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The Lost Bard of Taliyaven


❖  The Arriborn Eagle Council receives news that a Llennedian raiding party has crossed the border and is burning villages. They dispatch the west band to help the remaining villagers flee. The survivors camp at the Tilverdale ruins, and Denis Oravec is captured by a small group of Rochen spies.




❖  Masha Oravcová and her adoptive mother, Lenka, arrive in Ozveny, the capital city of Arribor. Ján Drobný helps them find a place to stay, and Alyosha Radovan helps Masha secure a job in the hrad. Since she will work for the princess, Masha is interviewed by the kráľovná, Nataša Drobná, and is asked if she recognizes the name Pavel Vetrov. Masha doesn’t, but her birth parents died in a fire when she was very young and she doesn’t remember them at all.




❖  Alexci Golovkin, a Rochen spy in Ozveny, is told to capture the newly-arrived Masha, as she is likely of Talinae-blood. His mother, the Golovkina, gives him a silencer (a Rochen slave trained to fight) to assist with his orders. Alexci doubts Dmitriy will be of much help.




❖  Masha gets to know a number of the West Band warriors, and they offer to teach her to read, ride, and use a sword. She dreams of becoming a warrior so she can rescue her missing brother.




❖  Zoya Zvonimira, the heir of Kazan Vyselki in the hidden forest of Taliyaven, is sent to a neighboring vyselki in hopes of securing peace. Instead of welcoming them, Lady Palina throws Zoya and her companions in prison. Nikandr Vetrov reveals his Skill with stone and helps them escape. They return home, and Zoya learns he is the son of Karyna Vetrova, the bloodkeeper that betrayed and lost her brother.




❖  Alexci’s silencer, Dmitriy, has tried to capture Masha and was stopped by the West Band each time. Dragoslav, a traitorous warrior, wants to take the command of the west band to make their movements in the city easier. Alexci is reluctant, but agrees to teach him a few tricks to help beat Captain Duren Akszenyuk. Duren, however, still wins the challenge.




❖  Anna Múdra, one of the West Band warriors, tells Masha that Duren cannot speak because he was held prisoner and lost his memory. Later, Masha is invited to dinner with Duren’s father, who explains that Duren used to know where the Talinae people live. He also tells her that her parents used to be friends of his—and they were possibly Talinae.




❖  Denis and his Rochen captors get lost in the Pathless Forest and eventually find their way out to the other side. They travel through Llenned on their way to the Narravian Mountains. Denis manages to escape, and finds a place to stay in a little village.




❖  Zoya wakes up to find a vengeful Lady Palina has surrounded Kazan Vyselki. A third vyselki joins the fight, and Zoya’s father mourns the violence that will ruin all of Taliyaven. His advisors suggest looking for Karyna Vetrova, a wordsmith with enough Skill to unite all the Talinae.




❖  The Eagle Council makes preparations for war as the Llennedian army marches closer. Alexci sends Dmitriy to bring a message to one of the Llennedian captains about their plans. Dmitriy encounters Ján along the road and they fight—Ján is wounded and left on the road. 




❖  A traveler named Štvankyňa finds Ján and brings him back to the West Band. Masha talks with the stranger, and suspects the woman is Talinae. She urges her to return home and bring back aid for Arribor before Llenned comes and destroys them.




❖  Denis is found by the very Rochen men he escaped from. They have with them a red-haired man who’s very words can command people. Denis is no match for Barys, and is captured again and taken to Rejair.




❖  Zoya goes to find Nikandr and asks him to help locate his banished mother. They go to his house and discover Karyna has just arrived. She marches into Lady Palina’s camp and demands they unite. All the Talinae sing together, and the protective wall is rebuilt, keeping them safe from the outsiders. Then Karyna convinces everyone to leave Taliyaven and rescue Arribor.
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❖  The Llennedian army has reached the capital of Arribor, and is now waiting. Days pass. The princezná, Katka, is given her own crown warrior: Valentín Akszenyuk, Duren’s brother. When Llenned begins to attack in the night, Masha helps Katka hide while Valentín is killed in defense of the princezná.




❖  Meanwhile Duren and the West Band are guarding the city gates. The kráľ leads a desperate attack against Llenned during the night, and a small force attacks the west band from the inside. Dawn comes, and the Taliyaven army arrives to save the day. The Llennedian army flees.




❖  Masha helps care for the wounded. The West Band warriors are taking any injured Talinae to their own barracks to hide them. Zoya sees Masha and guesses that she has Talinae blood and a little bit of wordsmithing Skill. Duren helps the Talinae leave once they have healed enough to make the journey back to Taliyaven. Masha is called before the Eagle Council, where they thank her for saving Katka’s life, and award her the position of Crown Warrior.



The Red Bard of Roche


❖  The Arriborn Eagle Council receives a letter from Llenned, where Kráľ Zdenko offers a marriage between Princezná Katarina and his son. The council votes to send her, and many of the West Band warriors are selected to accompany her—including her cousins, Ján Drobný and Ružena Rehák.




❖  Masha says goodbye to her adoptive mother Lenka, and leaves with Katka. Some of the remaining Talinae are in disguise as warriors, and will return home with Štvankyňa along the way. Alexci Golovkin, the Rochen spy, sends out his slave Dmitriy to follow them and capture Masha.




❖  Zoya and Nikandr arrive back in Taliyaven and are captured by Lady Palina. She has taken over most of the other vyselkis while the army was gone. Lady Palina tells Zoya that her father was killed during the fighting. Pavel, Nikandr’s father, helps them escape prison.




❖  The remaining Talinae leave the group, and Masha realizes too late that Štvankyňa might be her long-lost mother. Now she doesn’t know if she’ll even see her again. Valery, one of the Talinae, leaves his only chance to return home and returns to tell Masha’s group that he noticed Dmitriy following them. 




❖  The princezná and her escort arrive in Llenned, and find themselves ignored. Masha wanders around the hrad, and discovers that Kráľ Zdenko is entertaining some Rochen guests.




❖  Back in Arribor, Kráľovná Nataša Drobná and Captain-General Ivan Kostra are pushing for the band captains to be required to retake the requirement tests. Maxim Akszenyuk knows that this is to get his son Duren to be removed from his position. Duren can no longer talk or read or write, and many do not like him being in command of the West Band.




