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A loud screech, like that of an angry hawk, resounded
off the parapets of Citadel Heights. Kalena hesitated in her
practice and looked up, her skin prickling in cold fear. She wanted
to run – to hide anywhere she could. And yet, she knew there was no
place that was safe. Another screech. It was so loud that she
expected to see a dark shadow flying over her at any moment.

“Steady, Kally,” said Cahal. The old Chi’lan
warrior grinned at her reassuringly. He was tall Chi’lan
with the characteristic red-gold hair and silver eyes that marked
both him and Kalena as being from the Lochvaur kindred. But
while Kalena was young – a swordbearer chi’li’a and not a
full Chi’lan warrior – Cahal was older and seasoned with
numerous battle scars. “They die from the sword as we do.”

Kalena blinked and swallowed, not realizing she had
held her breath. “I’m sorry, Champion,” she said, lowering her
broadsword. “I wish I knew how to control the fear.”

Cahal smiled. “We all have fear, Kally. As a
Chi’lan, you learn to control it.” He shaded his eyes with
his hands. “I’m surprised the watchtowers haven’t called alarm. I
felt that screech in my bones.”

Kalena chuckled, despite her fear. “I’ll go inside to
help the garrison prepare...”

“No,” Cahal said. “I want you to stand with me.”

Kalena stared. “With you, Champion? But I’m a
chi’li’a...”

“Soon to be Chi’lan. Don’t you think it’s time
you saw battle, instead of staying behind the lines?”

Kalena’s throat tightened, and she could hear her
heart pounding in her ears with excitement. She nodded and stood in
ready stance next to Cahal, her sword drawn. Cahal shielded his
eyes once more against the afternoon sun, his own sword, the
legendary Fyren in his right hand. Kalena glanced at the
long sword – its silver adamantine blade held a dark stain across
it as though blood had permanently etched itself in the metal.

Another screech and Kalena fought the urge to cover
her ears. Where was the damn watch? Chi’lan warriors
were already pouring out of the garrison.

“Fireworm!” the watch called out.

Kalena gazed into deep blue sky, looking for
movement. Yet, all she saw were the massive gray stone of the
Shadow Mountains. She turned to look at the cliffs on the north
face of Citadel Heights. The fortress city, built along the ridge,
was impervious to any ground-based attacks, but against air
assault, it was as vulnerable as any other.

Then, Kalena saw a dark speck along the gray cliffs.
She hadn’t seen the worm because it was so well camouflaged against
the rocks behind it. It was thirty feet long – a mature fireworm –
with black scales and a thin, serpent-like body. It watched the
fortress with glittering obsidian eyes and opened its mouth to hiss
at them, exposing the large, sharp teeth. It writhed like a serpent
in the air.

“There it is!” she shouted, pointing to the upper
ridge.

“Good eyes,” Cahal said brusquely. “The Heights!” he
shouted to those manning the siege engines. “Turn the ballistas!”
Others took up the cry and the soldiers scrambled to turn the heavy
siege weapons. Cahal tugged at her sleeve. “Come on – we’ll have a
fight on the curtain wall. It’ll come to us.” He led her out of the
courtyard and up the steps that led to the wall walk.

“Where are the others?” she asked breathlessly as
they ran up the stairs.

“The other Chi’lan?” Cahal asked. He pointed
to the warriors already on the wall walk. “Lochalan is leading
them.”

“No, the other worms – they seldom attack alone,” she
said.

Cahal frowned. “You’re right.” A group of about
twenty five warriors had gathered, many Kalena knew. Among them was
Lochalan, her older brother, and another Chi’lan named
Falar, who was the first Chi’lan from the Redel
kindred she had ever seen. “I want you to spread out along the wall
walk but keep close enough so we can cover each other.”

There was a murmur of assent and Chi’lan
dispersed. Lochalan and Falar approached.

“What are you doing here, Kally?” said Lochalan.

Falar frowned, looking at the insignia on her
surcoat. “You’re chi’li’a, you’re not allowed here.”

