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 Illya sighted down the length of
the arrow, his fingers rock steady on the bowstring as he followed
the passage of four Guntharian soldiers through the leafy foliage.
They were making little effort to be stealthy, three on foot and
armored with thick leather, the last on horseback and wearing
chainmail under a surcoat with a black lion on the breast. They
were confident this territory was theirs, Guntharian forces having
driven back the Prince Knight’s army two days past and taken this
vital strip of forest for their own. The river ran through these
woods and whoever controlled that, controlled the easy passage of
supplies and men.

If the
Guntharians had control of these lands, then the least the prince’s
forces could do was make it unpleasant for them. His rangers, who
were more adept at blending into the wilderness than any of his
other forces, were given that task. This forest at the border of
Seganny and Kroth was older and thicker than most. Its secrets were
shrouded in thick-boled trees and creeping vines that spilled
blooms and fragrance throughout the wood. It was a place where a
man who knew woodcraft could easily camouflage himself.

Illya knew it.
His fellow foresters knew it. The patrols that the Guntharians sent
into these woods were crashing invaders within the quiet realm of
woodland. There was the whistle of a thernlark. The only birdsong
that broke the stunned silence had come over the forest at the
passage of the men below. The signal to let arrows fly.

Illya released
his shaft. It flew straight and true, lodging in the throat of the
mounted knight. The man gurgled, half screaming, clutching
ineffectually at the bolt that had killed him. His men hardly had
time to register the attack before they too had bolts in them.
Someone mis-aimed—an arrow grazed a man’s arm instead of a more
vital part and the soldier ran screaming bloody murder into the
foliage, right under the limb where Illya perched. Illya cursed
under his breath, drew an arrow out of his quiver and tried to
target the escaping foot soldier. There were too many branches
between him and his mark.

He clambered
down the tree, bow in one hand, the other grasping limbs in his
descent. He hit the ground running, hoping he would have enough
room to aim and shoot, because if it came down to hand to hand, he
would be at a disadvantage with an armored opponent. He wore
nothing more cumbersome than bracers to protect his forearms
against the whip of a bowstring. It was hard to move stealthily
about the wood weighted down with heavy leather and mail.

The back of the
fleeing man wove in and out of sight before him. The trees were too
thick to get off a proper shot. The man looked back, white-faced
with fear after seeing his companions cut down. Illya loosed a shot
and it lodged in the trunk of a tree. Where were Vanthuval and
Kenthy? They knew damned well they’d lost a target and must have
seen Illya give chase. If he had to run this man to ground, he
would need their aid. He was not equipped to take down a man at
arms.

Almost as if
the thought had occurred to the fleeing soldier the moment it had
to Illya, the man skidded to a halt and whirled, drawing his sword
and roaring out an incoherent challenge. A veteran fighting man,
from the scars on his face and the worn, used look to his armor.
Everything that Illya was not. Illya was neither a veteran, despite
his year’s service in the Aldanian army, nor a fighter. He was a
second son of a second son who’d been brought up to be a minor
functionary in his grandfather’s holdings. His esteemed grandfather
had bought him a commission in the army because that was what
nobles of minor blood did with their various offspring. Either got
them places in the priesthood, or sent them off to gain glory and
recognition in the king’s army. What else was there to do with
them, other than marry them off and hope some minor alliance might
be achieved, which with a second son of a second son, would not be
a great one.

So Illya was in
the army under the standard of the royal prince Talisar, whom he’d
never met and only seen at a distance. When they’d found out he was
adept at forest craft, they’d put him in the rangers. Rangers
weren’t expected to fight in the front lines, so they weren’t
armored or heavily armed. He had a dagger and a bow, the former at
the moment being not of much use. He was beginning to regret having
given chase.

The Guntharian
charged at him, swinging. In his armor, he was slow. Illya slipped
under the swipe and swung the bow two handed into the back of the
soldier’s legs. It was rather like hitting a tree. The man was
solid and the impact numbed Illya’s fingers. Wide-eyed, he
scrambled backwards as the soldier swung around and stabbed at him.
The sword point cut through dirt and bounced off rock not far under
the earth. Illya’s backwards flight brought him up against a great,
fallen slab of stone. It was cold as death against his back. Colder
than stone had a right to be in the midst of a warm summer day. The
sword sliced into the stone by his head and chips flew, hitting his
neck. He kicked out, catching the swordsman’s ankles, off balancing
the man enough that he windmilled his arms trying to keep his
balance. Illya dropped his bow and drew his dagger, lunging forward
and slicing at the unprotected area below the leather tunic between
groin and belly button. An unpleasant place to strike, but
desperation did not leave room for honor.

Blood spurted,
catching Illya on the side of the face, matting hair pulled back
into a braid that trailed between his shoulders. The injured man
cried out, doubling over, hands seeking to stop the flow of blood.
He looked up at Illya, his eyes pain filled and horrified.

“You’ve gelded
me,” he choked. “You’ve killed me.”

The words and
the look made Illya cringe back. It was one thing to kill from a
distance, but to look into the eyes of a victim made him want to
retch. He clutched the dagger, holding it threateningly, but the
man had dropped his sword and fallen to his knees moaning, blood
seeping into the mulch and rich dirt of the forest floor. It was
not a wound that would quickly kill. A slow, torturous death was
all the soldier had to look forward to. The honorable thing to do
would be to kill him quick. Slice his throat and end the suffering.
Illya couldn’t move.

The stone at
his back was so cold he felt his flesh going numb from it.
Something fluttered at the side of Illya’s vision. Something vague
and drifting that made him start and fling his head about like a
startled animal. There was a shape, a faintly glowing, human-formed
specter that skirted about the dying man. It was predatory and
intensely focused in its movements, seeming to have no more care
for Illya than for the leaves on the ground. It was drawn to the
dying. To the blood seeping into the ground. It circled and finally
settled down, its ghostly membrane interposing with the flesh of a
living man. Or a dying one. The soldier seemed not to notice it,
even as it enveloped him. Illya did. Illya stared aghast as the
shimmering form pulsed, bleeding life-force out of a man who could
afford to lose none until it was all gone and the soldier slumped
bonelessly to the ground.

Illya let out a
little sound of misery, turning about to look at the stone his back
rested against. It had faded, time worn markings. There were the
signs of other, vine-covered relics scattered nearby. A sacred
place. He had stumbled upon one of the sacred places. One of the
old places where antediluvian powers still lurked, waiting
endlessly for those weak enough to succumb to their thirsts. Ghosts
that no one ever saw, that very few ever suspected existed, that
were all that remained of a time long past. Only Illya could see
them. Illya had always been able to see them and their ilk, had
always had a feel for the things of yore, the powers they radiated,
the presences that had enlivened them. A family trait, perhaps. His
great grandfather had supposedly talked to ghosts. Had had a long
running acquaintance, in fact, with the spirits who lived in the
family crypt. Those selfsame spirits had never made themselves
known to Illya and he avoided the crypts like the plague. But he
saw things in the forests that made up the majority of his great
grandfather’s holdings. There were ruins there too, that were
infused with the restless spirits of beings long dead. He’d had
nightmares for years about them, after the first time he’d seen
them and his brothers and friends had not. They had teased him
mercilessly. They still did. But it didn’t change the fact that he
saw spirits, or that he could hear them.

The ones at
home were not malevolent. This one was. It thirsted for a taste of
life. He felt it when its attention shifted to him, gauging if he
were weak enough to feed upon. Carefully he picked up his bow,
sheathed his dagger and inched his way up the stone to his feet. In
his experience, there was always a boundary that determined how far
such spirits could roam. It was probably the extent of these ruins.
He moved back the way he’d come, keeping the indistinct shape in
his sight. It flowed with him, very much man shaped, the ghost of
someone who’d had the power to cling to this realm after they’d
died a very long time ago. It seemed to recognize, finally, the
fact that he was aware of it and if such a thing could register
shock, it did. It reached out towards him curiously.

You see?
the words whispered in his head. He was never certain whether he
heard them, or merely sensed them. You see?

“Forgive the
intrusion. I did not mean to disturb your slumber.”

You see.
It wailed the phrase in his head and he winced. You
see!!

It almost
eclipsed him, but did not have the strength to invade a healthy
man. It still felt strange to have it brush so close.

Illya backed
away, past the boundary of stone. The spirit wailed, beyond sanity.
So long to be trapped in solitude, no wonder the thing was mad and
murderous.

Pounding feet
behind him and Illya whirled. Two foresters in brown and green
caught up to him, blades drawn, eyes searching for enemies. They
looked right past him, saw the downed form of the Guntharian and
never perceived the thing floating above it.

“Got him. Good boy, Illya.” His immediate superior, Vanthuval,
clapped a callused hand on his shoulder. Kenthy made to go and
check the body. Illya started to hold out a hand and stop him, but
Vanthuval drew him aside.

“Do you know
who that knight was? The duke of Merivale himself. The prince will
be mightily pleased to hear of his demise and you’ll get credit. It
was your bolt that took him.”

Illya blinked,
distracted by Kenthy walking right through the shrieking spirit
without even batting an eye. The spirit hovered over corpse and
forester. Kenthy, satisfied with the state of the body, and having
garnered what items of worth there were, strode back to Illya and
Vanthuval.

Illya tried not
to look back, for fear they would ask him what drew his attention.
He did not care to tell them what he saw. He hated the look in
people’s eyes, the scorn, the disbelief, the careful neutrality
that sane folk got when they thought they were speaking to a not
quite sane one. He had lived too long with those looks at home to
start them here, where men had to rely on the trust of their
comrades to keep them alive.

Pretend it’s
not back there, he told himself. Pretend you can’t hear it
shrieking to wake the dead—he almost laughed at the term. Just
don’t look back.

 


~~~

 


Talisar
Ashe-Vri Endarian, heir to the throne of Aldania, Prince Knight of
the first army of his father Herval Endarian, King of Aldania,
slammed a fist into his open palm and stalked the length of his
command post. That command post was a tent in the midst of a sea of
tents on the plains outside the forests of Seganny, where his
forces had been driven after a fierce battle at the shores of the
Danath river. It had been an unexpected coup on the Guntharians’
part. They had secreted forces on this side of the river and come
at the prince’s men from three sides. The damned Segannys had been
of little help, their foot soldiers crumbling under the rush of
Guntharian heavy cavalry from the north. Seganny never had had much
in the way of a standing army, which was why the prince was here in
the first place, trying to keep Drane of Gunthar from taking over
the weak country of Seganny. Seganny was a buffer between Aldania
and Gunthar that no one wished to see in enemy hands.

If it happened
under Prince Ashe’s first command, it would be unbearable. The fact
that his father had given him command of the first army when he’d
reached his majority was an honor that the prince strove to live up
to. He was gallant in battle, respected for his prowess with horse
and sword, but he had little real command experience. He had
advisors here who did, and he was not so foolish as to ignore their
sage advice, but none of it had helped them two days past when the
damned Guntharians had routed their forces and driven them back
from the river.

“Damn it, Ven,
if the Seganny can’t supply us with decent soldiers, then the least
they can do is keep the army in rations.”

Ven Amvers kept
polishing armor, his expression, as always, neutral and calm. Ven
never overreacted. He was calm to his young lord’s torrential
emotional outbursts. He had taken care of the prince since Ashe was
out of the nursery and probably would for as long as he was able.
Ashe trusted no one so much as Ven.

“I would not be
surprised, Lord Ashe, if the Seganny were not contemplating a
surrender with King Drane in hopes of preventing the sacking and
pillaging of their Eastern cities. They’ve never shown particular
fortitude under pressure. And an alliance with Drane might work
well politically if they could manage to keep relations with us.
They always were better at politics than warfare.”

The prince
sniffed disdainfully. “We should have taken them long ago. This
land can’t fall into Guntharian control.”

“The whole idea
is that Seganny is to be a buffer between Aldania and Gunthar,” Ven
reminded him. “If we took Seganny then we’d be sharing a border
with a country that has a blood feud with your family going back
generations.”

“We don’t want
a war with Gunthar ourselves,” Ashe finished, automatically
repeating lessons learned and lectures recited. “But we will aid
our neighbors to keep them from invading. If only our neighbors
were more helpful in defending themselves,” he muttered as an
afterthought.

He was tired of
fighting to keep his allies in line. He was tired of the tug of war
he was playing with the Guntharians over this little stretch of
land. Six months he’d been playing cat and mouse with Drane’s
forces. Six months of skirmishes that led to nothing, and slowly
giving up ground inch by inch to the Guntharians. He hesitated to
call for reinforcements. He did not wish to seem as if he’d
squandered the resources he had and need send home for more. He did
not like losing men. He’d rather be home with the comfort of castle
and servants than dying bit by bit on this dirty battlefield. It
had seemed such a great honor when his father had given him this
command. Had placed older and wiser generals under him, had given
him Aldania’s honor to uphold. Six months ago it had been a grand
adventure. Now it just seemed a useless waste of energy and
lives.

He wouldn’t
back down, though, even though his enemy seemed to have the upper
hand. The Guntharians were determined, fueled by the hatred of
their monarch. Drane of Gunthar, just as his father and his
grandfather had, sworn to the destruction of the Endarian line. All
over a blood feud that had started well over a century ago.
Bloodshed and failed betrothal, suicide and murder that had driven
two kingdoms to a war that seemed never destined to end.

The only good
news he’d had was the death of the Guntharian Duke Merivale, who
had been a brilliant strategist and a leading force in the armies
facing them. That would hurt Drane and badly. It would affect
morale and perhaps give Ashe back a little of the edge he’d lost
when they’d been driven back from the shores of the river.

A knock on the
tent pole and one of General Avahine’s aides came in with a field
report. Nothing pressing or new. Ashe glanced at it and discarded
it. Ven would look at it and scan it more thoroughly. Quiet today.
Both armies were encamped and stagnant. Something would give soon.
He expected retaliation for Merivale.

Ven brought him
his supper. Two of his ranking commanders took it with him in his
tent, discussing tactics, the disposition of rations, the
sluggishness of the Seganny to send supplies when it was their duty
to do so and with alacrity. They lingered over wine, speaking of
more casual things, taking a small portion of time to relax and let
stress and tension drain away.

Ven pushed the
tent flap open and held it, ushering in a trio of rangers in
forester colors. “My lord Prince, the rangers who are responsible
for ridding us of the Duke of Merivale.”

His commanders
lifted their glasses in salute. The rangers shuffled nervously in
the presence of prince and high commanders.

“Who commands?”
Ashe asked.

A short,
weathered man stepped forward. “I, milord. Vanthuval of
Kerris.”

“You are
commended for a job well done. Luck was surely guiding your
hand.”

“Not mine,
milord,” the ranger said, and gestured back to one of the others.
“Young Illya’s bolt took the Duke.”

Ashe looked
past him to the indicated youth. A slender young man, with long
hair of undetermined color braided at his back. He stared at the
floor in embarrassment, refusing to look up boldly into the faces
of his superiors.

“Then he is to
be commended. Illya? From where do you hail?”

Forced to
respond to a direct question the boy looked up. “From Grunthal
Forest Reach, my lord,” he said quietly. His eyes met Ashe’s
momentarily and the prince drew breath at the utter clear depth of
blue within them. Even dirty from weeks in the field, the young man
was arresting. Delicate bone structure made him seem waif-like and
fragile. His voice did not hold the rough accent of an uneducated
man, so Ashe assumed he was connected with the Grunthal
aristocracy.

“Are you blood
with old Willam?”

“My
grandfather, my lord.”

“Ah.” Ashe
sipped his wine, interest pricked. Noble blood then, even if not in
the direct line of inheritance. “How old are you? You seem young
for a commission.”

Illya of
Grunthal Forest Reach tightened his lips in a moment of reflexive
pride. “I’m eighteen, my lord.”

Old enough to
find a place in the army by two years, with his father’s
permission, but not yet reached his majority.

“You look
younger,” Ashe said off-handedly and turned his attention back to
his commanders, a clear indication for Ven to usher the rangers
out. Ashe and his companions finished the bottle of wine, then the
commanders went to seek out their own bunks. Ven busied himself
cleaning up.

“Shall I
arrange something, Lord Ashe? With the young ranger?” Ven asked, in
the midst of laying out Ashe’s bed clothing. Ashe lifted a dark
brow at his aide’s presumption. The man thought he knew Ashe better
than Ashe knew himself.

“What makes you
think I’ve an interest?” he asked coolly.

Ven didn’t
smile. He didn’t hold any expression at all, which was the only
thing that salved Ashe’s temper. “Was I mistaken, my lord?”

No. He had not
been. The boy had been fetching, and it had been an uncomfortably
long time since Ashe had taken a lover. Another reason to wish this
little border dispute was over so he could be home, where Lady
Lurene or Lord Davad, or any of his other less regular bed
companions would be available. Ashe was not comfortable with
abstinence, but his standards were understandably high, considering
his status as heir apparent, and there were damn few worthy bed
companions for a prince in the field of battle. He ran long fingers
that had not held sword calluses until this last half year, through
hair cut unfashionably short. Fashion be damned when one had to
wear a helm into battle and long hair only made it hotter and
tended to get in one’s eyes and stick to one’s face with sweat.
Hair could be regrown, a life could not if he fell to an enemy
thrust because he was blinded by stray hair.

Just another
frustration this ongoing struggle laid upon his shoulders. It would
be nice to have a little physical relief. He still hesitated. It
was not the notion of taking a young man to his bed, for what other
choice was there in the field of battle with no comforting female
arms available? It was done on a daily basis in the camp within the
privacy of tents. No one thought anything of it. Regardless, Ashe’s
tastes had always been varied and he’d made little effort to
conceal it at home in Rhu. Father only frowned when he was too
indiscreet. No, he only wavered because he did not wish his
reputation to be marred by taking a common soldier to bed. Princes
had a certain criterion to adhere to after all. The boy had had
lovely eyes, though.

He drummed his
fingers on his empty glass while Ven went about his business.

“All right.
Arrange something. I’ll leave it to your discretion.”

 


~~~

 


Illya sat on
the hill overlooking the vast sea of tents that was the Aldanian
army’s camp. Beyond the camp in the distance was the dark line of
forest which hid the snaking form of the river that was in such
dispute. And the old burial stones. The presence in the forest
worried at his subconscious. Its misery, its sheer loneliness. He
felt pity for it, being alone so long with no route to the
afterlife. That’s what the spirits were, after all, souls who for
some reason or another could not progress to the next level.
Trapped by misery or grief, or passion, or hatred. It didn’t
matter, they were all, he thought, to be pitied, if for no other
reason than the rest of the world went on, blithely unaware that
they remained. Ignored, abandoned, lost.

Sometimes over
the past six months he’d seen the faint shades of presences over a
decimated battlefield. Lingering over newly dead bodies, lost and
confused. But the freshly made spirits were weak and featureless,
little more than indications of thick air. Not like the older ones.
The ones that dwelled in places like the one in the forest, or in
old crypts or ancient cemeteries. Illya never went to such
places.

Kenthy sat
beside him, drinking from a dented canteen filled with potent,
freshly brewed liquor. Kenthy was career army. He’d been a ranger
in Aldania’s service for twenty years. He was common as mud, and
loyal, and had taken a novice under his wing without a second
thought.

“Still can’t
fathom why the Duke would’ve been out there with such a small
guard,” Kenthy was saying. “Maybe it were luck smiling down ‘pon
us, to put us in that position when he happened by. The higher ups
were pleased enough, though. Two days free time. Too bad we’re not
close enough to a settlement to make use of it. All thanks to you,
lad.”

“You would have
gotten him, if I hadn’t,” Illya said.

“No, I messed
up. Missed my own target by a long shot. Damned branches tangled
with my bow. Vanthuval had the wrong angle.”

Illya shrugged,
picking absently at clover in the midst of the grass. At least he
could go home and tell his father and his brothers he had met the
crown prince. Had received royal thanks for a job well done. They
all thought he was lackadaisical, a dreamer. Father had been
shocked when he’d chosen the army over the church when the choice
had been offered. Father thought he’d far rather dwell in a
cloister someplace where he could daydream all day long and
actually be praised for talking to unseen presences. His older
brother had laughed when he’d found out, saying that Illya was no
more cut out for the army than he was for the gold mines that made
Grunthal Forest Reach so profitable. His younger ones had picked up
on that and teased him mercilessly up until the very day he’d left
with his commission in hand to join the king’s forces.

It might have
set better with him, those tales to take home, if the prince had
not looked at him with much the same expression his older brother
had, disbelieving that he was capable of a thing. Thinking he was
too young, or too weak to accomplish the tasks that needed doing.
Was it his fault he looked years younger than his age? Trantul, two
years younger than Illya, already looked older.

Vanthuval
trudged up the hill from the camp, squinting against the afternoon
sun. “Damned hot out here. I’d rather be in the forest than out
here with no shade,” the man complained.

“Dodging
Guntharian patrols and the like.” Kenthy grinned, holding out the
canteen to his superior.

Gratefully
Vanthuval took a swig, grimaced and handed it back. “You’ll burn
your gut out drinking that poison.”

“You find out
what the Duke was doing out by his lonesome, yet?”

Vanthuval
shrugged. “If they know, they’re not spreading it about. Maybe the
lad can find out for us.”

Illya looked
up, surprised.

“His lordship
is extending his gratitude for the duke’s head and has invited
Illya to join him and his at supper tonight.”

Kenthy lifted
both brows, impressed. Illya felt a knot of fear form in his
stomach. He most definitely did not want to be thrown into a
gathering of his commanding officers.

“Tonight? But
they already thanked us.”

“Guess they
were more pleased than we thought. His lordship’s aide came by with
the request.”

“Are you
going?”

“Didn’t invite
me. Guess my blood’s not blue enough. Go change into clean
colors—you do have clean colors, don’t you? And wash up. The
commanders are funny like that. And don’t keep them waiting. Prince
takes his supper at the sixth bell.”

Illya groaned,
looking to Kenthy for advice. The grizzled ranger shrugged.

“It’s probably
better fare than what we’re getting tonight. Take cheer.”

Take cheer.
Humph. They didn’t have to sit under inspection by the prince and
the camp commanders. He trudged down to the stream that supplied
the whole of the camp with water. Between the banks where they
gathered water for cooking and drinking and where they dumped their
waste, was the sandy shore they used for laundry and bathing. He
shucked his clothing and waded into the waters. A few others made
use of the languidly flowing stream. There was little bit of
laughter and splashing a ways down. Someone’s aide knelt at the
stream side washing a uniform. Illya untied the tail of his hair
and loosened the braid. It was stringy with grime and dirt, having
gone a good long while between washings. He dunked his head and
scrubbed, knelt, and kept all but his face underwater hoping any
fleas or worse he had picked up in the forests would abandon ship
and swim free. He was as clean as he was going to get without the
benefit of soap and a real bath. He dried off with his dirty tunic
and donned the clean one he’d fetched from the tent he shared with
Kenthy. He wrung out his hair and finger combed it as he walked
back into camp, settling for pulling it back into a tail rather
than the impossible task of neatly braiding it while it was
wet.

The sixth bell
rang while he was still a good distance from the center of camp
where the commanders had their tents. He cursed and began to trot
between the neat rows of tents. Main mess had already been called
and most of the army was either in line for supper or back at their
tents consuming it. He got to Prince Talisar’s tent a little out of
breath, a little damp and more than a bit nervous. The prince’s
aide stepped outside before Illya could raise his hand to rap at
the tent pole. The man gave him a once over, faintly disapproving
look in his eyes over Illya’s rapid breathing and his wet hair.

“Promptness
must not be a priority in the rangers,” the man said, before
stepping aside and ushering Illya into the tent. Illya blushed
furiously and moved past him, expecting to see a room full of
commanders and finding only the crown prince standing over a
folding table which held an array of maps and papers. The prince
did not move to turn or greet him. Illya groaned, thinking
Vanthuval had mistaken when the prince took supper. That he was
more than a few minutes late, had missed the whole thing, in fact,
and now would feel the sting of castigation for his tardiness.

“Milord,
forgive me. I hadn’t realized the time—”

“No harm done.”
Prince Talisar turned lazily, a slight smile lingering on his lips.
He wore a loose caftan of some fine, light material, over flowing
trousers of the same material. He was—imposing. That was the word
Illya thought suited him best. Tall and broad shouldered, subtle
power in way he moved, in the way his dark eyes moved over a room.
Regal and strikingly handsome. He had his father’s royal nose.
Long, narrow, with just a hint of a hook at the bridge. High strong
cheeks and a narrow lean jaw. His hair was black as night, with
shiny, bluish highlights, neatly combed and cut short as so many
knights were wont to do. Impeccable and royal. Illya felt the
wretched urchin, half wet and disorderly in the face of his
prince’s finery.

The prince’s
man began to set covered dishes on the small camp table. Talisar
waved Illya towards it, taking the single high backed chair with
arms that sat before it. The other seat was a collapsible stool.
Illya took it, nervously wondering where the commanders who usually
took supper with the prince were. He was afraid to ask. It would be
rude. Oh, but he wanted to.

The prince must
have seen it in his expression, for he smiled dryly and said. “It’s
just you tonight. My usual companions have the odious task of
running an army. They are not always free company. Ven, some wine
for my guest.”

The prince’s
man, Ven, dutifully filled both their glasses—actual glass goblets
instead of tin cups—with a dark red wine. Very fine wine of a
caliber Illya hadn’t tasted since he’d left home. Probably,
ironically enough, of Guntharian vintage. Illya swallowed half of
it in a gulp while the prince stared at him, smiling as though he
found Illya’s nervousness amusing.

“Did Lord
Willam buy you a commission in the army?”

“No. My father
did—with Grandfather’s permission.”

“Yes, if I
recall Lord Willam always was a tyrant. His heir is who—Johan?”

Illya nodded,
surprised the prince was making an effort to speak about his
family. “Yes, my father’s older brother.”

“Ah, and what
will you do, when your time in the army is up? Or will you make a
career out of it?”

Illya blinked,
not having particularly thought that far into his future. He
honestly had no notion what he wanted to accomplish with his life.
A professional soldier was not a thing he thought himself suited
for—not even to spite his siblings. He found the death
unappealing.

“Perhaps I will
become a forester in Grunthal Forest Reach.”

“An unassuming
profession,” the prince said. “Have you no other skills?”

Illya half
smiled. “I read and have a fine penmanship—according to my tutors.
My father rather thought I would take up a priestly vocation.”

The prince
lifted a dark brow. “Oh. That would be supremely boring. The
chastity and all that.”

The prince
actually shuddered at the thought and Illya almost laughed. Prince
Talisar had a somewhat theatrical bent. It lessened Illya’s
nervousness.

It made him
bold enough to inquire, “Forgive me for asking, Prince Talisar, but
my comrades were curious if we knew why a man of Duke Merivale’s
status was riding so lightly protected in the forest.”

“I wish we did
know. I can only be supremely grateful that we were lucky enough to
bag him. If only I could be a spider on the wall when Drane hears
of his demise. It would almost make all this worthwhile. And Ashe,
no one calls me Talisar unless it’s official.” He grinned, strong
white teeth flashing against sun browned skin. He was charismatic,
his easy manner, his smooth, confident speech, his striking
appearance. A man could form a distant admiration for the prince
separated by rank and position, but on closer personal interchange
he was like a flame to moths. Illya was seduced by the prince’s
conversation, drawn out of his own uncertainty by the inborn talent
of a man born to sway the masses.

Ven uncovered a
dish laden with roasted fowl and potatoes. The smell was unbearable
after months of gruel, thin soup and dried rations. There was fresh
bread, and a dish of wild mushrooms in a savory gravy. Illya’s eyes
must have bugged because the prince laughed and gestured to the
feast.

“It’s not much,
I know. The damned Seganny are balking with their supplies. But I
get the impression you’re more than impressed.”

“My lord—you
can’t imagine how bad the cook is. Someone should put a bolt in
him.”

“I’ll take it
under advisement, Illya.”

Illya’s stomach
rebelled, but he waited for the prince to break bread first, before
tearing into his own meal. It was as good as it looked. Better.

Kenthy would be
squirming with envy. Prince Ashe ate slowly, watching Illya with
what might have been amusement. Illya was too enraptured by the
meal to care. Ven kept the glasses full, standing unobtrusively to
the side, waiting to be of service.

When the prince
finished, the man quickly swept his plate away. Illya finished the
last of the mushrooms and soaked the gravy up with the remaining
bread. Then Ven took his plate away, topped off his glass and went
about stacking the dirty dishes in a tray that he took from the
tent. Which left Illya and Prince Ashe alone. Illya’s head was
fuzzy from the wine, he was distant and relaxed. You just didn’t
get heady wine in the field. The most that were available to the
common man were the homemade brews that Kenthy fancied and Illya
couldn’t stomach them.

Ashe sat back,
holding his glass between the fingers of both hands, and watched
Illya. His eyes were unreadable, half hidden by his lashes. The
observation played at Illya’s nerves, eroding away at the
wine-induced mellowness. It was like the prince was gauging him, or
judging him, and he hated to be judged. He always came up
wanting.

“So, you
learned your woodcraft in the northern mountains then? Fighting
Berbars and all that?”

Illya stifled a
laugh. “You hardly ever see the Berbars, much less fight them, my
lord. They’re sly as snakes and as unpredictable. My grandfather
says it’s because they let women rule their clans and no
self-respecting man can understand how a woman thinks.”

“Ah, a bit of
wisdom from old Lord Willam. I agree. Fickle creatures, women.”

They talked a
bit about hunting, the prince never having seen one of the great
long-toothed tigers that roamed the upper reaches of the northern
mountains and only having seen the stuffed remains of Hothrabear,
the lumbering, highly fierce giant that even the mountain tigers
gave way before. Illya had seen both on numerous occasions, though
had only hunted them sparingly and then in the company of a large
hunt. The mountain tigers only became prey when they ventured down
from the heights and threatened man or man’s domesticated beasts.
The Hothrabear even less so, being far more dangerous. Grandfather
declared a bear hunt to impress visiting dignitaries and made a
grand occasion of it. More often than not though, dogs, horses and
even men were victims of such an undertaking. Hothrabears did not
go down easily.

The prince
seemed intrigued with the thought of tackling such a fearsome
beast. His eyes glinted with the prospect. He was a man, Illya
thought, who savored a challenge most men would quail at.

Another bottle
of wine was opened. Illya began to blink and to lose the thread of
conversation. He misjudged the lip of his glass and a trail of wine
dribbled down his chin. He wiped it off with the back of his
sleeve, embarrassed. He thought he ought to excuse himself before
he made a fool of himself in the presence of his prince. He did not
wish the man to think him a country bumpkin not able to hold his
wine. The prince was staring at him, a lazy, amused smile on his
face.

Illya’s face
went hot. He struggled to enunciate his words clearly. “My lord. I
cannot thank you enough for your generosity. You did not have to
offer it.”

“I know that.”
Prince Ashe wasn’t smiling now. He sipped his wine, still
staring.

Illya swallowed
the rest of his in a gulp, managing to spill none. “I—I should not
infringe on your privacy longer.”

“You have the
oddest colored hair when it is clean.”

Illya blinked,
caught off guard by such a comment. He was suddenly uneasy. The
Prince put his glass down, rose and stepped around the table. Illya
froze like a cornered rabbit when Ashe reached down to finger the
long, loose strands of his ponytail. It had dried over the course
of the meal. The summer sun had made it multihued, a half dozen
different shades of gold glinting within the darker hues of auburn
and russet.

“So many
shades,” the prince marveled.

Illya blushed,
drawing shaky breath. He sat, afraid to move while the heir to the
crown stroked his hair. “They—they say—at home—” he had to say
something to break the nerve shattering silence that had come over
his own tongue, “– so many colors—that it’s the mark of fey
blood.”

Prince Ashe
chuckled. “They would. No offense, but Grunthal Forest Reach is a
backwoods province at best. I find it quite, quite lovely.”

“Th–thank you,
my lord,” Illya muttered, not knowing what else to say. His heart
beat so hard in his chest it was a wonder the prince didn’t hear it
and comment. Ashe touched his chin, tilting his face upwards. He
stared up, wide-eyed.

“Your eyes are
also quite unusual.”

Illya couldn’t
find the breath to answer. It was all he could do to try not to
hyperventilate as fear and confusion beat at him. The prince’s
hands moved down to his shoulders, stroking the skin of his neck,
strong fingers testing the muscles, then softening to gently
massage away the tenseness.

Illya sat
straight, hardly daring to move, confusion swirling behind his
eyes. He was afraid. Fear came upon him out of the shadows and took
him in its jaws. He trembled and the hands on him continued to
stroke, the prince continued to stand close behind him, his body
almost touching Illya’s back.

It did
feel—good. The insistent, gentle caress. With no word spoken, or
other movement made, his shoulders relaxed against his will, his
head bowed forward, heavy on his neck. He shut his eyes. What does
he want? What is this?