❖  Meanwhile, Zdenko finally has an audience with Katka, and asks lots of questions about the Talinae and where they came from. Matej, the friendly Captain of the Guard, treats the group to dinner (complete with music from a minstrel friend) and teaches them how to play Sands. 




❖  The motion for the band captain requirements passes. Duren writes a single sentence (“Tell Ivan Kostra that I hope he is spared in the coming destruction”) and then flees without speaking a word. The letter makes Nataša angry. When she asks Maxim where Duren has gone, he lies.




❖  Barys, the warden in Rejair, is in Llenned to capture the Arriborn princezná. He meets with Dmitriy and they make plans. Then Matej invites him to join in a Sands game. He asks Barys if he is in Llenned to harm Katka, and Barys promises that he won’t hurt her.




❖  The remaining Talinae reach Taliyaven with Štvankyňa (Karyna), and reunite with Zoya and her few survivors. They plan an attack on Lady Palina. The attempt goes wrong when Henadz, the vyselki-wordsmith, is able to combat Karyna’s skill. Because he can’t see a clear winner between them, he offers to let them go. Lady Palina insists that Zoya cannot become the ruler of Kazan Vyselki since she’s not married—so Zoya marries Nikandr on the spot.




❖  Masha encounters Dmitriy in the hrad, manages to escape, and returns to her rooms to discover Katka has been kidnapped. She joins the rescue attempt, and they manage to catch up and save Katka from the Rochen. They return to Stryhaen, and meet Matej’s minstrel friend. Slava warns them that they can’t return to the hrad, and helps them hide at a friend’s house.




❖  Dmitriy manages to discover the house where Masha and the others are hiding, and tells Barys. However the resulting raid is unable to find the secret room, and is unsuccessful. Dmitriy is beaten and told to watch it just in case anyone leaves. 




❖  Duren arrives in Stryhaen and joins everyone in their hiding place. He sends Ján Drobný back to Arribor to reassure everyone that Katka is safe. They find Dmitriy unconscious in the street and save his life. 




❖  Zoya and the others arrive at Kazan Vyselki and find that it has been ravaged. All the homes are sealed in stone. While the others mourn, Nikandr is determined to open up every house and manages to find a few survivors. Karnya and Pavel decide that they need to find a safer place to stay. They leave Taliyaven to return to Arribor.




❖  Duren visits his uncle’s house and is asked to play in a Sands game by his cousin. He meets Matej and Barys there, and has a fight with Barys—the man who tortured him in Rejair.




❖  In Rejair, Denis, is invited by some of the guards to sing songs in exchange for leaving his cell for a while and sharing a meal. He makes some light friendships, and even helps with bandages when one is injured. They consider trying to escape. However, the leader of Rejair catches them talking about God, and the Rochen guard Dimka is told to bow to the Rochen gods. He refuses, and is thrown into prison as well.




❖  Duren, Masha, and Dmitriy are staying at the Akszenyuk house when they receive a surprise visit from Barys. Before much conversation can be had, they are set upon by slave traders and captured. They manage to escape, but leave Barys behind because Duren doesn’t trust him. Barys breaks out on his own and kills the traders with his skilled words.




❖  The day of departure arrives, and the remaining Arriborns are rescued from the hrad. Duren distracts Barys and Matej long enough for the others to escape, and then joins them. They fight their way out and gallop to freedom—but Ružena is left behind in the process.




❖  As they travel home to Arribor, Dmitriy tells Duren that a Rochen army is coming. Duren sends Masha ahead to warn Arribor, and she manages to ride his half-wild horse back to Ozveny on her own. She tells the Eagle Council that Roche is coming, but they don’t believe her and say they are planning to march to Llenned and attack them. Masha is escorted from the Room of the Eagles by the kráľovná’s crown warrior and thrown into prison.
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Caven Blackburn

Ozveny Hrad, Arribor, Second Age, 1966

Cavern Blackburn found the letter underneath a jar of sea stones. He wouldn’t have found it at all, except he picked up the jar to examine a particularly eye-catching shell and noticed the small square of paper on the desk in a circle of dust.

Voices drifted underneath the door leading to Nataša’s bedroom, and Caven hesitated a moment, the jar still in hand. It was nearly time for the wedding, and all her maids should have left for the church by now. He tilted his head and listened, tracking them by sound. Footsteps hurried back and forth across the other room and then faded away.

Something must have been forgotten, and someone sent to fetch it. That was all. No one would catch notice of the intruder in the bedroom.

Caven took the letter and opened it. The handwriting was Nataša’s and written in Rochen—proof that she was still in contact with someone from her homeland.

I have no more family, Nataša had said when Caven’s coterie rescued her from a ghost jackal attack. She had wept over the shallow grave for the few slain, claiming one of the jackal-killed was her merchant father.

Reading had never been one of Caven’s strengths, especially in languages he didn’t speak often, and he struggled to read the opening lines. Dearest brother, by the time this reaches you, I will be married...

“Liar,” Caven whispered, slipping the letter in a pocket and replacing the jar. “Ah ken she’s ‘iding somethin’ from us!”

He left the room the way he entered it—through the cold chimney. It led to a maze of small tunnels that worked their way all through the royal hrad, letting out smoke from hundreds of tiny fires. In winter, passage was nearly impossible—but now, in late spring, many of the fireplaces were dead and cold. All he had to worry about was the soot, which, if he moved slowly, wasn’t much of a problem.

The church bell tolled the half-hour while Caven slid out of a fireplace and into his own room. Time was running out. Radomír needed to know. The princ of Arribor was going to marry a woman from Roche, a woman who lied.

Caven brushed off as much of the soot and cobwebs from his hair as he could, and changed into the black vest he’d been given for the wedding—the one with the gold trim and Arriborn eagle on the back. The Mountain Coterie had been given new clothes for the wedding, but Caven refused to wear the boots. He hated new boots.

After buckling Hirenadaye to his belt, he left the room, slipping through the crowded halls like a gold-lined shadow. The entire hrad was decorated for the occasion, the great hall prepared for the dinner feast, and the horses readied to escort Radomír and Nataša to Stryhaen for a honeymoon by the ocean. Yet people still rushed back and forth, as if there were hundreds of preparations yet undone. Caven couldn’t imagine what was left to do, but he knew very little about hrad life—or weddings.