“She’s with me,” Cahal said before Kalena could
speak. “She’s testing for Chi’lan next week.”

Kalena almost gasped. So soon? she wondered.
She had only been apprenticed for five years. That would make her
the youngest Chi’lan since King Romarin, himself. She met
Cahal’s gaze. The old Chi’lan’s eyes glittered, confirming
his words.

“You’ve deserved it – I haven’t seen such talent in
years.” Cahal turned to the others. “Get ready! We’ve got a worm to
fight.”

The fireworm hissed and flapped its wings. Kalena
watched it, fascinated and repulsed by the odd movements. As much
as she hated them, she had to admit they were beautiful in their
own deadly way.

Suddenly, the fireworm screamed. Its undulating body
straightened and it shot directly for them. Kalena yelled and
raised her sword in time to parry the fireworm’s claws as it
attacked.

Cahal was faster. His long sword cleaved the
creature’s neck. Black blood spewed everywhere, and the worm
collapsed, thrashing in its final death throes.

Kalena stared at Cahal’s sword. “Thank you…” she
stammered, meeting the commander’s gaze.

“No time for that, Kally, look!”

She turned to see two more fireworms attack
Chi’lan fifty feet from them. The two Chi’lan who met
the assault were none other than Falar and her brother, Lochalan.
Kalena yelled and charged, swinging her broadsword as a fireworm
broke through Falar’s defenses and raked the Chi’lan with
its venomous talons. Falar’s sword had cut into the creature’s
hide, but had caught between the hardened scales and he was
struggling to pull it away. The fireworm lashed out, its teeth
coming down on his head, only to glance off the helm. But the
impact was enough to stun Falar and he collapsed. The fireworm
grasped the hapless warrior in its claws, preparing to take
off.

Kalena slammed her sword into the beast, cutting just
above the shoulder. The blade sliced deep, tearing into connective
tissue and neck. The fireworm screamed and whipped its head around,
but Kalena was already moving. It shot a blast of flames at her and
her cloak and surcoat caught fire.

She dropped to the ground and rolled. From somewhere,
she heard her brother scream her name. The fireworm went after her,
leaving Falar. She felt the massive claws bat at her like a cat
plays with a mouse, but her armor held. Kalena leapt up to see
nothing but coils and shoved her sword upward with all her
strength.

A deafening screech and her sword was wrenched from
her hands. The fireworm slammed against her and she was thrown once
more to the ground. The beast slammed into her once, twice, and
then, thrashed terribly. Her vision became dim and unfocused. Then,
she felt someone grip her and drag her away.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


“Kally! Kally!” her brother’s voice rang in her ears.
“You all right?”

Kalena couldn’t speak. All she could do was watch the
creature flounder in its final death throes. She felt sick to her
stomach and so wobbly that if she were forced to stand, she was
certain she would pass out or throw up. She hurt everywhere; she
wondered how bad the worm had cooked her. Someone pressed water
against her lips and splashed the cold water against her face. She
gripped the flask and drank. She hadn’t even realized how much her
throat burned until now.

“Is she all right?” Cahal’s voice came from behind
her.

“I’m not sure – she isn’t moving much,” Lochalan
said.

“Fa-fa..” she stammered and stopped. It hurt too much
to talk.

“He’s badly wounded, but the healers are tending to
him,” Lochalan said. “You saved him, Kally.”

“Not bad for a chi’li’a?” Cahal knelt beside
her. To her shock, he was covered with blood and soot. She tried to
touch the wound on his face. “Don’t worry about me. Did you get any
venom into you?”

Kalena blinked. She hurt a lot but she didn’t
remember the claws actually puncturing her mail. Fireworm venom
burns at the wound, she remembered Cahal telling her. She shook
her head. “The worms?” Her voice came out in a hoarse croak.

“Gone – you killed the last of them,” Lochalan
said.

“They’ll be back,” Cahal said. “This was just a
test.”

“Anyone dead?”

“Several wounded,” Lochalan said. “We were lucky. Can
you stand?”