“Better?” the
prince murmured, close to his ear. Illya could not quite answer.
The prince put a hand under his elbow and drew him to his feet. A
moment’s dizziness assaulted him. Too much wine and too much oxygen
from rapidly drawn breaths. The prince’s strong fingers on his arms
kept him steady. One hand went to the small of his back, pulling
him a little closer.

Dim alarm
rushed through him being so intimately close to another man. Prince
Ashe backed him deeper into the tent towards the corner which held
the royal bunk.

“My lord—I
don’t understand–” he strained to get it out. Gods, he couldn’t see
straight, his head was reeling so badly.

“You’re
sloshed. A little young for so much strong wine, hummm?”

“I’m not.”
Illya was tired of being taken for a lad. Everyone treated him like
a child. Was the prince merely being solicitous?

“Sloshed or too
young?” Prince Ashe backed him another step. His knees hit the back
of the bunk and he hadn’t the grace at the moment to keep from
going down.

“Sit,” the
prince ordered, after the fact. He sat down next to Illya, close
enough so that their thighs touched. Illya made to scoot away and
one of the prince’s long arms went around his shoulder. The rough
embrace of a comrade—or perhaps something else. “Let your head
clear.”

“I—I—thank you,
my lord,” he murmured, at a loss.

“Do you have a
lover in camp?” Whispered question, as smooth as cream in a
bowl.

Illya blinked,
flabbergasted, his mind doing little panicked flip flops. Oh no, oh
no, oh no. Did he have a lover in camp? He hadn’t even one at home.
The girls his age were all after his brother, or uncle Johan’s get,
who would stand to inherit more. And the ones that weren’t were
bold enough to drive a shy boy away, when they weren’t teasing him
about his imaginary ghosts.

Illya shook his
head in answer to the prince’s question, too drunk for anything but
blatant honesty.

“Are you shy or
just not inclined?”

“I’ve never—”
Illya started to say and couldn’t finish it. I’ve never even bedded
a girl and you want me to bed you, was what he wanted to fling
desperately into the prince’s intense face. But Ashe’s dark eyes
caught him and snared him and he couldn’t tear his gaze away. He’s
like a wolf, Illya thought helplessly, who’ll stare down a victim
before he rips its throat out. An unnervingly attractive predator,
who held worlds of power and rank above a common ranger.

The prince’s
lips curved up in a smile, his arm tightened around Illya’s
shoulders a moment before he swooped down and kissed the younger
man. One of the prince’s hands tangled in Illya’s hair, pulling his
head back. Prince Ashe sought to deepen the kiss and Illya was too
dazed to prevent it. He had never kissed anyone that way before. It
was unsettling and not completely distasteful. It made his head
spin more cruelly.

His back
touched the bunk without him realizing the prince had pushed him
down. There were pillows and fine, soft sheets. The prince
straddled him, doing things with his hands and mouth that were not
unpleasant. Illya shut his eyes, lying there passively. What do I
do? Do I push him off? He’s the prince. He’s the prince. Can I tell
him to stop? He won’t have to, if he doesn’t want to, will he?
Gods, I’m scared.

Ashe let off a
moment, sitting up, hands working at the lacing of Illya’s tunic,
fingers trailing along the skin underneath. “You’re beautiful,” the
prince whispered in his ear when he bent close to pull it over
Illya’s head. Then his hands and his mouth returned to Illya’s
body. Despite the fear and the distaste, his body responded to the
prince’s well-versed hands. Between the wine and the sensation, he
was lost.

In the back of
his mind though, a bit of indignation kindled and burned. Not of
his choice, these things that were being done to him. Not of his
own volition did he occupy the silken bunk of a prince. Summoned
and wined and seduced, so that his head spun with the smooth
rapidity of it. The fact that they spoke of home and familiar,
friendly things beforehand, that the prince’s callused hands were
gentle and encouraging on his untrained body, the fact that he was
sworn to serve this man before all others save the king himself—all
of that and it still was no better than a rape.

 


~~~

 


Ven came back
after an appropriate interval of time. Ashe was almost annoyed at
his aide’s sense of propriety. Ven would protect the royal
reputation whether the royal in question wanted it or not. Although
he did have to thank Ven for this divertissement. The young ranger
had been fully satisfying. Naive and ignorant in the ways of
pleasure, but easily led. When the boy had said he had no lovers in
camp, Ashe had not expected that to mean he’d had no lovers ever.
But if he had ever seen a virgin, Illya was one. A breathtakingly
beautiful one, lying with one knee tucked up to cover his modesty,
his multi-hued hair spread out about him, a becoming blush staining
his smooth cheeks. Ashe had hurt him a little, even with the
scented grease Ven had left for his use. There had been a little
blood, as if he had taken a virgin girl instead of a boy. It
stained his sheets now, along with other things. Ven would see them
changed after Illya left.

“My lord
prince,” Ven announced himself, business-like as he entered, and
Illya made a little sound of dismay and snatched for a sheet to
cover himself. He buried his face in his arm, profoundly
embarrassed. Ashe had the burgeoning urge to have him again, but
he’d already dallied the night away and it was growing close to
dawn. He waved Ven away with a stern look and a motion of the hand.
His aide lifted a brow, then shrugged and slipped outside the tent.
Ashe could hear him standing just outside, waiting.

“Illya? It’s
time to go before the camp rouses.” He leaned over his new lover,
ran a thumb across soft lips. The young man flinched, and
reluctantly moved his arm. His lashes glinted with tears. Ashe
frowned. “Do you still hurt?”

Illya blushed
and shook his head. “No, my lord.”

“Then what? Did
you not find pleasure?” People did not generally cry after his
lovemaking. He had been a little overeager with Illya, having gone
so long without, but he had not been rough. He had tried to be
particularly gentle when he discovered just how much of an innocent
Illya was.

“Yes, My lord.
It was pleasurable.” Dully, a little guiltily said.

Ah, Ashe
thought. It was his sense of morals that was offended. Lord Willam
of Grunthal Forest Reach was notoriously closed-minded. He ran his
holdings like a deacon ran his church, strictly and virtuously. A
man whose views of taking undue pleasure of one’s wife were dim,
much less taking it from a bedmate of the same sex. He leaned
close, brushing hair back from Illya’s face.

“We are
striving to keep our country safe, risking our very lives for it—is
it so wrong for a man to find pleasure where he can, when he may
not live to see the next day?”

Which was not
exactly a whole truth as far as Ashe was concerned. He saw little
wrong with taking pleasure from an attractive young man, whether he
was confined to the battle field or not. But he did not believe
Illya was quite ready to hear that admission.

“No, my lord.”
Very agreeable. Very submissive. It irked Ashe for some reason. He
sat back up and snapped peevishly.

“In bed, you
have my leave to call me by my given name.”

Illya blinked
up at him, wide-eyed, a little wary. “Will we—be doing this again,
my lor—Ashe?”

Ashe mulled it
over, and came to the conclusion that he’d already decided that
yes, he would very much like to have Illya in his bed again. “Yes,
I believe we will. Now up with you unless you want the whole camp
talking about it.”

Illya drew a
startled, dismayed breath and scrambled up, looking for his
discarded clothing. Ashe took pleasure in watching him. He was
graceful, even in his haste. Lean, with very little body hair, his
skin turned a golden hue by the light of the brazier. His hair was
a wild mass about his shoulders. Ashe beckoned him over and he came
hesitantly to stand before the prince.

“Sit down,”
Ashe commanded, and took his own comb from the table by the bunk
and smoothed the silky stuff into obedience. He separated it and
braided it, then tied it off with one of his own clasps, since the
leather thong Illya had used to bind it was lost in the tangle of
sheets. Illya looked at him oddly when he’d finished, then
awkwardly bowed and almost tripped over the table and chair in his
haste to escape.

Ven came back
in when he was gone. Ashe donned his robe and stood while his
manservant stripped the soiled sheets from the bunk and replaced
them with clean ones.

“Was your
evening gratifying, my lord?”

“Quite
gratifying, nosy one. And thank you. I trust you will be able to
arrange something in the future.”

Ven paused,
looking up at him and said carefully. “My lord, I hope you’re not
contemplating a regular assignation with a common soldier. It would
be unseemly.”

Ashe waved a
hand in dismissal. “Don’t be more hypocritical than you have to be,
Ven. And I don’t know if regular is a term I would use and he’s of
noble birth.”

“Ah, and very,
very pretty,” Ven surmised. “You’re smitten again, my lord.”

“I’m not and I
resent you saying it. I merely see no reason that I have to go on
being chaste as well as miserable out here.”

Ven made no
further comment. He finished with the bed, put out the low burning
brazier and settled into his own blankets in the corner of the
tent.

Ashe plopped
back down onto his bunk, mind drifting back to Illya. A satisfied
grin crossed his lips as he lay down, hands laced behind his
head.

A good night. A
very good night.

 


~~~

 


Fires outside
of canvas tents had burned down to embers. Crickets sang in the
silence of the camp. The occasional snore from inside tents, the
even rarer grunt or whisper of conversation. Washed of emotion,
Illya walked quietly down the row, holding his arms about himself
against the brief chill that had descended just before dawn. He
shook, although he was not certain it was from the cold. His
stomach churned disturbingly, from the wine, from the bitter shame
that gnawed at him. It was beyond his fathoming how this had
happened. From the luck of a killing shot that downed an enemy
lord, to himself ending up in the bed of his own prince. He
imagined the addition to the stories he would tell his father and
brothers. Yes, Father, I met the crown prince, was commended for my
actions in battle. He was entirely gracious both before and after
he rode me like a woman. And he wants to do it again.

A sob escaped
him. He wiped furiously at his eyes. The worst part was, he had
taken pleasure in it, after the initial shock had been chased away
by the prince—Ashe’s—skilled hands. He had not been able to think
at all for a while, riding on that wave of euphoria. Ashe was
pleased with him, had told him that, in much the same manner he’d
congratulated him on killing the Duke of Merivale, but he hadn’t
had his hands on him then. Ashe thought it nothing to coerce him
into bed, when he would not have gone of his own accord. In his
royal egotism, it probably never occurred to him that Illya would
not wish to sleep with him. Ha. Sleep was a loose term. He was
surprised the prince’s man Ven had not tossed him a coin on his way
out for services well done.

He managed to
calm the turmoil in his gut without spilling its contents. He crept
into the small tent he shared with Kenthy. Not tall enough to stand
straight in. Large enough for two billets with enough space
in-between to store their gear. Kenthy was a dark shape huddled
under his blankets, snoring softly. Illya rolled into his own
blankets without even taking off his boots. He lay there staring
into the darkness of the canvas roof, still feeling the ghostly
traces of Ashe’s touch. His skin twitched, rough with goose
pimples, and he pulled the blankets up and over him, hiding his
head under their shelter, squeezing his eyes shut and
shivering.

He got no sleep
at all, only a half drowsing, fitful doze that Kenthy interrupted
when he grumbled and stretched into wakefulness. Illya feigned true
sleep while the man ambled out to relieve himself at the stream.
There was no reason to rise with dawn today. They were still
officially off duty.

One of the many
rewards of taking a duke, he thought sourly. Kenthy came back in,
shuffled about a bit getting dressed, then left to sit outside the
tent. Illya heard him exchange words with men outside. Heard him
adding fuel to the small fire before their tent and smelled the
strong odor of black tea. Vanthuval stopped by and Illya listened
to their quiet conversation about Seganny supplies coming in this
morning. About the weather about to take a turn for the worse. He
drifted almost into sleep. A crack of thunder jolted him back into
wakefulness. He sat up, heart pounding. The sound of rain hitting
the tent top followed the last rumbling echoes of thunder.

Kenthy ventured
back in, pausing with one hand on a flap to ask, “You awake,
lad?”

Illya rubbed
the back of his hand across his eyes and nodded grimly. “I am
now.”

“Good.” Kenthy
went about tying the flaps back to allow the cool air of the storm
into the tent. He sat with his back propped against his rolled gear
and stared out into the heavy rain. Another distant clap of thunder
made the air tremble. The older ranger sipped at his tea. “The
Guntharians are encamped on lower ground than we. I hope this storm
has them awash in mud.”

“One could only
hope,” Illya agreed unenthusiastically.

Kenthy sipped
tea. Lightening illuminated the gray of early morning briefly. “You
didn’t come back last night,” the man finally said.

Illya didn’t
say anything. Kenthy didn’t press. Illya rolled his blankets and
stuffed them into his canvas travel sack to keep them dry should
the tent spring a leak or water come in over the edge of the canvas
floor.

“It was a fine
supper,” he finally said, because he had to say something and there
was nothing but concern in Kenthy’s eyes. “I wish you could have
shared in it.”

“Aye. Me too,
lad. There was nothing but gruel and two-day-old bread for us
common soldiers.”

“I—I didn’t
expect to stay so long.”

Kenthy stared
at him with wise, weathered eyes that had seen just about
everything the world had to offer. “Did someone hurt you, lad?”

Illya almost
laughed. It was the second time he’d been asked that. “No,” he said
sharply and rose. “I’ve got to go to the stream.” He plunged into
the rain. No one else was foolhardy enough to venture into a
thunderstorm, so he stood alone on the bank. The water was choppy
and dark with mud, a foot higher already than it had been. He stood
and let the rain beat down upon him, wished he could shed his
clothes and wade into the stream to wash away the residue of the
night’s activities, but he was not so foolish as that.

After that, he
walked, drenched to the bone, along the outskirts of the camp. He
could feel the occasional thunder clap under his feet. On the
eastern side of camp, he saw the slow-moving train of Seganny carts
approaching. Men were hunched over their perches, goading plodding,
miserable oxen to a faster pace. There were outriders guarding the
supply caravan, and they rode at a somewhat faster pace into camp.
Well, the prince had his supplies, so there was no risk he would
have to go without sumptuous meals. Arrogant bastard.

Indignation
seeped past the self-pity. ‘In bed, you have my leave to call me by
my given name.’ Self-serving, spoiled ass. He called Grunthal
Forest Reach outdated and mired in traditional beliefs. Well,
better that than believing they could trample a person’s free
choice. Grandfather might preach piety, but it was preferable to
the loose values the royal family obviously lived by.

With nothing
better to do, he loitered about the incoming carts, listening to
Seganny drivers complain about the weather. Seganny horse soldiers
were as glum, casting dark, unhappy looks about the Aldanian camp.
Ungrateful, considering very few of the Aldanian soldiers wanted to
be here protecting Seganny’s freedom.

The rain let up
a little. Enough so that men began to move around camp, trekking
through mud, performing ritual, daily tasks that could not be put
off, rain or no. At the supply depot, the carts were being
hurriedly unloaded. A Seganny officer was having a loud argument
with an Aldanian one. There was much waving of hands and posturing.
It was almost entertaining, those men not engaged in unloading
supplies circumspectly loitering about to eavesdrop on the
altercation. It took Illya’s mind off his own problems, until that
problem came marching though the rain and mud towards the supply
tent in the midst of camp officials and aides. The Seganny officer
took one look at the prince’s storm cloud expression and shut up
quick. Illya turned on his heel and fled the scene, praying that he
hadn’t been noticed.

He spent the
afternoon worrying that he might be summoned back to the prince’s
tent, but no such summons came and he finally settled down in his
own, which was a little soggy inside from the damp weather, with a
cup of tasteless, thin soup and hard bread to dip in it. Kenthy did
not comment about their conversation that morning. Vanthuval came
by after supper and sat with them and spoke about their next
assignment.

“Some Seganny
lord came in with the supply train. Wants to see the state of
things here at the front line. Avahine is coming in to take him and
his party on a little tour of the hills flanking the river. We’ll
go up there tomorrow morning and flank them up in the hills, just
in case any overly eager Guntharian decides to venture across the
lines.”

A simple enough
job to play hidden protectors that could strike at an enemy from a
distance before he got to his target party. There were enough trees
in those hills to provide a skilled ranger with plenty of
camouflage.

“So what, do
they figure if the Seganny see how far Gunthar has encroached
across their borders, they’ll send more support?”

“I don’t know
what they’re thinking. I gave up trying to figure it long ago.”

Illya sat back
and listened to their conversation, the wry speculation of seasoned
veterans. Men like them often knew what a battle plan would be
before their commanding officers announced it officially. They’d
been around long enough to second guess the men in charge.

They wondered
if the tour would still be conducted if the rain didn’t let up.
Higher ups didn’t always like to endure the miserable conditions
they forced on the common soldier. The Seganny seemed even less
inclined than most. The Seganny were not well liked among the men,
and growing more disfavored as the weeks passed and their support
dwindled. They’d as soon sit safe and sound in their homes while
Aldanian men died defending them, was the consensus muttered around
fires. And probably within the command tents as well, if the
prince’s complaints were any indication. But protecting Seganny was
not the true issue here. Even a novice like Illya knew that. It was
keeping Drane of Gunthar from an advantage Aldania could not afford
him to have. And if it cost Aldanian lives to keep him from their
borders, then so be it. That was why Aldanian men were here. That
was a goal they could respect, even if they grumbled about the
cowardly, stingy Segannys.
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Chapter Two


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The rain had
turned to a mist that kept the whole of the world sodden and heavy
with dampness. The morning was gray and dismal, stiflingly muggy
with the mixture of stubborn summer heat and moisture. Vanthuval
led a squadron of rangers into the foothills north of the forests.
They moved quietly and unobtrusively through the lightly wooded
hills, both a silent watchdog and a roving eye that would sound
alarm if enemy activity was spotted.

Illya hardly
even saw the men he was protecting. He ranged a good ways east of
them, almost to the disputed river, almost across enemy lines. The
enemy never saw him. They were most likely still mired in their
soggy camp. If there were patrols, they were not out today. At
least not here. Fortunate. His concentration was scattered. He
constantly had to force his thoughts to focus on the task at hand.
Memory of sensation. Shame. Indignation. Anger. They vied for
dominance in his mind. He couldn’t shake them.

He moved
through a copse of white-boled young birch, taut-strung bow on his
back, attention drifting from where it ought to be. His foot caught
on a downed limb and he stumbled, catching his balance with a hand
on the trunk of a nearby tree. Silently he cursed. Such clumsiness
was not his habit. His woodcraft had been honed in the thick
forests in the mountains of Grunthal Forest Reach since he’d been
old enough to be let loose in them. One more thing to lay at Prince
Ashe’s feet, this loss of natural grace.

There was
familiar birdsong from the south. The signal to come back in. He
passed it along dutifully to the rangers who roamed ever further
afield than he and listened for the distant reply. A relatively
brief inspection, ended early. He supposed the weather had driven
the Segannys back, for gods knew General Avahine was not squeamish
when it came to enduring hardships. Avahine was a veteran of many
years and there wasn’t a man in the army who didn’t worship his
name. The king may have given his son this army in name to command,
but Avahine ran the field. Avahine was the strategist that might
win this thing for them.

He saw Kenthy
through the trees as he trotted back the way he had come. Another
ranger walked not far from him.

“Short
morning,” Illya observed.

“Avahine pulled
them in quick,” Kenthy said. “He’s not foolish enough to drag a
bunch of non-combatant Seganny bigwigs this close to the enemy line
and let them dawdle.”

“If Avahine had
been here a week ago, maybe we would still have the river,” the
other ranger said.

“Probably. His
majesty has a bit to learn,” Kenthy agreed.

“If we’re
lucky, he’ll fall to a Guntharian sword point, then Avahine can run
the army properly,” Illya said dourly, imagining the event vividly.
He smiled grimly until he realized Kenthy was frowning at him and
the other ranger was staring openly.

“Well, it
wouldn’t be a bad thing,” he snapped.

“You don’t wish
the heir to the crown dead, Illya. Bad luck,” Kenthy warned.

“Bad luck and
begging for trouble if the commander hears it,” the other ranger
said.

“Well the
commander won’t hear it,” Kenthy said, glaring at the other man
meaningfully, then stabbing a finger at Illya. “And you won’t say
such things again, you hear, lad?”

Illya shut his
mouth and stared stubbornly ahead, making no promises. A mile back
into their own lines, they regrouped with the rest of their men,
filing along behind the armored horsemen escorting Avahine and the
Seganny.

The general
himself noticed Vanthuval and hailed the ranger captain.

“I hear you’re
responsible for Merivale.” Avahine was nearing sixty, but hale and
hearty as a man twenty years younger. His armor had seen battles,
boasting a dent here, a scuff there that no amount of buff and
polish would take out. The sword in his saddle sheath was more
utilitarian than decorative, worn leather grip and battered sheath.
This was not a man who stood on pomp and pageantry. He avoided it
with gusto, preferring the glory of battle to that of military
parades and medals to adorn his uniform.

“I was there,
sir, but this lad deserves the credit.” Vanthuval beckoned Illya
closer. It was somehow less intimidating meeting Avahine’s eyes
than it had been the prince’s. Avahine didn’t look like he wanted
to devour him. Avahine merely nodded, pleased and impressed.

“Good work,
ranger. Lord Crevil here was heartened by the news of Merivale’s
demise.”

The Seganny
lord in question, who rode beside the general, smiled down at the
rangers. “Yes. Fine work.” It was the false smile of a great lord
who was forced to mingle with the common trash he ruled. He stared
at Illya and Vanthuval no longer than necessary before turning his
gaze forward, pointedly ignoring them. Vanthuval glanced at Illya
with a knowing grin, falling back away from the plodding bodies of
the horses.

They returned
to a camp more active than it should have been, considering the
weather and the quiet of the enemy encamped at the river. Kenthy
stopped a man, who said, “Seganny troops coming in. Foot soldiers,
a squadron of cavalry.”

Kenthy snorted
in derision. “No wonder they send supplies, with their own mouths
to feed, the bloody bastards.”

Vanthuval shook
his head grimly. “May mean we march on the river, what with
reinforcements to bolster our strength. Take what rest you can,
we’ll probably be back out to patrol before the afternoon’s
dwindled.”

With their
commander heading purposefully into camp, Kenthy and Illya went to
their own tent. Pointless to change into dry clothing, when they
might be back out into the rain in short order. It was far from
cold, merely uncomfortable with the weight of wet clothing. With
the influx of Seganny supplies, there was pan bread and a halfway
decent stew for lunch. They had barely finished their portions when
Vanthuval strode back along the row of tents that housed his ranger
squadron, telling them they were indeed going back out. Back to the
forest this time, where they could spy on the portion of the enemy
force camped across the river.

Illya wrapped a
piece of pan bread in oiled leather and stuffed it in his belt
pouch for later, checked his stock of arrows, and set out with
Kenthy and a dozen others towards the thick forest. It was moist
and heavy with silence, the forest denizens snug within their
burrows and nests.

They took out
one Guntharian squadron that passed by them unawares. No great
lords this time, just a group of common soldiers patrolling the
wood. As always, they retrieved their arrows, took what they could
from the bodies and dragged them into the brush, so that no future
patrol would know they had been ambushed. The looting of the dead
always made Illya feel like a bandit. Occasionally in the wooded
mountains of Grunthal Forest Reach, bands of thieves would haunt
the woodland passages, preying on miners or traders. The victims’
bodies would be found, stripped of almost everything, including
boots and clothing, and discarded in a gully or a ditch to be
preyed upon by animals. Illya hated to touch the dead. Especially a
murdered man, for the spirit of a violently killed person was more
likely to cling to the flesh that had once housed it. It was
disconcerting to lay hands on a cold corpse and feel the whispering
touch of a mournful ghost brush past him. Better to let the others
search the bodies. The pitiful amount of coinage a common soldier
had in his pouch, or the standard issue weapons he carried, were
not worth the unease or the guilt.

He found a
perch at the heavily overgrown river’s edge to watch the fires of
the enemy camp. The river was perhaps eighty yards wide at this
point, and the far side only sparsely forested. Two, maybe three
hundred fires burned and one had to assume that perhaps two or
three tents shared a fire, and each tent might hold two or more
men. This was only an auxiliary camp. The main one was on this side
of the river, on the plain land beyond the forest. Merivale had
been damned sneaky in getting his horse across undetected. Had gone
days out of his way upriver to make a crossing, then ridden back
down to meet his foot soldiers, who had crossed at various places
along the sheltered forest. There were a dozen or more flat-bellied
ferries floating lazily on the opposite shore, just waiting to
transport the thousand or so men in that fire-dotted camp to this
shore. Gods knew why Merivale had come across virtually alone. One
had to imagine his majesty, King Drane of Gunthar, was cursing that
luck as well.

He stayed all
night twenty feet above the shore, in a thick nook formed by two
twisted branches that overhung the sluggish river below. He drowsed
a little, a light, semi-aware rest that he allowed himself at
intervals. By the time the gray light of a rain free morning broke
through the clouds he was fully awake and munching on his dry pan
bread. Across the river the camp stirred to wakefulness. Nothing
unusual, just common morning ritual. Nothing to indicate they might
try and advance across the river and join their main force.

He kept his
vantage until he heard the faint chirp signifying his replacement
had come to relieve him. He never saw the other man, merely slipped
down the tree and into the greenery surrounding it, and silently
evaporated away from the river. The sun was fully up, proudly
showing itself after hiding for two days straight behind the cover
of clouds, by the time he reached the outskirts of his own vast
camp.

There were
close to five thousand men here, not counting the newly arrived
Seganny forces. Illya had no idea how many had come in, although it
looked as if a fair number of new tents had been set up to the
west. Perhaps enough to house five hundred men, maybe more.

In the safety
of camp, he unstrung his bow as he walked, reminding himself to oil
the wood and wax the string if he were allowed the time this
afternoon. Kenthy was not back yet, and their little tent was musty
when he opened the flaps. He had every intention of changing out of
damp clothes into dry ones now that he had at least the rest of the
afternoon to rest. He’d take what he was wearing to the stream for
a wash. He decided to do that before he laid down to nap, otherwise
he’d never get it done. He changed, balled up the dirty tunic and
trousers and had begun walking down the row towards the stream when
the prince’s man, Ven, called his name.

“Ranger. Illya.
Hold a minute.”

Illya turned
and froze. He could not have been more alarmed had it been a
Guntharian spearman descending upon him. He stood there stupidly,
his heart lodged in his throat while the man stepped past mud
puddles to reach him. The prince’s man looked at him
disapprovingly, his thin lips pinched, his brows drawn.

“You’ve no
watch tonight. You’re to attend his highness.”

Illya’s mind
blanked. He stood there blinking. Ven apparently did not expect a
response, for he turned on his heel and marched back the way he had
come without another word. Illya stood in the middle of the row
while men walked around him, trying to breathe. His stomach was
roiling disconcertingly.

He was to
attend the prince? Attend? Like he would be polishing boots
or mending the stitching on leather armor. Like he was some whore
following the army that could be called to his majesty’s tent and
bought with coin. How dare he think he could send that smug
manservant with such a curt command?

Someone bumped
into him, complaining of his blocking the way. Numbly he began
moving towards the stream. I won’t go, he thought. He
can’t make me go. Can he? What happens if I ignore the order? It
was an order, wasn’t it? It had definitely sounded like an
order. He wouldn’t go. What could happen if he ignored the summons?
It wasn’t as if he could be punished for refusing to let the prince
knight of the first army bed him.

He absently
rinsed his uniform, muddying the knees of the clean one in the
process and hardly noticing. He wrung out the wet clothes and
started back to his tent. Kenthy was there, his boots set beside
him, massaging his feet. The older man nodded. Illya stared,
longing to ask advice from someone who might know a feasible answer
to his dilemma. But he would have to voice it, then, along with
what had happened two nights past. and he felt queasy even
contemplating relating that. He hung his clothes up to dry on one
of the lines securing the tent. Kenthy merely nodded at him when he
sat down inside the tent, the both of them tired from a day and
night’s worth of duty. Illya methodically unrolled his bedding,
smoothing out wrinkles that he would only mess up again when he lay
upon it. Kenthy lit a rolled stick of hensa leaves, drew on it
slowly and the pungent odor drifted inside the tent.

“The prince
wants me to attend him tonight,” he blurted out. He didn’t have to
tell everything. Kenthy was sharp enough to read between the lines.
The older ranger turned a long eye upon him, took the smoke stick
out of his mouth and dangled it between his knees.

“Must have
taken a liking to you.”

Illya groaned,
wiping stray strands of hair out of his face. Fear and uncertainty
made his voice tremble. “I don’t want to go. How do I not go,
Kenthy?”

Kenthy took
another drag and blew the smoke out of the tent. Some of it still
curled about the low ceiling. “Now that’s a touchy problem at best.
How’d he ask?”

“He sent his
man.”

“He ask you, or
tell you?”

“Tell,” Illya
said softly, twisting his braid worriedly.

“Ah. Hard to
ignore that.”

“But, he can’t
just make me—” Illya cried, but Kenthy held up a hand to stop him.
The older ranger’s eyes had gone narrow and thoughtful.

“Prince can do
what he wants, lad. Ain’t nobody higher but his daddy to complain
to. And no matter what he does, don’t you go around muttering about
him being dead, or there’ll be more trouble than this to deal
with.”

“Oh, gods.” He
felt sick.

“You up to
pulling a double shift of duty?”

“What?” Illya
blinked at him, not understanding.

Kenthy leaned
forward and explained. “Trade duty shifts with somebody going out
this evening. Least that way you got an official excuse. Nobody can
blame you if you were out doing your job. Get the hell out of camp
and figure with something big brewing on the horizon his majesty’ll
have too much to keep him busy to spend time thinking about
you.”

It was easy
enough to find a ranger willing to trade on duty for off. Not a
scout from his squadron, but the captain in charge hardly cared who
went out on patrol, as long as the positions were filled. Illya
could have wished for easier duty, after pulling a long service,
but this squadron were roving scouts, lurking continuously through
the forest to pick off enemy troops. The Guntharians were not
nearly the woodsmen that a great many Aldanians were. Gunthar was
plainlands and hills, with very few dense forested areas. Vineyards
and great cultivated plots of land made up its countryside. They
were farmers and herders and makers of wine in Gunthar. A rich land
with access to the sea on one side and the great river just across
the Seganny border to the other. Aldania was half mountains, all of
which were heavily forested. Mining metal ores and precious stones
were its chief resource. Lumber was a close second, for the greater
northern forests, some of which bled over into Illya’s family
lands, boasted iron wood trees which were much sought after, and
grew no place else in all the lands, except the ranges of Berba,
the small matriarchal clan kingdom that rested along part of
Aldania’s northern border. Grunthal Forest Reach bordered Berba
lands and had, for generations, kept Berba clans from attempting to
widen their provinces.

Illya had
roamed the forests with his father and older brother since he had
been old enough to walk. He had learned the bow shortly after. He
was silence itself when he chose to be. The Guntharians were
blundering buffoons who announced their presence long before one
ever saw the gray and black of their uniforms. He moved with a
partner. Roving scouts always did. They found very little of
interest for the majority of the evening and when the night shut
the light from the forest, they traveled with more care, their
night-sensitive eyes less aid than the sharpness of their
hearing.

The dinner
hour was long past. He had given up even a quick trip by the mess
line in favor of a hasty escape. His stomach growled in protest.
How indignant was Prince Ashe over the disregard of his summons?
Had he sent his derisive manservant to seek Illya out? Kenthy would
be at the tent to tell the man that Illya was on patrol. One might
even hope that Kenthy might tactfully explain that Illya had little
liking for the duty the Prince Knight wished to impose upon him.
Kenthy had a way, in his honest, common fashion, that swayed folk.
Prince Ashe had too much pride—Illya had seen it so very clearly
etched in the way the man held himself, in the set of his mouth, in
the direct manner in which he stared a person down, to pursue a
young man that went to efforts to avoid him. He could certainly
find eager bedmates in a camp of over five thousand that would
happily soothe his ego.

“Hsst. Grunthal
Reach.” The whispered voice of his cohort drifted back to him from
out of the darkness. Illya forced his thoughts back to business,
slipping through the brush to join the man along the game trail
that edged the river. The man silently pointed.

A form darker
than the surrounding river and far shore drifted upstream. The soft
slap slap of oars plying the water could barely be heard. A ferry.
And beyond it another, silently slipping through the water. The
camp Illya had spied upon last night was perhaps a mile down
stream. These ferries might be nothing more than the effort to move
supplies to the larger force up river, or it might be a move to
transfer troops across the river under the cover of night. It would
not take long to cover that distance and discover if the camp was
breaking up.

Down the game
trail they hurried, bows in hand. Illya made a birdcall to alert
the scout watching the camp that allies were treading through the
dark towards him. He had little want for an arrow through the chest
because they surprised one of their own. There was no answering
call. At the thick, twisting trunk of the tree he had used last
night for his perch, Illya paused, staring across the river at the
blinking fires of the enemy. There were so few now. Barely a dozen,
and the bulky forms of ferries were not to be seen. Their scout had
probably seen as much and run back to alert his commander of enemy
movement.

“Look,” the
other ranger hissed, pointing down river. Illya peered through the
darkness, saw the broad form of a ferry half dragged up onto shore
perhaps two hundred yards down the bank.

“Gods,” he
whispered. “They’re here.”

“Head back,”
the other said. “Quickly.”

