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Amaranth
Baptised with a perfect name
The doubting one by heart
Alone without himself
War between him and the day
Need someone to blame
In the end, little he can do alone
You believe but what you see
You receive but what you give
Caress the one, the Never-Fading
Rain in your heart - the tears of snow-white sorrow
Caress the one, the hiding amaranth
In a land of the daybreak
Apart from the wandering pack
In this brief flight of time we reach
For the ones, whoever dare
You believe but what you see
You receive but what you give
Caress the one, the Never-Fading
Rain in your heart - the tears of snow-white sorrow
Caress the one, the hiding amaranth
In a land of the daybreak
Reaching, searching for something untouched
Hearing voices of the Never-Fading calling
Caress the one, the Never-Fading
Rain in your heart - the tears of snow-white sorrow
Caress the one, the hiding amaranth
In a land of the daybreak
---------------
To one man-
The one with the music that stirs the depths of my soul.
And to another-
The one whose inner self will always be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
And to one more-
Who endured my endless brainstorming until I got it right.
---------------
Preface
Him and What He Allows To Be Seen
A Metaphor
Written by Shawn Skelton
Adapted by Brieanna Robertson (with permission)
Inside He, there is a soft, velvet blackness. To find yourself there, you would think you were alone. So thick is the cushiony darkness, and so complete is the absence of color, one has no concept of time or space. There is neither up nor down, left nor right. The blackness is absolute.
The average traveler is lost there for all eternity, fully believing that this is all there is. This nothingness. A more perceptive person might discern that there is more than meets the eye, but never find out what. An extremely intelligent individual will know that there is something behind the veil, but they, even in their “great” wisdom, will not be able, without his permission, to penetrate the veil and get inside the trueness of his persona.
To better describe the layers past the black of the veil, I will start back to the beginning of my own journey…
* * * *
I float in a sea of flowing blackness which is all at once mesmerizing and terrifying. Time passes. I cannot tell how long, for time has no meaning here. I feel alone and hollow. There is nothing, and yet, straining my senses, I can almost detect that something exists…
Time passes. I still find myself in the dark nebulae of swirling nothing, but as I look around, I can perceive the faint light of emotion. His emotion. I am not alone, after all. This realization gives me no joy, however. For though I can see the streak of fiery temper, the cloudy, yellow stain of fear, the lightning flashes of pain and the deep, blue rain of despair, I still know next to nothing.
Time passes. More colors appear. The pattern and shades of the existing change as they mature. I start to see such things as the sticky, sick green of jealousy, the sky blue maze lines of wonder and appreciation, the silvery gleam of justice, the stark gray blocks of shame and self-loathing, and the deep, green crystals of a resoluteness to push past the experiences of a former time.
Time passes. The lightning flashes of physical pain are all but ignored while the destructive typhoons of emotional and mental pain seem to dominate the landscape. The orange glow of anger melts and forms a seething stream of molten, white hot rage.
Time passes. A chrysalis forms within, and from it a cloud issues forth. It is everything and nothing, a sea of whirling black and purple plasma. There are occasional flares of intense emotion, but the over all shape and mass of his dark psyche is ever-changing. One more thing floats tentatively out of the fading, withered husk of the chrysalis. A small, nigh-impenetrable iron sphere. It swims through the nebulae of his psyche, seeking refuge in the darkness of the cloud. It does not open even though it can.
Time passes. The cloud grows heavy and it is difficult for him to support alone. The nebulae is a dark and dangerous place. It is lonely. He is lonely. He is dying of loneliness, feeling that he is lost completely within the confines of his own psyche.
Time passes. There is someone new, different than all the others. A She. A She who cares. She walks boldly the paths of the nebulae and almost seems as if she is ready and willing to support the entire cloud with her own two hands, though not without great cost to herself. She strides through the cloud, and wherever she sees the flashes of emotional and mental pain rend the fabric of his psyche, she heals the wounds with loving hands.
Time passes. As she finds her way deeper into the cloud, she comes upon a spot where there is an iron sphere seemingly exhausted and out of energy. Filled with sympathy and moved to action, she kneels down and lays her hands upon the sphere. A glow surrounds them both, there at the center of his all. The iron sphere seems to awaken as if from a deep sleep. It floats up and yawns slightly. Radiance spills forth from the slight aperture. Barely perceptible from her vantage point, she catches a glimpse of what is inside. Surrounded by a plush, crimson interior, is a delicate glass rose of such detailed, complex, and sorrowfully beautiful design it would make the heart bleed.
Time passes….
---------------
Prologue
They were red. Red like the angry wounds on his body. Red. The color of blood. The color of his bleeding heart as it was stripped of its last vestige of emotion.
He lay down in the field of flowers and curled on his side, bringing his knees to his chest and gasping for air against the pain that racked his body and his mind. Tears leaked out from between his eyelids. He couldn’t stop them, couldn’t help it. Thank goodness no one was there to see his weakness.
Slowly, the pain abated and went from stabbing agony to a throbbing ache. He trembled. He tried to remember his life before he’d come to live at the barracks. Something, anything that would help him hold onto his last shred of humanity. Nothing came to him. There was nothing to remember. Nothing that would help, anyway. He had never had a mother hold him and whisper words of comfort when he was afraid. He had never had a father show him how to hunt and tell him he was proud of his son. He’d never had a gentle touch or a warm embrace. His whole life had been nothing but blackness.
He didn’t know why he’d held out so long against the commander. If he’d given in sooner, done what he was told, he wouldn’t be suffering thus. He had no idea why he’d been so hard to train. Men with pasts much prettier than his had taken instantly to the training. He didn’t know why he wanted to hold onto his dismal, bleak existence. What did it matter if his emotions were stripped from him? He had no one who valued his heart. It had no place here. Why did he want to grip so solidly onto something that only brought him misery?