Kalena wasn’t in the mood to stand but gritted her
teeth and nodded. She didn’t want to appear weak. She accepted her
brother’s strong arm as he helped her to her feet. To her chagrin,
her knees tried to buckle under her.

Cahal caught her left arm and slung it over his
shoulder. “Let’s get you to the infirmary,” he said. “The healers
can take care of you there.”

“I’m fine,” she protested.

“No, you’re not,” the champion said. “You have some
nasty burns that need tending to.”

She let them lead her to the infirmary. Thankfully,
both men let her try to walk rather than humiliating her by
carrying her in their arms. The infirmary was a makeshift hospital
that had been a guardroom at one time, but had been converted many
years before due to the fireworm attacks. The room was filled with
injured soldiers – most with cuts and bruises. A few were being
treated for bad burns.

A group of healers were gathered around two men.
Kalena glanced at Lochalan, whose expression was grim. “Who is it?”
Kalena asked.

“Falar and Sillanen,” Lochalan said. “Sillanen caught
the brunt of the fireworm’s flames when it went down...”

“Then, it was my fault...” Kalena said. Her throat
tightened.

“No, Kally, she was in the wrong place at the wrong
time,” Cahal said. “No one is blaming you. You’re a hero – if you
hadn’t attacked, Falar would be dead.” He glanced at Lochalan.
“Let’s get her to a cot.”

“I’m fine,” she protested but to no avail. They
walked her over to the bunk and she sat down.

“I’ll find a healer,” said Cahal. “You stay
here.”

Kalena watched as Cahal walked towards the group of
healers.

Lochalan turned to her. “Kally, that was a dangerous
thing you did today...”

But Kalena wasn’t listening. She was watching Cahal
who had approached the group of healers. They parted just a bit,
and for a moment, Kalena caught a glimpse of a Lochvaur who
was sitting beside Falar. She stared at his face – she felt as if
she should know him from somewhere. He wore the mail and surcoat of
a Chi’lan and yet, she didn’t recall him. There weren’t many
Lochvaur left and fewer still who were Chi’lan. The
fireworms had all but decimated the Lochvaur kindred.

The Lochvaur, like all Eleion, were
exceedingly long lived. Some, like Cahal, had lived for hundreds of
years, but most of the warriors were younger than a couple hundred
and most were like Kalena, not even past a century. Battle with
enemies and fireworms over the years had ravaged the Chi’lan
warriors.

Cahal turned to the warrior who sat next to Falar.
Although she couldn’t hear what they were saying, she could tell by
Cahal’s demeanor that they were friends. The warrior turned to
Falar and laid his hands on the man. One hand was bare, but a
silver gauntlet covered the other. Falar cried out as a blue light
emanated from the warrior’s hands...

“Who is that?” Kalena said, interrupting her
brother.

Lochalan frowned. “You mean Falar?”

“No, the Lochvaur.”

“You mean the king?”

Kalena caught her breath. “That’s Romarin Nevfaras?”
As chi’li’a, she had seen the king, but only from a
distance. As Chi’lan, she would serve him as one of his
elite warriors.

“Kally, you haven’t been listening to me,” Lochalan
said.

“No, I haven’t,” she agreed. “He really does have a
silver hand, doesn’t he? Why is he here?”

“He’s first-blood,” Lochalan said. “He’s the son of
Rhyn’athel.”

“Son of the warrior god?” Kalena stared. “Then the
rumors are true.” She watched as Falar’s writhing diminished and he
started breathing normally again. The light faded from Romarin’s
hands and he slumped backwards in the chair.

Kalena glanced at her brother, who had also fallen
silent while watching the healing. “What about Sillanen?” She could
see the woman’s charred body now as the king slowly stood up and
walked away. Cahal spoke to the king again and Romarin patted the
champion on the back before leaving. The healers covered her
body.

Lochalan shook his head. “She may have been too far
gone. Some wounds are even beyond a first-blood to heal.”