Illya nodded,
in complete agreement. This was a bold move, perhaps the prelude to
an all-out assault. It if had not been for the faintly shimmering
presence hovering in confusion over the bushes, he never
would have found the body. The other ranger never noticed, and was
already darting into the forest while Illya’s attention was
diverted. He parted the bramble, using his bow to move thorny
vines. A man lay twisted beyond, a dark stain on the front of his
tunic, his throat cut ear to ear for good measure. It was
impossible to see colors in the darkness, but the uniform was
clearly that of an Aldanian ranger. Their scout who was supposed to
be keeping an eye on the camp across the river. How in the four
hells had they gained surprise on him? He should have been gone
from his lookout the moment he saw ferries disembarking from the
opposite shore.

Illya swore
softly, looking up from the body to the incorporeal spirit that
clung stubbornly to it. “Let go,” he whispered to it, doubting it
had the sense to understand words anymore. Only the old ones had
the capacity for that. “You don’t want to haunt this speck of
forest for eternity.”

It just floated
there, not even man-shaped. Just a faint, glowing disturbance in
the air. He brushed past it, running as silently and quickly as he
could after the other ranger. A pinprick of light bobbed to the
east. There was a shout, followed by other cries. He skidded to the
shelter of a thick tree, fitting an arrow to his bow string, stood
there with his back to it, listening for the sound of men crashing
through the brush towards him. Another cry, this one pained. The
not too distant guttural voices of men. He chanced a glance around
the tree and saw dozens of lights. Torches to light the way of men
that had no sense of the forest at nighttime.

So many. Had
they gotten his ranger comrade? Likely. Only the spirit over the
corpse had saved him from running into them. They were between him
and the quickest way back to camp. He dared not try and work his
way through them, not knowing how many there truly were. Better to
head north up the river towards the edge of the forest and try and
work his way around. If he made haste he might make camp before
dawn and rouse them to Guntharian movement. If they were lucky,
other scouts had already discovered troop movement and made it
back. If they weren’t—then at least they had the Seganny to make
the odds more even.

 


~~~

 


“Gods be damned
for this damned rain!” the Prince Knight of the First Aldanian army
cried up at the heavens and shook his mailed fist. His charger
regained the footing it had lost in a slick wash of mud. It had
started raining again just before dawn. A fitting prelude to the
black line of Guntharian foot soldiers that came marching out of
the mist. The camp roused not at the cry of the outer scouts, but
of the inner ones. Men scrambled out of sleep, hastily donning
armor and gathering weapons. Not a good way to go into battle,
surprised out of slumber, nerves and heartbeat thrumming
erratically from the shock of the alarm claxons.

They’d barely
had time to form defenses, to get their spearmen into place, their
foot soldiers organized, their cavalry, both heavy and light
saddled and mounted and ready to slip through the front line of
spears and meet the Guntharian first charge. Ashe had gone out with
the heavy horse despite his commander’s objections. It was only
fitting, that he take the same risks the knights under him did. He
was damned if he would watch from a safe vantage while his men
tried to push the enemy back. The grim visages of knights under
helms hardened with determination when their prince led the charge
against the Guntharians. His flag bearer stayed valiantly at his
side, pennant drooping in the rain, until the man was cut down by a
enemy spear. The pennant had hardly hit ground before someone, a
light horseman, found it and swiped it up, keeping it visible so
that all knew the prince still fought on. It drew the enemy like a
magnet, of course. The worst of the fighting seemed to center about
Ashe. He’d lost his javelin on the first rush, splintered in the
chest of some faceless Guntharian knight. He used sword and shield
to hack and batter away at countless other faceless opponents. His
strength served him well, possessing a size and endurance that his
father never had. A inheritance from his Oberian mother, who came
from strong cold-mountain stock. His father was a strategist who
rarely engaged in combat. Ashe gloried in it. His thinking was
generally a step or two behind his action. It made for a fine
warrior, but his father despaired for his future in delicate
politics. Well, that was what advisors were for, was it not?

He cleaved a
man in light armor almost in two, yanked his sword out of greedy
flesh and bone with effort barely in time to deflect a blow from
his other side. Horses screamed shrilly, men cried out in rage and
pain. The world was a haze of sprayed blood, sparks flying from the
clash of steel, mud kicked up from churning metal shod hooves,
spear points and butting shields. Impact after impact until his
arms were numb and his ears ringing. A sea of struggling men and
horses. Pennants drifted listlessly from staffs here and there
among the masses. Enemy and ally. He saw Avahine’s black hound on a
red background not far from him and worked his way in that
direction. The circle of combatants surrounding him shifted with
him. His standard bearer, the escort of knights that protected his
royal self, all the Guntharians who desperately wanted the honor of
running him through.

He saw Avahine
himself through the mess, the old man hacking away like a young
soldier. Ashe’s charger screamed. He felt its body shudder under
him, its legs give way. He cursed, kicking free as the animal went
down, a deep bloody gash running from flank to chest. He rolled in
the mud, and steel shod hooves danced around him. One of his own
knights struggled to keep his horse from trampling his prince. Ashe
took a glancing blow to the shoulder. He grunted, the pain a
distant annoyance, and climbed to his feet, sword still in hand.
His left leg wavered under him, threatening collapse. He sparred a
moment to look down, and saw blood and a great deal of it, where
the slice that had taken his mount had ripped into the back of his
calf where the armor did not protect.

Ignore it. He
wasn’t hamstrung, so he could function. A pikeman came at him, and
he batted the spear away with his armored forearm, ramming his
sword point into his attacker’s belly. He grabbed the pike and
whirled with it, spying the nearest enemy horseman and jabbing the
point up under the sword arm. Sharp thrust, then twist and yank
backwards with all his might, toppling the rider into the mud,
dropping the pike and grabbing after the reins of the lathered
horse.

With effort, he
pulled himself up, starting to hurt in shoulder and leg. Sweat was
dripping into his eyes and nothing would have been more pleasant
than to lose the helm. He settled for blinking his eyes in the few
seconds of peace he had before he had to parry another attack.

“My prince!”
Avahine’s harsh voice boomed over the clamor. He wheeled about,
found the old general not far from him. Their knights, his and
Avahine’s went to efforts to keep a buffer around them. “To high
ground with me.”

Ashe shook his
head violently, refusing to abandon the thick of the battle to go
and observe above. “You go.”

“Damn you, boy.
Don’t play the fool. You don’t lead an army from the middle of a
battle ground. You’re not expendable.”

No, he wasn’t,
being King Herval’s only son. People went to efforts to shield him,
which meant he went to greater ones to plunge into danger. He
opened his mouth to argue and the sound of horns cut him off.
Avahine’s head whipped around in shock.

“What in hells
are the damned Seganny doing? They’re reserves. No one called them
in.”

The Seganny
troops were deployed in the hills to the north, fresh troops that
the Guntharians would not expect. Avahine could have signaled them
or Ashe, but neither had. The damned Seganny had acted too soon and
given away what slight surprise they might have held.

Only they did
not move against the Guntharian northern flank. Like a slow moving
wave, they clashed with the Aldanian flank, which was not expecting
it and crumbled inwards as a result. The standard of one of his
commanding officers went down in the rush. Ashe cried out and began
forcing his way north. Avahine reined his horse in front of him,
shoving up his visor so Ashe could see his sweat-drenched, red
face.

“We’re
betrayed!! They’ve flanked us.”

Ashe couldn’t
form adequate words to express his rage. He charged at an enemy,
clashed swords and sent his opponent reeling from sheer brute
force. His knights strove to keep abreast of him. Avahine did,
trying to yell orders over the din, vainly hoping they would reach
the ears of his commanders via runners.

Mindlessly,
Ashe fought on, but he was forced back with the flow of the battle.
Bodies littered the ground. Men. Horses. The mud was mixed with as
much blood as rain it seemed.

“Prince
Talisar.” Avahine’s voice reached him. “Retreat. We must
retreat.”

He stared at
the old man. Avahine had lost his shield somewhere. His shield arm
hung limp and awkwardly at his side. He looked around the field.
They were routed. Their forces already retreating. Damned Seganny.
Damn them to any hell they chose for this base deception. He would
find their black hearted lords and separate them from their
heads.

If Drane of
Gunthar didn’t separate him from his first.

They tried to
break through to their forces to the west, but were blocked. It
seemed an army of Guntharians had materialized between the battle
and the fortifications that the Aldanian spearmen tried to keep.
The signal for retreat was blaring across the field. Ashe could
hear it ringing inside his helm like a taunting stigma.

Failure.
Failure. It ate at him mercilessly. He followed Avahine blindly,
defending the general’s back even as his men defended his. They had
no choice but to head south towards the dark line of forest. They
battered their way through, with Guntharian forces hot behind them.
They caught them at the edge of the forest. Horse bodies shifted
around each other, swords clashed ponderously. Ashe’s arm felt as
if it could barely lift the weight of his sword. He had no clear
notion how long he’d been swinging it. Hours it seemed. He was too
slow to avoid a blow and the edge of a sword slammed against his
helmed head.

He rocked in
the saddle, blackness and pain exploding behind his eyes. He lost
his grip on his sword. It slipped into the mud while he slumped
over the neck of his stolen horse, fighting for balance, for
consciousness. Nausea rose unexpectedly and the thought of vomiting
within the confines of the helm was intolerable. He struggled to
rip it off, flung the dented thing down and gulped fresh, moist
air.

“Go. Go.”
Someone was screaming at him. Avahine, maybe, slapped the rump of
his horse with the flat of his blade and the animal bunched and ran
for the cover of the forest. Men slipped out of it, two dozen or
more green and brown clad foresters with drawn bows, who let loose
a hail of arrows into the ranks of enemy behind the fleeing party.
His rangers, who were no damned good in the midst of close combat,
but very effective from a distance. Bolts pierced men and horse
alike and gave Avahine and his men the chance to seek shelter.

“Cover them,”
Ashe cried, horse breaking through underbrush and crashing into the
shade-dappled realm of the wood. Other horses thundered after him.
He was reeling. He grasped after a sword he didn’t have.

“I’ve lost my
sword.” He uttered it like a curse. Someone thrust the hilt of a
sword at him. Better than nothing. He gripped it, but his arm was
weak, he could hardly lift it.

“Go.” Avahine
reined in next to him, the lot of them, perhaps a dozen horsemen,
and a few scattered rangers in a clearing a hundred feet past the
edge of the forest. “I’ll hold them.”

“No,” Ashe
snapped. “You call me a fool. I need you when we regroup, old
man.”

“I’m not heir,”
Avahine barked. “If you won’t go willingly, then I’ll have you
taken.”

Ashe matched
glares with a man that had commanded armies for longer than he had
been alive, and lost. With a snarl he whirled his mount and plunged
into the forest. Three of the knights followed on Avahine’s
command. It was just as well he fled, for the blackness was rushing
in at him from the edges and it was all he could do to stay on the
horse.

 


~~~

 


Between picking
his way through an ill-lit forest and avoiding notice by the enemy
that was heavy within it, it was too late by the time Illya reached
the plains at the edge of the wood. Already the sound of horns
blared and the steady thrum of hundreds—thousands of feet marching
made the dawn air tremble. It was all he could do, taut with dread
and fear, to slip along the forest line and beyond his own side’s
fortifications and find the remnants of his own squadron. They
loosed arrows into the enemy charge until the battle was well and
truly joined and by that time it wasn’t safe, since they were as
likely to lodge bolts in their own men as the enemy.

He found Kenthy
in the confusion, as the man, along with almost a full squad of
archers, was hurrying towards another position. He tried to explain
what had happened at the river, but the older man was too winded to
comment. Only a grunt and a worried look. They slid around to the
river side, using the forest as cover, trying to flank the enemy
from that vantage, lodging an arrow here and there, when they had
clear indications of who was who. It was damned hard in the rain,
with the mud coating all the combatants.

They were all
almost out of arrows by the time they saw the pennants of General
Avahine and the Prince Knight thundering towards the forest. The
squad leader rallied the men, and they lay down a cover of arrows
while the riders slipped into the forest. They kept it up until
Illya’s quiver was empty.

“Cover the
prince,” the ranger captain cried, motioning to a wing of his
squadron. Kenthy and Illya retreated from the forest line along
with a half dozen other men. The older ranger pulled three arrows,
half his remaining store, from his quiver and thrust them at Illya
as they ran.

“Don’t waste
them,” he advised.

Illya nodded,
nocking one as he went, eyeing the forest suspiciously for sign of
the enemy he knew infested it, while Kenthy kept at eye to their
rear. They came upon the clear trail left by horses crashing
through brush. Followed that deeper into the wood, eight rangers
strung out on the equine-made path. There was the clash of steel
and the cries of men from ahead. Kenthy swore roughly, pushed
forward along with the others to find a turmoil of shifting horses
and struggling men in the midst of close grown trees.

Illya paused at
a distance, drew and fired. His arrow took a target, toppling a man
from his horse. There were more men afoot that their horsemen
hacked at, which the rangers’ arrows found purchase in. In the end
there were riderless horses with both Guntharian and Aldanian tack,
a pennant trampled in the wet mulch of the forest floor and a great
many bodies scattered among the leaves.

Illya crept
forward, no arrows in his quiver. A knight officer was by the
prince, who was drifting over the pommel of his saddle. Blood
covered the side of his face, his dark hair was matted with it.
Illya shivered, recalling his wish that this man perish. He
fervently hoped the gods had not seen fit to answer his entreaty
this once, when they had always ignored him before. Not in such a
thing as life and death. Not when he hadn’t really meant it.

There was
distant crashing from the way they had come. A pair of winded
rangers proceeded it. Vanthuval was one of them.

“They’ve broken
through. They’re into the woods.”

The knight
officer mouthed foul words, gestured to his men to hold position,
jabbed a finger at Vanthuval and ordered, “You rangers are forest
weaned. Lead the prince out of here, to the west where our forces
will regroup while the rest of us hold them off.”

“Aye,
milord.”

“No,” the
prince croaked, lifting himself off the neck of his horse. He
lifted his arm and pointed at Illya. “He’ll do it.”

The knight had
no interest in who led his prince to safety as long as it was done
in haste. Someone grabbed the reins of a riderless horse and thrust
them at him. Illya took them numbly, dumbfounded that the prince
had even realized he was there. Kenthy handed him a clutch of
arrows he’d gathered from the other archers. Urged him up into the
saddle and slapped the flank of the horse. It shied, almost beyond
control in its nervousness. Illya got it under control, one handed,
bow in the other.

“My lord?” He
was almost afraid to meet the prince’s eyes.

“Go. I’ll
follow—” He broke off as the enemy appeared. Illya kicked his horse
into motion, delving into the thickening wood. He looked back once
to see if Prince Ashe was following. He was. Beyond him the fading
flashes of movement, of combat could be seen. He prayed for the
lives of his comrades, but feared they would be spent cheaply.

After a bit, he
slowed, hesitant to rush blindly into another ambush. The prince’s
horse crowded behind his, as he listened to the tell tale sounds of
the forest.

“Why do you
slow—”

“Shsshh—your
majesty,” Illya said softly. No birdsong, no chirping of crickets,
no tree frogs crying their mating croak in the damp forest. He
heard the snap of a branch to the east and turned his mount south
west at a careful, quiet walk. He nocked an arrow, letting the
reins rest over the pommel, guiding with his legs. Down a steep
incline, where water gathered knee deep at the bottom and up the
other side with a fair amount of noise that could not be avoided.
The prince grunted and held to his saddle, pale of face where the
blood wasn’t covering. Illya wondered if he could stay ahorse much
longer. If he went down, he wasn’t sure he could manage to get him
back over the saddle.

There was a
movement between trees ahead. Illya stopped, raising the bow. He
wouldn’t waste the shot if he didn’t have to. A pair of men
appeared from the brush. They seemed oblivious to the still horses.
Let them pass by, he prayed.

A horse
snorted, shaking its head. Tack jingled. Illya let a bolt fly even
as the men whirled towards the sound. The first shaft took a man in
the chest. The other was screaming warning, even as Illya smoothly
nocked a second arrow and buried it in his throat. The prince’s
horse surged past him, taking flight in the other direction. Illya
drew another arrow and followed, letting his mount choose its own
path, confident it would stay to the heels of the other horse.

“Hells,” the
prince cried out. He jerked his horse up short and Illya’s own
careened into it. A group of foot soldiers swarmed through the
trees towards them. Illya started to draw a bead, but the prince
smacked hands down. “Don’t bother. Too many.”

He was right.
There were more of them than Illya had arrows. They whirled and
kicked their horses in the other direction. A mad rush through
trees and bramble. The thick arm of a low-hanging branch appeared
from behind a curtain of vines and the prince rode into it. It
swept him from his horse and almost under the hooves of Illya’s
mount. Illya jerked the horse aside frantically. The prince’s horse
continued hysterically down the trail, kicking up dirt and mulch as
it went. Prince Ashe lay on his back, blinking dazedly.

“My lord! Take
my hand.” Illya leaned down, offering his arm. The prince stared up
at him. He made no move to take it. Stifling a moan of fear, the
sound of pursuit becoming louder, Illya scrambled down, taking the
prince’s arm and trying to get him up. The other man outweighed him
by almost half. He lost his footing in the slick leaves and flailed
backwards into the horse. The animal shied, ears back and darted
the way the other animal had fled.

“No!” Illya
cried, looking between horse and prince in dismay.

“Lose the bow,”
Prince Ashe hissed. Illya stared at him, astonished.

“What?”

The prince
snarled, grabbed for the bow in the leaves and flung it into the
brush. Illya gaped and started to go after it.

“Your colors.
Get rid of your colors.”

“Are you
insane?” Illya snarled.

“Can you take
them all, ranger? With your dagger? I’m beyond use.” The prince
grabbed his sleeve and yanked him close. “Do you want to die?
They’ll cut a ranger’s throat in a heartbeat. If they don’t want me
dead on the spot, then they may let my servant live.”

Illya stifled a
helpless sob, beyond trying to argue with such convoluted
reasoning. He tore at the overtunic that bore the insignia and
colors of his ranger squad. Tossed it into the brush where the bow
had gone. Under he wore a simple white shirt. A servant might wear
such a thing, except for the knife. He was reluctant to discard it.
He pulled it from its sheath, even as the first of the enemy pelted
towards them, swords that were a great deal more deadly than his
knife extended. On his knees by the prince, who lay in the dirt,
there was nothing to do but drop the thing as they circled them
like a pack of starving wolves.

If they did not
want Prince Ashe alive, then he had just given them his life
without a fight. Someone kicked the blade away, bore him backwards
with a gloved hand tangled in his hair and a blade at his throat,
while others swarmed over the prince. Illya struggled to push the
weight off, bracing his arm against the wrist that held the sword.
He heard Prince Ashe yelling, cursing like a common soldier.

“The boy’s my
servant, leave him be. Gods damned you, take your hands off
ME!!”

No matter how
annoying the prince’s assumption of his age, his youthful seeming
features may have saved him a sliced throat. He might have seemed
no more than a youth of sixteen, without uniform and wide-eyed with
fear. The man atop him eased up a little, roughly searching him for
weapons. Satisfied that there were none, his hands were bound
behind him and he was yanked up by the grip on his hair. The prince
was similarly bound, although he had put up more of a fight, and
lay sprawled and unmoving.

They muttered
amongst themselves, until someone of rank pushed through and
ordered them into action. Two of them got the prince under his arms
and hefted him between them. They complained of his weight, until
one of them got the bright idea to dispense with a little of it by
getting rid of his armor. They took it for themselves, of course,
not willing to throw away such valuable equipment, but the prince
was lighter for it, in tunic and padding.

Illya was
prodded along behind him, with a sword in the small of his back and
a hand on his upper arm. There was nothing to do but go along with
them and hope Kenthy and the knights holding their retreat had
followed them into the wood. Hope that succor was even at this
moment stalking them. But the only men who came upon them were more
Guntharians. They were much heartened by the presence of the
Aldanian prince in their hands.

Illya still
held some slight hope until they neared the river and he saw down
the slanted bank, a ferry pulled up onto shore and realized that
was what they were bound for. A trip across the river into
Guntharian-held territory where there was no succor. He planted his
feet then, in mindless panic, wanting nothing more than to wrest
away from them and slip into the woods where he knew he could evade
them without the prince to weight him down. The prince, for all
intents and purposes, probably deserved just this and more. The
prince had had no care for him.

Except to think
of his life when the enemy bore down upon him and urge him divest
himself of the colors that would have gotten him slaughtered.
Illya, if nothing, was a creature of conscience. His conscience
drove him to a great many things. It caused him enough pause then,
that the moment he might have taken for escape fled and the heavy
fist of one of his captor’s smashed down upon him for balking. He
was not made of the sturdy stuff of the prince, who had taken a
great deal of punishment before finally succumbing to it. All it
took was a blow fully connected and he plummeted into the void.

 




~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter Three


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 He came awake with a bucket of cold
water dumped on his head. Struggled up, disoriented and sputtering,
shaking water out of his eyes only to clear them and find a broad,
bearded face glaring down into his. Hands gripped his shirt,
pulling him sharply forward, so close the stale breath and stench
of sweat offended his sense of smell. He panicked, confused and
tried to wriggle away, but his hands were strangely numb and his
arms almost strengthless. There was tingling in his fingers as if
they had been asleep. The man holding him shook him soundly, lifted
a hand as if to slap him and Illya cringed. The blow didn’t
fall.

“Tend to your
master, boy. His life is yours. He dies, we gut you and leave you
for the scavengers.”

He was thrust
back, against a hard wooden floor that seemed to sway and move
joltingly. His accoster shifted back, so that he could see more
than dirt streaked face. He could see a uniform. Guntharian colors.
Guntharian insignia on the man’s tunic. Memory flooded back and
left him cold and comfortless.

The river. The
prince. Only this was no ferry he was on. It was the covered bed of
a wagon. He was in amongst supplies that had been shoved aside just
enough to allow space in the back for bodies. Prince Ashe lay
beside him, head lolling limply with each rut the wagon bounced
over, so still that Illya almost expected to see the faint presence
of his spirit hovering over the body. There was enough blood dried
on his face to make it a serious possibility.

He stared at
the soldier helplessly. “What do you want me to do?”

“Tend him,
fool,” the man snarled, and hopped over the backboard past the
gently swaying flaps. He pushed the flaps back a few minutes later,
while Illya still sat uncertainly, with a bucket half full of cool
water. Possibly the same bucket he’d emptied over Illya’s head.
There was a rag at the bottom. The soldier gave him a threatening
stare, before letting the flap drop and leaving him in the dim
shade of the covered cart bed.

He sat a
moment, hands shaking. There were leather cords on the floor, cut
through. He rubbed his wrists, estimating they had but recently
been bound. Then he crawled over the prince’s body to peek out the
slit in the flaps. There was a line of men behind him. Riders
flanking the foot soldiers and another wagon a ways behind. It was
almost dusk but there were few trees to hamper the fading light. He
drew back, heart pounding. He leaned against the wagon, trying to
think, chewing at a thumbnail until it bled.

Across the
river then. Maybe even across the Seganny border. He tried to
calculate how long it would take from the river to reach Gunthar.
Not long. Hours maybe. Had it been mid-afternoon or late when the
prince’s party had sought the forest for escape? He couldn’t
remember. The day—the battle—was like a blur to him. How long had
he been unconscious? Not long enough, from the exhaustion in his
limbs. Or was that from the abuse he had suffered at Guntharian
hands? His head hurt in much the same manner it had the morning
after the prince had plied him with wine.

The prince made
a low, moaning sound. Still alive then. By that grace so was Illya.
He’d best see to the extent of the wounds while there was still
light to do so.

The head wound
was shallow. It had bled copiously, but head wounds tended to. The
gash along the back of the prince’s leg was more worrisome. Deep
and already hot to the touch and red about the ragged edges of
flesh. Illya cleaned it as much as possible, and bound it with
cloth ripped from the bottom of his shirt, but it probably needed
to be sewn, for it still seeped blood.

The prince woke
up once when he was cleaning the crusted blood from the hair around
the slash in his scalp and blinked up at him, perplexed. He had the
addled look of a man sorely injured. He tried to get his arms under
himself, but Illya put a hand on his chest and forced him down. It
was no great task, with the prince as weak as he was.

“Lie down, my
lord.”

The prince
pulled a breath in through his teeth, lifted a hand with effort to
gingerly touch his head. “Hurts,” he murmured, then, “You didn’t
come.”

“No,” Illya
agreed, blushing a little. The shadows hid it. The prince tried to
lay a hand on Illya’s arm, but the younger man pulled away. Ashe’s
hand fell weakly, and his lashes fluttered shut. His breathing was
too shallow. His face was starkly pale. He needed more tending than
Illya knew how to give. What Illya did know was that he had to be
kept warm. He looked about the wagon for a blanket, but there were
none, so he ventured to the back of the wagon and lifted the flap,
seeking the soldier who had given him the task of keeping Prince
Ashe alive. The man walked not far from the wagon, along with
others who Illya assumed were assigned to guard their royal
hostage.

“Sirrah?”
Better to be humble and polite and hope the Guntharians responded.
“He needs blankets to keep him warm and salves, if you have them,
for the wound in his leg.” They would have to have something to
tend their own wounds, although he suspected they were short a
surgeon, since he had been ordered to clean the prince’s hurts.

The soldiers
looked amongst themselves and the one whom Illya had woken to,
sneered. “Shall we go to efforts to give comfort to the enemy of
our king?”

“If you wish
him alive,” Illya said softly, trying not to look provoking, but
keeping his eyes on the soldier nonetheless. “You’ve seen men in
battle shock, sirrah. He’ll die if he takes the chill.”

The man
tightened his lips at that, seeming a little worried. Then he
slashed a hand at Illya. “Back inside with you. If I see you again
outside the flaps, I’ll have you whipped.”

He retreated
inside, fuming at their obstinacy. But in short order the flaps
were pushed aside and blankets were thrust in at him as well as a
small jar of pungent salve. It smelled of healing herbs and when he
stuck his fingers in to work it into the gash on Prince Ashe’s leg,
it faintly numbed his skin. Careful not to get it in his eyes then,
or he’d be in torment. He wiped his hands carefully on his
trousers, then covered the prince snugly, folding one blanket and
putting it under his head.

He sat in a
corner then, back against a barrel that sloshed something liquid
inside it, knees drawn up and arms around them. Hopeless, hopeless
situation, securely in Guntharian hands and moving deeper and
deeper into the enemy homeland with each turn of the wagon wheels.
His fault too. He had been given the responsibility to see the
wounded prince to safety. He had failed miserably in a task that
General Avahine and Kenthy and all the others had probably given
their lives to see accomplished. He had wished the prince dead. Ill
wishes begot ill deeds, the priest at Grunthal Forest Reach hold
always preached. He would be proclaimed a failure. A coward, if not
a traitor for invoking curses against the prince knight. It would
reach home and Grandfather would strike his name from the family
records and no one would ever venerate his spirit. He would roam
restlessly and lost and forgotten, just like the spirit in the
forest, mad with loneliness. His ghost wouldn’t even have the
comfort of home, forgotten or not, for his body would probably be
buried—if they even gave him that courtesy– in a foreign, enemy
land.

“Oh, gods,” he
moaned in self-pity, laying his forehead against his knees,
imagining the method of his death. One thing to die in battle, but
quite another to die as a hostage in enemy hands. They might take
more time about it if they were so inclined, just to make him
appreciate the death more so in the end. One heard things about the
Guntharians and their king. There were rumors that King Drane was
not quite sane. If he were not, then he used it to his advantage,
for he had broadened Gunthar’s resources more than his father and
grandfather both. He let had blood in great amounts in the doing.
Great amounts. One hoped very much never to see the King of
Gunthar, but considering the position he found himself in—and the
company—it seemed more likely that he would.

They stopped
late into the night and seemed reluctant to do that, but horses and
oxen needed rest and feed more so than men who were not required to
carry a rider or pull a heavily laden cart. They allowed Illya out
of the wagon to relieve himself. A guard hovered over him the
while, making the simple act extremely uncomfortable. The prince
did not wake, save a few incoherent moments where he called someone
named Lurene a manipulative bitch and bade her leave his presence.
Then a moment later apologized. He went to sleep again soon after,
and Illya bathed his heated face with wet rags. The prince was well
and truly fevered now, his leg infected and a little swollen. Illya
cleaned it as much as possible, wishing for something a bit more
beneficial that what he suspected was horse liniment. If he were in
the forests of home he could have found bethyl leaves to crush into
a paste that would help suck the redness out. Even if they grew
here in Gunthar, there was no forest to search for them. So he made
do with water and livestock ointment, the prince jerking and
moaning when he probed the wound too deeply in his attempts to rid
it of dried infection and filth.

They gave him a
chunk of stale bread and hard cheese. He asked for broth so that he
might attempt to get something into the prince and the man tending
them laughed and walked off. Apparently the blankets and ointment
were the extent of the generosity allowed prisoners. He got clean
water, though, and dribbled what he could of that past the prince’s
dry lips. If he woke, Illya might try to get him to eat
water-softened bread, but Ashe remained deeply asleep.

Exhaustion got
the better of Illya eventually and he slumped against a pile of
rope and canvas, fitfully dozing. The stifling heat of morning woke
him. With the rain gone, the summer weather returned and the
canvas-tented wagon became unbearable. It was hard to breath the
stuffy air, and the smell of sickness made it worse. He pushing the
flap at the back of the cart back enough to breath a little fresh
air. It was no less hot, but smelled clean. The camp was breaking
up, they would be on the road again and maybe movement would stir
the air enough to make it tolerable.

Their guard
stomped over, telling Illya if he needed to relieve himself he’d
better be quick about it. Illya scrambled down the back of the cart
and over to the sparse shelter of brush he’d used before. A good
number of others had used it since. The guard stood idly by until
he’d finished, then took his arm and walked him back.

“Sirrah, the
heat. Could the flaps be tied back today to let in a little
air?”

“No.”

“But, I think
it would be better for Prince As—Talisar.”

The man
frowned, scratching at his beard. “All right.”

“And might any
of you have henna tea? It’s helpful for lessening fevers.”

The soldier
scowled down at him, fingers tightening on his arm hurtfully.
“Don’t push it, boy. Probably won’t matter after a few days
anyway.”

Illya stared at
him wide-eyed, waiting for him to finish that dire statement, but
the man shut his mouth and pushed him at the cart, leaving to his
imagination what might happen in a few days. He was almost over the
gate when he noticed Prince Ashe struggling weakly to sit.

“No, no, lie
back, my lord.” He tried to push the prince back down, but Ashe was
stubborn.

“Have to piss,”
he muttered. Sweat dampened hair clung to his head, his eyes glazed
and his face flushed. Illya looked back to the guard who stood
watching impassively. The man looked highly put out, but he let a
hissing breath of air out from between his yellowed teeth and
unhooked the backboard, letting it down so that they might help the
wounded prince out.

Ashe winced
when he put weight on his bad leg, but did not cry out. Illya got a
shoulder under his arm, taking the weight on that side. The guard
made no effort to help, merely watched with his hand on his
sheathed sword while Illya managed to get the prince to the side of
the wagon. It was far enough. The brush was too distant to
make.

The prince
leaned against the side of the cart, clumsy fingers struggling with
the lacing of his trousers. If it had been any other man, sick and
incompetent with fever, Illya might have offered aid. He could not
bring himself to touch the prince in that particular area. Just
thinking about it made him blush. He lowered his head to hide it
from the guard, who was beginning to show signs of impatience.

Ashe managed
though and relieved himself with a long, steady stream and a
deeply-felt sigh of contentment. When Illya got him back into the
wagon, he collapsed back into his blankets and immediately fell
asleep.

Not long after,
they began to move again. From the times he had been allowed
outside the wagon, he estimated there were some fifty men in the
troop that held them. Perhaps two dozen horsemen and two supply
loaded wagons. A full squadron, perhaps, that had been diverted
from the border to take the captured prince wherever it was they
were headed.

The heat
continued to make travel a misery. The prince tossed with fever
that sometimes turned to delirium, sometimes abated enough so that
he lay sharp-eyed and unreadable in his nest of sweat dampened
blankets. He asked Illya once, during one of those moments, where
they were. Illya had answered honestly enough. In Gunthar, though
past that he knew not where. The prince said no more, showed little
reaction at all to that unfortunate statement, merely shut his eyes
and drowsed.

Three days they
traveled. Ashe fought the fever and the infection hard. Illya had
feared for the leg. The ever-present guard had looked in once when
Illya was cleaning it and remarked that if they’d had a surgeon he
probably would have wanted it cleanly off, instead of letting the
infection eat its way up the prince’s leg. Illya had stared at him
forlornly until he left to walk with his fellows behind the wagon.
He hadn’t realized Ashe was awake until the man’s fingers weakly
clutched at his sleeve. When he looked down he saw the first traces
of panic in the prince’s eyes.

“Don’t let
them,” Ashe hissed.

