

    
        
          The Lost Bride of Verda

        

        
        
          The Edge of the Sword

        

        
        
          Amber Gabriel

        

        
          Published by Amber Gabriel, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE LOST BRIDE OF VERDA

    

    
      First edition. December 21, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Amber Gabriel.

    

    
    
      Written by Amber Gabriel.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Lost Bride of Verda (The Edge of the Sword)

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Epilogue

About the Author


[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Dedication

[image: ]


To those who speak up, speak out, and stand firm

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1

[image: ]


The ninth year of the reign of King Petronus of Berush

Prince Kalin enjoyed combing the beach after a storm, never knowing what secrets the sea might divulge, but this morning’s offerings were somber. Flotsam from a recent wreck washed ashore with every wave. Last night’s tempest had blown a ship off course, dashing her against the rocks. A league farther east and she might have made the harbor. His sharp eyes swept the littered shoreline for signs of life.

A small, brightly colored piece of wood washed ashore, and Kalin grabbed it. An embossed crest decorated one side. He had seen the symbol before, but could not recall its origin.

“Look there, my lord,” shouted Finican, the soldier who had accompanied Kalin on his morning ride. From the top of a nearby dune, Finican could see beyond the breakers.

Kalin followed the soldier’s pointing finger to a figure clinging to a piece of wreckage. A wave crashed over the raft and flipped it over, and the figure disappeared into the foamy sea. Without hesitation, Kalin cast aside his cloak, baldric, and surcoat, pulled off his boots, and splashed into the shallows.

“Wait, my lord,” called Finican, “you should not risk yourself!”

But Kalin refused to wait for Finican to catch up. A life could be lost in the moment it took to give an order. Once the water reached his waist, he dove into the waves and swam toward the debris. A head bobbed above the surface briefly, and a pale hand waved before being submerged again. 

Despite knowing every current and eddy of the littoral, Kalin’s strength was nearly spent by the time he reached the wooden planks. Shouting from the shore reached his ears as he spied a splash of color in the crest of a wave. He groped blindly in the churning water as another breaker forced him under. His fingers found something solid but soft, and he grabbed hold. 

Lungs bursting, he gasped for air as he resurfaced. A hand clawed at him and he kicked free. 

“On your back!” Kalin yelled as a woman's head appeared. 

Hoping she had the presence of mind to obey, he tried again. He looped his arm under the woman’s armpit, tucked her head onto his shoulder, and kicked powerfully toward land. Finican met him halfway and took the burden from him. Kalin staggered ashore and caught his breath as Finican laid the bedraggled woman down. Her tangled, wet hair blended into the damp sand. Porcelain skin indicated either Verdan or Artylian ancestry. Since she’d traveled by ship, he guessed Verdan. To Kalin’s great relief, her chest rose and fell. She breathed. 

Light, blue-gray eyes gazed up at Kalin, knocking the breath from him with their beauty. Her fingers explored her ribcage and then her face, as if to ensure everything remained in place. Her eyes widened, and she glanced from side to side. Lips blue with cold moved without speaking.

Kalin knelt beside her and asked in Verdan, “What is it? What are you looking for?” 

She ignored him and scrambled unsteadily to her feet. Kalin’s cloak lay nearby, and she dashed toward it and threw it over her head–over her head, not her shoulders–completely obscuring her face as well as impeding her vision. Then she stood in place with her hands clasped, swaying in her attempt to remain upright.

“What is she doing?” asked Finican.

“I have no idea,” replied Kalin, shivering as a gust of wind chilled his dripping clothes and the warmth of his exertion wore off. “Perhaps she is in shock. Fetch a wagon and a score of soldiers to scour the beach for more survivors.” 

Kalin shrugged on his surcoat, then approached the shrouded woman and eyed her warily. The tattered fabric of her green dress clung to her ankles. He reached out to adjust the cloak for her but withdrew his hand. “I assume you have thrown my cloak over your head purposely since you cannot be ignorant of how it should be worn. I would posit that you could see where you are going and be just as warm if you wore it correctly.” He wanted to gaze into her stormy eyes again and assure himself they were real. 

The woman shook her head vigorously under the heavy fabric. 

“I have sent for a wagon to take us to the fortress,” he tried explaining. “We need to get you warm.”

This time, she nodded and extended her hand. Kalin tentatively placed his hand underneath hers, and she grasped it. 

“You want me to lead you to the wagon?”

Another nod. He walked slowly toward the gap between the dunes where the wagon would emerge while glancing over his shoulder for other swimmers in distress, spying none. The wood bearing the crest he had salvaged had disappeared, reclaimed by the sea. 

The woman sagged against him, and he shifted her hand to his left so he could put his arm around her shoulder for support.

“Are you mute?”

She shook her head.

“But you understand Verdan?” After gaining a nod, he said, “So, there is another reason you are not speaking?”

As she nodded again, Finican appeared with a wagon, accompanied by a squad of soldiers. Kalin surveyed the scene with an edge of annoyance. Why did the dashed woman refuse to speak yet insist on being led by the hand? Nothing in his experience accounted for the woman’s inconvenient behavior. Most of the Verdans he’d encountered in the port had been men, and sailors at that. His lessons on Verda had focused primarily on politics, mining, and agriculture. If his tutor had mentioned anything about Verdan society, he had not paid attention. 

Rather than conduct a lengthy yes-or-no conversation, and since he was growing colder by the moment, Kalin removed the gate on the rear of the wagon, scooped the woman up, and set her in the wagon bed. He’d expected a protest, but she submitted quietly and scooted against the sideboards as he replaced the gate. Huddled into a ball, she tucked the edges of the cloak around her bare feet.