He didn’t. Not anymore.
He was so very tired…
Slowly, he opened his eyes as his breathing steadied and he calmed. He let his gaze focus on one of the undying, perfect flowers around him, and he reached his fingers out to tenderly caress the petals.
The only thing he had ever found comfort in. The only thing that ever brought him peace. Something supposedly legendary, mythical…and they grew outside the gates of the worst imaginable place ever created.
The amaranth. So delicate, so beautiful…
So unlike the taint that existed within him.
He was so unworthy of their radiance.
Like a slow poison running a course through his body, he felt his heartbeat balance, then grow mechanical, beating out of necessity. Not out of desire. Cold venom took over until the hurting stopped, the ache stopped, the confusion stopped. Everything stopped.
All he felt was numbness. Darkness.
And untold wonder as he gazed upon the flowers that still sought to give him comfort when he no longer needed any….
Chapter One
-Twelve years later
He despised this city. It sickened him. Riches and wealth elaborately and flamboyantly displayed every direction you looked. A golden plating to cover over the most corrupt of societies. Decadence and debauchery were accessible and available at every turn, and while a place tarnished by greed and excess generated Jaide quite a bit of work, he found the over all aura of it completely repulsive.
He stopped at one of the more popular taverns and looked up at the sign that swung gently out front. The Devil’s Lair. He snorted. This tavern prized itself for having the strongest drinks and the best-looking women. Jaide took a glance at several of the bar wenches who were doing their best to entice patrons inside. They seemed to be arguing amongst themselves, all casting furtive glances back at him. One with black hair and dark eyes was finally pushed forward by one of her companions, and after shooting a scathing look back at her, the woman sauntered over to him.
“Well, good evening, handsome stranger,” she purred, wrapping one arm around his shoulders. “In the mood for a bit of fun tonight?”
He slid his gaze over the woman’s features. She was comely, but nothing special. None of them were. He pushed her arm off of him. “I highly doubt you would be game for my idea of fun,” he muttered. “Go find yourself some other pleasure monger and leave me be. I have no need or desire for your rehearsed smile.” He stepped away from her and pushed the door open to the tavern, letting his eyes scan the room until he found the purpose of his visit. He had business to attend to. He wouldn’t set foot inside the establishment otherwise. He wasn’t fond of crowded places.
With a sigh, Jaide made his way to the back of the tavern where a richly-dressed nobleman sat at the bar. He had his hand halfway down the front of a bar maid’s dress, and she was giggling like a ridiculous, blushing virgin. Jaide reached out and grasped the woman by the arm, hauling her none too gently off the man’s lap, and all but shoving her aside.
She squealed in protest and shot an irritated glower at Jaide.
He barely even glanced her direction. “I have business with this man that outranks yours,” he stated. “Come back later.” The woman flounced off and Jaide turned toward his client, leaning nonchalantly against the bar.
His client gave him a petulant scowl. “I’ll have you know that she is, by far, the best wench in this entire tavern,” he groused. “Men fight for her attention. It has taken me all evening to get her to come to me.”
“Flash some more gold at her,” Jaide said dryly. “I’m sure that will prove to be better incentive than your ever-engaging wit and charm.”
He raked his eyes over his client. Raglan Marden, the lord of the province. Rich, arrogant, much too young to hold the power he wielded. The man was an idiot… But he paid well, which was the only reason Jaide continued to have any dealings with him whatsoever. He was more corrupt than everyone else combined. He held the entire city of Dother in the palm of his hand, and his triple alliance with the three lords of the surrounding territories made him, quite possibly, the most powerful man in the entire country.
He was no warrior by any means, but he was a conqueror in his own right. Raglan was of the mindset that anyone could be “persuaded” to align themselves with his way of thinking if the gold was enough. He claimed everyone had a price. For the most part, he was right.
“Sit down, Sideth. Have a drink,” Raglan offered, indicating the stool next to him. He frowned and brushed a lock of his light brown hair off of his forehead. “Sideth… What kind of a name is that anyway?”
“One you don’t want associated with yourself if you’re not on the paying end of my blade. What do you want, Marden? I didn’t come here to socialize with you,” Jaide spat.
Raglan smirked and threw back his drink. “No, of course not. You never do. All right, we’ll cut to the chase then.”
“Please do.”
Raglan turned his blue eyes up to Jaide and a malicious smile twisted his lips. It was a smile Jaide recognized. It meant gold was headed his way…and lots of it.
“As you well know, I am a very motivated man,” Raglan began.
Jaide arched an eyebrow. “If that’s what you want to call it.”
He held up his finger and grinned. “Motivated and ambitious.”
“Whatever helps you sleep better at night.”
Raglan ignored Jaide’s snide sarcasm. “I am of a mind to one day hold all of these territories in my power and become supreme ruler of them all.”
Jaide heaved a sigh. “Well, there goes the neighborhood.”
Raglan rolled his eyes. “Is everything a joke to you?”
“I wasn’t aware that I was laughing. Now, could we please skip the part where I have to contend with your over-inflated ego and get to the job you’re about to offer me?”
“I do not have many enemies left.”
Jaide frowned. “I didn’t think you had any. Haven’t I dispatched all of them for you?”
“All but one,” Raglan said, leaning forward in his chair as if he had a secret. “There is still one, and he is proving to be the most difficult of them all.”
Jaide motioned for him to continue.