“There’s no
surgeon,” Illya told him. “No one to do it even if it meant your
life.”

“I’d rather be
dead.”

Illya swallowed
at that vehement declaration, trying gently to disentangle his
sleeve from Ashe’s fingers. “Let me go so that I may clean it then,
my lord.”

The prince’s
hand dropped leadenly to his side. He did not quite fall asleep,
but his eyes drifted up to the shadows of the canvas ceiling,
unfocused. Illya finished rewrapping the leg.

“How long have
we been traveling?” A low, hoarse question.

“Five days—I
think.”

“What
direction?”

“I don’t know.
Well, maybe northeast.”

“Ah. Gunthar
Castle.” There was a tremor in the prince’s voice, the talk of
amputation undoing him.

Illya stared at
him in dread. Gunthar Castle. The age-old residence of the
Guntharian royalty. There were songs about Gunthar Castle and dark
plays and poems. It had withstood a hundred sieges, a half dozen
plagues. It had stood drenched in blood from at least four
rebellions, had endured treachery and assassination. Kings and
their get had been born and died there, though very few of the
latter had died of natural deaths. The mausoleums under its
foundations were some of the most extensive in all the kingdoms.
The murdered ghosts of kings and consorts haunted its halls. So the
legends told. Not a place Illya thought he might ever wish to
visit. He had to clench his fists to stop them shaking at the
thought.

But there was
hardly a means to stop it. Prince Ashe’s prediction of their course
proved unerringly true. Within a day they intersected a road and
turned upon it. Broad, well-tilled fields surrounded it on either
side. From the back of the wagon, Illya could see the occasional
small farm, or roadside shanty village. The guards stopped once,
demanding food and grain from the pitiful inhabitants of a small
village. The horses munched at the thin rations and Illya’s guard
brought a cup of beef broth with congealed grease floating at the
surface for the prince. Illya put an arm under Ashe’s neck to lift
him enough to swallow it.

They stopped
for the night at another such small borough and though there was no
room for all the soldiers to bed down, even in the central barn,
their guardian saw to it that Prince Ashe was taken inside the one
inn and there the village healer was summoned to look at his leg. A
very old woman, leaning heavily on a cane toddled in, a young girl
carrying a leather pouch of supplies at her side. The girl blanched
fearfully at the looming soldiers. Some dozen of them had crowded
into the main room to watch over their valuable prisoner.

Illya hovered
out of her way at the foot of the cot, watching as she unwound his
dressings and poked and prodded at the gaping wound. The prince
grimaced and clutched at the cot rails when her fingers invaded his
flesh, pressed it together to squeeze out a trail of yellowish pus.
She was less gentle than Illya was and she a healer. She snapped
off a string of orders to her young assistant and the girl
scampered through the bodies of soldiers to carry them out. The old
woman began setting out jars of herbs and salves. She cleaned the
wound thoroughly with heated water, forcing pus-laden infection out
along with streams of fresh blood, then packed it with strong
herbs.

“It should have
been sewn,” she muttered under her breath, as she went about doing
just that. Illya thought Ashe had passed out during the
ministrations, but when she’d finished her sewing and wrapped the
leg in clean bandages, he slitted his eyes open, breathing a sigh
of relief that she’d done with him.

“Who sees to
him?” she asked, rubbing arthritic fingers.

“I,” Illya
admitted reluctantly, afraid that she would berate him for his poor
care. That his captors would then see no need for him and dispose
of him then and there.

She only thrust
a pouch of herbs at him, and a small jar of salve. “Here. Rub the
ointment on four times or more a day. Crush the herb and mix it
with water to make a paste and coat the wound morning and night. He
might keep the leg if you’re diligent, though it’ll be a close
thing.”

Illya nodded,
holding the medicines close to his chest. The guard gave the old
woman a coin, which she turned in her fingers, not entirely
satisfied, but wisely held her complaints to herself.

They saw that
the prince got another bowl of stew and bread. Illya fed him the
broth and softened bread, which he managed well enough, and
finished the fatty chunks of beef and vegetables that were left in
the bottom of the bowl himself. No more than a servant could
expect, finishing his master’s leftovers. It was as much as he
could stomach, with the thoughts of Gunthar Castle making his belly
turn flip flops.

At dawn they
were loaded up again, and on their way. By dusk the next day they
reached the outskirts of a large town. The road had widened
considerably and traffic passed them headed in the other direction.
Beyond that, separated by half a mile of treeless, grassy rise, a
walled fortress perched atop the hill overlooking the town. It had
never been constructed with aesthetics in mind. It was squat and
ugly, made of time-weathered dark granite. Its outer walls were
high and bristling with fortifications. The area between outer wall
and inner was a stark no man’s land where an enemy who managed to
somehow breach the outer walls would be trapped, and vulnerable to
archers from atop the inner wall. The castle itself was six levels
high, with four thick towers at each corner that rose some hundred
feet above the roof tops. There were few windows anywhere along the
stone facade, and where there were, they were but mere slits, more
suited for archer’s niches than to let in light.

Illya, of
course, saw little of this, from his vantage in the back of the
wagon. What he saw was the shadow of a great gate pass over him,
then as the troops filed in behind the wagon, the ponderous descent
of a spiked metal portcullis. The wagon traveled over hard
flagstone now, and under a second gate. A cacophony of many voices
filled the air, as men dispersed and other men rushed about. The
wagon rumbled to a halt.

Illya moved a
little closer to Prince Ashe, lying a hesitant hand on his shoulder
to urge him to consciousness.

“I’m awake,”
the prince said softly.

The backboard
was snatched open and unfamiliar faces filled the back of the
wagon. The guards that had watched them throughout the journey here
had been replaced by new ones. They reached in for the prince,
pushing Illya aside when he made to help. Someone took him in hand,
jerking him down from the wagon bed with no warning. He stumbled
and went down to one knee, was yanked back up and held with an arm
twisted cruelly as two others dragged Prince Ashe out, supporting
his sagging weight between them.

He looked up
and gaped at the massive castle facade. Rough, black stones, free
of creeping ivy or any other feature to soften the starkness. He
could not see the top clearly in the darkness, and the width was
totally swallowed by the night. Wide, steep steps angled up to a
deep-set pair of massive, iron bound doors. Torches guttered on
either side of them. Men gathered at the top of the stairs. A few
in uniform, most in civilian attire. The centermost figure stood
with hands clasped behind his back, a loose, richly brocaded house
robe over fine tunic and trousers. He wore no sword or knife at his
belt. His hair was gray-streaked brown, and his face narrow and
pinched. He might have been forty. He might have been sixty. It was
hard to tell in the shifting torch light. There was a slight smile
on his face that exuded satisfaction as his eyes lingered on Prince
Ashe.

“My lord
Brendon.” An officer mounted the steps, bowing at the waist.

The noble
inclined his head. “Good work, Captain. His majesty will be well
pleased. Very well pleased. Is he whole?”

The captain
straightened. “Wounded, my lord. But mending, I believe.”

“Very well. I
shall take responsibility for our guest now. You and your
men may take a few days well deserved rest in appreciation.”

The captain
bowed again and retreated. The castle guard dragged Ashe up the
steps. He tried to support his own weight, but they moved faster
than his weak legs could manage. They stopped a step below the
figure of Lord Brendon. The prince struggled to get his feet under
him, managed to get his weight upon his good leg and lift his head
to stare into the eyes of the Guntharian lord. Even with the height
of the step separating them, their eyes were almost level.

A stiff,
unpleasant smile crossed the nobleman’s lips. “Prince Talisar
Endarian. We are honored by your presence. We hope you had a
pleasant journey?”

The prince’s
eyes never flinched. He said nothing. After a moment, Lord Brendon
waved a hand and said airily, “Take him away. He reeks.”

They dragged
Ashe into the castle. Illya was left in the hands of the castle
guard at the bottom of the steps. Brendon’s eyes drifted down,
paused on him.

“What’s
this?”

“Prince’s
manservant, milord.”

Brendon
sniffed, disinterested. “Let him serve his master then.”

At the top of
the steps Illya remembered the medicines and set his feet. “My
lord, there is ointment in the wagon for the prince’s wound.”

One of the men
behind Lord Brendon stepped forward and backhanded Illya brutally.
He staggered back, lost his footing on the edge of the step and
went down, scraping knee and palm. The man stood over him while he
knelt dazed.

“Churls don’t
speak unless they’re spoken to. Never address his lordship
again.”

Numbly, Illya
nodded. There was blood in his mouth. He felt it trickling down his
shin from the abrasion on his knee.

“Let him go and
get the medicines, Ahzor,” Brendon said. “We want prince Talisar
healthy when his majesty returns from the border.”

The big castle
guardsman, Ahzor grunted, nudged Illya with the toe of his boot and
snapped, “Fetch them now, boy. Move!”

Illya did,
limping down the stairs and gathering his little pouch of supplies
from the cart. He climbed the steps again, not looking up at any of
them, for fear it would provoke them. He had no value here. None at
all. And they had little enough reason to pamper Prince Ashe. Play
the humble servant and play it well and he might be overlooked.

He followed a
guard into the castle, not knowing what to expect. A great entrance
hall, with stairs leading up along both walls and doors opening to
the back and under the stair wells. There were torches along the
walls, and a great hanging candelabrum that almost managed to
illuminate the tall ceiling and the dark recesses of the hall. It
was still unwelcoming and stark. He feared he might be led
straightway to some subterranean dungeon to join Prince Ashe, but
his guards took the right stairway and led him up a full six levels
and to the sturdy oaken door that led into the circling steps of
one of the towers. His bruised knee throbbed terribly by the time
they’d climbed the tower to the rooms at its top. They were close
on the heels of the men that had taken Prince Ashe.

There were two
rooms in the tower. An outer suite, sparsely furnished and an inner
that held a large covered bed, a fire place, an ancient dresser and
wardrobe and a single leather bound chair. The air smelled of dust
and disuse. There was a small window slit, covered with thick
glass, but it seemed permanently sealed shut. A draft did come down
the flute though, whistling as it did.

The guards had
dropped Ashe onto the bed, where he lay on his back with his legs
hanging over the side. They seemed to have little more interest in
him than that, and walked past Illya and out the door, shutting it
behind them. Illya stood in the doorway between inner and outer
rooms, dumbfounded at the desertion. He could faintly hear the
clomp clomp of their boots as they descending the stair.

The prince did
not at the moment seem to be in particular pain, so Illya turned
his back on the bedroom and surveyed the smaller reception area.
There was a faded settee, big enough for two. A spindly legged
table against the wall, over which sat a much-streaked ancient
mirror in a gilded frame. Most of the reflective surface was gone,
chipped away by time and misuse, but a bit of it remained. Enough
to show Illya the blood smearing his chin. He wiped at it absently.
There were rugs in both rooms, colors so dull it was hard to see
what pattern they had once divulged. Dust coated most of the
surfaces, indicating that servants did not venture up here often to
clean.

Not a dungeon
certainly, but not the lap of luxury. A fine prison nonetheless for
a man with a leg injury, with a single door at the bottom of steep
steps that was easily guardable. Illya sat down on the little couch
and dust stirred up. He wrinkled his nose at it, fighting back a
sneeze. His palm burned a little, scraped but not deeply. His knee
was worse. He could see torn flesh through the tear in his
trousers. He brought the knee up and bent over it, thinking how
much wiser a choice it would have been a year past, to have gone to
the church, when the offer had been put before him. His father had
told him he thought it the wrong decision. His grandfather had
merely shaken his head, as though he had always known Illya was
bereft of common sense.

He might be
bored beyond belief in the quiet halls of a monastery, but at least
he would not be encased in a hauntingly intimidating castle, in a
room that felt strangely—used—in a stale, uncomfortable sort
of way, in the hands of the enemy who would as soon kill him as
look at him and trapped in the company of a man that frightened him
for altogether different reasons.

“Illya?”

He started at
the hoarse utterance of his name. It took him a moment to register
that it was the prince calling from the other room.

“I’m here, my
lord,” he said from the doorway. Ashe was up on one elbow, looking
about the room in a bit of a panic. He took a breath when he saw
Illya.

“I—don’t
remember getting here.”

“It was quite a
climb, my lord.” Illya walked around the bed, tested the state of
bed coverings and found them almost stiff with dust. He peeled the
top layer back and discovered almost tolerable sheets underneath.
He got the quilt off without disturbing Ashe too much and left it
in a pile at the end of the bed. He took the pillows in the outer
room and smacked the dust from them, then helped the prince sit
up.

Ashe pulled at
his tunic, shrugged it off, but needed help with his shirt. Illya
pressed his lips tight and pulled it off over the prince’s head.
There were a few fading bruises along his upper body, no more or
less than one would expect from a knight recently from battle. The
prince lay back into the pillows with a sigh, free of sweat
stiffened clothes.

“That wasn’t
Drane,” he said, eyes closed.

“No,” Illya
agreed. “A Lord Brendon. King Drane is apparently still at the
border. I would tend your wound, my lord.”

Ashe waved a
hand at him, giving him leave. Lay passively while he did, then
when he’d finished lifted a hand to touch his hair as he
straightened. Illya flinched away.

“Please don’t
touch me—my lord.” It sounded a little strangled.

Ashe blinked up
at him, inquisitively. “Why?”

He had no
chance to formulate an answer. The outside door opened and a trio
of servants marched in. A man carrying two sloshing buckets of
water, another with a copper wash basin, and a woman with an armful
of linens. The men deposited their loads and exited. The woman
looked about the rooms in distaste before beckoning Illya into the
outer one with an imperious gesture.

Hesitantly he
followed. She had the look of an ill-tempered sergeant at arms.
“I’ve brought clean sheets and rags for washing. You’ve a need of
it, the both of you. I’ll have the boys bring up more water and
clean clothing for—him.” She jerked her chin a little nervously
towards the back room. “You as well, I suppose, if you don’t want
to look like a bloody ragamuffin. I suppose being a prince’s man
you think you’re above simple things like cleaning and fetching,
but I’ll not have my staff running errands at the whim of a
hostage, royal or no. So I’ll see that you have brush and soap so
that you can tidy up these rooms while you’re here lazing
away.”

She paused, her
gaze roaming the walls a little nervously. Her whole manner
suggested she’d rather not be here at all, which made him think of
haunted towers and the like. He followed her gaze, arms gone
goosepimply. She shook herself and marched to a little room behind
a narrow door in the bedroom. It was no more than a closet, smaller
really, and a simple bucket sat on the floor.

“There’re no
garderobes in the towers, so you’ll have to dump the bucket
yourself.”

“I’ll be able
to leave these rooms?” he asked, a little bit of hope over the
extent of his imprisonment rising.

“You may, to
carry out your duties. I’ll get one of the girls to show you the
middens and where the water’s drawn and the kitchen and the
laundry. They won’t let his lordship past, though.”

“Of course,”
Illya agreed, happy to be obliging if he were not to be trapped in
this stifling, practically windowless room. The woman sniffed at
him, giving him a good look up and down, then sniffed again, as if
he did not quite measure up.

She marched out
of the room without a further word. He glanced at the prince, who
seemed to be sleeping, then took one of the buckets and poured it
into the copper basin. He wet a rag and dabbed at the scrape on his
palm, then gingerly pulled up his trouser leg and cleaned the
deeper one on his knee. He supposed the woman had been right about
him being filthy. Blood and dirt were smeared equally about his
person. He had almost become accustomed to the grime, but it would
feel good to be free of it.

Having no wish
to even partially disrobe with Prince Ashe in the room, he carried
the basin into the outer chamber, then stripped out of the much
abused linen shirt. He discovered a few bruises of his own, under
the layer of dirt. He undid his braid and rinsed his hair, then
wrung it out and fingered the clasp Ashe had given him. He had
bitterly mused that night upon leaving the prince’s tent, that he
was surprised he had not been given a coin for services rendered.
He supposed he had. The clasp was silver and finely crafted. A
trifle to one such as Prince Ashe. A thoughtless trinket to gift a
bed-partner. Illya wrapped his fist around it in mortification,
wanting very much to fling it against the wall. He didn’t. Someone
would find it. A servant or Ashe and then he’d have to explain
discarding it. He sat it carefully on the table under the mirror,
fingers making a pattern in the dust. He looked up fleetingly in
the mirror and thought he saw something reflected behind him. He
spun, thinking it was the prince out of bed when he shouldn’t have
been.

It was not.
There was nothing. He took a shaky breath, imagining ghosts and
vengeful spirits. There had to be a reason the staff would not come
up here to clean. But no ethereal presence drifted out from the
walls. There was nothing but dust and stone and faded
furniture.

Warily he
curled up on the settee, distrusting the room. Eventually, he
nodded off, exhaustion winning over superstition.
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Prince Ashe
grimaced in pain, his leg jerking reflexively as Illya pressed the
sewn lips of the wound together to see if there was pus. He hardly
got a dribble, if that. The redness had receded a great deal and
with it the fever, though at night it did creep back. Two days in a
relatively clean bed, with enforced rest, had put him on the track
of recovery. He healed quickly. He always had, being hale and
stubborn. It was as much obstinate determination as anything, his
old nurse had always said. And she should know, having had ample
opportunity to tend a youngster that had always gotten into one
scrape or another. Ashe could never refuse a dare. And more than
one of his childhood cronies had gotten the whipping of their lives
for egging the heir into some dangerous stunt that ended with him
bleeding or sprained or broken. He’d broken both arms, one leg,
various and sundry ribs, and his nose before he’d ever reached his
majority. He thought he was much more considerate of his body now,
even putting it through a war, than he had been at twelve.

He’d learned a
great tolerance to pain. Though he was—and his nurse could attest
to this and did whenever she had occasion—a terrible, horrible,
difficult to deal with patient.

“Are you trying
to open it anew?” he snapped at Illya. He was propped up in bed, in
clean new clothes that the servants had brought. Loose bed,
trousers and a soft bed shirt that he wore unbuttoned and would
have preferred to wear not at all, the place was so stuffy. But he
suffered it, not wishing to be caught off guard should the lord
overseer of Gunthar Castle make another surprise appearance. He had
come yesterday to rub in just how much of a disadvantage Ashe was
at. Being more coherent, Ashe had smiled cordially at him and asked
when King Drane would return, remarking that he looked forward to
meeting him.

Lord Brendon
had sneered at him. “Sooner than you will appreciate—your
highness.”

And that had
been that. He hadn’t shut his eyes and allowed himself a deep
breath of uncertainty until the outer door was shut and his visitor
gone. He did not in any way wish to meet the king of Gunthar. He
thought his death might very soon follow the event. If it did, he
would not dishonor his kingdom. He sat stonily staring at the wall
the rest of the evening convincing himself of this. Convincing
himself that no matter what the torture, his honor would remain
intact.

“I’m sorry, my
lord,” Illya muttered, not sounding sorry at all. Ashe couldn’t see
his face, his head was bowed over the wound. He recalled patches of
Illya from the hellish journey here. Soft words, trying to get him
to drink, or trying to soothe the rantings of his delirium. He
hardly spoke at all now, unless directly addressed. He kept mostly
to the outer room, appearing when Ashe called for something, or to
tend the wound, or bring him his meals that the castle guard
allowed him to go down the tower and fetch. He wore clean servant’s
garments. Gunthar Castle colors, which were simple gray. Summer
linens, though of a lesser quality than those that had been given
Ashe. He would not look directly at the prince, which was annoying
to no ends, since Ashe very much liked the pale blue of his
eyes.

He’d thought of
them this morning when he’d woken with his loins uncomfortably
engorged. Most certainly a sign of imminent recovery if those
particular needs were again making themselves known. Illya had come
in with his breakfast, looked at him, and gone quite pale. The tray
had been deposited on the bed by his side with all haste and Illya
fled. Which Ashe supposed meant that the young forester was in no
way as comfortable with what had happened in his tent as he was.
Regrettable. A few moments of pleasure before he died seemed a
small thing to ask.

He did get some
satisfaction when he asked to be bathed. Illya had blanched with
embarrassment over that, and very gingerly went about the task,
only balking below the waist. Ashe had had the choice of going into
clean clothes filthy or taking the rag and doing it himself. He did
it himself, while Illya stood rigidly staring at the wall beyond
the bed.

It had been
nice to have those slender hands on him though. It had taken his
mind off the hopeless situation somewhat. Gods. He grieved for
Avahine. There was little chance the general had survived. What had
become of the army? Had Drane routed them so badly? Was that why he
didn’t hurry back, even with a royal hostage as draw? How long
would it take word to reach his father in the capital? Longer by
far than it had taken for him to be brought here. Two weeks with a
swift messenger. Maybe more if the weather turned bad. They didn’t
even know yet. Herval Endarian would be coolly furious, as much at
his son as at the forces that had taken him. Father never
overreacted. He would assess the situation and find the most
advantageous way to confront it. The court would be abuzz with
contemplation, secretly whispering among themselves who Herval
would choose as next in line should Ashe never come back. He had no
other sons, but he did have nephews.

His
bedmates—the regular ones who never dreamed of turning him
away—would be diversely different in their distress. Davad was
emotional and high strung. He would rail and curse the fates. Go
into a sulk and refuse comfort, save when he decided it would be
seemly.

Lurene was a
more calculating bird. Lurene knew where her advantages lay. No one
would see her shed a tear, or throw a fit of hysterics, but she
would plan and plot and eventually one day might even manage some
iota of vengeance. Lurene, Ashe would not want as an enemy. He
valued her as much as a councilor as a bed-partner.

He wished she
were here now, to soothe without being overtly asked to. She never
compromised honor or pride. She would massage away his tensions and
rationally discuss his options. What options there were, which at
the moment were dreadfully unavailable. She would march into the
other room and tell the young man there a thing or two about seeing
to his prince.

If he hadn’t
thought it would have sounded peevish and undignified, he would
have said it himself. As it was, he sat and died a little bit from
boredom, confined to a bed, while a beautiful young man that might
have relieved some bit of it, blithely occupied the next room.

The boredom
spurred him to foolhardiness. He would be damned if he called like
an invalid for the chamber pot to be brought to him. He carefully
swung his legs over the bed, feeling the stretching of the barely
sealed mouth of his wound. The leg was weak, when he tested it, but
not crippled. Thank the gods for that. He put his weight upon it,
one hand on the post at the end of the bed. It did not pain him
greatly, which surprised him. He let go the post and took a step.
The room swam. He put his hands out in panic, standing spay-legged
while he tried to control his spiraling vision. It got a little
better, so he took another step. In a headlong rush, he made it to
the little closet, and the bucket there.

Quite pleased
with himself and that minor victory, he tottered to the narrow
window when he was finished. The leaded glass was foggy with smut.
Even had there been something beyond it to see, the glass was too
obscured.

He was half way
back to the bed when his weakened legs had taken all they were
able. The bad leg gave out beneath him and he crashed down to one
knee. The jar sent fingers of pain up his leg. He cried out an
unintentional curse. He was there on his knees, his head hanging
dizzily when Illya came to see what was the matter.

“My lord! What
are you doing?” He flew to him, trying to get a hand under his arm.
He was very solicitous in his concern, pressing himself against
Ashe’s side to lend support back to the bed.

“You shouldn’t
have gotten up by yourself,” he chided.

Embarrassed by
his weakness, Ashe snapped, “As if I need to be rebuked by a
servant. And why aren’t you in my arms when I want you, instead of
when I’d rather you expressly distant?”

He felt the
young man go stiff. He was suddenly let go of and given a push
towards the bed. He twisted in time to sit down on it instead of
falling face first, which would have been an unforgivable
indignity.

“I am not a
servant, my lord,” Illya hissed at him. “Nor am I a
whore.”

Ashe opened
his mouth to retort, but Illya had spun and marched from the room.
So that was it. The boy thought he’d been treated like a whore. As
if the prince heir took whores to his bed. He had never paid for
sex in his life. Well, not in coin, at any rate. He also did not
engage in arguments yelled between walls like a common fishwife. He
plopped down upon the pillows, grinding his teeth in
irritation.

He stayed that
way, simmering and agitated until he heard the door quietly open in
the outer room and Illya leave the suite. Probably to get his
supper. Damn him that he had the freedom to come and go as he
pleased. Three days? Four days? Ashe already hated this room. He
almost wished Drane would hurry and get here, so his situation
might change. It was so painfully hard to admit that he might be
scared. He fought it back with as much diligence as he might hack
at a hoard of enemies. He had never known it before. He could not
easily deal with the niggling little knot in his gut that refused
to go away.

He did not want
to die. He did not want to be tortured. He did not want to be held
as hostage against some outrageous demand King Drane might make of
his father. And for the first time in his life, his wants amounted
to absolutely nothing.

Eventually the
door opened again. He heard rapid footsteps across the floor. Illya
appeared in the door way with a covered tray, his face pale and his
eyes wide. The look of a worried young man, not one holding a
grudge.

“What?” Ashe
demanded, his own heart beating a little faster.

“He’s here. The
king—he’s just ridden in.”

Ashe swallowed,
forcing calm to override the growing fist of fear, and the rapid
pounding of his chest. Illya stood there stupidly with the tray in
his hands. Ashe waved him away. “I don’t want it. I’ve no
appetite.”

Illya stared a
moment more, then backed away. Silence in both rooms for a while,
then Ashe pushed himself up, determined to look his best when King
Drane came to view his prize. He called for Illya, and the young
man appeared, still looking unnerved. Ashe had schooled it from his
face.

“Are there
anything but bed clothes to wear? Find something to comb my
hair.”

Illya nodded,
going to the wardrobe and pulling out a blue linen house tunic and
trousers. They had provided no house boots. His own would do, under
the loose linen trousers. Illya helped him take off the bed clothes
and don the more formal house tunic. He ran the comb through his
hair, straightening the disarray. He had over a weeks worth of
stubble, almost a light beard by now. He noted absently as he
stroked it, that Illya’s cheeks were still smooth, as if he were a
boy still who couldn’t grow a beard. But the rest of him was smooth
too, so it might merely be his nature. Still, Ashe resolved to ask
for a straight edge to shear the itchy mess off his chin. If he
survived Drane of Gunthar.

He did not want
to be sitting in bed when the king came, though the lone chair
looked hard and uninviting.

“Help me to the
chair, Illya,” he said. Dutifully, Illya did. “Is there anything to
drink out there? My throat is parched.”

One did not
wish to croak when addressing one’s enemy. Gods, his head was
beginning to hurt. His shoulders and neck gone so tense that it
sent fingers of pain into the back of his skull. Illya brought him
a goblet filled with rich red wine. He forced himself to sip it
slowly, resting the goblet on the arm of the chair as if he were
enjoying an evenings distraction, instead of waiting his fate.

“He might not
even come tonight, my lord,” Illya said softly, hovering nervously,
clearly not knowing what to do with himself. His fate too, Ashe
thought. Whatever befell the prince of Aldania would probably
befall his servant.

“Rub my
shoulders, would you?”

Illya froze, a
bevy of emotions crossing his face. He was easy to read. There was
nothing courtly or shrewd about him. His honesty left him open and
vulnerable to those that did practice in the orchestration of
people and purpose. Fear, uncertainty, wariness and very much
wanting to do something to alleviate this terrible ordeal. That was
what Ashe saw cross his eyes in a matter of heartbeats. Even as he
worried over the meeting with Drane of Gunthar, it occurred to Ashe
that the way to Illya might be as simple a little well placed
honesty.

“I’m so tense,
it’s making my head ache.”

Illya swallowed
and moved behind him, hands going to his shoulders, stroking rigid
muscles. Ashe sighed and leaned his head forward, drifting in the
simple pleasure of a massage. It was nothing really, that he would
not have asked of any manservant. Ven had performed similar
services frequently to ease the ills of his prince.

For a long
while he sat, with his head down, Illya’s hands grown more
confident on his neck and shoulders, kneading out the pain and the
tension. Then the sound of a great many boots on the stair brought
his head up. Illya stepped back, a pace behind his chair, as was
proper. Then the door swung open and the king of Gunthar stepped
in.
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The king of
Gunthar stalked into the chamber as if he were taking it after a
long siege. He filled the room and his attendants poured in after
him. The lord keeper of this castle, Lord Brendon. The commander of
the castle guard, Ahzor. A half dozen men in uniforms and armor
dusty from the road. The king himself wore armor, a breast plate
engraved with the crossed sword and ax of Gunthar, glinting mail
beneath it. He’d shed his gauntlets and helm for the climb up the
tower steps, but little else. His raw boned hand gripped the
scarred pommel of his sword. He was a large man, but there seemed a
lack of proper meat on his bones. The skin of his face was
stretched as if he’d been too long in the sun and had the moisture
sucked from him. His hair was long and thinning, a little bald on
top, and mostly gray. He had come to his throne in his mid-twenties
at the untimely—and some said suspect—death of his father, and held
it firmly for two decades. He looked older than those years. There
was something discordant in his face, in the fierce, jerking
movements of his eyes before they latched onto Ashe. The king’s
lips twisted into a snarling smile. A harsh laugh of victory
rumbled in his chest.

Calmly and
steadily, Ashe rose, using the arms of the chair to push himself
up, carefully balancing his weight on his good leg. He inclined his
head, an indication of equals. “Your Majesty.” He kept his voice
dry and even, determined not to show weakness of body or
spirit.

Drane laughed
again. “Princeling. Can you imagine how pleased We are to have you
as Our guest? You can’t begin to comprehend. Your father will be
beside himself—being weak-loined enough to have sired only the one
son. How unfortunate for him. We have a dozen strong sons to follow
in Our footsteps, did you know?”

“No, my lord.”
Better to offer respect in the face of the king’s fervor, even at
the insult to his father and the threat to himself.

“No, you
wouldn’t. Aldanians are always more interested in internal politics
that external ones. It shall be your downfall, you know. We left
the border littered with your dead. Blood pooled in the fields. You
lost Seganny to Us, princeling.”

“Seganny gave
itself to you, Majesty. Hard to hold a land that backstabs you in
the heat of battle.”

Drane’s
sneering smile faded, turned to one of anger. His hands shot out,
wrapping in Ashe’s collar, jerking him close. The men behind him
stirred, a shifting of armor and weapons. Ashe kept his hands at
his side, loose-fisted with an effort.

“Don’t speak
back to Us. We’ll have you gutted like a six point stag and sent
back to your father dressed for the spit.”

Ashe pressed
his lips tight, not willing to offer apology for a statement so
filled with bitter truth. He was a touch taller than the king, and
a fair bit heavier with the muscle of youth, but the man’s strength
seemed abnormal. Steeped in adrenaline—or madness. Pulled so close
to the king’s face, eyes no more than a hand’s span apart, he could
see the imbalance. It was in the spasming jerk of his cheek, in the
intense, feral glare of his eyes. It was a wonder the lords and
officers in his service did not realize it. Or perhaps they did and
chose wisely to pretend he was as rational as any normal man.

The king
abruptly pushed him back. His leg gave out on him as he hit the
chair and he sat down abruptly, thanking the gods that he had not
fallen to the floor in the presence of Drane and all his
minions.

“Or perhaps
We’ll put you in the dungeons and have the horrid, soulless
creatures who dwell there rip you apart, piece by piece. We could
send the pieces to your father in fine boxes. Little presents for
him to treasure. We could keep you alive a long time, if the pieces
taken were inconsequential enough. Fingers, toes, eyes,
ears—testicles—” He giggled a little at that, but it faded as
quickly as it had come and he leaned forward, hands on the arms of
the chair. “We could find a variety of ways to extract Our
vengeance upon your royal person.”

“If that is all
the value I have, then I could not stop you, my lord.” He kept his
voice neutral, his eyes emotionless and fixed on Drane’s. He had
the feeling that if he looked away, if he allowed himself to be
cowed, the man would pounce. For a moment, the king kept the stare,
then with a creaking of armor he straightened, thoughtful.

“No, there may
be other uses for you. It might be interesting to see what Herval
would sacrifice for you. What do you think he would give?”

“I’ve no
notion, my lord. This situation is—novel.”

“We shall find
out, shall we not? In the meanwhile you will languish in Our
hospitality.” He waved an arm about the room, and the sly, somewhat
mad smile returned. “Do you like Our accommodations, princeling?
Does Our generosity astound you?”

“I have no
complaints, Majesty,” Ashe said, eyeing the king as he walked
around the bed, hands trailing along the posts.

“Well that you
don’t. This is a room of great history. Your accursed ancestor
drove the Princess Elarina to suicide in this very room. It was
hers, this tower. She hung herself from the rafters. My
grandfather, many times great, found her there. Swinging. Her
tortured spirit haunts these halls, did you know? Seeking
vengeance. Perhaps she will drive you to the same ends that took
her. It would be fitting. Justice well deserved.”

Drane’s voice
went cold and hard. His men shifted uneasily. Ashe thought Illya
took a step back against the wall behind him. He knew the tale. The
infamous and tragic series of events that had started the blood
feud between Gunthar and Aldania. Although he imagined Gunthar’s
views of past events varied somewhat from the version told in
Aldania. He said nothing. It was not a subject to be debated with
the mad king of Gunthar, who, like his forebears, made of the issue
a blood debt.