Kalena lowered her head. “I should’ve been more
careful.”

“You did the best you could,” said Cahal. She looked
up and saw a man, obviously a healer, standing beside Cahal. But
unlike Cahal, her brother, and herself, this man was not
pureblooded Eleion as they were. His eyes were a mottled
color and his silver hair was streaked with brown.

“Hello, Kalena, my name is Daimhan.” The man sat
beside her. “Yes, I’m Shara’kai. I’m also a healer.”

She nodded. A Shara’kai was a half-blood – one
from both the Eleion and Ansgar races. She knew some
Eleion were loathed to deal with them, but Kalena was
pragmatic. Romarin had let a few of the Shara’kai become
Chi’lan – they had become some of the best warriors. “I
think I’m all right,” she said. “Just beaten up a bit.”

“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Daimhan. He glanced
at Lochalan. “Can you help me with her mail?”

They stripped off the burnt surcoat and the mail.
Kalena groaned as they pulled the hauberk off her arms and began
unfastening the arming jacket.

Daimhan touched her hair. “You singed your hair
pretty bad, chi’li’a, you’ll need to cut it off.”

“She’ll be cropping it,” said Cahal. “Next week she
makes Chi’lan.”

“Well, if Cahal trained you, I’m not surprised you’re
making Chi’lan so young,” Daimhan said.

Stripped of the arming jacket and mail. Kalena felt
naked in just a tunic and breeches. Her clothing had just a few
scorch marks but showed no other problems. Daimhan checked her arms
and shoulders, rotating each one carefully.

“Oww!” Kalena jumped as he moved her right arm
upward.

“Hmm, bad strain,” Daimhan said. He looked up at
Cahal. “You’re prized pupil was very, very lucky.” He touched her
shoulder and she winced. He looked underneath at the back of her
neck. “Hmmm, some redness – light burns really. You are lucky you
didn’t get cooked. Your cloak, surcoat and gambeson took the brunt
of the flames.”

“She rolled,” Lochalan said.

“Good thinking,” Daimhan said. “Does anything else
hurt?”

She shook her head. “Just feel bruised up.”

Daimhan nodded. “I’m going to leave you with some
salve for the burns – it’ll work on any nicks and cuts too as long
as they’re not too deep. I recommend resting for a day or two and
then light workouts. After that, you can fight fireworms
again.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I think I’d rather
not,” she said weakly. “Can I go back to the barracks?”

Daimhan glanced at Cahal. “I’d rather you didn’t.
Chi’lan have a nasty tendency of pushing themselves when
they should be resting. Unless there’s more attacks, I’d rather
have you here.”

Cahal nodded. “You’ll stay here until Daimhan says
you should leave.”

“Yes, sir.” She tried not to sound disappointed but
she knew better than to argue with the champion. She gingerly sat
back on the cot.

“Well, if you will excuse me, I have wounded to
attend to,” Daimhan said with a nod and left.

“Don’t worry; I’m sure Daimhan will throw you out in
a couple of days.” Cahal winked. He became serious once more. “When
you’re released, come see me. We’ll get you ready for the
Chi’lan trials.”

Kalena nodded and watched the champion leave. The sun
had dropped behind the mountains to the west and cast the room into
shadows. The flurry of activity that had come with the new patients
from the fireworm attacks now subsided as patients were being
attended to. Lochalan waited for Cahal to go before turning to her.
“Kally, what you did today was dangerous.”

Kalena blinked and met her brother’s earnest gaze.
“Lochalan, Cahal says I’m ready.”

“That’s not it,” Lochalan said. He looked down at the
floor and then back at her. “I don’t know exactly how to put
it.”

“What?”

“I’m worried about you.”

Kalena began to laugh and then saw he was serious.
“Why? I’m training to be Chi’lan just like you and our
parents...”

“That’s just it, Kally, we come from a long line of
warriors.” He paused and took her hand. “I was hoping you – of all
of us – might choose a different path.”

“What do you mean?”

“Not be Chi’lan.”