“There you are!” A man dressed in similar black and glittering-gold emerged from a gathering of guards. “You’re supposed to be at the church!”

Caven merely tilted his head and pointed a finger towards his friend as if to say, An’ yer supposed tae be there, too, ye ken?

“Come. Radomír is anxious enough without us being late.” Maxim Akszenyuk, crown warrior to the princ, put a hand on Caven’s shoulder and shoved him into the crowd. “Haste, man! Haste!”

“Wait!” Caven pulled the letter from his pocket and shoved it into Maxim’s chest. “Read it!”

“Not now. We have a wedding to be at.”

“Nie!” Caven pulled Hirenadaye away from his hip, breaking the laces that tied the leather sheath to his belt, and stabbed the blade downward, cutting through sheath and stone to leave the sword standing upright in the middle of the hrad hall. “Read it. Now.”

Maxim paused, his eyebrows raised. A tangle of serving girls, napkins and plates in their arms, surged past the sword with barely a glance to spare. Only a nearby warrior, placed in guard position by the door that led to the great hall, watched with his hand on sword hilt.

“Okay,” Maxim said. “What is it?”

“Ah found it on Nataša’s desk.”

“What were you doing at her desk?” Maxim did not open the letter. The faintest bit of suspicion tainted his tone, but he was patient, willing to listen, like Caven knew he would be.

“Ye ken Ah’ve long thought she was hidin’ somethin’ from us. An’ Ah’ve found the proof.” Caven pointed to the letter. “Read it.”

Maxim did, scanning the lines, his lips moving as he worked over the Rochen handwriting. He did not speak languages as freely as Caven could, but he could read better. “This is just a letter to her brother. She informs him of her marriage and wishes him well.”

“So she lied! Don’t ye see? She lied tae us! She said she ‘ad nae family!” Caven could almost see the concern rising in Maxim’s face. The man was a Christian, and therefore he detested lies of any kind. “Radomír needs the truth afore ee marries ‘er!”

“I understand.” Maxim glanced at the letter. “Let us tell him. But it will make no difference, Caven. The wedding will still happen.”

The wedding could not happen. Caven freed his sword from the floor and rested her on his shoulder, trotting after Maxim. When the crown warrior had a mind to move, he could march.

They found Princ Radomír in the hrad church, pacing up and down the center aisle like a nervous horse in a cramped stall. “Maxim! Caven! Where have you been?”

Caven had never seen the princ look so nervous—and over the past few years they had fought ghost jackals, giant eagles, thunderstorms, and an angry barmaid with a broom. (Caven preferred not to talk about that battle; he didn’t lose often.)

“It’s almost time,” Radomír continued, “and my mother hasn’t arrived yet. What if she’s late?”

“Radomír.” Maxim put a hand on his friend’s elbow and pulled him over to an empty pew. Many of the guests had arrived early, perhaps in an attempt to gain favor with the royal family, and seating was already growing scarce. “We have something to tell you.”

The princ turned pale, and Caven swallowed down a wave of guilt. He was not Arriborn—he wasn’t even from Arromëre by birth—but he’d always had a sense of loyalty and admiration for the Arriborn princ and his crown warrior. This was going to hurt them all.

“We found a letter that Nataša wrote. It’s to a brother.” Maxim put the letter in Radomír’s hand. “She has a brother that she’s never mentioned. A brother in Roche.”

Radomír smiled, rather bravely. “We all know she’s Rochen. That didn’t stop you from traveling with her all these years.”

“But she lied.” Caven leaned forward, resting his free hand on the back of the pew. “She told us ‘er family died in the jackal attack. She said nothin’ of a brother.”

The princ was silent, his hands shaking as he considered. Then he surged to his feet and grabbed a handful of Caven’s black-and-gold vest. “I won’t have any more of this! You’ve been suspicious ever since we rescued her! Why won’t you leave her alone!”

The quiet buzz of voices suddenly fell away, and Caven knew everyone in the church was watching them. If only he could have managed to find this letter sooner, before the wedding was about to happen!

“Come, this way.” Maxim grabbed both Caven and the princ by the shoulders and towed them out of the sanctuary and into the back of the church, where meals and prayer meetings were usually held. Now the room was empty, a strange stillness from the chaos of the hrad.

Once away from the eyes and ears of wedding guests, Radomír tightened his grip on Caven. “You’ve always doubted her! I know you have, and I understand your concerns, but why won’t you let it rest? At least let us be on our wedding day!”

“If she’s a liar, don’t ye wanna ken?” Caven pulled at Radomír’s fingers, trying to free himself, but the princ refused to let go. “Ah want ye tae ken the truth afore ye marry ‘er!”

“Oh, I know the truth!” Radomír hissed. “She comes from a poor merchant family. Her mother was taken by sickness when she was just a baby. Her father made the decision to risk the mountain passes and paid for it with his life. She doesn’t miss the dark stones and dirt from her homeland, and has grown to love Arribor and all our green and growing things. Don’t worry, Caven. She has told me all of it.”

“An’ ‘er brother?” Caven pointed to the letter. “Did she talk o’ ‘im?” Radomír hesitated a moment, long enough for Caven to seize the conversation. “She lied tae ye! Can ye not understand? She’s ‘iding somethin’ from ye!”

Radomír rubbed his chin, unable to find words. Maxim stood to the side, the letter in his hands, mouth set in a firm line. The princ was wavering, Caven could see it.

“When I proposed to Nataša, I was making a choice. I was making a choice to love her, no matter where she comes from. Despite her being Rochen, despite her lack of royal or noble blood, I love her. She is kind and beautiful, and I cannot imagine life without her.” Radomír finally stepped back, releasing Caven. “I believe her love for me to be true, and we are happy.”

Caven straightened his vest and threw his chin up. “If ‘appiness is created by lies, what sort o’ life is it?”

Radomír studied the ceiling for a moment. “Caven. As your friend and as your princ, I ask that you put this aside for today. After the wedding, after the honeymoon, we will talk about this. I give you my word.”

“What is going on?”

Caven’s blood chilled at the new voice. Nataša stood in the doorway, her maids behind her. No longer dressed in red, but in dazzling white, she looked like a different person—a shining, pale ghost of herself. Gold trim on her dress caught the bits of sun, flashing like the surface of a river. She was truly a bride worthy of a princ.