King Drane had
apparently said all he’d intended to as well, for without another
word, he whirled and stalked through the wall of his attendants.
The lot of them filed out behind him, the guard captain Ahzor the
last to leave, and him pausing to cast a stern glare back at Ashe,
silent warning that he was his jailer under the command of his
king.

When the door
shut, Ashe allowed himself to breath. Took a great, unsteady breath
to make up for the one he’d been holding for most of King Drane’s
rantings. His head spun a little. He was not quite certain if he
should feel relief or dread. It was entirely possible that the mad
king might change his mind and send his men back up to drag him to
the dungeons and carry out his grisly threats. He dropped his head
to his hands, rubbing throbbing temples.

It was a while
before he recalled he wasn’t alone. That he had not endured that
unsettling interview without witness. Illya had his back against
the wall, wide-eyed and spooked.

“I doubt,” Ashe
said grimly, thinking he was frightened at the thought of King
Drane’s dire threats. “That he would go to such lengths to kill
you. I would imagine your death, if it comes to it, will be quite a
bit quicker and less painful than mine.”

“I knew—I knew
there was something to these rooms,” the young ranger whispered, as
if he hadn’t heard Ashe speak at all.

Ashe sniffed
disdainfully. “Ghosts and the like. Tales to frighten children
with. Fables to set kingdoms at war for generations.”

“No,” Illya
protested softly, slipping away from the wall and past Ashe, arms
wrapped about himself as if it were chillingly cool here instead of
warm and stuffy.

“You’ve been
listening to the legends too, I see. Suicides and assassinations,
and vengeances sworn. It’s too gods cursed old to matter any more.
Not worth all the lives—” His voice caught, recalling the men that
had followed him into battle and Drane’s claim of their utter
defeat.

“Tell me the
tale,” Illya asked, turning all of a sudden to fix desperate blue
eyes upon him. “Tell me what happened here.”

“You haven’t
heard it a hundred times over?”

“Tell me the
truth.”

Ashe laughed.
“As if anyone knows the truth of it. All right. The prince heir of
Aldania, Kegery, my great, great, great, great, great—I think
that’s enough—uncle, was betrothed to the princess of Gunthar. He
and his brother, at the time, Prince Cornel went to Gunthar to
fetch her, bearing gifts. Common practice. Princess Elarina and
Prince Kegery apparently fell in love. But Prince Cornel discovered
treachery from her brother, Davian, who was newly crowned king of
Gunthar. It seemed he had an incestuous affection for his sister
and could not tolerate the thought of her going away to another
land.

“Both Aldanian
princes fled in fear of assassins, and the princess thinking she’d
been abandoned and her honor besmirched, took her own life. Her
brother was not happy, suffice to say. He sent assassins into
Aldania and had the prince heir poisoned. A life for a life. It
should have ended there, even though we couldn’t have been held
responsible for Elarina’s suicide, but of course it didn’t. We’ve
been warring over it for two centuries. And personally, after
meeting King Drane, I think the whole royal bloodline is insane and
probably has been ever since King Davian. He probably wasn’t the
only Guntharian nobility to have more than brotherly thoughts about
his sister.”

Illya waved a
hand at him, trying to shush him. “Don’t say that, my lord. They
could hear and be offended.”

“They? They as
in Drane and his cronies? Gods help me if you mean the spirits of
dead Guntharian royalty.” He got a miserable stare in place of an
answer. “Gods,” he muttered, pushing himself up. “Superstition and
wives’ tales. The lot of you try my patience. Damn my luck. Damn
the Segannys.” His leg twinged, threatening instability. He
teetered towards the bed, motioning away Illya who wavered
uncertainly between reaching out and helping him and keeping his
distance.

 Ashe despised the weakness. Despised lacking the
simple ability to walk across a room unaided, without the threat of
an ignominious tumble. At least in he was in a room to teeter
across and not chained in Gunthar’s dungeons. One could not curse
luck too blindly.

“Since you
can’t abide to touch me, ask that harridan of a housekeeper for a
cane or the like. I won’t be bed-bound.”

Illya’s eyes
darted away from him, uncomfortable. Embarrassed, by the look of
him, which bothered Ashe not at all. Let him. At the moment, Ashe
cared not a whit for any one else’s discomfort. He rather
encouraged it, wishing to share his own frustration.

“Why don’t you
run down and ask now. Escape the ghosts and my company for a bit
longer if it makes you happy.” He waved an imperious hand. Illya
looked up at him, hesitating, a little bit fearful, perhaps, of
venturing downstairs with the Guntharian king stalking about in a
bad humor. As if Drane cared a whit about a common servant.

“Are you deaf?
I said go,” Ashe snapped.

Illya started a
little at the tone, a touch of indignation crossing his features.
He backed away a step, casting one more wary glance about the room,
then fled. At the sound of the outer door opening and closing
quietly, Ashe let the fear he would not allow another living soul
to witness, surface. His hands started to shake. He clutched them
together, brought twined fingers to his mouth, gnawing at knuckles.
This was worse than the moment on the battlefield when the tide had
began to turn inexorably against them. This was a fear he could not
fight. That he was helpless before. To be a pawn in a mad king’s
hands was—unbearable. He almost would rather be dead—if it were a
clean honest death. Not the kind he was certain he would receive
from Drane. Drane had two centuries of vengeance to take out upon
him. He shuddered, feeling a chill. Breeze down from the flue no
doubt.

“Gods of Ether
and Earth, please let me meet death with honor,” he beseeched the
rafters above his head. “I’d even offer penance for the life of the
poor girl who took hers here, save that enough has been given. Two
hundred years of warring is more than enough.”

He shook his
head, feeling foolish talking to the empty air, when he had
belittled Illya for believing in spirits. The silence was
unnerving. Even when Illya was lurking silently in the outer room,
his presence could be felt. It was distinctly—lonely—when he was
gone. The suite became a cold, hushed tomb that Ashe found little
comfort within. It occurred to him that in all his life, he had
never been alone. He had always been surrounded by nursery mates,
cronies, friends, hangers-on, lovers, those looking for favors from
the royal heir, those looking to gain his father’s ear through him,
servants, attendants, councilors, guards—the list went on. Until
the last six months and the Seganny disaster, he had very seldom
slept alone since he turned sixteen. Waking and sleeping, the
prince of Aldania was very much accustomed to the chatter and
presence and sheer comfort of human companionship.

And he found
himself sequestered in a tower with no company save a young man
who’d rather he not speak to him at all. King Drane might very well
be correct. These rooms were likely to drive him insane.

 


~~~

 


Illya came back
with the requested cane and two buckets of fresh water. He handed
the scuffed, worn stick to Ashe without so much as a word, a little
out of breath from the long climb. He poured one of the buckets in
the basin for Ashe’s use, and took the other to the outer room with
him when he left. He was in as much of a humor as Ashe was, which
made Ashe feel somewhat better, knowing he was not the only one
afflicted with moody sulking. If Illya had borne his bad temper
with stoic patience and good will, he would have felt the cad.

Ven would have.
Any tantrum he threw would have slid off Ven’s shoulders like so
much rain. But then again, Ven knew how to deal with Ashe’s moods.
He knew when to retreat and when to offer calm, rational advice. Of
course he had never slept with Ven, or wanted to, and there was a
difference between comrades and lovers—even reluctant ones, that
crossed the boundary between sagacious understanding and hurt
feelings.

He made use of
the cane, testing his stability with the aid it offered. He could
manage well enough, even though he tired quickly. He examined the
wardrobe, the dresser and when he’d exhausted the sparse
furnishings of the bed room, hobbled out into the parlor to intrude
upon Illya.

Illya was in
the process of wiping the grime from the ornate frame of an old
mirror on the wall by the door. He cast Ashe a look mingling
distaste and wariness.

“Don’t let me
interrupt,” Ashe said airily, sitting down on the settee, propping
the cane at his side and stretching his leg out before him. He
leaned back and observed Illya. The young man hesitated, then
plunged his rag into the bucket and wrung out the filth.

“Tell me about
the castle,” Ashe said.

“What would you
like to hear, my lord?” Quiet.

“I was
not—paying full heed—when they brought me in. I recall a great many
stairs and little more.”

“There are a
great many.”

“And?” Ashe
prompted. He remembered Illya being more talkative. Having to
struggle for a full sentence was beginning to become annoying.
Perhaps the boy had to be sloshed to draw him out.

“Close halls
and thick walls. It is a—ponderous—place. There is nothing of grace
about it, or appeal. There are so few windows that it might as well
be perpetual night.”

“A fortress
built to repel invasion,” Ashe summed it up. “It has that
reputation. I assume there are guards at the door.”

“The one
downstairs. Yes.”

“A great many
others?”

“Yes. Now that
the king is here, there are more. If you are thinking of escape, I
do not believe it possible.”

Ashe grunted in
frustration and levered himself up, needing to move, to expel
nervous energy so it did not eat him alive. The inactivity was as
bad as the apprehension. He paced the length of the room, ignoring
the stabs of pain, savoring them even.

“My lord,”
Illya finally said. “You shouldn’t stress the wound so.”

“Hummph. You
sound like my old nurse. How is one expected to build strength if
one doesn’t test the muscles?”

Illya didn’t
have an answer for that. “I would go and clean what grime I could
from the bedroom furniture, if it wouldn’t disturb you.”

“You’re not a
chamber maid.”

“They’ll send
no one else up here to do it. They’re afraid of this tower.”



Ashe scowled.
Everyone here but himself worried over ghosts. “Do what you
will.”

Illya took up
the bucket and slipped past him.

“I’m sorry I
was harsh with you,” Ashe mumbled the apology, uncomfortable
offering one, but feeling that the peace in these rooms needed it.
“You were not deserving. I was—undone—a little—from King Drane’s
suggestions. It put me in a quarrelsome mood.”

“I understand,
my lord.” Paused in the doorway, a glimpse of profile under wisps
of flyaway hair.

Ashe grunted.
Illya moved on.

The was little
further conversation. Illya content in his distraction of cleaning,
and Ashe brooding over his captivity. He slept very little that
night, tossing in sweat dampened sheets, staring up bleakly at the
tiny slice of moonlight that crept in through the slit of a
window.

By the time he
did find rest, Illya was up and moving about with the first dregs
of morning. Miserably early riser, and making enough tiny noises to
intrude upon Ashe’s uneasy sleep. Eventually the smell of breakfast
drew him out of slumber completely. Illya came in, looking clean
and freshly washed, with a covered tray fetched from downstairs.
Having declined dinner last night, Ashe’s stomach rumbled in
excitement over the smell of fried pork, and cinnamon apples and
potatoes fried with onions and hot peppers.

They fed him
well enough. There was no room for complaints there. He supposed
Drane wanted him plump and healthy for the event of his demise.

“Your hair is
wet. Is there a servant’s bath downstairs?” He shoveled a spoonful
of apples into his mouth. Illya paused in leaving, one hand
drifting to his damp hair.

“There is a
trough outside the kitchen that the servants use. My lord.” He
added the last as an afterthought.

“They let you
outside?”

“The kitchen
yard is walled. And they trust your manservant would not abandon
you, so they are not overly restrictive.”

“Would you? If
given the chance?”

“No.” After a
pause for consideration.

“Hummm. Still,
you get to see the whole of the sky.”

“Yes. Was there
anything else, my lord?”

“No. If you’ve
important matters to attend.” Curt in his irritation.

But it did not
last long. Boredom won out, and he limped out into the outer
reaches of his domain. Illya still obsessed with the room. He had
gotten a long feather duster from somewhere and was brushing the
accumulated cobwebs from the ceiling and corners. Spiders crawled
haphazardly away from the disturbance.

“My lord.”
Illya paused in his work, wiping a hand across his brow, smearing a
streak of dirt. “Is there something—?”

“No. Why?”

“You’re
staring. It’s—it’s unnerving.” Flustered.

Ashe blinked.
He had been staring. Avidly staring, there being nothing better to
do, and nothing more pleasing to look upon than his impromptu
manservant. Even in the process of performing menial tasks, Illya
was refreshingly lovely. Not effeminate in movement or features,
though Ashe had seen a fair number of women less pretty than he, he
was just—graceful and almost fey in the expressions on his face,
the way his eyes shifted, the timbre of his voice or the rare,
fleeting smile that illuminated his face. Not a common beauty by
any means, but an elusive one that was valuable in its rarity.

“You’re more
attractive than stone walls.”

Illya opened
his mouth. Shut it and frowned.

Ashe sighed.
“You know, we’ll have to come to some sort of terms of neutrality
if we’re to survive going mad in this tomb. Gods help me if I can’t
have someone to talk to. I’ll be talking to air and imagining
ghosts if I don’t.”

Illya’s frown
deepened at that. Carefully he said, “I cannot stop you from
talking.”

“No. But you
can be damned uncommunicative and unfriendly when you choose.”

“It is not my
doing, the unease that afflicts us. I did not cause it.”

Ah. The heart
of the matter. “And I did. I see. Back to your imagined offense
over a night of passion.”

“Imagined?”
Illya gaped at him. He could not quite form words in his
agitation.

Ashe had no
trouble. “I do not recall a plea to cease. I seem to recall
pleasure for the both of us.”

“How could I—?
I had no idea—there was so much wine—” He could not seem to form
coherent or complete sentences. He clutched the duster with both
hands, white knuckled.

“Yes. You were
sloshed. I hadn’t realized you had such a low tolerance for
spirits. Just as well if it was your first time.”

Illya blushed,
looking as if he wanted to die. Not furious, just humiliated. “You
never even asked yea or nay,” he murmured.

“I did!” Ashe
was sure he had. “You could have said stop.”

“No, my lord.
You could have said stop. You forget our difference in station. You
forget everything but what you want.”

“Gods damned,
Illya, why do you hold it against me, if you found it good? You
said you did.”

“What does it
matter? Without my leave it was—a violation.”

“Now you accuse
me of rape? You’d be whipped for such slander at home. People fall
over themselves for my favor. I’ve never used force to compel a
bedmate. Nor was it used when I tumbled you.”

“Never having
been—tumbled—before, I suppose I wouldn’t know.” That came out a
hiss. Illya’s face burned red. The feather duster hit the floor
with a thud.

“Don’t you
dare—” Ashe commanded, but Illya had the door yanked open and was
through it without bothering to shut it after him. Cursing, Ashe
rose, hobbled to the doorway and to the ledge outside it. Illya was
a rapidly descending form. The stairs were too damned narrow and
steep to even attempt, ungainly as he was. Not that he could catch
the fleet-footed young ranger. Or get past the door downstairs if
he managed to make it to the bottom without killing himself.

Damn it, he had
asked. He had spent a great deal of effort at the seduction,
sensing wary game. There had been no resistance. Nothing but the
unease to be expected from a chaste boy. Illya hadn’t ever even
been properly kissed before. Some things you just didn’t pose a
question to. Some things just felt right. He had known from the
moment he sat eyes upon Illya that he wanted him. Even Ven had seen
it. Arranged and wined and dazzled with hours of the prince’s
charisma—and so sloshed he couldn’t stand and wanting to go—but
being manipulated out of it. Wild eyed and scared like a hunted
thing.

Gods, he had
asked, hadn’t he? He had not been so infatuated by the look of the
boy that a little thing like consent had been overlooked?

He shut the
door and stood with his back against it, culpability and
trepidation seeping up. Ven would have talked him out of it, had he
been here. Ven, who always cared for his mental and physical well
being would have said, who in their right mind would not wish to
share a bed with the prince of Aldania? Who ever would leave said
bed with misgivings? Ashe might have believed him. But Ven wasn’t
here. Illya was. And Illya’s eyes accused more eloquently than all
of Ven’s composed words.

 


~~~

 


The guard
outside the tower door gave Illya the same suspicious, warning look
he always did when Illya passed. He kept his eyes down, making
haste down the narrow hall towards the stairs leading to the lower
levels. One hardly questioned where a servant was off to if he
looked as if he had a purpose in his stride.

Illya followed
the path he knew, down multiple levels of castle to the lower
floors where kitchen and laundry and courtyards were. The places he
had an excuse to be and would not be waylaid for loitering, or
lurking where he shouldn’t in an enemy castle. He cared not
particularly where he went, as long as it distanced him from the
prince. Arrogant, conceited man. A man who thought he could do no
wrong. He reminded Illya of Uncle Johan’s eldest son, Erik, who
lorded it over the rest of the lesser sons and relations. Erik got
the best of everything, from hounds to horses, from tailored tunics
to weaponry. Once, when Grandfather’s favorite hound had birthed
her litter on the eve before Tithing’s Fair Day, he had, in a burst
of unusual generosity, gifted each of his grandsons with one of the
pups. Erik, of course, had gotten first pick, being heir to
Grandfather’s heir, and Illya had gotten next to last. But it had
turned out to be a feisty and friendly dog, smarter and faster than
the other pups, though a bit smaller than Erik’s large and
lack-witted pup. Pretty as you please, Eric had come up to Illya
one afternoon with his clumsy pup trailing at his heels and claimed
Illya’s dog. The only explanation he thought he’d needed had been a
curt, “This one’s yours, I’ll be having your pup. It’s only right,”
before he’d walked away with the squirming hound puppy in his arms.
The abandoned one had looked up at Illya, frantically wagging its
whip tail, big eyes begging for acceptance.

He had turned
out to be a good-natured dog, if a little stupid. Illya still had
him. Erik had lost his dog in a foolish mountain tiger hunt he and
his friends had undertaken two years past. If he had ever once
complained to Father or Grandfather, they’d have looked at him as
if he’d lost his mind and likely slapped him for his impertinence
to boot.

Ashe was like
that. It never occurred to him—it just did not enter his mind—that
other folk might not fall over themselves to cater to his personal
pleasure.

Illya stalked
down the low-ceilinged narrow servants’ passage that ran behind the
larger, formal hallways used by the castle’s lords and guests. It
was not yet lunch time, so he bypassed the kitchen. The other
service rooms were off this hall. One could smell the scent of lye
and herbs as soap was being made, or beeswax and incense as candles
were dipped. The servants’ passages riddled the castle. A servant
could get anywhere practically without ever wearing on the eyes of
his master.

There were
guards in these passages also, prowling like watchdogs, ever
vigilant when the king was in occupancy. The king was a terrifying
creature. He bristled with madness. Illya had been unable to move,
frozen inexorably in place with dread when the man had first come
in and fixed his bloodshot gaze upon Ashe. That the prince had not
quaked under those dire threats, the terrible prediction of
vengeance from ghostly tormentors—that courage had impressed Illya
beyond anything he’d seen of Prince Ashe hitherto.

Illya would do
anything to avoid contact with the mad king. There was little
chance of it in the dank, narrow servants’ passages. He passed the
laundry and moved into territory he had not yet explored. Long
stretch of hall interspersed only frequently with guttering
torches. There were few doors and only one or two bisecting
passages. He thought this hall must run along the back wall of the
castle. It angled down a little, as if the foundations had settled
over the years.

He brooded over
the prince’s stubbornness. Hissed in irritation at the look of
utter surprise on his face when Illya had accused him of not asking
permission. Those aristocratic brows rising in indignity. Hateful
man.

Illya reached
around and undid the clasp Ashe had gifted him with. Glared at the
thing in trepidation, then tossed it away. It clattered into the
shadows, through a narrow doorway and down into darkness. Good
riddance. He walked on, hugging himself.

The prince
wished for common ground. The prince wished for some scrap of
support to shore him up while he rested in the mad king’s hands. It
was not an unreasonable wish. It was a wholly sane one. Illya might
want for the same thing, alone in this place with none but enemies
around him. Only he could not trust the prince, because the prince
looked at him with hunger in his eyes, and Illya’s insides withered
with unease with each longing stare. He remembered all too well the
sensations Ashe had provoked and knew—he just knew—they were wrong.
Bad enough to find carnal pleasure with a woman, Grandfather would
say, echoing the sermons of the hold priests, much less with a man.
The gods would exact vengeance in the afterlife for that.

He shook his
head sharply, slumping against a cool wall, dragging his hands
through his loosened hair and pulling it over his face, an old
habit when he was distraught or ashamed. Ashe had been so nice to
him that night. He had truly, truly liked talking with him. Would
have happily come back if not for the other. Perhaps that was the
part that stung the most, that a man he had begun to respect had
used his charm and companionable talk to seduce him so utterly. And
then tossed him away before the sun rose. But he’d been amicable
even then. Gently chiding, combing and braiding his hair. That
damned clasp.

He wished he
hadn’t thrown it away. He’d had so many opportunities to rid
himself of it before this. Before he’d ever been captured. But he
hadn’t.

He whirled and
backtracked his steps to the heavy, arched doorway through which
he’d tossed the clasp. Total darkness beyond, only the merest hint
of the first steps to a stairway leading down. There was a torch in
a bracket twenty paces down the hall. He got it and thrust it into
the stairwell.

Narrow stone
stones, and rough stone wall. It was noticeably cooler no more than
a few steps down. He scanned the steps for the clasp. It might have
bounced a good ways down, and the torchlight only reached four or
five steps into the darkness. There was no telling how far down the
stairs led. Or to what.

Slowly he
descended, carefully searching each step. The doorway was a faint
gray rectangle above him. There was nothing but inky blackness
before. He had gone perhaps two dozen steps when he saw a tiny
glint of metal. Sighing in relief, he crouched to scoop the clasp
up. He straightened, turned to climb back up and found himself
staring into the wide, bulging eyes of a hanged woman.

His brain
barely had time to register the head lying at an unnatural angle,
the swollen tongue, the shocked eyes, the sash of material tied
about a slender neck, trailing up into nothing—the faint line of
stair and wall that showed through the body, before he stumbled
backwards in shock and was falling. Tumbling head over heels down
the stair, his feet gone totally out from under him. The torch out
of his grip and clattering down behind him. And landing not a
handbreadth from him as he came to a stop at he bottom and lay in a
twisted, hurting heap, eyes wide and staring up the stairs at the
faintly glowing figure that drifted down towards him.

“Oh gods, oh
gods, oh gods,” he whispered hoarsely. He tasted coppery blood in
his mouth. His skull throbbed, vision coming in and out of focus.
She had on a long, layered dress, years and years out of fashion.
Her transparent hair was a straggled mess of curls down her back
and across her shoulders, parted where the noose stretched up from
her neck.

He untangled
his limbs. His shoulder hurt. His hip stabbed pain. There was
discomfort when he breathed. Bruised or broken ribs. He grabbed the
guttering torch and scrambled backwards, holding it out like a
shield.

She was very,
very detailed. Most spirits were mere shadows of their former
selves. She might have looked exactly like this the day she died.
Even down to the expression. Her limbs were twitching, as the limbs
might of a person recently died by hanging.

“Go away.” He
whispered the plea and her dead eyes blinked at him. That was all
it took. He turned on his heel and fled down the passage he found
himself in. Rough, uncut stone walls. Close enough to touch on
either side easily. Clammy and damp, smelling of earth and mold and
moss. The passage did not stretch far. It came to an abrupt end at
a barred iron door and beyond that he thought he saw the shadowed
shapes of stone coffins revealed by the light of the torch. The
crypts. The famous crypts that honeycombed the underside of Gunthar
Castle. He turned his back to the bars, having no desire to open
the gate. Whispered a prayer to the patron gods of his family and
steeled himself to pass the hovering spirit of the hanged woman.
She couldn’t hurt him. Not really. Not unless he were unconscious
or dying. If he had passed out from the fall—he shuddered to think
what would have happened. He remembered all too vividly the ghost
in the forest stealing the remnants of life from the dying
soldier.

“Fo-forgive the
intrusion,” he stammered. One had to be polite. One had to assume
ghosts got very little in the way of manners from the living ones
left behind. He began to edge forward, keeping his back close to
the wall. “But I very, very much would like to go back upstairs. I
don’t belong down here. Really I don’t.”

He was almost
to it. One of her arms twitched, lifted a little as if she might
reach out to prevent him, then her bulging eyes widened, if that
were possible, and her mouth opened in what very well might have
been surprise. She was looking beyond him, towards the iron gate
guarding the crypt. Illya could not help but swing his head to
follow the ghostly stare. What would startle a spirit, after
all?

A swirling
cauldron of luminescent energy rushing down the dark corridor
beyond the gates, shifting in and out of the form of a man, howling
with a high pitched, angry wail that threatened to shatter Illya’s
ear drums. He cried out, backpedaling into and through the woman
ghost, feeling the cold, clinging touch of her spiritual form pass
through his solid flesh.

The mad, angry
thing passed through the bars and most amazingly, the gate rattled
at its passing. Spirits never affected real things. He had never
seen such. But if it could make the gates rattle, then what could
it do to him if it passed through his body?

He ran for the
stairs. Something brushed his side and all of a sudden the breath
left his body. Sucked forcefully from his lungs. Cold so harsh it
seared, branded his skin. He cried out with what breath he had,
going to his knees, losing the torch. Swirling incandescence reared
up before him, half the form of a man, half a bleeding void of
energy. Illya raised his arms as if to protect himself from a
physical blow.

And received an
insubstantial one from behind as the female spirit half passed
through him and clashed into the other. They swirled, half merging,
and with a muffled, static crackling, split apart, one rebounding
ceilingward, the other sinking half through the floor, transparent
eyes staring directly at him.

Go. Run.
Frantic voice in his head. He did. Without thought, without
hesitation. Up the stairs, mindless of hurts, until he was over the
threshold and back into the servants’ passage, and even then he
didn’t slow his pace until he’d reached the laundry and other
servants moved about the halls, blithely going about their duties
as if shrieking ghosts were not haunting the catacombs beneath
their feet.

A girl carrying
clean laundry looked at him oddly. He must have looked alarming.
Loose hair, wild-eyed and pale, lip beginning to swell from the
tumble. He hurried past her, looking back once over his shoulder to
see if anything followed him down the hall. Nothing did. He stuffed
his hands in his arm pits to hide their shaking, clamped his jaw
tight to keep his teeth from chattering. He could not slow the
rapid beating of his heart.

He did not
quite know where to go. His feet moved numbly of their own accord.
What had the mad king said about the tower? That his lady ancestor
had hanged herself from the rafters out of grief. How many ladies
had hanged themselves in this castle, that it could have been the
ghost of any but her? Spirits haunted the places of their deaths as
well as the places their bones rested, clinging to the familiar,
that which was close to their hearts and souls. He had thought he’d
seen a glimpse of something in the mirror. He was afraid to go back
up there.

He would have
no choice. He could only stay absent so long. It occurred to him
that the king’s threat to Prince Ashe had not been idle. There was
a ghost to that might want vengeance upon the ancestor of he who
had spurned her. And the other. That was pure, violent power,
insanity making it uncertain what shape to wear. Terrifying, frigid
thing.

Illya shivered,
recalling the touch. His skin itched where it had brushed him. He
stopped at the stairs leading to the second level, reluctant to
climb them, yet driven to warn the prince of the threat to his
sanity, if not his person. He had lost the clip, of course. On the
stairs. He would never venture back there to reclaim it. Not on his
life.

The guards
would look askance at him if he left and returned with no purpose,
so he turned around and went to the kitchen. It was late enough for
an early lunch. The cook would have something for him to take
upstairs.

The fat,
ruddy-faced woman in charge of the kitchens looked at him
critically as he shuffled nervously in her doorway and remarked
that he looked as if he’d taken a tumble down the stairs. Her girls
laughed, eyeing him speculatively under their lashes. He blanched
and looked anywhere but their curious eyes. Someone handed him a
piece of bread, which he had not the appetite for, but he swallowed
it anyway.

“A cup of
cider.” Another girl thrust it at him, not to be outdone by her
fellow. They flirted with him in their common, uncouth manner,
bending low to reveal cleavage or rounded backsides, looking up at
him with sly looks and smiles. The cook swatted at them when she
caught them at it and he blushed, flustered and uneasy. The girls
at home had always had their eye upon his older brother or
relatives. They had never spent the time chasing him. Or if they
had, he’d been too busy with his dogs, or to eager to take retreat
into the forest to notice. The other boys noticed all too much.
They were of an age to be entranced by a set of breasts. Illya was
entranced by ghostly apparitions.

The cook gave
him a tray. It was heavy with a pitcher of wine and covered plate.
His shoulder throbbed. He tried to find a comfortable position to
carry it, and ended up gritting his teeth against the pain as he
climbed set after set of stairs and finally reached the tower door,
with a long, narrow climb yet ahead of him.

He reached the
top and stood on the platform outside the door, tray balanced on
the rail, trying to summon the nerve to open the door and walk in
after he’d stormed out in such a fit of temper. Ashe had every
right to chastise him. He was his prince and his commanding
officer, no matter the dreadful situation they found themselves in.
He took a breath, turned the handle and stepped into the room.

Ashe was in the
bedroom, sitting in the leather chair, cane leaning against the
chair arm. He looked up at Illya’s entrance. Illya hesitated
between outer door and inner, embarrassed and skittish. He made
himself start moving. Crossed the barrier between rooms and placed
the tray on the dresser. He kept his eyes on the floor and
murmured.

“I’m sorry, my
lord. I was rash.” Whether it was deserved or not.

Ashe kept
staring at him. “What in hells happened to you?” He rose without
benefit of the cane, took a step that favored his injured leg
towards Illya. “Did one of them hit you?”

“No. No. It
wasn’t that.”

Another step
and Ashe stood close enough to touch, a hands breadth or more
taller and vastly intimidating in presence alone. “What then?” He
caught Illya’s chin and forced his face up. Nothing but stern
command in his eyes, a touch of concern in the beetling of his
brows.

“I took a
fall.” Oh, how to explain it? Ashe let his chin go, kept waiting.
“There was—I lost the clip—I didn’t expect—” The prince would never
believe him. Would look at him as if he were insane. Would belittle
him just like his brothers did at home. He drew a miserable breath
and blurted out.

“I was
careless. I didn’t look where I was going. I mis-stepped.” He began
to retreat.

Ashe stopped
him with a question. “Are you hurt elsewhere?”

“No. Well, a
little. I may have banged a rib. Nothing broken, just bruised. I
was stupid.” He wanted to sob he was so frustrated.

“Let me
look.”

Illya’s eyes
grew wide. He blurted, “No. I’m fine.”

“Don’t be a
fool, boy. If you’ve broken bones, it needs knowing. I won’t lay
anything but a chaste hand on you, if you’re worried over that.
I’ll not touch you at all without your consent. You have my word.”
Illya stood trembling. Ashe rolled his eyes, impatient. “The word
of a prince is not good enough for you?”

“It is, my
lord.” Illya bowed his head and sat on the edge of the bed while
Ashe pulled up the edge of his tunic to see his side. A great
reddish bruise was beginning to form. It hurt abysmally when Ashe
gently probed it, searching broken bone. The Prince seemed
knowledgeable about such things, broken bones and the like. He
noticed the scraped patch along Illya’s hip, asked about it but did
not let his hands drift lower than his ribs. Not broken, he
surmised, but badly bruised. He advised light lifting. No carting
buckets of water up endless stairs. Get the lazy servants that
belonged to this castle to do it.

Illya rather
blanched at the notion of telling the housemistress such a thing.
He would do it himself, even if it caused him great pain.

Ashe gestured
to the outer room. “I’ll take my meal out there for a change. Carry
it out for me, will you? Then lie down for a while.”

“I
couldn’t.”

“You could.
I’ve a need for a change of scenery and will occupy myself in the
parlor. Let your bruises have a chance to sink in so you might
truly appreciate them. You look pale about the face. Did you take a
knock on the head?” Numbly Illya nodded. “I thought as much. Fetch
the tray, my balance is not so good yet.”

He did. Set it
down before the prince, who then waved him away. He backed away,
uncertainly. Fled into the other room. Sat down upon rumpled
sheets. The prince was not so good at making his own bed. He lay
back, finally, sighing as his back touched the mattress. The settee
was not so comfortable a bed. It would be pure discomfort on his
present hurts. He stared at the ceiling, where the rafters crossed.
Not so far above the floor that a person perched, say upon a chair,
might not toss a line up and over.

He imagined her
swinging there. Chair knocked over at her kicking feet. The fall
not killing her, so she had slowly suffocated. Not the quick death
she had expected.

He curled up on
his side, hiding his face from the rafters. But it hurt his abused
ribs and he had to turn over again to his back. An arm over his
eyes to hide the sight, but it did not vanquish the vision of the
ghost.
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Chapter Five

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Illya woke with
a start, imagining the trailing, cold fingers of a ghost running
down his face. He sputtered, flinging out his hands to ward it off,
almost sprawling off the bed in his efforts to twist away. But
there was nothing hovering about him. No swirl of mist or spiritual
energy. Just the flicker of the oil lantern on the dresser, which
had not been there when he’d laid down, and a darkness behind the
narrow window indicating afternoon had passed into evening without
him knowing it.