Kalena almost laughed and stopped when she looked
into his silver eyes. “You’re serious.”

“Quite serious,” Lochalan said. “Kally, we’re the
last of our family – our bloodline. Our parents died fighting these
stupid worms and most likely, I will die fighting them. You still
have a choice – you haven’t taken Rhyn’athel’s oath. You can leave
the way of the warrior while you still can. No one will think ill
of you.”

“And what do I do?” she asked.

“There’s the court. We’re Lochvaur, which
makes us the closest thing to nobility. You could find a husband,
settle down...”

Kalena stared at him. “Are you crazy? You’re asking
me to be a court lady?” She could see Lochalan’s concern in his
eyes. He truly believes he isn’t going to live much
longer.

He hesitated and shook his head. “I don’t know,
Kally. I just became scared today, that’s all. Seeing you fighting
that fireworm terrified me. I realized you’re the only family I
have.” He stood up and paced. “It’s bad enough I nearly lost
Falar.” He glanced over at the Redel who was lying quietly.
“I know they tell you when you become Chi’lan to never
become too attached to anyone. That you could lose a friend in an
instant. And yet, Kally, we have nothing else but each other. That
and our families. And soon, I may not even have that.”

Kalena gripped her brother’s hand. “Lochalan, what
the Web of Wyrd spins is not ours to guess. I have always wanted to
be Chi’lan, nothing more.”

Lochalan shook his head. “I know, Kally, but I’m
asking you to reconsider. Rhyn’athel is demanding of his warriors –
I have seen many good men and women die for this god. I don’t want
you to be one of them.”

“Cahal says I’m the most talented Chi’lan he’s
seen in a long time. I was born to be a Chi’lan, Lochalan,
can’t you see?”

Lochalan’s frown deepened. “Kally, I can’t let you
throw away your life like this. As your older brother, I’m in
charge…”

“What are you saying?” She turned pale. “I’m of age.
I’ve been of age for five years now.”

“Yes, but I can still invoke familial right.”

“You wouldn’t dare. Cahal won’t hear of it.”

“I’m going to Romarin with it if I have to.” With
that, he stalked off.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


 


Romarin Nevfaras, the son of Rhyn’athel, the warrior
god, stared into the sky from the small window in the throne room.
The sun had already set on Citadel Heights and the stars were
beginning to wink into the twilight sky. He had lost one good
Chi’lan today and nearly lost another had it not been for a
chi’li’a. Sillanen had been a good warrior and had fought
for Romarin for almost twenty years. Romarin’s silver hand curled
into a fist. The pain of losing a warrior, who would’ve given her
life for him, left him feeling angry and empty. He felt helpless.
In all the time he had been her king and commander, he realized he
hadn’t really known her. He knew Sillanen was good with a sword,
though better with a bow, beating nearly every Chi’lan in
competition. But beyond that, she had been almost a nameless
face.

And yet, the anger and pain came from something much
deeper. The black dragon mark of Rhyn’athel was still on his
forearm just above the gauntlet, marking him as Rhyn’athel’s
Champion, and no one would argue that he was the warrior god’s son,
but alone he could do nothing against the onslaught of fireworms.
Each attack wore them down; each time he dreaded possibly losing
another warrior to the creatures. The Chi’lan were dwindling
– endangered of disappearing forever.

He had to console himself that Chi’lan Falar
was still alive. Being a godling gave Romarin the power to heal
wounds, but not the power to snatch the dead away from the death
god. Like everything in his life, Romarin had to make a choice.
Sillanen was too close to Areyn’s realm for Romarin to try to bring
her back – not with Falar clinging to life. Areyn had won Sillanen;
Romarin decided he would be damned if the death god took Falar too.
It had been a struggle nonetheless but Romarin had his small
victory. Falar had been Lochalan’s chi’li’a who had made
Chi’lan a few years before.

The pyre for Sillanen would be lit tonight. He would
stand there and watch as flames consumed the body. As Rhyn’athel
brought us forth from the fire of Creation and Destruction, so we
must return.