“As you know, my power and control reaches all the way from Dother to the northern boundary of the province of Warset. Beyond that boundary is the sea, and beyond that is the country of Catlaan. Catlaan is not divided between lords as Warset is. It is ruled by a king. I have long had it in mind to take my army and seize Catlaan as my own, extend my power beyond the seas.”
Jaide nodded. “Yes, and if I’m not mistaken, you led a campaign to conquer it last month and the king’s forces wiped out your entire army.”
Raglan’s face grew dark and his eyes narrowed. “Yes,” he snarled. “And that bastard king murdered my only brother.”
Jaide remained silent. He knew of the incident between Raglan and the king of Catlaan. It had been the one time Raglan’s unbridled arrogance had cost him more than a healthy sum of money. His brother, and commander of his army, had been killed in battle. It had been Raglan’s first attempt at a real conquest. And he had failed miserably.
“I want him to pay,” Raglan stated, venom dripping from his words.
Jaide nodded. “So you want me to get rid of the king of Catlaan. Is that what you’re saying? That is going to cost you a very healthy fee.”
Raglan shook his head. “No, I don’t want to kill him.”
Jaide frowned.
“He took what was most important to me, my only living family. I want to take what’s most important to him, his daughter, Amara.”
His frown deepened. “You want me to kill the princess?”
If it was possible, Raglan’s smile grew even more malicious. “No, I want you to abduct her and bring her back to me. I want to keep her as prisoner until her father comes to rescue her. I will negotiate his daughter’s safe return for his lands. Then, when he signs them over to me, I will kill her right in front of him. A life for a life, and a kingship for me.” He sat back in his chair with a satisfied smirk.
Jaide scowled. “What do you take me for?” he spat. “I’m an assassin, not a kidnapper. I have no intention of trekking well over seven hundred miles across land and sea to abduct a woman, and then play babysitter for another seven hundred. Find yourself another lackey.”
He pushed himself away from the bar and started to leave when Raglan plopped the largest bag of gold Jaide had ever seen down onto the bar in front of him. Needless to say, it halted his retreat.
He arched an eyebrow and met Raglan’s eyes.
“I know what you are, Sideth, and I know what you do. No need to remind me,” Raglan said, “but there are very few people in this world I can trust, and you have never once let me down. I know this is out of your usual realm of expertise, but let’s face it, you’re the best at what you do and I never settle for less than the best. This job is important to me. I’m not going to hand it off to some amateur who will just botch it. I need to know it will be done right.” He pushed the bag of gold toward Jaide. “Consider this a down payment.”
Jaide took a long look at the bag of gold, then glanced back at Raglan as he considered his options. He didn’t really have any. As much as he disliked the man, Raglan was his best client, and the opportunity to do a job that paid this well didn’t come along too often. Besides, how difficult could kidnapping one spoiled princess be?
Jaide relaxed his posture and leaned against the bar again. “Let’s talk specifics, Marden,” he said. “When exactly do you need this to take place…?”
* * * *
“Run, Jarinda! You have to run and hide from the dragon!” The little girl squealed with laughter and took off as Amara headed toward her and the others. All of them shrieked and squealed as they ran. “He’s coming!” Amara called, joining the children in their sprint across the courtyard. “Hurry! We must get to safety!” All of the children played along with her scenario until they had fled to the stables and all collapsed into the haystacks, out of breath and laughing.
“Did we escape?” one little girl puffed.
Amara looked over at her and grinned. “I think we made it just in time.”
“Amara!” an exasperated voice shouted. “Are you in there?”
Amara winced and wrinkled her nose as she glanced back over at the little girl. “Maybe I was mistaken.”
The little girl rolled with laughter.
A tall, hawkish woman tramped through the stables until she came to stand in front of Amara and the children. Her eyes widened and she put her hands on her hips. “Of all the—“ She huffed and shook her head. “Amara, this is no place for a princess to be, and is no way for a princess to behave! Rolling around in the hay like some vagabond with the kitchen staff!”
Amara rolled her eyes and sat up, picking straw out of her platinum hair. “I am not with the kitchen staff,” she corrected. “I am with the children of the kitchen staff.”
The woman huffed again. “You should be concentrating on your studies!”
“I am concentrating on my studies,” she stated as she stood up and brushed off her gown. “I’m studying children’s laughter and the effect of fresh air and exercise. It’s much better than the studies in abject boredom that you subject me to.”
Why her father insisted on her having this terrible tutor was beyond her. She would have much preferred to study on her own, or have him talk with her and teach her like he used to. Things had changed so much in such a short time.
“Mathematics and history are important subjects for a young lady such as yourself,” her tutor continued. “You are a very bright girl when it comes to academics, but I’m afraid that when it comes to manners and propriety, you are a very poor student!”
Amara motioned the children to stand up and she turned to them. “You all run along now,” she instructed. “We can play again some other time.”
“Sorry we didn’t save you from the mean, old dragon,” one boy muttered, shooting a scowl up at her tutor.
Amara grinned and tousled the boy’s hair as the children filed out of the stables.
Her tutor folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her beady eyes. “A dragon now, am I?”
Amara sighed and began to walk out of the stables, as well. “Madam Gartner, we were playing pretend.”
“Playing pretend,” she scoffed as she followed. “Next I’m going to find you wearing scarves and bells and dancing around a fire like those nomad thieves who roam the countryside.”
“Playing a game with a group of children hardly qualifies me as a nomad, Madam Gartner, and I apologize, but I simply cannot stay indoors and pour over books all hours of the day. It is dull at best and exhausting at worst.”
