"Son...." He lent his strength into Little Phoenix with his palm drawing energy from himself and transferring it into the one lying down.
	When done, soft coughs escaped Little Phoenix. He opened his eyes then, looking back at his father. "I'm sorry, Father. I've been wrong."
	"You're awake now. Not a moment too soon."
	"Yes, not a moment too soon." He inhaled a heavy sigh. "I will eat now. Please. I'm hungry."
	"Good. Regain your strength. There is much to do."
	"Which is?"
	"Your ascension to the throne."
	"I don't want to do that. I didn't seed with that woman."
	"Are you sure?"
	"If I did, she wouldn't be walking without a scratch on her like that. I threw her off me, though."
	"Not with fire, I hope."
	"It was a light hit. I've learned to restrain myself. But no, never her. I've said it before...."
	His father looked at him with doubts. He sighed, pushing on the mattress to prop himself up. "My man wasn't even standing up for the occasion." He tasted Cascan Rose in his mouth and had to spit it out. "Bitch." He looked up and slapped the flask off the endtable onto the floor. "That's the same wine she ordered that year when she killed Ikrah in the middle of winter."
	"What?" Legran picked up a shard, putting it to his nose. "This is...Cascan Brosia with-----"
	"---roses in it to enhance the fragrance. I remember it, because I smelled it. I wonder if the scent was what made Ikrah clumsy."
	"But you were immuned to it."
	"Because I'm your son with the Element of Water to sustain me."
	"Water filters many illusions." Legran nodded, lowering his hand with the shard. "What are you going to do now?"
	"I will ascend the throne on my own terms. Only the daughter of the Dragon is worthy of my seed. I will find her."
	"Son, I'm vacating the throne for a while to do something."
	"Then, what about Mother?"
	"Yes, she will hold Zandria until I return."
	"In the meantime, I will recover my strength and find my chance if Goddess is willing."
	"Pace yourself, Son." Legran sat on the bedside. "Haste makes waste. I support you in your choice for freedom."
	"Thank you, Father."
	The door was thrown in as Stone Bird stepped inside seeing the father and son speaking. She ran up to them in emotional relief, grabbing hold of her son as she crawled onto the bed.
	"Little Phoenix!"
	He smiled faintly upon being held in her arms. Legran tossed the shard and hopped on in, too. They were a family again. Closer than ever and stronger than before.


   


Chapter 82

	Little Phoenix entered the old palace of Falshire. In a remote spot away from eyes, he shapeshifted into the image of Dregin dressed in the usual Falshiren mantle of dark green over black robe and trousers, even down to the leather boots. He went past the guards into the stately mausoleum without obstruction. Once inside, he lit his way with the use of a glass lantern. The passages in there were cold and dry as if the stonework absorbed life in death. He was unafraid as he held onto Ikrah's red veil wrapped around one of her christened blades, a dagger with a leather grip. He had stolen that from during his short time spent in Exodus.
	He sang to himself to keep his mind steady:

	"Wherever you'll be or how vast the sea,
	Whatever it takes or how my heart breaks,
	Oceans apart or me lost in this realm,
	Lores have forlorn or is yet to be born,
	I am here waiting for you,
	As you are seeking me, too."