Romarin’s mind turned to the chi’li’a who had
saved Falar. He had seen her fight along the wall walk. She
was impressive. Normally, Romarin would not have let an
apprentice warrior fight alongside his hardened warriors, but Cahal
had convinced him that it was time for the chi’li’a to prove
herself. It appeared she had.

“I was right, wasn’t I?” Cahal said.

Romarin smiled as he turned. He had known Cahal all
his life; having trained under Cahal when he was boy. Cahal was
very old for an Eleion – so old, he actually remembered not
only Romarin’s mother, but also her parents and theirs as well. In
fact, Cahal had fought beside the warrior god, himself, nearly 1500
years before in the Athel’cen War. Cahal had known the
greatest Eleion warrior, Lachlan Ah’rhyn and his brother,
Elsonre. The same warrior whom Romarin was assumed to be the
current incarnation of. Indeed, Romarin sometimes had a feeling
that he had known Cahal in a past life. Some of Cahal’s mannerisms
or speech would invoke long-forgotten memories that Romarin never
had.

“Yes, you were,” he said. “What was her name
again?”

“Kalena,” Cahal said. “She’s Lochalan’s sister.”

“Lochalan?” Romarin said. “She fights nothing like
him.”

“No, she doesn’t,” said Cahal. “She’s better. I
didn’t believe it myself until Reneyl showed her to me. She had
surpassed his ability in a fight.”

“Reneyl?” Romarin said, raising his eyebrows. “She
bested him?”

“Yes – I’ve had her up against other Chi’lan
too.”

“Is she first-blood?”

“No,” said Cahal, “but she comes out of warrior lines
nonetheless. Her line hails from Tamar.”

“Tamar was a great warrior,” Romarin mused. “Perhaps
she inherited some of her fighting ability from him.”

“Or perhaps she is a great warrior in her own right,”
Cahal said. “There are those who became great not out of bloodlines
but out of their own ability.”

Romarin chuckled. “Indeed.” Cahal was one such
warrior. “So tell me about this Kalena.”

“She’s the best warrior I’ve seen since Lachlan,” he
said. Romarin raised his eyebrow but made no reply. “Yes, she’s
better than you,” Cahal added. “She’s lightning quick with a sword.
It’s little wonder she’s ready for the Trials.”

“No.”

Romarin and Cahal turned to see Lochalan stride in.
The younger Chi’lan’s gaze glinted with anger. “I’m invoking
my familial rights. Kalena must not become Chi’lan,”
Lochalan said.

“Familial right?” Cahal repeated. “Kally is of age –
she can make her own decision.”

“Kally is the last of my family,” Lochalan said. “I
am the head of my family and invoke familial right to decide if she
should become Chi’lan.”

Romarin frowned. “Chi’li’a Kalena saved Falar.
Why shouldn’t she become Chi’lan?”

Lochalan’s face became unreadable. “I won’t permit
her to undergo the Trials.”

“And I, as the King’s Champion and commander of the
Chi’lan say she does,” Cahal said.

“Familial law trumps your word.”

Cahal glanced at Lochalan and then at Romarin. “We
shall see, Chi’lan. If anyone has the final say, it would be
the king.”

Both turned to Romarin. Romarin frowned. He had not
expected this.

“Kalena is ready to be Chi’lan. She saved
Falar – she deserves the chance to be what she has trained to be,”
Cahal said.

Romarin turned to Lochalan. “And what is your
argument, Lochalan? She saved Falar from certain death.”

“And nearly got herself killed,” Lochalan said. He
paused and looked down at his feet. “My king, I know what I say
makes little sense and perhaps I speak more with my heart than with
reason. Kalena is the last of my family’s line. We come from a very
old line of Chi’lan who have served the Lochvaur
kings even before Lachlei. I have chosen the Chi’lan way and
I do not regret my choice. But with the peril we all face, it is
unlikely that I will see a son or daughter to carry on that
tradition. Kalena is young and there are many here who would
consider marrying her...” His voice trailed off as he met Cahal’s
glare.