“The things that make us wiser are not always the things that are the most enjoyable, and a lady of your breeding has no place—“
She whirled as they came to stand just inside the castle. “Has no place where, Madam Gartner? On her own land? And the last time I checked, I was not a horse. I am a human woman with a mind of her own who can run across the courtyard and roll around in the hay if I want to. Now, please, I want to speak with my father.”
Madam Gartner scowled. “Your father has more important things to—“
Amara’s eyes widened. “More important than his own daughter?”
“The king is in the middle of a very grave situation with that lord from across the sea and—“
“I am very aware of what my father has going on, Madam Gartner, and I will thank you not to act as his mouthpiece. You are my tutor, not the royal advisor. Now I will return to my studies after I have seen my father. Good day, Madam Gartner. You are dismissed.”
If her scowl got any more fierce, Amara was afraid her face might crack in half. “Now, you listen here, you impertinent—“
“Are you reprimanding my daughter, Madam Gartner?” a stern, booming voice came from down the corridor.
Amara grinned and looked up as her father strode into view.
Madam Gartner paled and swallowed. “No, Your Highness, but she is being difficult and is in need of discipline.”
He slipped his arm around Amara’s shoulders and pulled her up against his side. “I do not believe that is the job I pay you for, Madam. When, and if, my daughter needs disciplining, I will be the one to see to that. Now, you may go.”
Amara knew Madam Gartner was far from finished, but she didn’t have the gall to backtalk her father, so she settled with shooting a sinister glower at Amara and skulked off.
Her father chuckled and looked down at her. “What are you doing to that poor woman this time?”
Amara grinned. “I didn’t do anything to her, Father. I just couldn’t stand being cooped up in the castle any longer. I felt as if I would suffocate. I was playing with the children in the courtyard.”
He framed her face with his hands and his hazel eyes reflected love and light. “Just like your mother,” he murmured. “Wild and free, untamable.”
She smiled and her heart filled with warmth, but it also twinged with sadness at the fact that she and her father no longer spent time together, as they once had.
“I know you mean well by wanting me to have a tutor,” she said softly, “but I miss the way things used to be. I miss when you and I would go riding and hunting, or when you would read to me at night by the fire. I learned more from you by living life than I ever will by reading mindlessly all day in my chambers.”
Her father smiled and smoothed her hair. “Ah, my daughter. I have done you a disservice by allowing you to run free all your life.”
She snorted. “I would rather run free than be anywhere near that Gartner woman any day.”
He chuckled. “I know you miss our time together, Amara. I feel the same, but there are grave matters that I must attend to.”
She frowned and waved her hand. “I know that, Father. I hold nothing against you. I just miss you.” He pulled her into an embrace and she sighed. “Are there any new developments with Lord Marden?”
He shook his head. “My scouts have not seen or heard anything. He is laying low right now.”
“Maybe he will just leave us alone.” Even as she said it, she knew that was a ridiculous thought, but she couldn’t help but wish. Her whole life had turned upside down after Lord Marden had attacked Catlaan.
“A viper will always strike,” her father said. “You just don’t always know when. He’ll make a move, rest assured. I killed his brother. He will retaliate.”
A chill went through Amara and she wrapped her arms around herself. “I never thought war would touch my simple life,” she murmured. “How naïve I have been.”
He stroked her hair and bent to press a kiss to her forehead. “We were lucky to have such peace in our lands while you were young,” he said. “It enabled me to raise you myself and not entrust your care to a maidservant.”
“Yes, but it has made me spoiled and selfish because I want you all to myself.” She gave him a playful pout, wanting to bring a smile to his lips.
He grinned. “The feeling is more than mutual, Amara, trust me.” He gazed at her for a long moment, then sighed. “You have grown into such a strong and vibrant young woman. Your mother would be so proud. I see her in you every second of the day.”
Amara smiled, warm contentment washing over her at his words. Saying she was like her mother was the highest form of compliment he could give. He had loved her mother tremendously.
He shook his head and patted her on the shoulder. “Go on now,” he said. “Continue torturing your tutor. Tonight perhaps we can read by the fire like we used to.”
He winked at her, and she grinned. She nodded and continued down the corridor. She thought about going to her chambers, but changed her mind. She wanted to be outdoors, enjoying the sunlight and fresh air. Plus, she knew that if she had to endure any more of Madam Gartner she would lose her mind.
Turning back, she returned to the courtyard and went past the stables to the army barracks. She made her way to the armory and selected a bow and a quiver of arrows. Practicing her archery always made her feel better. She was sure today would be no different. Plus, it would help her burn off some of the frustration she felt at the impending war, her tutor, and all of the other variables in her life that she no longer had control over.
The winds of change were upon her. She could feel them blowing ever so gently, preparing her for things unknown approaching. She didn’t want change, but it would come with or without her permission. She only hoped that, when it did, she could accept it and deal with it gracefully and with dignity, the way her proud and noble father had always taught her.
Chapter Two
It had been a long day, but Amara was content as she entered her chambers. Her maidservant had drawn her a bath and she dismissed her with a smile, eager to clean the sweat away from her earlier archery session.
There was nothing Amara enjoyed more, as far as sport went, than feeling the arrow fly free from her fingers as she pulled back the bowstring. She adored archery, had ever since she’d been small.
Her father had taken her hunting and riding, had done activities that were usually only acceptable for boys to participate in. But seeing as how Amara was his only child and he had no sons to share the activities with, it had always been the two of them. She was grateful for it.
She had many grand memories of the time spent with her father, and she loved the outdoors. Her father said he had ruined her for any potential suitor because no nobleman would want a wildling for a wife, but Amara didn’t care. She would rather have the freedom to be herself than be shackled to a man. Although, she did have grand fantasies about what her wedding would one day be like when someone did decide she was not too much to live with.