Chagrined that
he had fallen asleep for so long, he slipped off the bed and padded
into the outer room to find the prince. Ashe sat comfortably on the
settee, an oil fueled globe on the table beside him, a
brittle-looking book across his knees. Illya stared at it in
curiosity, wondering where he had gotten it from.

“It was in the
bottom of one of the dresser drawers. It’s rubbish reading. Some
old romance fable. So old the pages crumble if you breath on
them.”

No one had
resided in these rooms since she died. It must have been a book of
hers. A book of lovers and gallantry and flowery things that a
young woman with romantic aspirations of her own would read.

“It was
Princess Elarina’s.”

“Maybe. It
seems old enough.” Ashe thought it was a question. “Maybe you could
inquire after other reading material for me. If it’s not their plan
to drive me mad from boredom. How do you feel?”

“I–” Illya
paused to take stock in himself. He felt as if he’d been beaten
soundly. The thoughts of ghosts had distracted him from his
physical discomfort. “Like I’ve fallen down a set of stairs,” he
said glumly.

The prince
grinned at him. An appealing, honest show of amusement. “Ah,
honesty. I do despise martyrs.”

“You ought to
have woken me. Supper’s come and gone.”

“I’ll survive.
Besides, you’d no business trekking up and down those stairs as
shaky as you were. Come, sit down.” Ashe patted the empty cushion
next to him, as if there had been no harsh words exchanged earlier
between them.

Illya stared at
the indicated place as if it had teeth. The prince shrugged after a
moment. “Suit yourself. I wasn’t planning on accosting you. I wish
you’d get that through your head. I just wanted to say that—well,
that I’ve been thinking and that I may have been in the wrong
insofar as what happened that night.”

Illya stared at
him, surprised. If that was an attempt at apology, it was a
crippled, slanted one at best. Still, it was more than he had
expected.

Cousin Erik
would never had lowered himself to admit fault. The fact that the
crown heir did, went some ways to jumbling his uninformed opinions
about royalty. One assumed they were very much like lords, only
many, many times more arrogant and powerful.

He was not
prepared for forgiveness, the crime was too great. But he did bow
his head, accepting the words for what they were. It would be rude
not to. Besides, from the look of him, it had not been an easy
admittance on the prince’s part.

Ashe sighed and
carefully closed the book. He sat it on the table next to the lamp
and pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll start working the leg
tomorrow,” he vowed. “It’s stiff as a board now. A bit of honest
pain and sweat will break the day. You said you could read,
correct? Try the book, have a chuckle over what women find
entertaining. It’s a wonder any of them will have a real man, if
these fictional knights are what they fancy.”

He limped into
the bedroom. Illya moved restlessly about the chamber, staring into
the shadows of the ceiling, listening for the whispering of haunted
things shifting behind the walls. After having slept the day away,
he was in no mood to settle down again for the night. He sat down
where Ashe had been, and stared at the aged, peeling binding of the
book. There had once been a painting on the outer cover, but time
had flaked it away, so that there was nothing now but a few scraps
of faded color. He hesitated to pick it up. His fingers crept to
it, gently lifting it onto his lap.

He saw visions
of long, curling hair and a pretty face. A generous mouth that was
easy to smile. She would have avidly scanned the pages, lingering
over the pretty pictures and the lyrical words, dreaming of her own
gallant prince knight who would take her from this forbidding place
she had been born to. And when he abandoned her—despair. Despair so
deep she could no longer stand to live.

He opened the
binding, looking for a mark that might have been hers. A name of
ownership to mark the book as hers. Nothing on the front. He
carefully turned it over and examined the inside back flap. There
in fading ink, a flowery script that was almost illegible with the
passing of time.

To Rina, from
Florry. May all your dreams come true, cousin.

And a date.
Almost two hundred years old.

He bit his lip,
whispered, “None of them came true, did they?”

He began
reading the book. It was written in poetic prose, as most of the
fictional works of that time were. Ashe was right, it was beyond
sugary in its descriptions. It was quite blatantly forthright in
its couplings, and Illya actually found himself blushing. One was
quite amazed that women had a taste for such things. Especially
well-bred young ones.

By the time
he’d finished it, the lamp had burned low and he found his lids
drooping. He put the book down and snuffed the flame. The room
plunged into deepest darkness. The prince had extinguished the lamp
in his room some time ago. He rested his head on the stuffed arm of
the settee, lifting his bare feet up and settling as comfortable as
possible within its limited space.

His ribs
complained. He’d been as well off on the floor, so he slipped down
onto the carpet next to it and lay on his back, trying to wish away
the aches. Eventually they faded as sleep claimed him again.

They woke him
again early in the morning, and he lay groaning in misery as he
took stock of his state of being. What had seemed concentrated
spots of discomfort last night had blossomed to an overall ache
that seemed to cover the entirety of his body. It hurt to breath.
It hurt to move. It hurt to lift his hand and rub the sleep out of
his eyes.

He pushed
himself up and sat with his back to the couch, resting his forearms
across his knees, letting his head hang as the last vestiges of
sleep cleared from it. His hair was a tousled mess that sprawled
over shoulders and into his face. He tucked it behind his ears,
after he rose.

The room was
subdued gray shadows with the scant light let in by the window in
the next chamber. He lit the lamp, noting how low the clear oil
was. He would have to ask for more when he went into the lower
castle today.

He put the lamp
back down on the table next to the book. And froze. Atop the book
lay the hair clasp Ashe had given him. He stared at it, his hand
half extended, fearful of even breathing. Slowly he backed away,
eyes glued to the thing.

It lay
unmoving. Entirely innocent.

Illya began to
shake. Frantically his eyes darted about the room, searching out
the culprit and finding none. He fled into the bedchamber to see if
Ashe had been murdered in his sleep. For one moment, he almost
believed he had, he lay so still, his face turned half into the
pillow. In desperation, Illya laid hands on him, shaking him
awake.

The prince
cursed even before his eyes were open, slapping at the hands
accosting him. Bleary eyed and very, very put out at the rude
awakening, Ashe glared up at Illya, the start of a reprimand on his
lips. Then he paused, taking in Illya’s panic. His wide, frightened
eyes.

“Gods, what is
it? Has the king changed his mind?”

“The clasp. The
clasp,” Illya panted, hands clutching at Ashe’s bare arm, trying to
pull him up. “It was lost. I dropped it when I saw her. But it’s
back. You didn’t have them find it, did you? How could you have?
She had to have done it. But she couldn’t have. They can’t carry
things. But the other rattled the bars. Oh gods, oh gods protect
us.”

Ashe was not
one for incoherent rantings. He swung his bare legs over the side
of the bed and caught Illya by both wrists, jerking them hard
enough to give the younger man pause. Illya stared down at a very
naked prince and had the presence to turn red.

“You’re the one
who dragged me out of bed,” Ashe grumbled. “What in hells are you
babbling about? Who in hells is she and why can’t she carry
something? Doesn’t she have hands? Give me my trousers, damn
it.”

Illya grabbed
the prince’s trousers off the floor where he’d discarded them, and
cast wary glances at the outer room while Ashe pulled them on.
Illya hardly waited until he’d laced them before pulling him
towards the doorway, then hovering behind him and gesturing past
his shoulder to the small table by the settee where the lamp and
book sat.

“There. It’s on
the book. See.”

Ashe had not
the proper respect. He strode forward, limping a little and swiped
the clasp up without a grain of hesitation. Illya’s eyes widened.
He did not know exactly what he expected to happen, but nothing
did.

“Yes. It’s one
of mine. See the crest?” He tossed it at Illya, who hissed and
reflexively caught it. “Don’t have much use for them since I cut my
hair. Damned inconvenience having to wear helms and all. A good
reason to avoid wars. It’s easier on fashion. Thought you lost it
yesterday when you took your fall.”

Illya nodded
dumbly. The whole of his body was pimpled in gooseflesh. His heart
thrummed erratically against his ribcage. “I did. I threw it down
the stairs—then went to find it. She was there. Hanged. That’s when
I fell.”

“Wait a minute.
You saw a hanged woman?”

“No.” Illya
looked away, not wanting to see the disbelief yet having no choice
but to tell the tale. “The ghost of one. I think it was Princess
Elarina.” Ashe stared at him silently. “I’m not lying. I swear I’m
not. She was there and there was something else that came out of
the crypts—but she chased it away—I think. And it must have been
her who brought the clip back because none of the servants would
have come in the night and I’d have heard them anyway and ghosts
can’t carry things. I’ve never seen a ghost that could carry
things.”

“And you’ve
seen a number of ghosts?” Wary question, like one would pose to a
child or a madman.

“I see them all
the time. And I don’t care if you don’t believe me. No one does.
But it was real and we’re living in her rooms and she can move
things so I can’t imagine what else she can do. And oh gods, I
don’t want to be here. I want to go home.”

He felt like
crying. It was so frustrating fighting against the prejudiced
beliefs of the rest of the world. Of family and friends—what few he
had—who thought he was either mad, or lying to get attention or
touched by the fey. And here was irrefutable proof in his hands and
still he was not believed.

Something
shifted in the rafters, and little bit of dust sprinkled down in
the parlor. Illya gasped, stumbling backwards, until his shoulders
hit the far wall. Ashe limped after him, concerned. “Illya. Don’t
be silly. Termites in the rafters. That’s all. Probably mice and
pigeons roosting up there as well.”

Illya sank down
to a crouch, feeling faint and breathless. Ashe dropped stiffly to
one knee with a grunt, laid his hands on Illya’s shoulders. “Get
ahold of yourself. Even if it were ghosts, they didn’t place
severed heads on your pillow or drench the walls with blood. They
fetched a thing you’d lost. That’s not a bad thing, is it?”

“Please believe
me. Please believe me.” He had to have an ally in this dread
knowledge or he’d go mad. Ashe had to believe in what he’d seen,
even if he couldn’t see it himself. For his own protection he had
to believe. But what protection was there against spirits? Illya
didn’t quite know. He’d never lingered long enough to discover. The
shades of the dead were things to be feared. He’d always heard that
from the hold priests, even though the priests deep down did not
hold faith that such shades roamed the earth. When he had admitted
to seeing ghosts to the old priest in charge of the hold temple, he
had been called a blasphemer and whipped by the old man’s young
apprentice. Even so the priest had muttered that Illya had the
tainted blood of the fey in his veins after that, which only
alienated the boy further from the other hold youngsters. Everyone
knew the blood of the ancients—the fey ones who had lived just
across the Berba border in Alqualar—was known to pop up once and a
while in the folk that lived in the mountains that split north from
south. Everyone knew the ancients had practiced in magics and foul
things, so any time a child was born with an unusual gift—or curse
as many saw it—it was blamed on fey blood.

Ashe pulled him
forward and Illya was shaking too much to protest. “Tell me about
the ghosts,” the prince said, and with that request Illya was too
relieved to do anything but shudder and accept the attempt at
calming. If Ashe asked to hear, then he might believe.

 


~~~

 


It took a while
for the tremors to leave Illya’s body. He couldn’t quite talk with
his teeth chattering as badly as they were, so Ashe stroked his
hair and his shoulders like he might a skittish colt until some of
the anxiety dissolved and the boy pulled back with an embarrassed
flush and a nervous flutter of his lashes.

Ashe sighed,
thinking that if he ever got Illya to trust him again, it would be
a reason for celebration. Not that he did not have lascivious
thoughts—he had them daily, it was his nature. But he had no
intention of acting upon them. He would not be called a violator of
innocents again.

Illya’s
rantings were confused and a little worrisome, making him wonder if
the boy had hit his head harder than he’d thought when he’d taken
his fall the day before. The only thing that gave him pause was the
clasp that Illya gripped in white-knuckled fingers. He had not had
it yesterday when he’d returned. His hair had been a loose tumble
of gold and brown about his very pale face. He’d had nothing in his
hands save the tray, and the clasp had not been on it.

He took Illya’s
hand and pried open his fingers, taking the clasp once again to
look at it. Illya stared at it and him as if transfixed.

“All right, you
said you see ghosts. Tell me how this is possible.” He settled with
his back against the wall next to Illya, the light from the window
making a patch on the worn carpet.

Illya
swallowed, huge blue eyes perplexed. “I—I don’t know how. I just
do. Ever since I was young. There is a cemetery beyond the hold—not
the family crypt, but where the freeholders and servants and such
are buried. When I was little I used to go there with my cousins
and their friends, until one night we were playing and I saw—this
shape, this faintly glowing mist hovering over one of the stones of
a newly dug grave. A forester had been murdered by bandits a few
days past and put to rest there. Nobody else saw it, and they poked
fun of me when I insisted. But it was there. And when I went back
the next night to see if it still lingered, it was a little more
recognizable as the shape of a man. That’s when I knew it was a
shade. Sometimes they’re in the forests around the old roads, where
maybe there used to be burial grounds or someone died and just got
absorbed by the wood. Mostly they’re aimless. They just drift, as
if they’re looking for something, but they never find it. Sometimes
they’re accusing—like they blame the whole world for their state. I
don’t think they always understand that they’re dead. There was one
in the forest beyond our camp clinging to some ancient ruins that
attacked a dying man. It was vengeful and full of hate. Most of
them aren’t that powerful. Most are just wraiths. Most of them
can’t even understand, much less talk.”

“You hear them
talk?” Ashe had to ask, trying not to raise a dubious brow.

Illya was very
earnest, and obviously believed in what he was relating very
strongly. It was apparent in every tense line of his slender
frame.

“Sometimes. She
spoke to me. The princess’ shade. She told me to run.”

“Wait, wait,
wait. Why did she tell you to do that? Tell me what happened from
the beginning.”

Illya did. A
little shaky, with more than a few nervous glances about the room.
It was an unsettling tale, if one were to believe it, which Ashe
was not quite certain he did. He didn’t think Illya was lying.
Illya was too genuinely scared to make up such a story. He just was
not certain the boy was thinking straight. It was a stressful
situation they were in. A terrifying one that might very well end
with both their deaths.

The fact that
Illya had thrown the clasp away, then gone back to retrieve it,
intrigued him, but he did not ask about it.

“All right,” he
said finally, because Illya had lapsed into uneasy silence. “I
think something happened to you. I’m certainly interested in how
the clip got back up here. But I see no reason for us to jump at
shadows. There’s nothing up here now. Is there?” Illya slowly shook
his head. “Shades don’t roam during the day, by all accounts.”

“That’s just an
old wives’ tale,” Illya murmured, as if spirits and ghosts were
not. “They don’t care what time of day it is.”

“Well, I’ll not
be driven under the covers for the fear of them. And you won’t
either. So get up and go see about getting breakfast. And have
someone help you with the water. Give me a hand up, will you?”

Without his
cane, it was awkward. Illya scrambled up and held out his hand,
stood looking miserable while Ashe made his way to the closet
hiding the chamber pot and made use of it. Even more so when Ashe
finished and stretched in the middle of the floor, and suggested he
run a comb through his hair, since he didn’t want people thinking
his manservant was a ragamuffin.

It was enough
to divert Illya’s single minded attention from thoughts of shades
and things. He cast Ashe an absently indignant look, but ran his
fingers through his hair nonetheless.

“Do you want
this?” Ashe held the clip up. Illya shook his head. Ashe flipped it
onto the dresser. It clattered against the wash basin.

After he’d
gotten Illya out of the rooms and occupied with his morning
errands, he limped about the bedroom, and found himself staring up
at the rafters where he imagined the lady had strung herself
up.

“Are you still
here, lady?” He felt silly talking to the air. “If you are, find
someone else to pester. Illya’s got quite enough to deal with.”

Of course there
was no response. Nothing but the wind up the chimney and the soft,
almost imperceptible sound of birds on the rooftop. He laughed at
himself.

For the next
hour he drummed up a sweat working the kinks out of his leg. The
skin was mending nicely, if one called a jagged, red scar nice. The
infection was gone and the skin around the wound a normal healthy
color. The stitches were beginning to rot out. He gingerly picked
pieces of rotgut from his flesh. He considered himself astoundingly
lucky not to be crippled.

Lucky to be
alive when gods knew how many of his men were dead.

No, he would
not brood over that. He didn’t know and he would not rely on
anything told him by the enemy. So he shut it out of his head and
concentrated on building his strength. He was lunging with an
imaginary sword when Illya returned with his breakfast.

The young man
had a little more color than when he’d left, though his eyes still
darted about the room as if to make certain no malicious spirits
were in residence.

“The king left
this morning. I don’t know where to or how long. I heard the
kitchen girls talking,” was Illya’s report.

Ashe grunted,
taking the tray from Illya and sitting it and himself down in the
parlor. Ham and honey cakes covered with fried apples, with
steaming hot tea. One assumed Illya was eating down in the
kitchen.

“I think the
staff is relieved when he’s not here,” Illya said. “They’re a
little scared of him. He killed one of the serving boys last fall
who spilled wine on his boot when he mis-poured. The girls wouldn’t
say how, but they all walk on pins and needles around him.”

“Hummm. You
hear a lot down in the kitchens,” Ashe observed. Servants tended to
gossip. Anything that happened in a household, royal or not, was
bound to find its way through the ranks of domestic help.

“I asked after
books, my lord. But the housemistress said she’d have to inquire of
Lord Brendon.”

Ashe sipped at
his tea, tapping his nail on the fine porcelain. He glanced up at
Illya, who was fidgeting at the opening between rooms.

“I was thinking
about your ghost,” he said, which riveted the young man’s attention
upon him. “You said her features were very clear. If there’s a
family gallery in this heap of stones, there might be a portrait of
the Princess Elarina. It would be interesting to see if she and
your shade are one and the same.”

Illya’s eyes
widened at the thought of venturing in search of such a place.
Portrait galleries, especially old ones, tended to be gloomy and a
little haunting in and of themselves.

“It was just a
suggestion,” Ashe said between mouthfuls of honey cakes. “If it was
me, I would be interested.”

“I do not see
what difference it would make. Who else could it be?” Illya pointed
out warily. But it was clear on his face that Ashe’s idea had
snagged his attention. Curiosity warred with apprehension.

But he did not
venture in search of the gallery that day. Against Ashe’s orders he
fetched the day’s fresh water himself, which Ashe managed with some
irritation not to comment about. The tight set of Illya’s mouth and
the way he held his hand a little protectively over his ribs told
of his discomfort, which was reprimand enough.

The lengthening
shadows of night were pure punishment. Illya kept looking at the
darkening window with dread, as if he did not believe his own
assertion that ghosts were no more likely to walk the night than
the day. It was obvious he was a bit more worried than he had let
on in the light of morning.

Out of some
perverse sense of pleasure that he could not explain, Ashe took
satisfaction in retreating to the bedchamber, turning the lamp down
and suggesting Illya not keep him up all night with the one in the
sitting room turned up high. The apprehension on Illya’s face had
been priceless, but the light from the other room had dimmed to
little more than a dull glow through the doorway.

He shut his
eyes and listened to the tiny, invasive sounds that were part and
parcel of the tower. The wind outside the walls. The rustle of it
in the flue. The occasional creaking of old wood. No sound at all
from the outer room. Ashe sighed, allowing his body to relax. He
slept naked under all but the lightest of sheets, the summer heat
making comfortable slumber impossible. If there was a lady ghost
fluttering around up here, he wondered what she might think of his
lack of attire. He had never considered himself the proper
gentleman. He had always taken glee in outraging his father’s
stuffy court, at least ever since his mother had died of a lung
fever when he was ten. After she was gone things like appearances
and genteel impressions just did not seem to matter as much. Father
never paid enough attention to care, unless his only son went to
extremes.

So of course he
did. Perhaps giving him the responsibility over the army had been
King Herval’s attempt at instilling some sense of accountability
into his often wayward offspring. And Ashe had failed at it. Had
lost the battle and himself into the enemy’s hands. If Ewual had
been alive he would not have failed so miserably. Ewual had always
known respect and responsibility and honor, even at the old age of
twelve. But Crown Prince Ewual had died of the same infectious
fever that had taken their mother, and left Herval bereft a wife
and son, and Ashe missing the mother that doted on him and the
brother he had always idolized.

Stop. Don’t
think about such things here in this dreary place. It would only
drag him down into depression. He could hardly afford to fight
against that along with all the other obstacles that lurked
here.
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The flame was
turned so low that the light barely illuminated the table it sat
on. The walls of the sitting room were in darkest shadow. Illya
could barely see his hand before his face, but it didn’t matter. It
was a point of stability in the darkness. He curled on the couch
with his head next to it and knew he would get no sleep tonight.
Dreaded nights to come when he would eventually have to shut his
eyes.

Before this
place had been a prison, but not a terrible one. The madness here
was not directed at him, but at Prince Ashe. No one noticed him, or
cared what he did particularly. So it had been tolerable.

Now. Gods of
old, now he could hardly turn a corner or enter a room without
worrying what might be haunting it. He had never been trapped in a
place with the shades of the dead before. Always they had been
confined to some place that he could easily escape from, easily
retreat outside the boundaries that restricted them. Curiosity was
a fine thing when one could utilize it at one’s own convenience. He
might have skirted the graveyard on occasion out of sheer
perversity—from a boyish need for adventure—but he had never found
himself bound there with no path out.

This ghost
could move things. Could carry an object from the depths of the
castle to the heights. He could not erase that thought from his
mind. What if it had not even been the shade of the girl? What if
it had been the other? The mad, violent one, who he knew—absolutely
knew—had wanted him dead.

And Ashe didn’t
believe him. Oh, the prince listened nicely. Was very considerate,
much more so than any of his family had ever been, had tried very
hard not to look too dubious, but Illya had seen the skepticism in
his dark eyes. Ashe was skilled at masking his emotions, so it was
hard to tell how deep it went. Whether he was laughing inside at
Illya’s foolishness, or whether he might perhaps accept the
possibility of any of it being truth was impossible to tell.

Something
flickered at the corner of his vision. He swung his head about, but
nothing was there. Pushing himself up to a sitting position, he
scrutinized the room, all the dark corners where ghoulish things
might hide. Finding nothing just made it worse. His imagination
went on tangents all of its own. He could not stay on the settee.
He rose, taking the lamp with him, and circled the room. He got to
the mirror and paused, holding the dim light up to see its
reflection.

A face melted
out of it. Pale and transparent it came out of the wall the mirror
hung on and seemed to take a hovering pace into the room. There was
a body attached to it, the same layered skirts, the same tight nose
about the neck, only this time the ghost held the end in her
hands.

Illya couldn’t
catch his breath. He stared, mouth open in soundless terror and for
one brief moment the eyes of the living met the eyes of the long
dead, then he stumbled backwards, loosing his grip on the lantern,
the flame luckily extinguished before it hit the floor, leaking oil
upon the carpet.

He went
backwards over the arm of the settee, and by the time he’d
scrambled up, the room was pitch black and the glowing nimbus of
spirit energy was gone.

Overwhelming
panic took hold of him, making his heart thrash about and his
breath come in ragged gasps. He felt blindly for the wall, the
entrance to the bedchamber. He slid down the wall next to the head
of the bed, listening to the sound of Ashe’s deep breathing.
Staring into the darkness waiting for the ghost to reappear.

But nothing
further disturbed the night. He sat pressed into his corner,
wide-eyed, until the faint light of morning began to seep through
the window, gradually revealing the shapes of furniture. Only then,
when it was almost light, did he let his forehead sag onto his
knees, shutting his eyes.

He saw it again
in his restless half-consciousness. A filmy form that glided above
the floor, eye level with him. Face distorted by the frame of the
mirror behind it, by his own reflection that he could see through
the insubstantial shape. His own wide, shock filled eyes were
momentarily echoed by the eyes of the shade.

A hand came
down on his shoulder. He yelped, twisting, scrambling backwards in
panic. It took him a moment to register the prince’s astounded eyes
gazing down at him.

“You saw
something,” Ashe surmised, half leaning over the side of the bed,
sheets draped over his lower body. Wordlessly, Illya nodded. Ashe
stared a moment, as if churning over a dilemma in his mind. Then,
“In the room?” Again the nod. “Damn. Why didn’t you wake me?”

Illya didn’t
have an answer for that. He had fled here for the comfort of human
presence, and yet had no more been able to stir the prince than he
had been able to go back out into the sitting room with all the
things the darkness might hide within it. Perhaps it was because
Ashe wouldn’t have seen it anyway. Or more simply, Ashe might have
offered solace and in his desperation, he would have been all too
willing to take it.

Ashe asked
where the apparition had appeared, and pulling on his trousers,
followed Illya into the sitting room. Illya was hesitant to set
foot back within it, but had little choice. His world was severely
limited. To exile himself from half of it would be ludicrous. Ashe
tackled the mystery with stoic practicality. He lifted the mirror
from its place and looked behind it. There was nothing but a patch
of wall four shades lighter than that surrounding it. He put it
back up and lurked about the area a bit, while Illya stood well
back, watching his investigation with unease.

The fact that
the prince was making it made his throat tighten with gratitude. He
believed him. Illya would have lost his mind in short order if he
had not. He felt certain of that.

Ashe sent him
down for breakfast, though Illya suspected it was more to give him
reason to escape the rooms than any gnawing hunger. He took the
chamber pot with him and the dirty wash water. He dumped his
burdens in the middens out past the kitchen courtyard, filled the
bucket with clean water and went back into the kitchen to wait on
the prince’s tray. He half-heartedly picked at an oatmeal and honey
gruel the cook had warming to break the servant’s fast, while she
went about preparing the higher ups’ breakfast.

“Mistress
Hiltha said to go and see her when you came down today,” the cook
remarked, when he’d sat down with his bowl. He blinked up at her
questioningly, immediately wondering if he’d done something wrong
to attract the head housekeeper’s notice. “She’s taking count of
the silver in the main dining hall this morning,” the cook said,
waving a spoon at him. “So you can probably catch her there. Go
now, while the bread is finishing, then come back for your master’s
tray.”

She gave him
directions to the castle dining hall and he sat off, dejectedly
musing what else might happen to make his life wretched. The stout
house mistress, along with two of her girls, was in the midst of
polishing the silver service in the cavernous dining hall. A long,
ebonwood table dominated the room. At least twenty chairs lined
each side. Tapestries gave the otherwise somber stone walls color.
Decorative oil lamps sat along the table’s center and sconces on
the wall held unlit candelabras. On the wall behind the table sat
an ornate buffet, its lower doors open while its contents were
cleaned.

He hesitated at
the tall, open doors. The sharp eye of Mistress Hiltha spied him
immediately and she straightened, wiping back a strand of stray
hair that had escaped her bun.

“There you are.
Your master is lax letting you waste the morning away. To be
expected from a Aldanian, I suppose.” He edged further into the
room when she beckoned. “I put your master’s request to Lord
Brendon.”

When Illya
blinked at her, she frowned and snapped, “The books, idiot boy. The
books.”

“Oh. Oh! Thank
you, mistress,” he said, awkwardly bowing.

Her frown
deepened. “Jilly, take him to the library. I doubt the child could
find it on his own.”

One of the
girls quickly wiped her hands on her apron front and giggling,
hurried around the table and past him, catching his sleeve and
pulling him in her wake. She kept casting looks up at him and
giggling more, as she led him up the stairs to the second floor.
Finally she gathered the nerve to say, “She’s in a mood this
morning. Time of the month.”

Illya blushed
scarlet at that indelicate information. His discomfort pleased the
girl to no ends. She pressed a little closer to his arm and
whispered, “She’s just got a bee up her arse about you, ‘cause the
girls stay up at night talkin’ about you, is all.”

“They what?” He
was plainly shocked by that.

“If any o’ the
other boys workin’ here looked like you, then there’d be hardly no
work get done.”

He could not
think of a thing to say to that, so he blushed and wished she
weren’t holding his arm quite so firmly against her breast.

“Must be lonely
up there all the time with nobody but his highness to keep you
company,” she surmised slyly. “If you needed somebody to—be
friendly with down here—I work at chambers downstairs mostly. You
could ask for me at the kitchen. Jilly’s me name.”

With that offer
firmly in place she stopped before a set of imposing doors and
rapped sharply. “Prince Talisar’s servant, milord.”

Then with a
wink and an exaggerated sway she sauntered away. Illya was so
flabbergasted by her that when the door was opened from within, he
had to blink to focus his attention. It did not take long. The
piercing, none too friendly stare of the castle’s captain of the
guard snapped him firmly back to reality. Captain Ahzor stood with
one hand on the door, the other resting on the hilt of his sword.
Illya turned a little pale, remembering the man’s blow when he’d
first climbed the castle steps.

“I–I was told
to come for books for—”

“I know what
you were told,” Ahzor said, stepping back and gesturing him sharply
inside the dim confines of the library. It was not a huge chamber,
not nearly so large at the dining hall, but its walls were lined
with books and it was comfortable, smelling of leather and scented
oil, and aging parchment. A large desk sat at the far wall. Behind
it reclined Lord Brendon, a ledger open before him, quill poised
over an ink pot at its side.

Illya carefully
edged past the captain, not trusting the man not to lay hands on
him merely to impose his power upon a hapless servant. The lord who
acted as steward over this castle for King Drane, looked up and
smiled tightly at Illya.

“And how is his
majesty this morning? Still enjoying our hospitality, I hope?”

Illya inclined
his head respectfully. “He is well, my lord. “ Aside from ghosts
haunting our rooms.

“I’ll have to
make it a point to visit, but I find the climb so tedious.” He
tapped the top of a stack of books at the edge of the desk. “I do
hope he appreciates the titles. Extend my regards, would you?
Perhaps I will come up and have a chat before King Drane returns.
The chance may be taken away then. One never knows how the winds of
politics may blow.”

A deliberate
smile, thinly veiling a deliberate threat. Lord Brendon waved a
hand at him, permission to approach and take the books. Illya did
so, cradling the volumes to his chest. Captain Ahzor ushered him
out, following on his heels. Half a dozen steps down the hall and
the man caught up to him, one hand on his arm swinging him back
against the wall.

“I lost a
brother to you damned Aldanians.” The fingers dug into his arm. A
muscle in the captain’s cheek twitched. His eyes were hard points
of hate. Like the king’s had been, but Ahzor was sane. Ahzor knew
who he could and could not vent his loathing upon. Prince Ashe was
beyond him, for the king’s demented pleasure only. His servant was
fair game.

His back
against the wall, Illya lowered his eyes to Captain Ahzor’s chest.
Play the part of the frightened servant, which was not hard to do,
considering the situation. The man would tire of his intimidation
and let him go. One hoped.

“I’m sorry, my
lord.”

“I’m not your
lord, you little bastard,” Ahzor growled and slammed a shoulder
against Illya’s chest, pressing his forearm across the smaller
man’s throat. Somehow, Illya retained the books, clutching them
between himself and Ahzor. He could hardly breathe, but the man’s
arm forced his head up, forced him to look into those cold
eyes.

“If it were up
to me, he’d be in the dungeons and you’d be fodder for the dogs.
Understand me, boy? To treat a gods damned Aldanian as guest, with
his own pretty little servant to wait on him makes my innards
crawl. When the king comes to his senses, it’ll be set right.”

With a last
surge of pressure against his throat, the captain backed off, then
stalked down the hall towards the main stair. Illya put a hand to
his neck, breathing deeply, staring at his accoster’s retreating
back warily. As if he did not have enough worries to occupy his
mind, here was yet one more.

Releasing a
shaky sigh, he glanced down at the titles Lord Brendon had given
him. He laughed, a pained, desperate chuckle. A history of
Guntharian nobility and their acts. The collected essays of Sir
Ewbert of Thessel, high executioner and inquisitor of the
Guntharian crown and oddly enough, a volume of poetry from some
long dead poet.

Ashe would be
delighted.
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Chapter
Six


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Illya told Ashe
of Lord Brendon’s not-so-veiled threat, which surprised Ashe not at
all. He’d expected worse. He continually woke up amazed that he was
not occupying a dank dungeon. The animosity of the castle’s captain
of the guard was also no shock. He was a man of war and his land
was presently at conflict with Ashe’s. All he could hope for was
that Illya could avoid the captain’s notice and escape further
assault. It wasn’t like he could demand better treatment for either
of them.

He laughed at
the books Brendon had sent him and even went so far, during the
passage of the day, to read a few amusing excerpts from the
executioner’s journal out loud. Illya did not find it humorous at
all. Illya turned a little pale at the descriptive torture the
long-dead man had performed on a particular victim, so Ashe sighed
and kept his reading to himself, thinking that Illya sorely needed
his horizons broadened. One had to find humor where one could, even
if it was of the wryly dark kind.

As the day wore
on into evening, Illya became increasingly fidgety, very clearly
dreading the coming night. He’d been out twice, for meals and
water, and had no further excuse to take himself from the chambers.
He paced the sitting room, one hand absently holding his bruised
ribs, making himself more and more nervous with each lap about the
room. He was making Ashe nervous watching him.

So Ashe started
talking. Forcing him to pause long enough to come up with
responses. Since Illya was a forester at heart, he told him about
the Summer Forest, the great royal preserves that sat a few days’
ride outside the capital of Rhu. A hundred miles of uninterrupted
forest, lush with game and woodland bounty, ceded to the king’s
personal chancellor to guard over. He told him of the great rustic
hall, Summercroft, where he had spent a good deal of time as a
child, entranced by the stables and the kennels and the immense
natural gardens that surrounded the place. It was as close to a fey
world as he had ever seen. More a lodge than an estate, some of his
fondest memories were in that hall. His mother had loved it. Her
uncle, his grand uncle, had been chancellor to Herval and held the
preserve for his king. The sickness had taken him too. The same one
that had robbed Ashe of almost everyone he loved. Herval had never
ceded it to anyone since, holding it himself in royal trust. He had
fond memories there as well. He had courted his betrothed within
those cool walls and sheltered walks

“The hunting
there is rivaled nowhere,” Ashe said, and Illya gave him a dubious
look, coming from mountains where beasts dwelled that men hesitated
to pursue unless they were many and well armed. “Believe me, it’s
spectacular. When we get out of here, I’ll take you hunting there.
You’ll see.”

“If we get out
of here,” Illya sighed, then realizing how dour that sounded, he
attempted a smile. “I would like to see the Summer Forest. I’ve
heard tales. My brothers and cousins would be torn with envy if I
came home telling them I’d hunted its boundaries.”

“Then we shall
do it. My word on it.”

“You lost your
mother and brother to the sickness?” Illya inquired hesitantly.

It was not a
subject Ashe liked to dwell on. He could still recall the last
terrible days when they’d laid gasping for each priceless breath,
lips blue and skin pale from fever and weakness. “Yes.”

“Mine died
bearing my youngest brother. I barely remember her. Just a voice.
Father said she was beautiful.”

“Aren’t there
any portraits of her in your hall?”

Illya shook his
head. “Father never got around to it. He regrets it bitterly, I
think. He says I take after her. None of my brothers do, they’re
all father.”

“Who looks like
his father Willam, if I remember correctly. You’re lucky you got
her blood. Willam’s a dour faced old tyrant and his sons take right
after him.” Ashe hesitated then asked, “Did you ever see her
spirit?”

“No. I think
she died content, knowing her babe had survived—that’s what
Grethal, her woman, said. Even if she hadn’t gone on to the beyond,
she was buried in the family crypt and I never went there. Not
after all the things my great uncle claimed to have seen.”

The talk of
ghosts brought Illya’s mind back to the one haunting these very
rooms and Ashe saw him cast a worried glance about the shadowed
ceiling. When Ashe finally made to retire to the bedroom, the
younger man pulled his knees up, wrapping his arms around them.

“Why not sleep
in here? Safety in numbers, yes?” He honestly hadn’t meant the
request as anything but a comfort to ease Illya’s obvious fears.
Illya looked at him suspiciously regardless, like a cat watching a
dog prowling below his perch. “Make up a pallet at the end of the
bed, if you wish, but suit yourself. Personally, if she appears
over my bed with intentions of ghostly vengeance, I’d rather you
were around to let me know.”

Illya pulled a
face, a quirk of one brow and pursed lips. “It’s not a matter to
jest about.”

“I wasn’t.” He
retreated, leaving the matter in Illya’s hands. He undressed,
leaving on his linen undergarment in respect of Illya’s modesty,
should the young man decide to take him up on his offer. Damned
picky thing, the boy’s modesty and his sudden wash of it in
sympathy. As if soldiers on the march didn’t bathe together, dress
together in or out of their tents and piss together without a
single thought of modesty.

As he was
pulling back covers, Illya appeared in the doorway with a bolster
from the settee, the blanket he used to make a bed out of it and an
apprehensive expression on his face. “At the end of the bed then,
my lord.”

Ashe waved a
hand at him. After sitting on the settee, he imagined the floor to
be a more comfortable bed by far. Ashe blew out the lamp after
Illya had settled, laying with his hands behind his head, a slight
smile of satisfaction touching his lips. Small victory, to be sure,
but small victories were all he had left to him now.
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He had reason
to be grateful for the undergarment the next morning. Dawn’s light
had just begun to creep in through the slit of a window when the
pounding of boots on the tower stairs and the door slamming open
against the wall roused him rudely out of sleep.

Battle trained
senses jerked him into instant wakefulness, as men poured into the
chambers. He was half aware of Illya struggling up at the foot of
the bed, but his attention was more for the intruders. Armed men,
eight or ten of them. Captain Ahzor among them, and striding
through them the mud-spattered figure of King Drane.

Ashe barely had
time to swing his feet over the side of the bed and none to reach
his trousers and tunic, before Drane was standing before him, a
bizarrely twisted grin on his lips. Wakened so harshly, Ashe didn’t
even bother to incline his head, just stared blandly into the mad
eyes of his captor. The calm look masked his dread
apprehension.

“Did I disturb
your slumber, Prince Talisar? The sun’s already showing himself—too
late to be sleeping in. What do they teach you in Aldania? But I
think you’ll be pleased. I’ve just met with my commanders from the
front and I’ve brought you a present.”

He held a
burlap sack. He lifted it so Ashe might see it clearer. The rough
cloth was stained with a dark flaky substance. It smelled
suspiciously of blood. Drane pushed Ashe aside and upended the sack
onto the bed. From it rolled a grisly sight. A severed head, skin
gone mottled and gray, eyes bloated and glazed, staring sightlessly
at the ceiling. Someone gasped. Illya, he thought, dazedly staring
down at the thing, at the raggedly severed neck, at the protruding
bone. It took him a moment to recognize the features.

Avahine. The
rough cut, lined face of General Avahine. Bile rose at the back of
his throat. A rushing sound filled his ears, punctuated only by
Drane’s amused cackling chuckle. “An old friend to keep you
company. You can exchange war stories. Lament each other’s
failures.”

It was more
than he could take. Ashe’s restraint broke. With a strangled cry he
lunged at Drane, getting his hands around the older man’s throat,
bearing him backwards by sheer force alone even when armored hands
grabbed for him. They beat him down, with fists and sword hilts and
then with stabbing kicks when they’d dragged him off of their king
and he lay stunned on the floor from the blows. He hardly felt it,
the anger filled him so completely. They might have pummeled him
into unconsciousness had Drane not lifted a hand to stop it. Then
they dragged him up between them, Captain Ahzor on one arm and a
hulking armed soldier on the other and stood him before Drane.

The king was
rubbing at his stringy throat, his eyes glittering with amusement
bordering on dementia. Spittle flecked the corner of his lips as he
grinned. “Fools. Fools. All of you fools to be tread under by my
boot. Herval is a coward and his generals incompetents. This one
came to parlay for you, princeling. As if I would give you up.”

“You
carrion-eating bastard. You killed him under flag of truce?”

Ahzor hit him.
A hard blow to the side of the head that he shook off with effort,
refusing to take his eyes from Drane.

“If it had been
your cowardly father, this would be a happy day indeed.” Drane
laughed again, then threw the sack on the floor at Ashe’s feet and
strolled out of the room, hands clasped behind his back, as if he
had just finished a friendly visit.

Ashe was held
until the king disappeared out of the door, then shoved roughly to
his knees. They didn’t hit him after that, just filed out, staring
blankly at him. Leaving the ghastly, blood drained thing that had
once been a dear friend of his on his bed. He couldn’t move.
Couldn’t think past the black rage that infused him. His nails dug
bloody furrows into his palms.

“My lord?”
Illya made a tentative movement towards him, white faced and
shocked.

“Get out,” Ashe
growled. Illya froze. Ashe repeated the order. He wanted to destroy
and kill. Wanted to hit something so badly his vision tunneled, and
in the small corner of rationality left in his mind, he realized he
did not wish that something to be Illya.

He didn’t see
Illya’s retreat. Hardly heard his soft footsteps. He leaned his
head against the bed, staring blindly at Avahine’s head. Friend,
mentor, defender. Avahine had taught him more than his father the
king ever had.

Avahine had
tried to bargain for his freedom—and died for it.

He shut his
eyes and swore. Laying curses at the feet of Drane, at his father
and mostly at himself.

 