“Don’t you think that should be her choice?” Cahal
said. “We don’t marry off our women like chattel the way the
Redel or Lochel did.”

“No one says she can’t marry once she becomes
Chi’lan,” Romarin said.

“But most do not,” Lochalan said. “Look at your
warriors – how many have married and how many of those have
children?”

“It’s their choice,” Cahal said.

“And it is my choice that my sister doesn’t get
locked into a decision she can’t change. Once she’s a
Chi’lan, she is always one. Rhyn’athel’s vow is not one
taken lightly.”

A silence ensued and they both looked at Romarin. The
king shook his head. “I don’t think this is a decision for either
of you. The person who needs to be here is Kalena, herself.” He
paused as he noted Cahal’s triumphant expression. “I haven’t made
up my mind, old friend. She may be good, but Lochalan does have a
point. We’re losing our warriors at an alarming rate. The old blood
is disappearing and there are fewer and fewer Lochvaur.”

“Do you wish me to bring her?” Cahal said.

“Yes, both of you shall go,” he said. He glared at
them. “But say nothing of this conversation or try to persuade her,
or I shall choose in the other’s favor.”

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


 


 


Kalena stood at the ironbound, double doors that led
into the high king’s throne room. She shivered nervously, cold in
the tunic and breeches she still wore from the infirmary. The
healers had given her clean clothes – a blue tunic and tan breeches
made from soft, sueded leather and a thick, brown leather belt that
made the tunic less billowy. The clothing had been a man’s but was
at least clean and smelled faintly of soap.

She did not have the chance to cut her singed hair
when Cahal and Lochalan appeared. They had said little to her
except that the king wanted to see her. She could tell the two had
been arguing, probably about her, given Lochalan’s involvement, but
when she asked further, neither man was willing to speak. They left
her here before the throne room’s imposing doors.

It was important – it had to be, given the time of
night. The Chi’lan and their chi’li’a would be in
mead hall eating dinner. Kalena was hungry, having snatched only a
slice of bread and an apple before heading to speak to the king.
Cahal told her he would have the kitchen save her some dinner. She
hoped he would.

A guard swung the door open and motioned her inside.
The room looked dark and foreboding, lit only with the smoky
sconces and oil lamps. Kalena had never been in the throne room and
paused. Being a chi’li’a did not prepare one for court
etiquette and she felt small and terrified. What if she did
something wrong? What if she offended the king? She did not even
know if she should bow or curtsey. And did she curtsey if she was a
warrior? And how would she address him?

“Come in, chi’li’a Kalena,” Romarin’s voice
boomed from inside.

She tentatively stepped in, and was at once
overwhelmed. The smoky room was huge with benches and tables large
enough to seat hundreds of warriors. Along the walls were
tapestries of Chi’lan warriors fighting in heroic battles.
One was of a warrior with a glowing sword, leading Chi’lan
into a charge. She stared at it in awe – she had never seen so many
Lochvaur as depicted.

“It is impressive, isn’t it?” Romarin said.

Kalena turned to see the king standing right beside
her. He was a handsome Lochvaur. Standing beside her, he was
even more impressive than when she had seen him in the infirmary.
He was easily six inches taller than she – and she was not short –
and held a presence that she had felt with Cahal, only more so. Her
eyes went wide and her throat dried up. Her mouth moved, but no
sound came out. She felt shaky. This is really a son of
Rhyn’athel, she thought.

Romarin smiled at her. “You know, I was never
comfortable with court either,” he said. “It took me years to
relax.”

“Really?” she asked, her voice sounding squeaky.
Like a frightened mouse, she thought. “I would’ve thought
you’d been used to it.”

Romarin shook his head. “Cahal helped me quite a bit
after Krysa died. He’s had plenty of experience being a surrogate
father, I guess.” He chuckled at what she guessed was an inside
joke. He paused and smiled. “You don’t remember your parents, do
you?”

Kalena shook her head. “I was maybe a year when they
died.”
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