“What is this?” The Arriborn Kráľovná pushed her way to the front, her eyes rushing to her son for an answer. “Radomír? You’re not supposed to be in here. You must be out front!”

Radomír had no reply, his hands shaking as he tried to work out an answer. For once, Maxim did not step in to explain. So that left Caven.

“She’s a Rochen spy, an’ Ah ‘ave the proof!” He pointed to the letter in Maxim’s hand. “Nataša ‘as lied tae us all!”

“Nie!” The kráľovná risked a glance at Nataša, and then turned back to Caven. “What are you saying?”

Radomír jabbed a finger in Caven’s direction. “Not another word, or I will have you banished!”

Banished. Radomír never teased banishment. He never flaunted his royal blood, never used his heritage to control others. His threat was likely genuine, even if hastily spoken. Caven fought the urge to speak and looked to Maxim, making a quick gesture he hoped would be understood: tell them.

The bells rang overhead, chiming the hour, proclaiming the time for the wedding had come at last. No one in the room moved. The kráľ opened the door from the sanctuary, staring wordlessly for a moment at the situation. “The wedding is to start now,” he said, repeating himself as the last bell drowned out his words.

“The wedding can wait!” Caven pointed at Nataša. “We need the truth!”

“Caven Blackburn!” Radomír turned away from his golden-white bride, turned away from the pale-faced ladies, and faced his father. “Caven Blackburn is no longer welcome in Arribor. I demand that he be banished, not just from my wedding, but from these lands.”

Kráľ Bohumír hesitated, but Caven knew what the outcome would be. Radomír’s father had never liked the Mountain Coterie, and he spoke the words of banishment without hesitation, without asking for a reason, without saying it must be taken up to the Eagle Council.

“Your name will no longer be spoken in our land. Your title will no longer be carried in our books. You do not exist in Arribor, and you never did. Should you step foot in Arribor again, may the rivers drink your blood and the jackals feast on your flesh and the hills bury your bones with no place to mark your grave.”

Caven looked to Radomír, but there was no pity in the princ’s eyes. Radomír had been given a choice—Caven or Nataša—and he had chosen Nataša.

“You will be escorted to the border.” Kráľ Bohumír gestured to the nearest guard, the eagle warrior Ján Egresky. “And I pray we will never see your face in Arribor again.” 
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Maxim Akszenyuk

Ozveny, Arribor, Second Age, 1979.

The honey-golden mare was familiar, and Maxim remembered riding beside her for many long and arduous journeys. Zlato was Caven Blackburn’s horse, a wild mare he had captured and tamed. The Mountain Coterie liked to boast that she was the fastest horse in Arromëre.

That didn’t explain what she was doing in the little stable behind Maxim’s house. Caven was banished from Arribor, and was smart enough to not risk his own death—or so Maxim hoped.

“Hey there sweet girl,” Maxim whispered, patting the mare’s slender nose and swallowing down the wave of fear that set his hands to shaking. The mare nickered and nosed his shirt, looking for the treats he used to carry while traveling. “I don’t have anything for you tonight.”

Once she realized there would be no treat, the mare turned back to her hay. Even in the darkness of the stable Maxim could see the sweat patterns on her back, dark against her pale coat. Someone had ridden her bareback. Worry stirred in Maxim’s heart, gnawing away at the fear. Caven always rode with his saddle—a gift from Lavinia, who had managed to smuggle it from their homeland.

If Caven had risked the punishment of his banishment, had left his saddle behind, something was dreadfully wrong.

“God, help me bear this.” Maxim leaned against the stall door for a moment. He had spent the previous night and the entire day on guard duty, working longer than normal to give the other crown warrior a requested leave of absence. All he wanted now was to sleep. Dealing with Caven would require more energy and concentration than Maxim felt he could find in his blood and bones.

With a final prayer, Maxim checked the water of the other horses and then braved the star-lit courtyard between the stable and his house. No one came running to meet him, and that, perhaps, was good. He opened the back door and stepped into the kitchen, his hand on his sword hilt.

A young black-haired boy sat at the kitchen table, finishing a bowl of soup. Maxim’s son, Valentín, sat opposite the stranger, watching in silence. One look at the boy’s face and chills trickled down Maxim’s spine. “You’re Caven’s son, aren’t you?”

The boy glanced up, his glance wary and wild. One hand rested on the edge of the table, ready to push away and give him momentum for a quick escape. There was no mistaking the resemblance to Caven Blackburn. Their grey eyes, the round chin, the dark hair...and the wildness in every expression.

Valentín stood, taking the now-empty bowl over to the wash bucket. “I couldn’t get much out of him, but he ate three bowls like he’s never seen food before.”

Something was wrong, Maxim could feel it. He took a seat across from the boy and laid his hands out, far from the sword at his hip. “You’re safe here,” he said softly. Surely Caven’s son would speak the common tongue. “Do you understand?”

The boy nodded.

“What’s your name?”

“Duren.”

“How old are you?”

“Twelve.”

“Where’s your father?”

Duren’s mouth twitched, and he pulled a sword out from under the table. Maxim flinched, his hand flying to the hilt of his own weapon. Years spent on the alert for danger had given him fast reflexes, even if he hadn’t quite expected such a violent reaction from the child. But Duren only put the sword on the table and stared at it, letting the weapon do the talking for him.

Maxim instantly recognized Hirenadaye, Caven’s black-bladed sword, despite the charred and burned leather sheath. “What happened?”

Something twisted across Duren’s face, vanishing in a quick breath as the boy raised his chin and turned his face into an emotionless wall. “Ee’s dead.”

Oh Caven. “And your mother? He married Lavinia, didn’t he?”

“Dead.”

Maxim had never expected to see Caven and Lavinia again, not after Caven’s banishment. But he had made peace with them in his heart, praying that they would live a long and merry life together, traveling through Arromëre, and maybe even return to the homeland they loved so much. But to hear of their death...it was unexpected, and it hurt.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Maxim said softly. “What happened?”

Duren stared at the sword, his chin trembling. “Bandits came an’ attacked us an’ burnt the ‘ouse down. Father got me out, but when ee went back in, ee an’ Mother didnae come back out.”

Only now did Maxim notice the untended burns on the boy’s hands, the little black soot marks on his clothes where sparks had landed, the smudges of ash on his chin. The boy must have grabbed the horse and galloped all the way to safety without stopping. Perhaps Caven had told him to come; perhaps he had made the choice on his own.