	Although lately, he had been wondering about himself with his newly discovered love for light poetry. He had always been practical and ready with numbers or disciplined academics rather than music and creativity. Much of his life had revolved around learning courtly manners, studies of the known aspects of the Elements, grievances of the courts, reading, writing, and stately affairs of the seven kingdoms that made up the empire. Tarenne, excluded. His training at Falcon's Spire, however, was something else altogether. He had learned the code of honor for knighthood. Yet, he had ignored it with regards to Ikrah to a grave mistake on his part. She loved him as a Knight of Tarenne did to a Lord, not as a woman was to a man. He had since grown into a man. And if he was to compare age, she was indeed a soul with more years on her than he. A full millenium to stretch. But what she lived through, her life experience of having survived the price on her head within the empire, was one far more sophisticated than he would dare to understand until now.
	The importance of his legacy with her demanded an heir between them. And if he failed at even that, he was not a man worthy of her at all. At least, that's the logic coming from the son waiting to be conceived in her. The question still lingered in the back of his mind. Did she ever love him with just her heart alone? Or was it all just a convenience of circumstance? No. He had mistaken again. None of this should matter as much. The real question was: Did he love her?
	His father had said he didn't. That he only wanted to possess her. Then the question became: how did he love her? The answer to that revealed exactly how inadequate he was. It didn't matter how Dregin had treated her, whether that left a burden on her soul or if it affected how she saw the world. He confessed, he wanted how she was in Exodus. What Thoran had was all her love, pure and beautiful, and...complete.
	He came upon a threshold. Above it read: Falshire Lineage of Lieges. He dared to enter it. The sarcophagus was further in. When he explored it, he discovered it was a fake. The real tomb was elsewhere. The knife in his hand began to shine from some strange light cast onto it. His hand quivered upon feeling the tug in response to his search. He was led to the back wall. As he ran the blade along it, he felt he had awoken something behind the stone. Suddenly, a doorway faded into view cutting away the wall. He stepped in carefully, setting the lantern down on the floor. As he wrapped over the blade to show respect for the dead, an apparition appeared dressed in the fineries of a monarch to the Kingdom of Falshire.
	"You wear my son's face, but you are not him," the apparition spoke plainly. "Come near with that blade and speak to me as a man."
	"Your Royal Majesty," Little Phoenix greeted with a full bow, and proffered the blade in his palms with the veil. "I apologize for disturbing your slumber."
	"I barely slept." The apparition seemed to breath in the scent coming from the blade or the veil. "Mmmm.... Why do you own this veil?"
	"It belongs to my wife."
	"Why does she not come here herself?"
	"She is with another husband now," Little Phoenix replied reluctantly. "I brought it with me, because these hallow grounds carry her bloodline in ancestry."
	"Then, why are you here?"
	"I seek answers that I cannot receive among the living."
	"Yes. Secrets and mysteries run in Falshire."
	"May I know a few of them? I am half a son of Falshire after all."
	"Only half?"
	"I'm married to one of your remaining descendants. In my customs, a son-in-law is considered as such."
	"Then, who are you?"
	"Stone Phoenix of Zandria, Sole Heir of Tarenne."
	"Ah, I've heard of you."
	Surprise shattered his thoughts. "How have you heard of me?"
	"I have travelled between places until your blade awoken me here. There was a trio in the other realm that spoke of you and Ikrah, the Dragon Apparent."
	"Yes, that is her name. Is she with you?"
	"No, she is not."
	Little Phoenix is relieved to hear that. In the least, it confirmed that she was alive or gone elsewhere.
	"So," the apparition drawled, "you fear for her death."
	"Yes, indeed."
	The apparition weighed in this visitor before speaking. "You may ask. I may not answer."
	"Thank you, your Royal Majesty," Little Phoenix bowed, feeling the veil was taken from him as it slid off from the blade and his hand. "How did Aquine die?"
	"His time was done in this realm. He came here seeking revenge of his father's death. That was absolved with the Dragon and Unicorn."
	"How?"
	"Must you know?"
	"Yes, for my son's sake."
	"Your son?"
	"With Ikrah soon. If I can find her."
	Laughter. "Interesting. I've never met one who would seek out history for a future heir's sake. Very well. I shall start from the beginning. Dregin met a sordid woman named Sidora. He stole her dowry, a family heirloom known as Tourmaline, but left her at the altar. She came after his brother Guneth and bore that man's seed. While with child, she came to Falshire demanding Dregin to honor the marriage claiming that was his seed instead as he held her dowry as proof. My Lord annulled their nuptial. Dregin ran with the stone instead, causing Guneth to exile himself. Ten years later, they both returned. Dregin married Princess White Mane and Guneth tried to assassinate all the royal males, but failed and was in turn assassinated himself. Aquine was his son. Upon discovery of all this, the boy met his demise in battle with them."
	"Your Royal Majesty, how can you recount these events so calmly?"
	"Past history, bygones be bygones. Next question."
	"Do you know where Sidora's body is held?"
	"Indeed, I do. She resides in Falcon's Spire. But you will never find her bones. She had been cremated. Her ashes were spread in the apricot orchard there. Next."
	"How may I find Ikrah?"
	Again, the apparition looked upon him with consideration. "Will you leave that blade here inside my tomb if I instruct you the way into the Temple of Life?"
	"Yes, of course." Little Phoenix bowed deeply.
	It was a worthy trade. Knowledge was gained to him in ways he never knew was possible. He approached the sarcophagus, pushing on the lid with all his strength, moving it ajar slowly. The red veil was blown across the surface toward him. He understood that too was desired by the apparition. Thus, he wrapped it around the blade, placing it with care beside the cadaver inside.
	The apparition revealed herself as a regal blond woman, dressed in green velvet with a golden plated belt around her waist. Her circlet was a bloodstone set to her forehead on a thin chain around her head. Little Phoenix bowed before her on one knee upon seeing her full image. She laid her hands on his head setting things in motion. Mists of light ebbed through the darkness transferring from her into him. He received it with pride....