After archery practice, Amara had returned to her studies for several hours, then had eaten supper with her father. The two of them had shared conversation by the fire in his study just as they had before Lord Marden had decided he wanted Catlaan for his own. It meant more to Amara than she could express. It was a touch of normalcy she had needed desperately, and it had enabled her to stop thinking about the pending war.
As she stripped off her clothing and stepped into the hot bath water, Amara let her mind return to the day of the attack. It had been terrifying.
For as long as she had been alive there had never been battles in her homeland. Her father was a good king. His people loved him, and he had very few enemies. The attack by Lord Marden had been unexpected and impulsive. Luckily, it had also been ill prepared and a move of arrogance more than strategy. Her father’s army had obliterated Lord Marden’s forces, but the young lord’s brother had also been killed in battle, by her father’s own hand. That event had changed everything.
What could have been only a humiliating defeat became a quest for vengeance. Now she felt like they were all just standing by, biding their time until Marden made his move. It made everyone on edge, especially her. She worried for her father’s safety, and for the people of Catlaan.
With a sigh, Amara let the hot water relax her and she tried to banish the troublesome thoughts from her mind. Fretting about what could happen would do absolutely no good. She knew firsthand that usually what you thought was going to happen ended up being the complete opposite of everything you expected.
She soaked a little longer, then stepped out of the tub and dried off with a yawn. A cool summer night’s breeze blew in from the window. It touched her skin, raising Goosebumps all along her arms. She shivered and frowned.
It wasn’t really cold. The evening was warm, in fact, but something in the breeze chilled her right to the bone. She pulled on her night dress and combed out her long, blonde hair, plaiting it into a braid. An owl hooted outside, it’s call low and mournful. For some reason, that made her shiver also.
She frowned, wondering where her jitters were coming from. She hadn’t been scared of the dark since she’d been five, and she usually found the sounds of the night calming and peaceful. She shook her head. She was probably just on edge because of her worrisome thoughts. It would do her well to get a good night’s rest.
Turning away from her vanity mirror, she moved toward her bed, but stopped with a gasp when she saw a shadow pass across her window. Her heart stuttered in her chest, then thumped hard against her rib cage. She blinked and kept her eyes on the window for several seconds. No other movement came.
She debated on her course of action and knew she should leave her room to go find a servant or a guard, but she was no cowering child. Besides, she didn’t even know if she had actually seen anything at all. She was exhausted and there was a very good possibility that that, coupled with all the worrying she had been doing all day, had made her eyes play tricks on her.
Taking a quick glance around her room, she snatched up a heavy, silver candlestick. It wasn’t the best weapon, but it was better than nothing. Clutching it tightly in her hand, she approached her window, which lead out onto a balcony.
Tentatively, she poked her head out and scanned the area. Nothing.
She breathed a sigh of relief and stepped out onto the balcony, letting her eyes gaze across the moonlit gardens of the castle. She smiled and turned to go back inside, but instead of finding the open window granting her access into her chambers, she bumped into a solid object that caused her to gasp and stagger backwards.
She grasped the candlestick tight and raised it, ready to swing away, but her hand stopped in mid-air as her eyes fell upon the face of the stranger before her.
He was very tall and dressed all in black, almost as if the night itself was cloaking him, and his face… It was wicked. Demonic almost in its darkness with green eyes that seared her…like jade fire. His black hair framed a face harshly and cruelly beautiful and shivers broke out all over her body. Shivers of fear.
The menace that radiated off of him was almost nauseating in its intensity and her shock abated into horror. Something clicked back into place in her mind and she swung her arm at him in an attempt to hit him with her weapon.
He shackled her wrist easily with his own large, gloved hand, and he squeezed until she was forced to drop the candlestick. It fell to the ground with an echoing thump. His burning eyes never left her face, causing her heart to hammer in fear as his sculpted lips broke into a malevolent sneer. He stepped up close to her, trapping her with his presence alone, and she felt a scream boil up her throat. She opened her mouth to release it, but no sound emerged.
He grasped the back of her head and pressed a cloth over her nose and mouth, restricting her air supply and replacing it with something noxious, something that made her stomach turn and her vision go blurry.
She squeezed her eyes shut, vaguely aware of the fact that she was fighting against him, not that it did any amount of good. The stranger was as solid and unmovable as an oak tree. Slowly, her consciousness slipped into dim confusion. Then…darkness…
* * * *
The first thing Amara became aware of was her horrible, splitting headache. She grimaced against the pain, then slowly forced her eyes open. The smell around her was damp and earthy and it took her vision a moment to clear. Her mouth was dry and her mind was sluggish. She blinked several times, trying to bring her sight and her thoughts into focus. Wherever she was at was dark.
Dark…
Like the man on her balcony…
Suddenly, the events outside of her room came rushing back to her in vivid clarity and she sat up with a gasp, searching around her in all directions. She seemed to be lying in a cave, and her wrists and ankles were bound with thick rope. Her heart pounded as she scanned the area again. There was no sign of anyone.
Immediately, she turned her attention to the ropes around her wrists, twisting and straining to loosen them. When she’d been small her father had taught her how to get out of many different kinds of bonds, just in case she ever found herself in a situation similar to the one she was currently in.
She was a princess, and even though her family had been lucky for most of her life in that they had few enemies, her father had always taken the initiative to educate her on ways to survive if someone got it in their mind that she would be a good bargaining tool. His training would be more than useful now.
She continued to wiggle at the ropes for several minutes before she felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up. She froze and her heart started to beat double time. Someone was behind her. She could feel the presence as if it was a cold wind. Slowly, she turned her head to look over her shoulder and gasped.
It was him.