“I’m so sorry, Duren. So sorry.” Maxim bent over the table, doing his best to keep the tears back. Caven Blackburn, the man who had escaped some horrible fate in his homeland, who always feared being trapped, who was prepared for any sort of attack, had finally met his match against bandits and fire. And Maxim hadn’t been able to face him one last time and say some sort of farewell. Tears blurred his vision, and he could feel the sobs rising up his throat. “He was a good friend. I will miss him greatly.”

Duren sat and watched him in stoic silence.

The boy didn’t cry all evening. He merely nodded as Maxim told him he could stay with them. He spoke little as Maxim showed him the guest room—now to be Duren’s room. He listened respectfully as Maxim read the Biblia before bedtime. He returned the soft goodnight as Maxim pulled the blankets up and tucked him in bed.

But Maxim knew Duren was not at ease.

Halfway through his own nighttime prayers, Maxim swallowed down a sudden wave of guilt and unease and crept back to the guest room. Small sobs could be heard from the other side of the door, and Maxim knocked. “Duren. May I come in?”

Silence.

The door slipped open and Duren’s head appeared in the darkness, tears shining on his cheeks. Maxim knelt and held out his arms, his knees cracking in protest of offering a child-sized hug. But Duren merely backed away, vanishing into the darkness of the bedroom.

“I’m here, Duren, if you need me. I’ll be right here with you.” Maxim leaned against the wall and prepared for a night spent on the floor.

***
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“Father!” Valentín’s voice wailed from outside in the courtyard.

Maxim put the plate back in the wash bucket and dried his hands off, taking the damp cloth with him. Valentín and Duren stood toe to toe in the back courtyard, Valentín protecting a bloody nose and Duren stretching every inch out of his short frame.

Duren had been silent and sleepy most of the morning, and Maxim had considered sending a note up to the hrad that he would be unavailable to take his next rotation due to a family emergency. He still might need to send the message—leaving Duren with Valentín might not be as wise as he first thought.

“What happened?”

“He punched me in the nose!” Valentín wiped blood onto his sleeve.

Maxim counted down the days to next washing day—far too long.

“Ee took mae father’s sword!” Duren clutched the weapon to his chest.

“Because the sheath is broken. I was going to fix it for you.”

“Ah donnae want ye tae fix it!”

“Then don’t punch me when I’m trying to be nice!”

Maxim didn’t understand the language from across the sea, and Caven had never been inclined to teach it to any of the mountain coterie, but Maxim could guess the word Duren shouted was not a polite one. “Both of you inside. Now!”

As the boys marched inside and took seats on opposite ends of the table, Maxim felt his patience slipping away despite his deep breaths, and he waited a long moment before speaking.

“Duren, why did you punch Valentín?”

“Ee took mae sword!” Duren still held the sword, his little face flushed with anger. “It’s not ‘is!”

He was nearly as unintelligible as his father. “Valentín was trying to be nice to you. If you don’t want him to touch the sword, you can just tell him. You don’t need to hit him. Now, will you apologize for punching him in the nose? And Valentín, will you apologize for taking his sword from him?”

Valentín looked ready to protest, and Duren clutched the sword even tighter. Maxim rubbed at the headache beginning to beat behind his eyes. “Valentín, what did I say? Duren?”

“Yer not mae father!” Duren glared.

“Nie, but I am now. And if you don’t want to apologize, you can sit in your room until lunch. And maybe you’ll realize that you’ve been needlessly mean to Valentín.”

Duren shoved the sword down into the floor, the movement so much like his father that Maxim forgave it in an instant. “Take it then!” Duren pointed at Valentín. “Ah donnae care!”

Maxim sent Duren to his new bedroom, and shooed Valentín off to change his clothes and wash his face. After trying unsuccessfully to remove the sword from his kitchen floor, he hurried out to the street and marched halfway to the hrad before he found a messenger. Radomír, recently crowned kráľ, would have to call on one of the few eagle warriors to stand on guard duty today. Maxim could not leave the house for long. Not with Duren and Hirenadaye under his roof.

Except Duren was gone when Maxim returned. The guest bedroom was empty, and only the wrinkled bedsheets remained as proof Duren had been there at all.

For a moment, Maxim considered letting the boy go. He had a fighting spirit and Caven had likely taught him much, even at Duren’s young age. But faithfulness to his old friend won out, and Maxim grabbed his cloak and prepared to begin a search of the city. That’s when he realized the sword was still in the kitchen. Duren would have taken the sword. Surely he would have taken his father’s sword!

Valentín did not reply when Maxim called for him, nor was he in his room when Maxim checked. Both boys had simply vanished. It wasn’t like Valentín to leave without permission, which meant something wrong had happened. 

“I did not get enough sleep to deal with this,” Maxim said softly, and turned to the stable to get a horse.

The ride to the West Band barracks took far too long, even though Maxim rode Zlato. There was no doubt the mare was giving him all of her speed. It simply wasn’t fast enough. Every extra minute spent riding through the city tore at Maxim’s heart, but he couldn’t search Ozveny on his own. And no other band knew the city better than the West Band warriors. Charged with protecting the city streets, the captain of the West Band, Kupec, would be able to help.

Kupec already had her warriors gearing up when Maxim charged into the common room. For a moment, he wondered if they had somehow guessed what had happened, but that couldn’t be.

“Akszenyuk! What brings you here this morning?”

“I believe my son has been kidnapped.”

Kupec paused at buckling on her sword belt. “You suspect the slave traders?”

Frequent kidnappings had been reported in the city over the past few weeks, and Kupec had managed to discover a network of slave traders as the most likely cause. Radomír and Nataša had responded by commanding the West Band to double their rotations in the streets, and setting up an extra guard on their own two children.

“I suspect the slave traders,” Maxim repeated, praying that perhaps he was overreacting. But Duren hadn’t taken his sword or horse, and Valentín would never leave without notice.

“We discovered a hold location last night, and are preparing for a raid. You may come.” Kupec pointed to the sword at Maxim’s side. “Help is always welcome.”

Maxim agreed in a heartbeat, and left the barracks with the West Band warriors. Many seemed surprised at his coming, and he could hear the whispers passed around. Before long the entire hrad would hear the news: Maxim Akszenyuk’s son has been captured by the slave traders.