———<>———	



	That river drained for days, letting down the water level steadily. People began to bring flowers in garlands and bouquets to drop in there with prayers. Some would just stand with tears. Others kneeled or literally recited mantras begging for her to give them a sign that she would return.They watched how the water turn round and round in an even whirlpool that consumed itself into the center. The currents seemed smooth, but every wave layering on itself powefully. Nothing could stop that phenomenon. Not even Legran could turn the currents. Nor could he decipher where the water led beneath that whirlpool.
	No one minded the band of Niele coming along the cliff to pay their respects for Ikrah's last known befallen battle. The natives only stared at the mix of several clans that shared one direction, one vision, and one love for their beloved Duchess lost deep, deep beneath the rapid waters. Niele that made up of her immediate family stood by: Barakan still with his arm in a sling, Thoran with Ocelyn in his arms, Dirben, and Brem. The Grace Family were there, too. And most of Obendell made the trek out here to the River Tear to mourn more than paying their respects. The Knights of Tarenne made a full ceremony drawing their swords in the air, then pointed at the River Tear. Legran and Little Phoenix walked through the procession right up to the bank overlooking the whirlpool. Dressed in his royal Tarennei robes, Legran was quite magnificent in midnight blue with the emblem of Zandria sewn to his lapels. His samite had the Chameleon woven to his chest. Little Phoenix was in his own light samite with the golden Chimera printed around his figure as if wrapped by the symbol. The Crown Prince looked across the river seeing Thoran and the little girl with jealousy that seemed tenfold what it was before. He would do better, he told himself.
	"People of Zandria!" he shouted. People looked up watching him with alertness. "This River Tear is not the resting place of Ikrah, Princess of Zandria, Keeper of Tare, Wife to me, The Crown Prince Stone Phoenix of Zandria. It is the battle we fought for freedom as well as protecting our sovereignty."
	The Knights of Tarenne cried out in hurrah as one uniformed voice. Then, they changed it to: "Ikrah, Princess of Zandria!" praising her name over and over like a chant to no end.
	Thoran gazed upon him with an unreadable expression. Ocelyn looked at the Crown Prince of Zandria with a curiosity she couldn't understand, but felt her father's contained rage. The rest of Niele could only glance at the Lord of Exodus and stare at his Zandrian rival contending over the same woman. It was an open challenge in public. Legran was also surprised by his son's words. He couldn't apologize to the Niele soon enough to mend anything at this point.
	Little Phoenix squared Thoran back with just as much animosity on purpose. He wanted them to leave this place. Discouragement might not work in his favor with how they were so closely tied to Ikrah, but he had to try even as it meant he had to offend them.
	The two locked in gaze at each other as if they were speaking with their minds. All the noises around them seemed far away, diminishing in importance.
	Little Phoenix wanted to say: You once asked what I would give up to keep her loyal.
	Thoran could easily reply: That's right. I gave up my House for her sake.
	Little Phoenix: I can give her more than you will ever provide.
	Thoran: Unfortunate. She and I have a daughter. You have no real connection with her.
	Little Phoenix: I love her more. I will prove it soon.
	Thoran: Then, by all means, prove it. Time will tell how much either of us love her more and best.
	With those meaningful thoughts understood between them, Thoran hefted up Ocelyn to gain her attention. He pointed at the Crown Prince of Zandria.
	"That there is the future Crown of Zandria. Remember him, daughter. You will have to face him one day. I hope it is not in battle, but to contend for your mother by your own birthright."
	"Thoran." Barakan disapproved the beginning of conflict planted so soon in the child.
	So that was his true response to the challenge. It gave Little Phoenix no choice left.
	"Father," he said without looking. "I made her my wife on Chosen Night, the only marriage I hold true in this life and quite possibly forever. Tare's halls are empty and joyless without her. I meant to give the people an heir to hold Tarenne's Crown. Now Zandria is without a promised Lady of the Keep."
	"What are you saying?"