He stood in the entry of the cave, holding an armload of firewood, staring down at her with an expression devoid of any emotion whatsoever.
“I wouldn’t,” he stated.
She glanced down at her wrists, then back up at him, chills working all along her spine at the deep timbre of his voice and the way his presence seemed to invade the entire cave, filling it with cold malice. She drew in a shaky breath and backed herself up against the wall of the cave, wanting to get as far away from his ominous aura as possible. “W-Who are you?” she stammered, her voice wavering. She swallowed and forced her fear away so she could at least sound brave. “Where am I? Where is my father?”
He continued on his way into the small space and put the load of wood down. “Your father, I imagine, is back at the castle,” he drawled in a flat voice. “You’re presently in a cave located in the mountains that border Catlaan, and as regards to who I am…” He met her gaze from across the room and she shuddered as hot shivers caused her to tremble. His eyes were pure fire, but they reflected a coldness that rivaled ice in the winter. They were beautiful and terrifying.
“I am the man who is being paid to abduct you,” he finished.
She frowned and retreated further. “Are you going to kill me?” she murmured.
He looked up from where he was beginning to assemble a fire pit. “I’m not, no.”
She swallowed hard. “But someone else is?”
He nodded with an air of indifference, as if they were discussing the weather.
Her heart tumbled over in her chest and she felt tears burn her eyes, but she forced them away. Crying about her situation would do her absolutely no good. She couldn’t let panic get its grip on her. She had to keep her wits. “Lord Marden,” she assumed. “He is using me for his revenge.”
The stranger glanced up at her again and regarded her for a torturous, silent moment. “Smart girl,” he finally remarked.
She scowled. “He couldn’t even do his own work? He had to hire someone to do it for him?”
He shrugged. “Lord Marden is not the type to want to dirty his hands with trivialities.”
She snorted. “I would think that, if I am being used as a pawn in his war game, I would be slightly more than a triviality.” He glanced up at her again, but said nothing.
She sighed and brought her knees up to her chest, watching him as he stacked the wood and set to starting a fire. He did everything with a sense of purpose, as if even the simplest task of building a fire was strictly business. As he worked, she continued to discreetly twist her wrists, knowing that if she kept at it long enough, she would loosen her bindings and be able to escape when he wasn’t looking.
Suddenly, her head started to swim and her stomach roiled like a turbulent sea, causing her to lean over and retch violently until her sides ached. When her stomach had finally calmed, she sat back against the wall of the cave, laboring for breath and sweating. Her body shook uncontrollably.
“That’s an after effect of the drug I gave you,” her captor remarked absently, barely looking up from where he worked.
She winced as another wave of nausea passed over her. She took a brief look at her surroundings, trying to put together some kind of hasty plan of action if the opportunity to escape arose.
“We’re traveling toward the country of Demrysk tomorrow,” he stated, sitting down in front of the fire that now raged to life. “We have to marry before we cross the border. I know a man who will go about it quickly and with little difficulty.”
She felt her face grow even paler than she knew it was and her stomach revolted at his words. “Wh-What?” she stuttered. She shook her head. “I’m not going to marry you! Are you out of your mind? That can’t have been part of the deal!”
He glanced up at her with a dismal expression. “Only citizens of Demrysk are allowed into the country without a visitor’s pass. I do not have time to get a pass for you. I was born in Demrysk. If I marry you, you can enter the country without trouble.”
Her heart beat out a painful and erratic rhythm. “But-But why are we even going to Demrysk? Is that where Lord Marden is waiting?”
He shook his head. “No, we must travel across the sea before we get to him. I am going to Demrysk to throw any search party your father might send off our trail. He is no stupid man. He will assume this has something to do with Lord Marden. The quickest way to him is straight through the south of Catlaan and then across the sea. We are going north to Demrysk, then cutting down through Lyanel. We can catch a ship there.”
She felt the tears well up in her eyes again, and she wriggled her wrists with renewed vigor. She absolutely had to get out of there. She wouldn’t marry a hired kidnapper with the disposition of a glacial wind just to gain citizenship into a country she didn’t even want access to, so she could evade her father’s search party and better Lord Marden’s chances of murdering her. It just wasn’t going to happen.
She sought to continue the conversation, hoping that by doing so she could keep him distracted and free her hands. “But…why would you even do that? Bind yourself to a stranger?”
He shrugged. “It’s not as if it is going to matter much after Lord Marden is finished with you. It’s for legality only, and the expediency of our journey. The bloody thing is long enough as it is.” He stood and grabbed a bow and a quiver of arrows, then strode toward the entrance. “Going hunting,” he stated, then stopped and made a slow, predatory turn toward her.
Amara shrank back at his penetrating gaze and let out a small squeak when he reached down and yanked on the ropes binding her wrists, tightening them painfully.
“I thought I told you not to do that,” he snarled.
She started to tremble against her will. She wanted to seem brave and strong, but the man was positively fearsome and he scared her to death. He radiated a power she’d never seen a person possess, even the strongest warriors of her father’s Royal Guard. This man moved and acted as if he owned and commanded the entire universe. Danger clung to him like a second skin. It hadn’t been as bad with him sitting all the way across the room, but having him in front of her was overwhelming and frightening.
“I would think carefully before you try and pull anything on me, princess,” he hissed, kneeling down to burn his green eyes into hers. “I am not an amateur, and despite what I am presently doing, I am not a kidnapper by trade. This I am doing because the pay is good, but rest assured, if you were any other person I was being paid to handle, you and I would not be having this conversation right now. The only conversation you would be having would be with the worms in your grave.”