“Oh Father in Heaven,” Maxim whispered under his breath, “Help me find them. Keep them safe.”

The hold location wasn’t far from the abandoned streets of Ozveny—a small shed behind a tavern that Maxim would never consider eating at. Kupec had given her instructions well, and the warriors surrounded the shed and broke the door down without the slightest hesitation. The fight was short, and Maxim never had to draw his sword. By the time he stepped foot through the shed door, the few slave traders had been killed or disarmed.

Save for the blood staining the floor, the room was empty.

“Take the prisoners back to the hrad for questioning,” Maja ordered, cleaning her sword with the edge of her cloak. “And someone search the room. These men weren’t just here to nap on a dirty floor. There’s got to be something here.”

Maxim hovered at the door, his heart in his mouth, waiting. It didn’t take the warriors long to find loose floorboards, and a cheerful shout was raised as they discovered the dark pit under the floor—a pit full of bound and gagged children.

Maxim’s heart ached at the sight of every pale and frightened child carried out of the darkness. Many wore dirt and rags, and he suspected them to be orphans, snatched from the shadows of the city where no one would ever notice they were gone. He put away his sword and helped untie wrists and ankles, wiping tear-lined cheeks and whispering words of comfort.

A nearby warrior whispered a vibrant curse against Roche and slave-traders, and offered his cloak to a pair of trembling children. “Their father is on the Nobility Council and reported them missing three days ago!”

“Father?” Valentín’s voice seemed to fill the room. “Father!” A pair of arms latched around Maxim’s neck, and he wrapped his son into a tight embrace. “I knew you would find me!” Valentín spoke into Maxim’s chest. “I prayed that you would! Father, they were in our courtyard! I tried to fight them, but all I had was the practice staff and they took it and knocked me out with it!”

“But you’re safe now,” Maxim spoke through a sob. “You’re safe now. Thank the LORD!”

“But they took my staff!”

“We’ll find another one. Don’t worry about it.” Maxim backed up and examined his son. “You’re not hurt?”

Valentín shook his head. Blood still caked his face, but his nose no longer bled freely. A new bruise smeared one cheek, but he appeared otherwise unhurt.

“Where’s Duren? Was he with you?”

“I tried to protect him. But there were too many.” Valentín rubbed his cheek. “I’m sorry. I tried.”

“Where is Duren?”

Valentín looked over his shoulder, examining the chaos in the little shed. Children huddled in groups, sharing cloaks and bits of food the warriors had managed to gather. Many cried, even some of the warriors. “There he is. Sitting there in the corner.”

When Maxim approached the corner, Duren did not look up. He merely pulled himself into a tighter ball. “Ah’m sorry.”

“What for?” Maxim knelt, but Duren merely buried his head in his hands.

“Ah was going tae run away, but Valentín came out tae stop me. An’ that’s when they found us. It’s mae fault.” Duren’s voice was muffled, full of barely-restrained tears. “Ah’m sorry!”

“It’s okay, Duren. We found you. You’re safe now.” Maxim put a hand on Duren’s arm. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

Duren looked up, his face dirty and chin trembling. “’Ome?” he whispered, blinking fast. “Ye want me tae come back?”

Maxim helped the boy to his feet and then wrapped him in a hug. “You’re my son, Duren. I’ll always want you to come home.”

“Ah won’t punch Valentín again,” Duren whispered, burying his face into Maxim’s chest. “Ah promise!”

“You still need to apologize,” Maxim hugged Duren tighter. “But we’ll do that later. Let’s get you both home.” 
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Duren Akszenyuk

The Border of Arribor and Llenned, Second Age, 1991.

“A spy! Catch him! A spy!”

Duren jumped and made a grab for the edge of the window, catching it with his fingertips. He scrambled for a moment, fearing a fall, then hoisted himself up with a strong push against the brick wall of the house. He made another lunge, using his momentum to reach the roof, where he rolled onto his knees.

Warriors scrambled below him, a mix of blue cloaks and red cloaks and scarlet faces. Someone shouted again, but the words were lost in the chorus of voices. Duren turned away. Kazimír and Teodor would settle the matter on the street.

The roof of the stable was flat and littered with fallen apples from the nearby fruit trees. Most were small and already rotting in the summer heat. The roof of the barracks beside the stable was taller, but not by much. Jumping from one building to the other would be easy, if not for the wide street separating them.

Dmitriy stood at the edge of the stable roof, eyes fixed on the barracks, his knees crouched as if preparing to jump. He looked over his shoulder at Duren and raised the knife he held in his left hand. The stolen cloak was tossed over a shoulder and covered in dried blood.

“Don’t,” Duren said, his voice rasping on the Rochen tongue. “Don’t jump, ye fool. It’s too far.”

The silencer didn’t move, nor did he lower his weapon. Only when Duren took a step closer did he turn away from the roof, swaying a little as he shifted weight onto his good knee.

“Ye won’t make the jump,” Duren said.

“I know.” Dmitriy dropped the cloak and knelt. After a moment of silence, he set the knife down on top of the bloodied cloak.

Sometimes Duren thought Dmitriy was finally seeing him as someone safe. Then moments like this happened: moments where Dmitriy acted like he was a captured enemy slave.

Duren took the knife and realized he would have to remind Marek to keep a closer eye on his weapons once again. This was the fifth time Dmitriy had stolen from Marek, and the seventh time he’d been found with any sort of stolen weapon.

“Are you going to kill me?” Dmitriy’s voice was faint.

“Why would Ah kill ye?”

Dmitriy seemed at a loss for words.

“Ah’m goin’ tae get ye off the roof an’ try tae convince the band captain that yer not a Rochen spy, even though ye are one. Unless ye think ye’ve done somethin’ Ah should kill ye fer.”

After Dmitriy continued to remain silent, Duren cleared his throat and tried again, speaking each word as clearly as he could. “I am going to tell the band captain that you are not a spy.”

“I am not a spy.” Dmitriy sounded vaguely offended.

Duren cleared his throat. Speaking coherently was frustrating, and he’d hoped Dmitriy would have gotten used to his accent by now. But Dmitriy was stubbornly less then monolingual.

“Ah ken,” Duren muttered and waved a hand. “Come on.”