	The Chimera appeared beneath Little Phoenix as he rode through the air floating in place. He summoned both Fire and Water forming semi-circles around each other glowing red and blue until it was a ring in front of him.
	"This river was made from her tears," he acknowledged. "I shall invoke her presence myself. I won't rest until she returns to me!"
	"What is he doing?!" Barakan demanded.
	Thoran stayed silent, countenance becoming worried and nervous.
	The ring of Fire and Water was cast into the distance ahead toward the source of the river. It pushed back at the waters like a forceful dam cutting off the whirlpool with the receding flood. Gales began to whip through the dry bed of the canyon. The force swelled from there all the way up to the heavens causing the clouds to tumble into each other darkly, obscuring light and the sun. Static and electricity began to build in the black clouds.
	Legran could feel the power tingling in his bones. That electrical current was streaming through him. He gulped remembering what Ikrah did that rainy night on the cliff out in Obendell's outskirts. Bringing up his hands, he could see the shield shimmering on him. And then, that power tugged across the canyon toward Thoran and Ocelyn. The child didn't know what was happening, staring vacantly at the scene. But her father was stepping back apprehensively. As the storm became stronger throwing winds into a tornado that formed swiftly, Thoran moved Ocelyn to his other side to free his arm into waving it in circles. A golden shield of light barricaded around them on that side of the river. It rippled with energy and held against the storm. Legran saw that to his own surprise.
	Lightning thrummed out of the sky amid rolling thunder. Little Phoenix remembered Chosen Night with a storm much like this one. Rain poured and the winds howled wildly. He was with his one true bride. Their lives collided into each other's destinies as their souls found each other clashing up in the heavens while their bodies burned and ached as lovers. He cried remembering all that he loved and he couldn't bear the loss now. That rift in the canyon was a deep cut in the earth. His own tears was wet with the rain that poured on his face.
	Streaks of hot flashing light struck Little Phoenix, shocking him and burning him. He groaned enduring the pain. Another round came at him again. He braced himself absorbing it with his body. Such pain, glorious pain to open his soul into the other world. He wanted to meet Ikrah. He wanted to be with her for all eternity. He needed her at his side. Yet a third round of lightning struck him. He had gritted his teeth to the point his gums bled. The fourth hit caused him to falter. He fought to maintain his stationary flight.
	Legran stepped forth. "Little Phoen----" He was muted by the same golden shield created by Thoran. Turning his eyes on his half-brother, he found himself trapped and unable to even move past it.
	There was a curtness in Thoran's expression looking back as he held onto Ocelyn protectively. He welcomed the test on Little Phoenix's soul daring him to suffer it for Ikrah's sake. The golden shield extended across Legran's side of the canyon by now having been fed by the silvery shield on him and his strength. People were allowed to witness Little Phoenix in his plight while remaining unharmed by the rip between heaven and earth.
	Little Phoenix spoke the words carved to his soul:
	
	"On my bones, skeletal hands and knees
	baring my mendicant humility
	to grieve a heartbroken soul,
	I cry shedding tears to reprieve
	Fate's touch unto her immortality."

	Lightning streamed onto the ring of Fire and Water continuously refracting back onto Little Phoenix burning him. He roared out in pain convulsing with the tornado spinning around him until Chimera was torn from him. He and Chimera were thrown apart swept up in the currents of thrashing Wind and lighting strikes. The river broke through washing over his seal and was swept up into a hurricane that bridged the canyon to the heavens above taking him with it spinning into the rift. It drilled into the cave of the earth returning into the whirlpool as before.
	Down, down, in a spiral of the toiling waters, he drifted without thought or fear. Into the deep blue darkness, he fell floating under thinking he was breathing his last until he saw a shining beacon further below him. He swam toward it knowing it was a tunnel to the other side.
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