~~~

 


Illya sat on
the landing outside their chambers, his back against the tower
door. He was in no way ready to venture downstairs with the mad
king and his men on the prowl. Men whose blood was up and were
ready to do violence. They would have done more to Ashe if the king
hadn’t stopped them. Which was worrisome in itself, making one
wonder what Drane had in store for his hostage, if an aborted
beating was all he allowed for an attack on his person.

He thought he’d
recognized the terrible trophy Drane had spilled onto Ashe’s bed.
General Avahine. He felt a lump of grief form in his throat. The
old man had been respected dearly by the troops. He’d given Illya
himself a kind word after they’d taken Merivale. If he was dead, it
boded ill for the Aldanian forces in Seganny.

After a very
long while, he deemed it might be safe to venture down to the
kitchen, maybe grab an apple for breakfast and wash in the trough
in the courtyard. He doubted if Ashe would appreciate breakfast
being brought up to him. With a grimace he wondered what they were
going to do with a severed head in the rooms. He imagined since
Drane had left it there, he meant it to stay. Illya bringing it
down with the chamber pot might be looked upon unkindly. He
shivered at the notion and decided he would forego the apple and
just take a quick wash.

He was halfway
down the tower steps when the ghost seeped out of the stones of the
wall like so much drifting fog. He let out a yelp, grabbing
frantically at the rail as one heel slipped off the step. A fall
here would probably kill him. His rump hit the step and he sat
there, legs braced, one arm out in front of him to ward the thing
off. It just drifted in front of him, skirts half submerged in the
steps below him, face about a foot above his own. Both her slim,
ghostly hands were twined in the noose about her neck, pulling
ineffectually at it, as if she were trying to save herself from
strangulation.

There was
terror in her bulging eyes, in the gasping movement of her mouth.
And she seemed to be looking at him for help. He blinked at her,
shocked out of fear as she struggled and twitched before him. It
occurred to him, that it was all she knew, those last dying
moments. All she had known for how many years—hundreds? Or it was
all she had allowed herself to remember in her grief and her shame.
It was terrible to see the bewildered despair in that transparent
face.

“Stop it,” he
whispered. “You’re dead. You can’t feel the noose anymore. Just
stop it.”

The eyes
focused on him and he shivered, edging back as far as he could. But
she just stared at him and blinked in confusion. Never had he seen
eyes that looked so much like they needed to shed tears, yet
remained dry. Perhaps she couldn’t, being a ghost. He didn’t know.
He had never seen a spirit cry.

Then she merely
faded away, dispersing like smoke tangled in the wind. He took a
breath, scanning the shadows of the tower, but there was nothing
there but spider webs and harmless darkness. She had seemed more
desperate than he had. More frightened. Not vengeful at all. Now
that he thought of it, none of the times that he had seen her had
there been anger in her eyes. Only shock and pain and
bewilderment.

Up until that
moment he had been terrified of her. Now a sudden sympathy arose.
She had wanted his help. In all the years since her death, if
anyone had ever seen her at all as anything but a glimpse of fog
from the corner of their eye or a gust of chill against their skin,
they would have made signs against evil towards her, run from her,
abandoning the places she haunted and leaving her to her misery. No
wonder shades were mad, rambling things, ignored for so long with
nothing but the memory of their worst moment—their deaths—their
fears to keep them company.

He stood up,
absently picking at a splinter in his palm he’d gotten from
grasping the rail. The guard at the door let him out with a grim
look that he hardly noticed, and he made straight away to the
kitchen where the girls were in an uproar, having the king and his
party to feed on short order. Illya slipped past unnoticed and into
the kitchen courtyard.

It was a broad,
flagstone bottomed court, with neat little gardens of herbs and
vegetables lining the stone walls, and a closed wooden gate guarded
by a single lazy sentry through which passed livestock and carts
laden with supplies. The laundry opened into it as well, and those
troughs were where the servants usually bathed.

There was
strong lye soap to be had in the laundry, one of the girls had
helpfully pointed out to him early on. Now he knew why the serving
girls were so generous with their assistance, thanks to Jilly’s
admission. He blushed thinking about that and hurriedly borrowed a
sliver of soap from the surly old laundry woman on duty, who was
not likely to be staying up nights whispering to her cronies about
him. He washed quickly, then dunked his head and scrubbed at his
hair, the cool water a relief after the stuffy tower.

Wringing water
from his hair and letting it hang dripping down his back, he filled
two buckets from the drinking well, then hurried back to the tower.
Guards passed him, talking among themselves, but they didn’t give
him a second glance, more than likely not recognizing him as their
prisoner’s manservant. There were considerably more of them about
now that the king was back. Thankfully he did not see Captain Ahzor
and hoped the man well occupied with his monarch.

Back up the
tower stair with no sign of a ghost to waylay him, he found himself
outside the door, biting his lip in uncertainty. He had little
desire to see Drane’s grisly present. He could not imagine sleeping
in the same chambers with the rotting head. From the looks of it,
it had been many days dead by the time it had reached here. It was
already fetid and only likely to grow worse. Drane could not
actually expect to make them keep it there? But of course, the king
was mad enough to expect just that.

Illya took a
breath and opened the door. Ashe knelt before the hearth in the
bedchamber. A fire blazed behind the blackened grate. It sent a
wave of heat into the room that made it almost hard to breathe. The
shattered remains of the bedroom chair and one of the tables from
the sitting room lay in a pile beside him. There was a faint stain
on the bed where the head had lain, but the head itself was gone.
Within the crackling flames, there was a blackened shape. A step
closer and the smell from the burning flesh made Illya gag. He
covered his mouth and nose and stepped back. Ashe didn’t move. He
merely sat, staring at the flames. On his face, Illya thought he
saw the trail of dried tears.

“My lord?” he
said softly, then, “Ashe?”

There was no
response. Not even the angry one he’d gotten after King Drane had
left. There was nothing to do but go the bed and pull the foul
sheet from it. Ball it up with the stain inside and carry it
gingerly away.

Back down into
the castle then, because the prince clearly did not want him in
their chambers. The guard at the door gave him a look that said
twice in one hour was pushing the limits of his patience, but he
let Illya out anyway. He went to the laundry and put the sheets in
the stack of dirty washing, asking the old woman tending it for
clean bed linens. The girls were folding them now. She told him to
come back in a hour to fetch them.

Which left him
with nothing to do in the meanwhile, since he did not wish to risk
the displeasure of the tower guard.

He recalled
Ashe’s suggestion about the gallery. A day ago he would not have
dared to contemplate it. Today’s encounter with the ghost made him
bold. He suddenly did want to see if she were indeed the famed
princess that had started the feud between Gunthar and Aldania with
her unfortunate suicide. He wanted to see what she looked like in
the flesh, or at the very least a painter’s rendition of her
flesh.

He asked a
scullery maid for directions, and the mouse-haired little girl
hesitantly pointed the way, staring at him the while with large,
wary eyes, as if no one had ever bothered to ask anything of her
other than the most menial of tasks.

The family
gallery was on the fourth level, and reached along the back wall of
the castle. It was a tall, long hall, with drawn curtains on one
side that reached floor to ceiling spaced among the many paintings
that adorned the wall. Having seen no windows worth speaking of so
far in the castle, he curiously shifted aside the edge of one heavy
drape. Dust sprang up at the movement, so long had the curtains
gone uncleaned. But behind them was nothing but the bricked-in
alcoves that might once have housed glass-paned windows. It was
depressing, expecting to see sunlight and finding dark stone
instead.

He looked back
down the hall once, wary of being caught loitering here with no
good excuse, but no one appeared. It was likely no one had visited
here in ages, from the skim of dust that coated the gilded frames
and made the paint of the portraits seem faded beyond their
years.

Some of the
paintings were huge, as tall as the wall almost, larger than life
in their depictions of men on horses, or men standing with packs of
hunting hounds about their legs. Or men in battle, or men sitting
grimly on the same stone throne. There were smaller pictures of
women and children. Most of these were austere and pensive, the
unsmiling faces staring eerily back at him. Not a happy people, the
ruling families of Gunthar, he thought.

Then he came to
a moderate sized portrait of a young man and woman. The man was
tall and bore a vague resemblance to many of the other men depicted
in other paintings along the hall. His eyes were black and leaden,
his mouth a tight line as if he took no joy from the world at all.
The girl was familiar. Her hair was bound back neatly, its curls
restrained in an artful fall over her shoulder. The color was honey
gold. Her skin was a flushed peach. Her eyes deepest blue. They
were wistful eyes, not dead like some of the others he’d seen. But
hiding a trace of hope. He recalled the book of hers Ashe had found
and the inscription within. May all your dreams come true.

She had been a
dreamer, while all around her were realists and harsh realists at
that. And her dreams had been dashed. He reached up a hand to touch
the canvas, fingers smearing a clean spot in the dust.

“You hoped to
escape this place, didn’t you?”

“Oh, there you
are,” a voice echoed down the long hall and Illya started in
surprise, whirling guiltily. But it was only the maid, Jilly,
sauntering down the hall with a sly smile on her round face. “Bess
said you’d asked the way here. Weren’t lookin’ for me were you? I
told you I worked chambers, not this dusty old place.”

She walked
right up to him while he was gaping at her, and put a hand
familiarly on his chest. There was a certain sour smell to her, as
if she hadn’t bathed in weeks. Even if her charms, which were
dubious to begin with, had appealed to him, the odor would have
changed his mind.

“I just—just
wanted to see what she looked like. The princess.” He indicated the
picture above them.

The maid looked
up and snorted derisively. “What, the lady what hanged herself over
your majesty’s ancestor? She’s long dead, that one? Why bother
looking at her, when a flesh and blood woman’s right under your
hand.” She actually clutched his wrist and brought his hand up to
her sweaty breast. It was hot and heaving under his finger, a soft,
pliant mound that, despite the girl’s offensive smell and forward
manner, did cause his heart to race a bit. He blushed and would
have pulled his fingers away had Jilly not had such a firm grip on
his wrist.

“I–I—heard that
the—the tower was haunted.” He was stammering and babbling in his
embarrassment. “Have any of the servants ever seen her ghost?”

Jilly’s eyes
got a little round, her mouth a little tight. “There’s places we
don’t go.”

“Why?” he
asked, breathless.

“Sometimes you
can hear whispers. Or the candles just go out. Or a body will feel
a cold hand down her back.” She pushed him back towards a dark
little niche, pressing her ample front against him, one hand
roaming down his stomach. He caught it and held it between
them.

“But you’ve
never seen her.”

“Don’t need to
see her to know she haunts the place.”

Something
shimmered out of his line of sight. A faint wail drifted down the
hall. The curtains on the wall fluttered, as if wind from windows
that no longer existed had wafted through to stir them.

“Bethar protect
me,” the girl whispered, white faced. Then she shivered as if
something had touched her and pulled quickly away from Illya.
Clutching her hands to her breast she fled down the hall. He stood
with his back to the wall, searching for some sign of whatever had
stirred the drapery.

“I know you’re
here,” he ventured, casting a glance back up at the painting. “Have
you been here all this time? Why can’t you move on?” He stepped out
into the center of the hall, waiting for her to show herself. She
didn’t. There was merely the numinous tingle of a presence in the
air.

“You didn’t
look so sad in the painting. Elarina? Was that your name?”

A whisper of
breeze ghosted down the hall.


Abandoned. There was the hint of confusion.
Betrayed.

He stood,
waiting for something more. But the presence faded. The hall
returned to dusty disuse. He took a trembling breath, spooked in
spite of himself. In spite of the fact that he had come here
seeking to learn something of her. He backed away from the
painting, from the eyes that seemed to look down at him. Waiting.
Hoping for succor. Even when she’d been alive. He fled the hall
then and behind him one final almost indistinguishable word
followed him.

Lonely.

 


~~~

 


He went back to
the laundry, keeping an eye out for Jilly as well as vindictive
castle guards, having little desire to have to fend her off again
today. The old woman gave him an armful of linens, which left him
nothing else to do but trek upstairs and return to the tower
chambers. He very much did not want to go. He did not want to see
what the fire had left of Avahine’s head. He wondered if the prince
was still staring blindly into it.

He slipped
quietly into the outer room, depositing his burden on the settee.
The smell of roasted flesh could still be faintly scented. There
was silence from the bed chamber. He almost didn’t venture in, but
the pull to discover the prince’s mood was too strong. The first
thing he noticed was the narrow window being open. Ashe must have
forced it, for it had been firmly stuck when they had tried it
before. It let out some of the heat and odor. The second was the
prince himself sitting on the floor, his back against the edge of
the bed, staring into the remnants of the fire. All his kindling
was gone, the fire burned low until there was little more than
tiny, struggling flames and glowing embers. A patch of white showed
among the char. The soot-marred shape of a skull that the small
fire had not been capable of reducing.

Illya took a
shaky breath, one hand on the portal between rooms. He wanted to do
something. To say something, but did not know how Ashe would
receive it. He was not a man, obviously, that liked to share his
pain. Illya took a step backwards and the prince’s voice stopped
him.

“He gave me my
first sword. It should have come from Father, but I believe we were
out of sorts that month. Avahine gave me the blade his father had
given him when he’d first began learning sword craft. I’d never had
anything from anyone that awed me so much. I never went to so much
trouble as I did learning to use it properly. To impress him. His
praise was the sweetest nectar in the world. And that—that
honorless bastard—” he choked off, balling his fists.

He squeezed his
eyes shut a moment, struggling to compose himself. Quietly, Illya
walked over, laid a hand on Ashe’s shoulder in shared remorse. “I’m
so sorry. He was a great man.”

“He was more
than that,” Ashe said bitterly. “I’d almost rather it had been His
Majesty, my father.”

Illya squeezed
and the prince took a sudden sobbing breath, reaching up and
covering Illya’s hand with his own. His shoulders shook. “Hell’s
breath, Avahine, why did you trust that bastard? I’m not worth
this. I don’t want to be the cause of this.”

There was hurt
there, hurt so deep that Illya realized the prince had more than
respected the old general. He had loved him. And he blamed himself
for his death. Illya lowered himself to the floor beside Ashe,
forgetting his own inner conflict with the prince in the face of
the other man’s misery. In the face of so much pain, old grudges
held no meaning.

“How can you
say that?” he asked softly. “He knew exactly what he was doing. You
may doubt your worth, but he was certain of it when he put himself
in the path of those pursuing you. Was he a man who made rash or
unthought-out decisions?”

Ashe said
nothing, slump shouldered and red eyed. A drop of moisture
glittered at the corner of his eye. He did not raise a hand to wipe
it away, staring instead into the embers and the gleam of bone
nestled within.

“If I could
have chosen my father, it would have been him,” he whispered. His
voice broke on the last word and he did turn his face away, lifting
a hand to brush furiously at his eyes. “Rather his son than what I
am now.”

That was pure
desolation talking, bordering dangerously close to self-loathing.
He leaned forward, covering his face with both hands, blocking out
the sight of everything. Illya sat there, stricken, not knowing how
to offer solace. No words seemed adequate. Hesitantly he put an arm
across Ashe’s shoulder, a show of comfort that seemed empty, but
after a moment Ashe shuddered and leaned into him, one hand still
covering his face, the other limply at his side.

Profoundly
alarmed at the desperate need for comfort he felt from Ashe, he
could do little more than sit stiffly, absorbing the other man’s
quiet grief. From the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a
flutter of movement. A trailing finger of pale gauze that was there
one moment and gone the next.

Strangely
enough, it hardly fazed him. His nerves had been jarred too many
times today for it to do more than absently draw his attention. If
it did anything, it served to calm his frayed emotions. It—she—was
just curious anyway. Hungering for something other than the endless
cycle she had relived year after year after year. He couldn’t
begrudge her that. Just as he could not deny Ashe his shoulder or
his sympathy when he needed it so much.
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A thousand men
clashing in fiery battle. Swords cleaving into flesh, screams and
the smell of blood tainting the air. Bodies crashing against each
other like helpless things caught in the tide. Sweat rolled down
into his eyes.

Sweat or
blood. He couldn’t see or wipe it away because of the helm. All he
could do was keep swinging his sword, astride his horse one moment
and on foot the next. The landscape wavered unsteadily. It seemed
he was surrounded by enemies. His sword cut through them easily,
severing limbs and torsos. His blade sliced through the neck of an
attacker and the head rolled. It came to rest at his feet, face up.
It was Avahine. No, it was his father, frowning at him. Displeased
with his reckless son as ever.

“Look what
you’ve done. Why don’t you ever think?” The mouth formed the words.
Blood gurgled from the dangling flesh of the neck. Ashe snarled and
kicked it away from him, into the mess of stomping feet and
struggling bodies.

A blade came
down towards his face . . . .

He woke with a
start, breathing hard, muscles cramped, neck protesting an awkward
angle. His rump hurt from sitting on the floor, slumped against the
bed too long, his head lay back against the mattress. There was
weight against his left side. And warmth.

Illya rested
against him, head against his shoulder, face obscured by hair. Ashe
caught his breath, afraid to move, as amazed as he might have been
if a bird had hopped into his cupped palms. It chased away the
images of nightmare, this solid reality. He carefully lifted an arm
gone almost numb, to ghost it across Illya’s many-hued hair.

Illya didn’t
stir. The lassitude of interrupted sleep still clung to Ashe’s
body. He was tired and mind sore and wanted nothing more at the
moment than to retreat to the more comfortable haven of the bed and
let consciousness seep away again. The fire was nothing but embers
now. He didn’t look too closely, not wanting to see what was left
of the skull.

He shifted out
from under Illya and climbed to the edge of the bed. Illya stirred,
blinking sleepily, lifting a hand to brush hair from his face.

“What?” he
asked.

“Nothing. Come
on.” Ashe drew him up to the bed while he was still sleep muddled,
pushed him down onto the mattress before he could gather the wits
to protest, then slumped down himself on the other side of the bed.
He was so weary, so numb that all it took was the pillow under his
head and sleep overcame him.

 


~~~

 


He came awake
again to the pale light of morning and the smell of faint wood
smoke coming in through the window. He’d had to force it open, the
latch so corroded with time that it had practically been melded
into place. It would never close properly again. He hardly cared.
The fresh air had been an incalculable boon. It hinted at things
like freedom and the outside world now.

He stretched
and his hand came into contact with Illya. The young man was curled
on his side, one hand tucked under his head. He looked achingly
young in sleep. Sinfully young, considering the thoughts Ashe quite
often entertained about him. Ashe was frankly surprised to find him
still here. The fact that he hadn’t slunk off to the other room, or
his pallet at the end of the bed exhibited a degree of trust that
struck a profound note within Ashe.

Though he ached
to touch that smooth skin, that soft hair, he would not allow
himself the weakness. Forced companionship had created something
almost resembling a friendship to unfurl between them. An overture
of his would ruin it—he knew that as surely as he knew this place
held his destruction and he’d found that he’d rather have Illya’s
regard than fleeting sex.

Silently he
slipped out of bed, running hands through his tousled hair. Grimly
he went to the cold remnants of the fire. Charcoal and ashes, the
blackened, round plate of the skull. The most the fire had done was
to eat the flesh from the bone, to dislodge the jaw from the skull.
It hadn’t eaten it up. He stared morosely at it, then turned and
went to the window. Nothing but pale morning sky looked back at
him. He was too high up and at too sharp an angle to see any of the
fortifications below. He couldn’t even see the distant horizon.
Just sky.

A fleeting
moment of guilt assuaged him. His last memory of his old friend,
trying to hold the enemy from his heels. Avahine had been more
successful than Ashe, having survived that rearguard and lived to
attempt a parlay with mad King Drane.

“Damn it,” he
cursed, leaning his head against the stone window casement. He
would not let Avahine die in vain. He would not rot in this place.
Would not lose his mind in this haunted tower under the torment of
his captor. There had to be a path leading to freedom. There had to
be some way. He only needed the patience to discover it.

 




~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter Seven


~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Ashe worked his
leg, determined not to let stiffness get the better of him. He
studiously ignored the fireplace, as did Illya. If he hadn’t
thought it was disrespectful, he would have tossed the charred
skull out the window and be damned where it landed. He did not wish
the castle urchins playing kick games with what remained of his old
friend.

“It’s not him
anymore,” Illya had offered pragmatically, after he’d woken up and
looked at what nestled in the charcoal and ashes.

“I didn’t
expect his ghost to be hovering over it.” Gruff response, but Ashe
had cast a wary glance about anyway, having heard too much of
spirits and the like lately for his taste.

“It’s not. His
soul probably lifted straightway to the afterlife.”

“What makes you
say that?” he couldn’t help but ask. One had to imagine Illya had
more insight than most.

“Well—I think
most spirits—ghosts, that are trapped here, died unfulfilled.”

“Being beheaded
isn’t dying unfulfilled?”

Illya arched an
eloquent brow at him. “He was a warrior and died a warrior’s death.
It was probably preferable to him than dying sick and helpless in
bed.”

Ashe had given
grudging agreement to that. It still did not curb his desire to
give due respect to the remains. Sooner or later he would get up
the nerve to fish the skull out of the hearth and wrap it up. But
not yet.

So he occupied
himself elsewhere in his limited domain. He traded stories with
Illya. He counted it as a victory that he made Illya laugh so hard
his eyes ran when he recounted the time he had, on a dare, filched
his father’s royal coronet, tied it to the head of a pig and
stampeded the entire castle population of swine through the royal
gardens during a tea party to welcome a visiting dignitary. He had
gotten the beating of his life after that little escapade, but he’d
been the hero of many a young blueblood for weeks after.

With nothing to
do but talk, he found out a great deal about Illya. It became
easier after a while to get the young man to speak about himself.
Egotism had never been a problem for Illya. His sense of personal
worth was a dismal, untrained thing, due mostly to Grandfather and
cousins and cruel older brothers who taunted him for his unusual
perceptions and took full advantage of his painful shyness.

Illya was a
series of contradictions that intrigued Ashe. He was a hunter who
took no pleasure in the kill. He admitted to letting prey escape
purposefully for no other reason than whatever animal he stalked
locked gazes with him. He could not kill a thing that recognized
him—not an animal at any rate. Yet he killed men. He was an
astoundingly well crafted creature, beautiful and sensual and yet
he was as shy as any virginal priest. And despite all that modesty,
he claimed no great attachment for religious rhetoric.

He couldn’t ask
about the latter, but when he mentioned the first anomaly with an
amused quark of his brows, Illya shrugged and admitted, “I can’t
explain it. Have you ever gotten close enough to a stag to see into
its eyes? Close enough to feel the fear and the tension while it’s
deciding whether to bolt into the brush or stand there frozen and
hope you ignore it? There’s no malice there, even in the worst
predators. No ill intent other than to escape or protect
themselves. Innocence. Men don’t have that look. Terror, yes, but
there’s a point where all men lose innocence. Where we become
responsible for our own fates. What fate does a stag have other
than the here and now or to grace some hunter’s table?”

“You’re a
strange bird, Illya.”

“My brothers
always said so.”

“Ah, but I like
it.” Ashe grinned at him.

Illya blushed,
not certain how to take that. Finally he half returned the
smile.

When it was
almost dinner time and Illya preparing to leave the tower and fetch
Ashe a tray, steps were heard pounding up the stairs. Almost Ashe
looked around for a weapon, eyes gone a little wild and dangerous
at the thought of another visit from mad King Drane.

“My lord.”
Illya laid a hand on his arm, staring at him with calm, rational
eyes. “You can’t fight them. Not here.”

Ashe took a
breath. He straightened his shoulders and faced the door. Captain
Ahzor and a man at arms stood at the door. Ahzor’s dark eyes
flicked over him, lingered behind him a moment on Illya. The man’s
severe face twisted into a grimace that might have been a smile.
More likely it was a declaration of pain.

“The king
wishes your company for dinner tonight, prince Talisar. You will
accompany us.”

Ashe blinked,
truly caught off guard by that statement. “You cannot be serious?”
He almost laughed.

Ahzor’s face
tensed. Illya touched his elbow and murmured. “I’ll get your
overtunic. You can’t go in shirtsleeves.”

He wouldn’t go
at all to the table of a murderer and a truce breaker. He’d spew
his guts up before he could swallow a bit of food in the presence
of that madman. Much less spend dinner without trying to kill his
host. But Ahzor looked like he was about to draw his blade and
Illya was beckoning from the bed chamber. Ashe whirled and stalked
that way, glaring down at Illya as the young man held out his
borrowed tunic.

“I’m not
attending dinner with Drane at some whim of his,” he hissed.

“What choice do
you have? Will you incur his wrath otherwise? That man out there
looks as if he’ll have you downstairs whether he drags you or you
walk. You can endure Drane’s company better than the shame of that,
I think.”

“You think you
know me that well, do you?” Ashe snapped testily, lacing the tunic.
Illya smiled tensely. In the half light of the bed chamber the blue
of his eyes was fathomless. For a flighty creature, he could be
damned steady when he chose. A little stab of longing made him
shake off Illya’s helping hands.

“Please don’t
do anything to get yourself killed.”

“You’d miss
me.”

“I’d miss
myself and my head would be the next on the block.”

“I’ve not all
night. I won’t keep the king waiting while you dally with your
manservant,” Captain Ahzor called.