Dmitriy glanced at the cloak still lumped in front of his knees. “I...I want it.”

Duren hesitated. Dmitriy had never once asked for anything. Not food, not clothing, not even help. And now that he’d finally asked for something, Duren didn’t want to deny him now. “What do ye need it fer?”

The cloak had been left in the corner of the stables, where the owner—accidentally kicked in the head by a horse that morning—had fallen dead. Katka had turned pale when she heard the story, and Eliška had hurried out of the stable and back into the fresh air. Dmitriy had been all but forgotten, and seized that moment to grab the cloak and slip away—only to finally catch the notice of the South Band warriors.

“Why do ye want a bloody cloak?” Duren repeated.

Dmitriy fidgeted.

Duren waited.

“The man died,” Dmitriy said, as if that explained things. When Duren continued to wait, he added, “Talan can’t find me if I wear it.”

Talan was one of the Rochen gods, if Duren remembered correctly (and he had learned to blindly trust things he simply knew). But whatever cloaks had to do with Talan, he had no memories of at all.

“If ye want a cloak, Ah’ll get ye one. One without blood.” One that wasn’t stolen. One that didn’t belong to a dead man.

Dmitriy shook his head and looked—strangely enough—ready to argue.

“Come,” Duren said again. “Ah want tae eat. Let’s go.”

“I can keep the cloak?”

Duren glanced at the horizon, where the sun was steadily disappearing over the mountain peaks. He really didn’t want to have a silencer in a blood-covered cloak trailing him around the border town. There was enough that he would have to explain without Dmitriy’s awkward presence hovering behind him.

“Talan is not real. Ye don’t need a cloak tae ‘ide from ‘im. Give it tae me.”

The look of horror on Dmitriy’s face almost stopped Duren from grabbing the cloak. Almost, but not quite. He grabbed the nasty-smelling cloth, stuffed it under an arm with a shudder, and held out a hand. “Come.”

Dmitriy obediently followed. One by one, they made the tricky climb back down to the street, and Duren quickly tossed the cloak to Matilda Struna, the captain of the South Band. She glared over Duren’s shoulder at the silencer.

“You have a lot of explaining to do, Captain Akszenyuk,” she said, folding the cloak over an arm. “We never saw you cross to Llenned, yet here you are, traveling with the princezná. How did you slip by us?”

Duren made a quick gesture, asking for privacy. The West Band warriors understood the motion and retreated into the darkening streets, calling the others to come with them. Teodor put a hand on Dmitriy’s shoulder and led the silencer away. Struna seemed to guess what Duren meant and bade her warriors leave as well.

But what was Duren to tell her? She likely knew nothing of what had happened—both in Arribor and Llenned. Who would have brought her the news that Duren had left behind his captain’s cloak and position? How could she know the treachery of Kráľ Zdenko in Llenned?

“The blood-haired crown warrior passed by a few days ago, and told us that a Rochen army was preparing to cross the mountains. Is that why the princezná is returning?”

Duren nodded.

“I don’t want this news to be true, but no one would risk riding your wild horse for days on end if they did not believe in their errand,” Struna continued. “I fear that there is more at work here than Llenned getting tired of paying trade taxes.”

There was so much more going on than just taxes.

“Why do you think Roche is coming? Can you prove it?”

“Ah can,” Duren started, but Struna drew in a sharp breath and jerked her head up.

“You can talk again.”

Duren nodded. “Áno. Ah can.”

“How?”

The night was far too short to share the history behind the ancient wanderers from a land-across-the-sea, the wanderers that took things and buried them deep in their minds, hiding promises and memories behind locked walls with keys that might never be found.

“Ah remembered,” Duren said instead, and it wasn’t quite a lie.

Struna’s look was not reassuring, and Duren wondered how many of the old city rumors she had heard. The mad captain of the West Band had been whispered around the hrad, but that was not the only claim Duren had come across in the past few years. There were far, far more, and not many were nice.

“Ah found that boy,” Duren continued after a moment. “Ee’s a silencer. A Rochen slave. Ee’s working fer someone in Ozveny, but Ah donnae ken who. Ee said Roche was comin’ an’ Ah believe ‘im.”

“You’re as difficult to understand as before.” Struna pressed fingertips to her forehead. “You say you believe him? Why?”

Duren wasn’t sure how to explain. It wasn’t that he thought Dmitriy was unable to lie. The silencer’s story simply fit with the truths Duren knew. Roche preparing an army naturally seemed to be what would happen next. Struna was right—there was more at work than Llenned resenting trade taxes.

“Ah’m takin’ ‘im tae Ozveny fer the council tae question ‘im more.”

Struna nodded slowly. “I will leave the matter to the council, then. They will find out the truth.”

They stood for a moment in silence, and Duren shifted his weight back and forth, waiting for the conversation to be finished. But Struna did not appear to be done.

“When did you cross into Llenned?” she asked at last. “You were not with the princezná, so you must have come later. But how?”

“Ah needed tae get tae Llenned quickly, an’ comin’ this far East took longer than Ah wanted.”

“So. You went through the Pathless Forest?”

“Áno.”

The South Band captain ran a hand through her hair, her jaw moving up and down as if she would ask more questions. But she finally lowered her hand and offered a small smile. “If there is a way through those trees, you would be the one to know it. I suppose I must be satisfied with your answers. Roche may be coming, but Katarína is safe for now, and perhaps you deserve our thanks for that.”

Duren bowed in answer.

“Will your warriors play us a song tonight?”

It had been far too long since he’d played with his warriors. “Áno!”

“Good. We need a few songs to help us see our rotation through. Not that I will complain about having no action. I’d rather scrub mold from my boots than the blood of my warriors off the cobblestones.”

They joined the warriors in the barracks, and Duren found everyone sprawled out on the floor, plates and mugs in hand. Even Katka sat on the ground, her back to the wall, licking honey from her fingers like a contented child and laughing with Eliška over some quiet joke. Dmitriy was hunched in one corner, knees tucked in close to his chest, where he studiously avoided acknowledging a bowl of soup by his boots.

“Before you ask what we’ve done with all our chairs, allow me to explain,” Struna said. “Llenned did it.”

Duren laughed and took a seat next to Dmitriy, where they rested and ate and listened to the stories shared between the warriors. Or rather, Duren listened and ate. Dmitriy merely attempted to become part of the wall. Only when Duren shoved the bowl into his face with a quiet command did the silencer eat.