She tried to retreat from his penetrating gaze and the menacing growl of his words, but it was impossible to move away any further. She trembled silently as he stared at her for several agonizing seconds, as if challenging her to even breathe in a defiant manner.
When he must have decided she’d gotten the point, he stood in a slow, graceful movement and continued on his way out into the night. Amara immediately started to shake harder and the tears she’d been carefully trying to conceal boiled to the surface and spilled forth of their own free will. She pulled and tugged on the rope at her wrists, but he had tightened it to the point where she no longer had any room to maneuver. Her breath started to come in panicked gasps and she sobbed as she frantically tried to free her hands.
The rope bit harshly into her skin and the pain of it brought her back to reality. She shook her head and forced some kind of control back into her body and mind. “Come on, Amara,” she murmured to herself, closing her eyes. “You’re no wilting flower. You’re smart and strong. Think.” She took several calming breaths and pushed all terrifying thoughts of being forced to marry an assassin and then being murdered by her father’s greatest enemy out of her mind.
She opened her eyes and scanned her surroundings while trying to position her fingers to untie the bonds around her ankles. That was also greatly impossible considering the way her hands were tied. One wrist was crossed over the other, probably to prevent her from doing exactly what she was attempting.
Her eyes fell on a jagged rock jutting out from the far wall of the cave and hope surged to life inside of her. She stood carefully and hopped over to it, then poised the rope across the sharp edge and started to saw. It wasn’t long before the rope was severed and she immediately bent to untie her ankle bindings.
With that accomplished, she threw a furtive glance over her shoulder to make sure her captor was not returning before she looked around for a weapon of some kind. She needed something to defend herself with. She wasn’t stupid enough to go running off into the night without some sort of protection.
“Woman!”
Panic and fear consumed Amara at the baritone voice that suddenly echoed through the cave. She looked over to see her captor throw down his bow and arrows, as well as whatever animal he had killed. His scowl was black and he strode toward her with fury in every step.
She looked down, picked up a rock, and hurled it at him with as much force as she could muster. He deflected it easily with his arm and she grasped a burning log from the fire, swinging it at him like a sword as he approached. He narrowly evaded it and she continued to swing while backing herself towards the entrance of the cave.
He staggered backward in retreat from her fiery weapon, then adopted a predatory stance as he slowly circled toward her.
The light from the fire highlighted the harsh lines of his face, and to say he looked menacing would be the worst kind of understatement. Her hand trembled, but she kept a hold on her weapon, glancing toward the mouth of the cave to try and gauge how far she would have to run to get to it.
She and her captor were both about the same distance away, flanking opposite sides of the fire pit. He would easily be able to catch her if she tried to run now.
She looked back at him, her breathing ragged with fear. Her body was weak from whatever drug he had knocked her unconscious with, and her legs wobbled threateningly as her stomach protested her vigorous movement. She ignored it. She could rest later, after she was away from this lunatic.
His eyes gleamed like a feral beast’s in the firelight’s glow and he watched her movements carefully, stalking her as if she was prey. She swallowed hard and glanced back at the entrance again. Her eyes traveled lower until they landed on the dead rabbit and weaponry he had dropped upon his arrival. She drew in a sharp breath and her eyes widened.
Throwing him another look, she flung the log down and bolted toward the entrance. He did the same with lightning-like speed. She reached for his quiver of arrows and managed to pull one free just as he caught up to her. She spun and drove the point of the arrow into his shoulder, causing him to roar with rage and pain. He took a step back, giving her just enough time to take off running.
She wasn’t certain how much distance she covered. The terrain was treacherous and she had to follow a narrow mountain pass that weaved in and out of monolithic boulders. It was difficult to navigate in the darkness and she only had her thin bed slippers on. The rocks from the path bit into the soles of her feet, slowing her progress.
She heard him thundering after her and she tried to run faster, but she couldn’t due to her sluggish body. She shrieked when she felt him grab a fistful of her hair from behind. She drove her elbow into his stomach as his arm came around her shoulders. She heard his breath go out in a huff, but he didn’t relinquish his hold.
She screamed as he lifted her body and slammed her down onto the dirt path. She coughed and gasped as the air was knocked out of her and the dust from their scuffle puffed up into her face. She tried to wiggle free, but his body pinned her to the ground with amazing strength.
“This was a very bad move on your part, princess,” he snarled in her ear.
She cried out as he grabbed both of her arms and yanked them backwards, securing them behind her shoulder blades. Tears of anger, frustration and fear leaked out of her eyes, and she screamed again as he hauled her roughly to her feet. She stumbled as he held her hands behind her and pushed her back up the path to the cave.
Once they had returned, he pushed her down to the ground and firmly planted his knee on her back to prevent her from moving while he bound her wrists again, this time in the uncomfortable position between her shoulder blades. He looped another rope from the binds on her wrists up to her neck, where he secured it around her throat, restricting almost any movement whatsoever.
He shoved her aside and she landed hard on her shoulder, laboring for a breath and coughing. She winced in pain and remained where she landed, shaking violently.
“Try and escape now and you’ll strangle yourself,” he spat.
She squeezed her eyes shut, feeling the truth of that statement. If she moved her arms even the slightest bit, it caused the rope around her throat to tighten. Already her joints were aching from being tied in such an unnatural position.
“It didn’t have to be this way,” he said as he removed her shoes, then secured a metal shackle around her ankle. “You chose to disobey me. Disobeying me has consequences. Stabbing me was not the best choice, either.”
She watched as he drove a metal stake of some kind into the ground with the hilt of his sword. He then slipped the other end of the chain attached to her shackle through it.
“Now I’m going to have to do this every time we make camp, which is much more trouble than it is worth,” he muttered.