Kalin turned to one of the waiting soldiers. “Continue combing the beach for survivors until the tide turns and then report to me. I will send Captain Orlis to join you with another wagon.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Finican offered Kalin his cloak, but Kalin waved it away. “Keep it. You’re as wet as I am.” One of the soldiers who accompanied the wagon removed his cloak and Kalin accepted it.

The noise of three sets of chattering teeth grew louder the closer they got to the fortress. When they drove through the gate, servants swiftly surrounded them. Finican handed the wagon reins to a stable boy and headed toward the barracks.

“Find a woman to tend to her,” Kalin told his steward, gesturing toward the shipwreck survivor. “You’ll have to lead her by the hand. Then send for any Verdans living in the city to see if they can identify her, or if she will speak to them. Is the Emerald Wave still in port?”

“No, my lord, she set sail early yesterday to beat the storm.”

Kalin cursed under his breath. He looked at the forlorn, soggy pile of fabric shivering in the wagon bed and put a compassionate hand on the woman’s shoulder. She shrank back as he touched her, then calmed as he quickly explained, “It’s just me. My steward, Derin, will see to your needs. I am sorry I have no one else here who speaks Verdan, but Derin will send a woman to help you and bring you a change of clothing. Scoot toward me, and I will help you out of the wagon.”

The woman complied, and he lifted her out and set her on her feet. Then he put her hand into Derin’s, switching back to Berushese. “Send anyone with news to me directly. I’ll be in the study once I’ve changed.” 

“Yes, my lord. Follow me, young woman.” Derin stepped forward tentatively, and the girl followed, glancing back in Kalin’s direction.

“You are safe here,” he assured her softly. “Go ahead.”

To his relief, the woman allowed Derin to lead her away. Kalin hurried toward his rooms where his manservant had laid a warm fire and prepared dry clothes. His equanimity restored, Kalin retired to the study less than an hour later. He did not have to wait long before Captain Orlis returned with an update.

“We found several bodies and one other survivor, my lord,” announced Orlis. He dragged a short, wiry man into the room. Though he wore dry clothes, his hair stood on end as if it had been rubbed vigorously with a towel but not combed. “He speaks no Berushese, but he did identify the deceased. I recorded their names as best I could.” Orlis handed Kalin a list.

Kalin glanced at the list and set it on his desk, then stood to inspect the stranger. “Hello. Do you speak Verdan?”

The man bobbed his head. “I am Verdan,” after a brief pause he added, “my lord?”

“I am Prince Kalin of Berush. Who are you?”

“My name is Baylindarthing, your highness,” he bowed. “I am, was, a sailor on the Water Wing.”

Verdans and their long names. “Who is the woman who was sailing with you?”

Baylindarthing glanced between Kalin and Orlis. “I am not at liberty to say.”

“Well, who is?” asked Kalin in frustration. “She has not said a word.”

Baylindarthing bobbed his head again. “A Speaker speaks for her, but he has perished in the storm.”

“So she can never speak again? What is a Speaker?”

“It is a person who speaks for another. She must have one to speak for her.”

“Why?”

Baylindarthing gawked at him. “Because that is the way it is.”

Kalin sighed and rubbed his forehead. “So she can get another Speaker?”

The Verdan sailor wrinkled his brows. “Maybe.”

Derin entered with more news, and Kalin waved Baylindarthing aside. “The manager of the Verdan Exchange is here with his wife.”

“Send them in, and find this man some food and a place to sleep in the meantime,” Kalin dismissed the sailor.

“May I present Raylindvashering and Daravashernem of Verda?” The steward stood aside and swept his arm forward, gesturing for the couple to enter.

Kalin had met Raylindvashering before, but not his wife. “Raylind, thank you for coming.”

“Of course, your highness. We came as soon as we heard. We must come to the aid of an unfortunate countryman, or woman.” He bowed, and his wife curtsied. She wore a green veil and her hands were full of gauzy fabric. “This is my wife, Daravashernem, although most people here call her Dara.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Kalin related what had happened that morning.

“Ah, poor thing,” clucked Dara. “We will get her fixed up. She has lost her veil. I suspected that might be the case, so I brought several with me. If she still uses a Speaker, then she is unmarried. I wonder where she was headed.”

The news of the woman’s marital status rang in Kalin’s ears and reverberated in his chest like the tolling of a bell. “Please see to her and make sure she has whatever she needs,” he urged before they could read anything in his expression. “Then return to tell me what you discover.”

“Of course, your highness. Right away.”

Derin ushered them from the study, and Kalin turned and paced. Unmarried. Despite their odd cultural differences, he was overcome with curiosity to know more about the Verdan woman. The mysterious crest he had found came to mind, and he wished he’d thought to ask Raylind about it. Instead, he turned to his shelves and carefully sorted through the stacks of scrolls and books, finding nothing of use. Almost at the point of giving up, he reached for the last scroll on the bottom shelf and discovered a faded copy of A History of the Verdan Monarchy. 

Gingerly, he unrolled the scroll a section at a time, looking for sketches or diagrams of royal seals or crests but finding none. Then a description caught his eye. Family crests were described at the end of each entry. With fresh determination, he returned to the beginning and read slowly. Each family had a different crest, and while the official seal of Verda appeared on every Verdan cargo manifest, he had never memorized the family symbols. Eventually, he was elated to find a description that matched his memory of the design. It belonged to the royal house of Thalia, the current ruling family. Did this mean the woman was a member of the royal house? Or was it owned by someone on the list? He ran his finger down the names on the paper Orlis had given him until he reached “Sashathalialung.”

Kalin tossed the list onto his desk and leaned back in his chair. This changed the situation from a rescue operation to a potential political quagmire. Why was a member of Verdan royalty on that ship? Where had they been headed? How did the woman fit into the picture? Somehow, he had to get her to talk.
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