Ashe stepped
forward to meet him, holding his hands spread wide, pasting an
insincere smile on his face. “You wouldn’t want me to attend him
looking like a cur, would you?”

The captain
glowered at him. Ashe glowered back. Their eyes were at a level.
Both tall men who were used to having others look up at them. Ahzor
put a hand to his arm, as if he might manhandle him to the stairs,
but Ashe shook the fingers off.

“Lay a hand on
me again and we will have a problem.” He said it through his smile.
He did not wait for a response, but headed down the stairs, trying
to conceal the weakness in his mending leg. Damned lot of stairs to
go down. He would probably pay for the usage by the end of the
night. His guards followed him, the one squeezing around him to
flank him, Ahzor following behind. He almost expected to feel the
man’s palm in his back, shoving him into a stumble that would
probably kill him. No such treachery came.

He was sweating
from exertion by the time he was ushered into the dim formal dining
chamber. The long table gleamed faintly from the illumination of
two candles. The walls were cast in shadows. There were dozens of
chairs, all empty save the one at the far end and there sat the mad
king himself, lounging in a richly brocaded house tunic, an empty
place setting before him, a decanter of wine and half full goblet
at his hand. A servant who stood just within the shadowy entrance
silently directed Ashe to a chair at the opposite head of the
table. Ahzor and the guard stationed themselves outside the
door.

A gulf of
mahogany separated him from Drane. His goblet was filled with rich
red wine. He hesitated in sampling it.

“It’s not
poisoned.” Drane’s voice threaded down the table. The tall ceiling
created odd reverberations. “When I kill you it won’t be with
assassin’s poison. That’s more your family’s style. Is it true what
they say? About your father’s mistress poisoning your mother? Using
the plague as a convenient excuse for her death? Accidentally
getting the first born son as well?”

“My father
didn’t have a mistress.” Ashe ground the words out. His fingers
threatened to crush the stem of the fragile goblet.

“Oh and how old
could you have been at the time? Ten? Twelve? Would your father
have confided such things to you? Would anyone blemish the ears of
such an innocent with such macabre accusations? She left not long
after, didn’t she?”

“Who?” Ashe
snapped, cursing himself for falling prey to the bait. “If you know
so much, then who was this supposed mistress that I never knew
of?”

“I believe her
name was lady Ryian. I would have offered her asylum if she’d come
to me, but she seems to have disappeared. He might have overlooked
the death of a cumbersome wife, but not his heir. Not when all he
had left was you to replace the boy.”

Ashe stared.
The king’s face was a mosaic of shadow and lines. The glint of his
eyes an intermittent and alarming thing. He recalled a lady Ryian
who had been at court a great deal during his youth. A lady that
had attended his father and mother both. A friend of his mother’s.
One of her ladies-in-waiting. Who had in fact just ceased to be at
court one day not long after the sickness had taken queen and
prince heir. If people had whispered, they had been careful to do
it out of his hearing. Not that he had heard much of anything for a
long while after Mother’s death. What if—what if it hadn’t been the
sickness? What if Drane was right?

“You didn’t
know. And here I am, the bearer of bad news.” The king giggled, an
incongruent, malicious sound.

The servant sat
a bowl of soup before Ashe. He stared down at it numbly. His head
ached, he could barely keep from reaching up and massaging his
temples. Drane began noisily slurping his soup. Ashe could not stop
thinking about the last days he had sat by his mother’s bedside
while she tossed in agonized delirium.

They took the
soup away, untouched and brought him a platter of meat smothered in
dark sauce. The smell made his stomach turn. He pushed it away from
him.

“What? No
appetite? Don’t you Aldanians have any manners? You insult my
table. You insult my cook. You insult me.” Drane’s voice rose with
each ensuing accusation. “Are you too good to eat with me,
princeling? Is that what you think? I’ll see you fed maggots and
worms if you’ve no taste for supper with me.”

Mad. Mad and
vindictive and all too likely to carry out any threat he made. Ashe
picked up a silver fork and speared a chunk of meat. He bent over
his plate and Drane stared a while longer before he settled down,
mollified.

“I had a
hundred of your foot soldiers beheaded this week. They were caught
sneaking around the Seganny border. Gave themselves up to superior
force. I’ve no use for dirty, Aldanian commoners, other than to
have their heads decorate poles along the river. I’d have had a bag
full brought to you, but the heat would have had them riper than a
pigsty by the time they got here. No need to smell up the whole
castle.”

Ashe kept
chewing, trying to block out the words. He was very aware of the
guards at the door, waiting for him to make a wrong move. Waiting
for him to retaliate against their mad king. Oh, he wanted to.
Maybe Drane even wanted him to make a go at it. But even if he
succeeded in snapping Drane’s skinny neck, Ahzor would be on him.
And after they killed him, they’d kill Illya and he didn’t want
Illya’s death on his hands.

So he sat and
endured it. Ate food that made him nauseous and tried to keep the
tremors in his hands from becoming too visible to his tormentor. It
was a self-restraint that he had never had to impose upon himself
before. No one had dared demand such a thing of prince Talisar
Endarian, not even his father the king. It was hard and it was
likely to become harder still.

 


~~~

 


It was the
first time Illya had been alone in the tower chambers. Ashe’s
presence, though at times disturbing, made the drafty silence more
endurable. The silences of the depthless forest was a blessing,
those of a haunted castle quite something else. He listened to the
wind against the roof tiles, the grunt of settling stone, the groan
of age old timbers, and imagined things other than time and nature
as the cause.

He walked the
floors Elarina had walked, touched the face of her mirror, sat on
the edge of the same bed she had slept in. The rafter she had hung
herself from, loomed indistinctly in the shadows of the bedroom
ceiling. He thought she had been a very foolish girl to end her
life over such a trivial thing as jilted love. Betrothals were
broken all the time, and the affected parties no doubt the better
off because of it.

He peered out
the window Ashe had broken, at a sky gone starless and dark, and
wished for the sound of returning footsteps on the stairs. He was
afraid of what King Drane wanted of the prince. Nothing good,
surely.

A chill of cold
touched his back, a faint glow that cast the window casement in a
bluish light. He took a breath, hands on the sill, thinking this
was not the company he had been wishing for. He turned, almost
expecting to see her ghostly form swinging from the rafters. But
she drifted in the center of the room, skirts almost touching the
floor, mournful eyes staring at him. The lamp on the dresser glowed
through her transparent figure from behind.

He swallowed,
pressing his back to the casement, forcing calm on himself. She had
not offered him harm so far. No reason to fear her now. There was
something different about her. When she lifted her hand, he
realized what it was. The noose was gone from about her neck. She
held it draped across her palm, offering it to him. He gazed
owlishly at it. She continued to hold it forward.

“I–I can’t take
it,” he stammered.

She merely
blinked at him. Her eyes held no color now. He remembered that in
the painting they had been blue.

“You’re a
ghost,” he told her. “There’s nothing solid to you. Do you
understand that?”

Her fingers
closed over the silken noose and she let her hand fall to her side.
The cloth floated to the floor, dissipating as it touched
carpet.

I don’t
understand. He heard—saw—felt—the words. How you can see
me.

They stood
staring each other down and he could come up with no proper
explanation.

How can you
hear me when no one else has for eternity?

“I don’t know,”
he whispered.

How
long? she wailed. How long have I been like this? Why did he
come back?

“Who? Who’s
come back?”

My beloved.
Kegery. He who betrayed me. Did he change his mind?

“Kegery? Prince
Kegery?” It occurred to him that the Aldanian royal line had stayed
with the blood of one family since before the death of this poor
ghost. Prince Ashe might very well resemble his long-dead
ancestor.

“No. No, he’s
not your betrothed. Prince Kegery has been dead as long as you
have. Almost two hundred years.”

The light from
the oil lantern flickered. What seemed a distant wailing of wind
invaded the room. Illya’s hair lifted slightly from the back of his
neck. The ghost covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders
shook. Could such a creature cry? She looked as if her heart were
breaking. But she didn’t have a heart. All she had were the
stubborn remnants of a soul.

Dead. Dead.
I knew it was so. So many have been born and died within these
walls that it must have been so. She began slowly drifting
about the room, trailing her ghostly fingers across the walls, the
surface of the furniture. On the dark wood of the dresser, top
streaks of condensation trailed in the wake of her fingers, only to
quickly fade in the dry heat of the room.

When she passed
Illya, she paused, her pale eyes fixed on his face. He tried not to
shudder, tried not to press back against the window casement, even
when she lifted a hand and reached out, as if to touch him. A
coldness shivered across his cheek.

You’re not
afraid.

“I am,” he
admitted softly.

They can’t
see me. They never have been able to, yet they avoid the places I
linger and run with the round eyes of frightened animals when I
strive to make my presence known. They never talk to me, save to
tell me to leave them alone, and that they direct at the air as
much as me. It’s terrible. Terrible and all I have is him
for company.

“I’m sorry. To
be alone so long must be—”


Maddening? Her pale lips turned up into a grim smile.

He didn’t know
whether he’d offended her, so he merely stared, wishing she would
retreat and let him out from his corner. He dearly did not wish to
walk through her. It was too uneasy a feeling to pass through a
ghostly form. He wondered what it felt like to her.

As if she
sensed his discomfort, she backed away, hazy bits of her trailing
and curling about the carpet. Why did he abandon me? I loved
him.

And that, he
thought, was the crux of her existence. The bane of her life and
death. The bewilderment over a betrayal that a young girl had not
and might never be able to comprehend. He tried to recall what he
knew of the legends and what Ashe had told him of the melodramatic
events surrounding her death and the death of Prince Kegery. He
took a breath and related the story to a most unusual audience.

He could
have plotted against Kegery. The whisper of her musing made the
hairs on the back of his hands stand up. She spoke of her brother,
Davian, the then king of Gunthar. He—he held an unhealthy
fondness for me. I wanted so badly to escape from under his
thumb.

“Bad enough to
hang yourself.” Illya leaned against the arch separating the inner
and outer rooms. The ghost floated before the mirror.

So bad as
that. Yes. I don’t understand why Kegery would leave without
telling me. He could have spoken a word to soothe my torment, yet I
had none from him.

“Perhaps they
felt you were a part of the plot.”

I was
not!! One moment she was facing the mirror the next she had
flickered out of existence and come back into it before him. He
held up a hand reflexively, and her eyes grew wide and
mournful.

I was
not. Softer this time. Kegery knew I loved him. His brother
Cornel knew as well. He and I talked of it, of how strong a king
Kegery would make with a queen who truly loved him at his side. He
died from assassin’s poison. From agents of my brother. Do you
think he roams the halls of Aldania Castle as I have this one for
all these many years?

“I’ve never
been to Aldania Castle. I don’t know.”

You could see
him if he did?

“Probably.”

What are you,
Illya, that you have such power? A wizard?

He smiled,
amused that she would think him such. “There are no wizards
anymore, princess Elarina. They died with Alquarlar.”

I know the
legends of Alquarlar. No one believed them much when I
was—alive—either. No one believed in ghosts, for that matter. Will
you discount my existence?

“It’s not the
same.”

No. It never
is.

For a moment
her eyes seemed to hold all the wisdom of her years. Ancient,
pragmatic and weary. The look passed and her gaze flickered away
from him, back to melancholy and betrayal.

I don’t
think I’m a princess anymore. There is no regency for me to rule
over. No one even comes to see my bones. He chases them
away.

“Who?”

Don’t you
remember? You saw him. He’s jealous. He took my ring. The ring my
Beloved gave to me. He kept it all the years he lived. But when he
died, I took it back. I died for that ring, you know?

Then, as if her
attention had been drawn elsewhere, her edges dissolved and she
merely faded away.

 


~~~

 


He could hardly
wait to tell the prince about the ghost’s visit. He went to the
door a handful of times when he thought he heard the sound of
footsteps on the stairs, but it was nothing but drafts in the
tower. He began to worry as time drew out. Hours, he thought, since
Captain Ahzor had escorted Ashe downstairs. How long did a formal
dinner last? He was not familiar with the ways of kings and
princes. One heard tales of fabulous twenty-course meals, but it
might have been hearsay and exaggeration.

Ashe could be
in the castle dungeons. Or worse, could have lost his temper,
attacked the king again and been killed by an all too eager captain
Ahzor. He almost wished the ghost would come back. She made him
nervous, but she kept him from fretting about what Ashe was doing
downstairs in the company of the mad king.

When the door
finally did open, it caught Illya in mid-pace and he stared at it
wide-eyed, almost having convinced himself it was Ahzor come to
drag him to share in whatever fate Ashe had brought down upon
himself. It was only the prince, without looming guards at his
back. Illya supposed they trusted him to trudge up the steps alone,
thought not down them. He was favoring his leg greatly. When he
shut the door he leaned back against it, head bowed for a moment as
he drew long breaths.

“Are you all
right?” Illya approached uncertainly.

One hand
lifted, waving him away. “Just give me a moment.” The hand shook
slightly.

“You shouldn’t
have climbed the steps with your wound only newly healed.”

“Illya,” Ashe
said warningly. “Don’t henpeck me.”

Illya was not
ready to back down. He’d recently faced off with a ghost, Prince
Ashe was hardly intimidating in comparison. “What happened? You
were gone so long. What did the king want? Was it merely dinner
companionship?”

“Illya!”
Ashe took a breath and looked up at him. “Illya. Just let me get my
bearings, will you?”

Illya crossed
his arms, inclining his head, miffed at the sharp tone. “Of course,
my lord.”

“Don’t my
lord, me, damn it,” Ashe grumbled. “I just got finished
enduring the company of a raving lunatic, so give me a little room
for vexation.”

“Was he
horrible?” Illya’s eyes grew round. “There were no corpses at
dinner?”

“No heads in
the centerpiece, no.” Ashe chuckled wanly, then pushed himself off
the door and ambled towards the bedroom, unlacing his tunic as he
went.

He flopped on
the bed, lying sideways across it, his arms spread out, almost
touching headboard and foot. “Be a good boy and pull my boots off,
will you?” he mumbled, lids fluttering over his eyes.

Illya made a
face he couldn’t see, but bent to lift a foot anyway. “Will you
tell me what happened or no?”

“It was just he
and I in that dreary cave of a dining room. He spouted madness.
Thank the gods of plenty that there was ample wine to dull the
sting of his wit. I was so angry—I swear I would have strangled him
if I thought they’d have given me a swift death. You’d think they’d
offer me thanks for putting him out of their misery, daft as he
is.”

“What did he
say?” Illya got the one boot off and worked at the other. It was
the bad leg and Ashe grunted as he lifted it.

“Nonsense.
Anything to rile me.”

“What?” Illya
perched at the foot of the bed, having completed his task and
looked down at the prince. Ashe smelled faintly of wine and
garlic.

“He—spoke of my
mother. He claimed things that—I can’t be sure are total
fabrication. He talked of poison and murder, when I’d believed all
this time it was something altogether more harmless.”

“Ashe. You
don’t believe a word he says, do you?”

“I don’t know
what to believe. He knew the name of a lady who was close to Mother
and—perhaps Father. A lady who left the court not long after they
died. She could have been Father’s mistress. It never occurred to
me that he had one, but he’s a man after all, even though he likes
to make us all think he’s above such things.” He opened his eyes
and looked hard at Illya. It was a wary, almost frightened look. “I
can’t stop thinking about it. I sat through all of that damned
uncomfortable dinner imagining Mother and my brother on their death
beds. And thinking it was poison that did them in, I saw it in a
whole different light. And the whole time, I was wondering if
Father knew. If he would have let the bitch get away with it, had
it only been Mother she killed instead of Ewual too.”

“Gods, Ashe,
you can’t think that.”

“Why not?”

“It’s—it’s
just—wrong. He’s your father.”

“You are so
naive. You grew up with a family of backstabbing vipers and yet you
think such a thing isn’t possible? You think a man’s not capable of
putting one wife aside by less than legal means to enjoy the fruits
of another?”

“No. Yes. But I
don’t see how such a man could have raised a son like you.”

A lazy grin
spread over Ashe’s face. His lashes fluttered down so that only the
barest hint of eyes could be seen. “And how long ago was it that
you named me an honorless seducer of innocents? A ravisher of
virgins. A—”

“That’s not
funny.”

“You don’t
think a man with such loose morals could be capable?”

“You? Not of
that.”

“I put old
lovers aside for new ones all the time.”

“Do you kill
the old ones?” Illya gave him an arch look of curiosity.

Ashe laughed.
“Not that I’m aware of. Though I can hardly cacount for what some
jilted, lovelorn fool has done afterwards. Look at your lady ghost.
Lost love can be a deadly thing.”

Illya cast a
glance about the room, but there was no hazy trace of Elarina. “You
have a rather high opinion of yourself, my lord. I can imagine them
wanting to kill you, but hardly despondent enough from the
experience to take their own lives.”

“You’re being
particularly forward tonight.”

Illya bit his
lip, thinking the same thing himself. But after the encounter with
the ghost and the worry over Ashe and the king, his energy was up.
“She came back while you were gone.”

“Really?”

“She thought
you were Kegery. Her betrothed.”

“I know who he
is.”

“I told her
what happened. She’s upset.”

“I imagine she
is.”

“She’s very
lonely. I feel sorry for her.”

“So you had
this whole conversation with her?” Ashe rolled to his side,
propping his head on an elbow.

“I’ve never
actually spoken more than a few words to a ghost before. She’s
really rather sane. Most of them are madder than King Drane. Most
of them have no notion they’re even dead. She knows. She mourns her
own death.”

“Hummm. And she
thinks I remind her of Prince Kegery?”

“I told her you
weren’t.”

“That’s good.
I’d hate for her to decide to take out a little vengeance for past
sins.”

“She’s not that
kind of ghost. She’s not violent. Besides, she still loves
him.”

“Touching.
Truly.”

Illya fixed him
with a glare. “Don’t mock her. It’s not fitting. It was your
ancestor who caused all this, after all.”

“It was her
damned brother who plotted against my ancestor,” Ashe corrected. He
sat up, pulling at the collar of his shirt, then he ambled over to
the little water closet and relieved himself. Illya sat with his
back against the bedpost, staring at the headboard, thinking of
Elarina’s mournful eyes.

“She was there
and she doesn’t know, so I guess we never really will either,” he
sighed.

Ashe plopped
down against the pillows at the head of the bed. “Illya, did you
hate it? Truly hate it when I touched you?”

Illya’s eyes
flew to his face in surprise. Ashe’s dark eyes were fixed on him.
They had not spoken of such things in a long while. He had grown
comfortable in pretending it was not a subject often on the
prince’s mind.

“I mean, apart
from me not bothering to ask and getting you drunk and all—was it
abhorrent to you?”

“I think you
are drunk now, my lord,” Illya said quietly.

“Don’t get
formal on me, damn it. It’s a simple question.”

“It is not.”
Illya stood, looking for retreat.

“Yes or no,
Illya.”

“I don’t
know.”

Ashe drew a
sharp breath, looked down at his hands, fiddling with the lacing of
his linen shirt. “You don’t know. Better than yes, you hated
it. Come here.”

“No.”

“Don’t you want
to find out whether it was the wine that made you uncertain? Just a
kiss, humm. You kiss your father and your grandfather. There’s no
harm to it.”

“Not like you
kiss.” Illya barely heard his own denial.

“You can make
it whatever you like. I won’t force anything on you. I gave you my
word.”

“Then don’t
force this.”

“I won’t.”
Ashe’s voice trembled. “Not if you’ll hate me for it—but I just
need—I just need to feel you close to me for a little while.” His
voice broke on the last word.

Illya stared,
thinking how much the dinner with Drane had cost him in
self-restraint. How much pressure must have built within him. And
he wanted to help make it better. He should walk away and leave
Ashe to cope with his dilemma on his own, but he couldn’t.

He stepped
towards the bed and Ashe looked up at him hopefully. The look
almost made Illya laugh, but when Ashe reached out and drew him
closer by the sleeve of his shirt, it came out a shaky exhalation
of breath. He sat on the edge of the bed, his hip touching Ashe’s.
He knotted his hands, staring at them rather than into the prince’s
mesmerizing eyes.

“How do you
give a kiss of respect to your esteemed grandfather, Illya?” Ashe
said his name like a caress. It sent shivers up Illya’s spine.
“Show me?”

So simple and
innocent a thing. First one cheek, then the other, then a brief
touch at the side of the lips. Only Ashe’s skin was hot, the slight
stubble on his jaw a rough velvet under Illya’s mouth, his lips a
soft contrast. He was true to his word. He forced nothing. Illya
pulled back, staring down in dismay.

Ashe closed his
eyes, half smiling. “Show me again, Illya.”

A tremor passed
his body. He leaned forward and did it again, only this time Ashe
half parted his lips and when Illya did not immediately pull away,
he carefully deepened the kiss. His fingers gently wound in the
long hair at the back of Illya’s neck, pulling him closer. And it
felt—good. Like the last time, it sent fingers of sensation
throughout his body, only now the fear didn’t pound quite so
adamantly in his thoughts. All he could think about was the
sensuous feel of Ashe’s lips, the wetness of his mouth, the
lingering flavor of wine. It was like being swallowed down a
spiraling pit. Ashe was so very skilled at controlling the
plummet.

And then Ashe
broke the contact. Pushed Illya away with his hands on his
shoulders and stared sharply up into Illya’s dazed eyes.

“You kiss your
grandfather like that?”

Illya blinked
at him, in no mental shape for a retort.

“I will force
nothing on you. Nothing you do not wish to give.” Ashe’s voice
turned serious. “I made the promise to you as well as myself. Do
you understand?”

Slowly, Illya
nodded.

“Do you trust
my word and my honor?”

A little more
hesitation this time, and Ashe’s expression faltered.

“I trust you,”
Illya whispered.

“Then let me
hold onto you tonight. Help me chase away the nightmares. Avahine I
can deal with plaguing my sleep, but mother and Ewual—they’ll drive
me mad.”

Illya nodded
assent. Ashe sighed and shifted over, making room, pulling Illya
down into the crook of his arm.

“Tell me more
about what our ghost had to say,” Ashe said, as casual as if they
were sitting across the table from each other at tea. The passion
was gone from his voice. Which amazed Illya to no ends, since he
still felt tremors of some uneasy, fluttery emotion himself. It
served its purpose though, he untensed enough to find a comfortable
position and related all that Elarina had said.

 




~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


Chapter Eight

 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Illya woke up
encased in peaceful warmth. A few sleepy breaths of contentment,
still caught up in whatever dream had danced in his sleeping mind,
then realization of just what position he was in, thrust him into a
welter of turmoil.

He was rather
securely wrapped in Ashe’s embrace. The prince’s leg thrown over
his thighs, his arms wrapped about his upper body, his face pressed
into the curve of Illya’s shoulder. Even in the midst of slumber,
Ashe was formidable. There was no untangling himself gently from
the situation without disturbing the prince.

He lay there, a
little spooked, a little rigid, mind spinning back to the night
before. To what he had done. His face burned. Shame coiled in his
belly, the worse so because despite everything he knew was moral
and decent—he had liked it. That chaste kiss that had turned into
something else altogether. The feel of Ashe’s body curled around
his was comforting. In the midst of this terrible place, it felt
like a safe haven and in the peaceful innocence of sleep, he might
lay there and feel protected. Even if it wasn’t so.

So he lay
there, listening to Ashe’s breathing, watching the dust motes dance
in the light coming in from the window. He tried not to think what
Father and Grandfather would say about such a situation. Terrible,
condemning things, most certainly. They would drag him to the stern
old hold priest and stand ominously by while that worthy disciple
of the gods berated him.

Ashe snorted in
his sleep and shifted, half raising a hand as if to fend off some
nightmare.

“My lord,”
Illya said softly, touching Ashe’s shoulder to rouse him out of the
dreamscare.

Ashe snarled,
eyes snapping open, clawed hand going for Illya’s throat. For one
startled breath there was pressure that cut off his breath as the
prince pressed him down, then the other man’s eyes widened in
recognition and dismay and the fingers loosened.

“Gods of
destruction. Illya, I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Illya blinked
up at him, rubbing his throat. “What were you dreaming to cause
that?” he croaked.

Ashe drew a
shaky breath, eyes going unfocused for a moment. “That bastard
Drane was leaning over the bed with the head of my mother in his
hand. She was staring at me—crying.”

“Oh.” That was
indeed a terrible thing to plague a peaceful morning’s dreams.
Illya couldn’t think of anything else to say, with Ashe looming
over him. His gaze flickered to the prince’s lips, thinking of the
kiss again, hating himself for doing it.

Ashe caught him
doing it and the corners of his mouth turned up in a lazy smile.
“It fades from memory even now.” He bent close to whisper it, his
lips almost brushing against Illya’s.

Illya began to
tremble. He couldn’t help it. He clenched his fists to drive off
the tightness in his gut. If Ashe would only roll away he would
take this dilemma with him. But Ashe continued to lean close, his
breath a warm sigh on Illya’s cheek. “May I?” he murmured.

Helplessly,
Illya nodded, whispering. “Yes.”

It was not a
chaste kiss in any sense of the word. Not even a pale imitation of
one. Ashe merely pressed him down and invaded him. Blatant and
powerful and hungry, he stole Illya’s will with treacherous ease.
He shifted, covering Illya’s body with his, his hands tangling in
Illya’s hair. The tension in Illya’s gut spread lower, becoming
blinding and insistent. He didn’t know what to do with his hands,
so he wrapped them about Ashe’s back, pulling at the thin material
of his shirt.

The prince
broke the kiss, reluctantly pulling back. Illya was flushed,
breathing hard, mind reeling from sensation. Don’t stop, a part of
him wanted to beg, but the rational part acknowledged that Ashe was
the more sensible of them. Ashe was sticking honorably to his
promise, even though Illya thought he might have let him do
anything at that moment.

“I think,” Ashe
said thoughtfully. “That you do like my kisses.”

He liked them
too much. But he wouldn’t admit it. He looked away, blushing, and
pushed against Ashe’s shoulder. “Let me up. Please.”

Ashe remained
pinning him for a moment more, fingering a lock of hair, then he
grunted and rolled off. “I could make a habit of waking up to you,
little ranger.”

“Don’t say
that.” Illya slithered off the bed, running fingers through his
hair to put it in some semblance of order.

“Why not?”

“It’s not
right.”

“It felt right
to me. Let me comb your hair. I’ll braid it. There’s a bone comb on
the dresser and the clasp. Fetch them.”

Illya opened
his mouth to protest, but Ashe patted the edge of the bed, smiling.
An inviting smile. Not lecherous, merely friendly. The rhythm of
Ashe’s moods continually confused him. He got the comb and clasp
and sat down for his prince to groom.

Ashe was gentle
and deft with the comb, as if he’d had ample practice handling
other people’s hair. Perhaps he had, striking Illya as a man who
would be attentive and generous to his lovers. Which thought made
Illya’s face heat and he lowered his face, glad Ashe was sitting
behind him, shivering as the teeth of the comb ghosted from the
crown of his skull to the middle of his back where the ends of his
hair lay.

The prince’s
fingers worked through his hair, separating it into thirds, aptly
twining it into one thick braid. He paused in the process
occasionally, letting his fingers skim the skin of Illya’s neck,
leaning over once so close that his breath tickled Illya’s ear and
raised goose pimples across his arms. And Illya had held his own
breath, fearing what Ashe might do, terrified of some more intimate
touch and strangely crestfallen when the prince pulled back and
finished the braid with a few more quick movements of his hands. He
fastened the clasp at the end, then smoothed one big hand down the
length of the braid before sitting back and declaring himself
satisfied with the results.

Illya nodded,
getting up quickly enough without meeting Ashe’s eyes, quite sure
that finding some task to occupy himself in the outer room would be
best for the both of them.

 


~~~

 


Drane called
Ashe down again for supper that evening. The prince went. What
choice did he have? But his lips were white and his face taut with
tension as he left. The guard captain, Ahzor, seemed mildly pleased
at his distress.

Illya roamed
the rooms nervously, hating the emptiness of the tower. Not even
the ghost intruded upon him. He wondered where ghosts dwelled—where
they existed—if they existed at all, when they were not drifting on
the fringes of the mortal world. He thought he might ask her if she
appeared to him again. He would have welcomed her company then, but
there was nothing but the growing wind of a storm blowing in that
kept the window banging against its broken latch. When the rain
hit, he discovered in just what bad repair the tower was in by the
numerous leaks that wound their way down from the eaves.

The wind blew
the rain in through the window, and he stood next to it, glad for
the cold feel of it on his face and hands. It was clean and smelled
good. He wished he might stand outside in it, in the forest where
the water dripped its convoluted way down leaves and branches
before it finally hit a body. He had a fondness for rain storms.
The flashes of lightning and the ominous thunder that hit close by
did not bother him.

Ashe came back
while the storm was still raging. Illya didn’t hear him climbing
the stairs with the wind and the pelting rain.

He walked in,
grim faced and pale and stared at Illya leaning against the
casement, damp from blown rain. “If the lightning strikes the
tower, you’ll be sorry,” he said. There was little inflection in
his voice. His eyes were guarded and cold.

“I didn’t hear
you come in.” Illya stared at him questioningly. He did not have to
inquire about the quality of Ashe’s evening. It was written plainly
enough in the harsh lines of his face. Ashe sat on the bed, pulled
off his boots and his overtunic, then without a word stalked into
the sitting room.

When Illya
followed him there, he was sitting on the couch, glaring at the
stained paint of the wall. Illya hesitated at the arm of the couch.
Ashe paid him no heed. There was a rhythmic drip of water that just
missed the corner of the table at the end of the settee. It made a
dark circle of wetness on the old carpet.

“My lord?
What—happened?”

“Nothing. Just
nothing. It’s late. Go to sleep.”

“And you?”

The prince
laughed. A grim, humorless little chuckle. “I won’t sleep
tonight.”

And he didn’t,
as far as Illya knew. Illya slept in the great bed alone and awoke
tangled alone in the linen sheets. The storm had passed with the
night, though the tower was damp and humid as a result. The prince
was dozing, his head at an awkward angle on the back of the
couch.

“My lord? Ashe,
wake up.” Illya cautiously put a hand to his shoulder. Ashe snorted
inelegantly, and blinked into awareness. His eyes flashed about the
room in confusion, finally focusing on Illya.

“What?” A
little disoriented.

“It’s morning.
But if you still need sleep, go to the bed. It’s more
comfortable.”

“Gods.” Ashe
rotated his neck, rubbing knotted muscles. He looked as if he’d
gotten little in the way of true rest. The purple moons under his
eyes spoke volumes. He got up without a word and stumbled into the
other room. He hardly looked at Illya, didn’t offer a word of
explanation. Illya felt a little stab of hurt over the disregard.
The sudden silence after the intimacy of the night before was
baffling.

But Ashe was
better after a few hours sleep. By the time Illya had been
downstairs to the laundry, had his own breakfast and bath in the
servants’ trough, and returned with a lunch tray for the prince,
the mood was lighter.

“He wants me to
make a move against him. I know he does. He may be mad, but he
knows exactly what he’s doing.” The prince speared a piece of
potato and waved it about on the end of his fork. Illya didn’t ask
exactly what had been said to make Ashe draw such conclusions. He
wasn’t certain he wished to know.

“You won’t, of
course?” he said quietly. “Do anything rash against him?”

“I tell myself
I won’t. But it’s not so easy when the bastard is sitting there
taunting me. It’s not like he needs an excuse to kill me. If he
wanted to, it would be already done. He’s after something
else.”

Illya chewed at
the edge of his thumbnail, uneasy with the thought that perhaps
King Drane wanted company in his insanity. He didn’t say such a
thing, Ashe was too upset with the situation already.

“It doesn’t
matter, I won’t let him goad me. It would be like admitting
defeat.”

But when Ahzor
came for him that evening, Ashe’s eyes held barely contained
despair and no little hint of panic.

It went on for
days like that. Each night the king summoned his royal prisoner to
share his company at dinner. Each night Ashe became more and more
withdrawn and edgy. Illya saw little of the ghost. He thought she
drifted once into the bedroom when Ashe was gone, but when he
turned to confront her, she fled through the walls where he could
not follow. He had the sense that she watched him a good deal,
without ever showing herself. More and more Ashe sat up all the
night, staring into darkness. He did not touch Illya again, though
sometimes he stared with narrowed, uneasy eyes. Which made Illya
self conscious and nervous, wondering if he’d done something to
offend the prince.

A week after
the first dinner, Illya was coming from the middens having dumped
the chamber pot, when the little servant girl, Jilly sauntered up
beside him, linking her arm within his.

“Well, hello
there. You haven’t been showing your face down here very much
lately.” She smiled up at him, pressing her soft breast against his
elbow.

No, he hadn’t,
with one less meal to fetch, what with the prince taking dinner
with the king. He smiled a little uncertainly, not knowing how to
extricate his arm from her clutch without offending her.

“Sorry about me
taking off up in the gallery. Sometimes this old place has the
creepiest sounds and winds and all that like to scare a body to
death.”
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