He left her, and she lay there on her side, watching him quietly as he removed his shirt to dress his wound. His body was muscled and honed in the way of a warrior and he had many scars running along the expanse of his chest and torso.
She studied the firm set of his jaw and the dark scowl that marred his otherwise handsome face. It remained the entire time he dressed his wound, and it remained while he skinned the rabbit and cooked it. It caused her to wonder if the man had ever smiled a day in his life. The lines of his face were stern and intense, as if his life had only ever been dark. She briefly wondered what it was that caused men like him to be the way they were.
He made some sort of stew out of the rabbit meat, scooped some of it onto a banged up metal plate and set it down in front of her. “Eat,” he commanded.
She frowned. “Just exactly how do you propose I do that?” she asked, her words fairly dripping with venom.
He turned toward her and sneered down at her. “You’ll eat like a dog.”
Her eyes narrowed. “And what if I don’t? What if I starve myself?”
He squat in front of her and grasped the rope behind her back, hauling her up into a sitting position, causing her to gasp as the loop tightened around her throat. He stared into her eyes with cold hatred, his face a hair’s breadth away from hers. “You will eat, or I will force it down your throat.” His voice was no more than a gravely growl and it made her shiver.
He stood and retreated back to his side of the fire. Tears threatened again, burning her eyes, and a cold fist of grief clamped firmly around her heart. She leaned her head back against the unyielding stone of the cave and prayed that her father would come for her soon. Someone had to come for her. They had to.
They had to.
Chapter Three
Her arms and shoulders ached so badly she felt like they would snap right off, and her neck was rubbing raw from the rough rope that constantly grated against her skin. She had barely slept from pain and fright. The food her captor had forced her to eat had been terrible, especially given the state of her stomach.
She had spent the entire day riding on the front of his horse as they traveled closer to Demrysk and farther away from her home. Being near him repulsed her and jostling around all day had made her joints hurt even worse. He hadn’t spoken one word to her the entire day. He remained in stoic, stone cold silence that he only broke when he spat a command at her.
They were still in the mountains at the end of the day; the mountain range between Catlaan and Demrysk was a long one. Her captor found them another suitable cave to make camp in at dusk and he pulled her down off of the horse, then secured her shackle inside. This cave was smaller than the last and she cringed at the thought of having to be close to him at all.
She shivered against the cool dampness of the cave and curled her legs close to her body. She’d only been in her nightclothes when he’d abducted her, and while the days were hot, the nights were cool and chilled her bare skin.
“I have to make a short trip to the mountain town of Delaney,” her captor said suddenly as he secured his sword to his back. “I must speak with the man responsible for getting everything in order for our journey over the border. I will return in an hour, two at most.” He shot her a piercing glower. “Don’t try anything. I won’t warn you again.”
She swallowed, her mouth and throat dry. “Please…”
He stopped at the entry of the cave and frowned down at her. “What?”
“Can I please have a blanket or…something?” He hesitated for a moment and she pressed a little further, seeing a slight opening. “I have not given you any trouble all day long. Please, I’m not asking much. I’m cold…”
His eyes narrowed, but he pivoted on his heel and went back to his pack, pulling out a black cloak. He flung it haphazardly at her, then disappeared out into the evening.
Amara’s eyes welled with tears as she stared forlornly at the black cloth she couldn’t even grasp to pull over herself. She twisted her arms, but the rope immediately pulled at her neck, choking her. Hot tears spilled down her cheeks and she rolled into a sitting position. She brought her knees up to her chest and rested her forehead against them, crying softly. Her heart broke as she thought of her father. He must be so worried.
Her thoughts strayed to her captor. How could anyone be so cold and unfeeling? She twisted her hands some more, ignoring the way the rope bit into her neck. She had to get out of there. She had to! Otherwise she was going to end up married to that abominable man. More tears fell as she twisted her arms. Who was she trying to fool? Even if she did get out of her arm bonds, she’d never be able to get out of the metal shackle. She let her shoulders slump in defeat. She was completely trapped. There was no way out. Unless…
She raised her head as an idea struck her, a memory of a hunting lesson she’d had with her father. How did you entice a wild animal out in order to trap it?
She grinned and whispered to herself, “Make it think it can trust you.” She started to twist her wrists again, slowly and with deliberate, patient precision.
* * * *
Jaide dreaded returning to that cave. It felt like a prison, like he was the one in captivity. He was an assassin for a reason. He hated dealing with people. In his line of work, all he usually had to do was watch his victim for awhile and wait for an opportunity. It was a whole different game with a live person—a woman no less— who flung rocks and burning wood at him, then stabbed him with his own arrow. The woman was more trouble than she was worth. When they reached Dother and he collected his pay, he was going to insist that Marden up the amount. And after this job was done, he was never going to do another kidnapping as long as he lived. It had only been one day and he was ready to tear out his hair. He was a solitary creature. He had been for as long as he could remember.
It was dark and the stars were out as he made his way back to the cave. He stopped for one short second to look up at them, sparkling and ever present, perfect in their infinity. He sighed and closed his eyes, letting the moonlight bathe over him for a short second. One tiny moment of beauty in his hideous life. He loved nature and the wilderness. It was the only thing he loved.
He snapped back to the present before his thoughts got to wandering too much and he continued on into the cave. Everything was ready to go for two days from now.
He was irritated that he had to wait that long. It wasn’t smart to stay in one place for too long, but they had to get over the border, and his contact wasn’t able to perform the ceremony any sooner. He would just have to spend most of his time outside and away from the confining cave. The woman would be fine left to her own devices. It wasn’t as if she could go anywhere. He’d made sure of tha—
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