Bowls were being collected when Duren finally opened his fiddle case and pulled out the instrument. The strings were off, but travel would do that. He plucked the strings, one at a time, slowly adjusting the pitch to the notes he wanted. The warriors took the hint and pulled their own instruments from packs—even Kazimír.

Was it silly that they had brought their instruments with them across the border, and then made sure to grab them during their escape? Perhaps. But their instruments were more than just wood and string. Every fret, every note, brought back memories. When Duren played, he remembered more than he ever could on his own.

He remembered Karyna teaching him to play the fiddle and the harp, the way her voice turned soft and gentle as she pulled music from strings, the over-powering smell of the evernin flowers in Kazan Vyselki coating the back of his throat as he listened. He remembered Maxim teaching him the lute and gusli as they sat in the little back courtyard with a litter of puppies tumbling about their feet and the grunts and whacks from Valentín practicing with his sword providing a beat for the music. He remembered his father teaching him the songs of their homeland, stamping his feet and softly singing in a language that Duren knew deep in his blood and bones.

“What are we playing tonight?” Kazimír plucked a few strings of his gusli, his expression a little more like his usual smile. Music would not bring his wife back. But he was trying to stay with the band, and Duren was glad to see it.

“Will you sing your song, Duren?” Teodor looked up from his soup. “We haven’t heard it in a long time.”

Duren considered and then shook his head. The time was not right. He hadn’t sung in months, and Homeland was too precious a memory to scrape and stumble through, especially in front of another band. So he named a song that the warriors knew and loved, and dug in with his fiddle. Katka laughed and joined in the dance, and Duren found his words came easily with the music.

It wasn’t much—Duren’s fiddle, Kazimír’s gusli, Marek’s píšťalka, and a South Band warrior on the lute—but it brought back memories of the West Band barracks, of ale and hot food, of laughter and smiling faces and nights before Rejair and war. Duren knew those days were gone forever, even if the memories remained.

They sang a few more songs and then Duren put his fiddle away. Only Kazimír kept his instrument out, softly plucking the strings while the others cleaned up the empty plates and mugs. Tears fells down his cheeks, but his eyes remained pale and cold.

Dmitriy was the only one unmoved by the music, resting his chin on a knee and staring at nothing throughout the evening. Duren wasn’t even sure the boy had blinked.

“We get tae sleep in beds tonight,” Duren said.

Dmitriy nodded in answer.

“’Ow dae ye feel?”

“I can keep fighting.”

That was the only response Duren got to his inquiries about the silencer’s knee. He had tried to change the bandage a few times, but the first occasion must have been too painful—Dmitriy refused to let Duren touch it after that. With their uneasy trust at stake, Duren hated to push him.

“Yer certain Roche is comin’?” Duren spoke again. He asked this question every night, as if to ensure that the silencer really spoke the truth.

“Da. Ruvim went to Rejair. He was going to tell them it’s time to bring the Rochen army over the mountains.”

“Why would Roche attack us?” Duren asked.

Dmitriy picked at the dirty bandage on his knee. It had come loose twice over the past few days and Dmitriy always declined help and rebound it himself. At this point, it was stretched and dirty and nearly useless.

“Want me tae fix it?”

Dmitriy studied the bandage for a long time before finally raising his head and scooting a little closer to Duren.

Duren tried again, forcing his words to be clear. “Can I put a new bandage on for you?”

Since Dmitriy responded by tilting his head back against the wall and not moving into a more protective position, Duren guessed Dmitriy had nothing against a new bandage. Was he gaining a little more trust? Or perhaps Dmitriy was just tired of fighting.

Either way, Duren would take this chance. He ruffled through the pile of sweaty saddlebags until he found Masha’s. She wasn’t a trained coterie healer like her brother Nikandr, but she had a bit of knowledge—enough to warrant carrying a few extra bandages and herbs.

If he ever wanted to make his own coterie, he had a good number of people to choose from. Hunters, healers, men and women with great skills. Or he could pick everyone he knew and start a sands team.

The common room was cleaned and nearly empty by the time Duren finished his task. Most of the warriors had slipped away, some to guard duty, but most to sleep. Even Kazimír had finally packed up his gusli and turned in for the night. The few South Band warriors left at the table seemed on the edge of sleep themselves. Duren bid them goodnight and towed Dmitriy to the men’s sleeping room, where they found two empty beds and settled down to sleep.

Duren put Hirenadaye on the edge of the bed and pulled the blankets up to his chin. Sleep would never come quickly to him, not while he slept along the border. Not when Roche was coming. Not with Masha galloping alone to Ozveny.

He should have gone himself. He was the better rider, the better fighter. He could get to Ozveny in time. But would the kráľ believe him? Nie. Radomír hadn’t believed Duren’s father. He had stood by while Caven Blackburn was banished—he had asked for Caven to be banished. If Duren galloped into the city declaring Roche was coming, he would receive a similar fate.

Nie, Masha had a chance, and even if people didn’t believe her, she was a bard. A bard who wasn’t familiar with what little Skill she had, but a bard nonetheless. If anyone could warn the council, convince them to prepare for the worst, alert them to the coming danger, it would be Masha.

“God, keep ‘er safe,” Duren whispered, because he could. Not that God couldn’t hear his thought-prayers. But every word he spoke was a gift, a reminder that he could speak.

Maybe Kazimír should have been the one to go. He was Ružena’s husband—he had connections to royalty. He was a warrior. Radomír would believe him, wouldn’t he?

Nie. Duren had done the best he could in sending Masha. The rest was in God’s hands and He could protect her better than anyone. She had probably arrived in Ozveny earlier today, by Duren’s reckoning. She would have spoken to Radomír, explained the situation. The council would have been called together. Nataša would have been angry. 

Somewhere beyond the walls of the barracks, a jackal howled. Dmitriy shot up with a start. He sat for a few minutes, listening, then slipped back under his blanket again. Duren stared up at the dark ceiling and listened to it all—the fire crackling, Dmitriy breathing beside him, the quiet rustling of blankets, a snore from the far end of the room. The jackal did not sound again.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

[image: ]


Dmitriy

Arribor, Second Age, 1991.

“He’s a killer. That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?”

That moment had stuck in Dmitriy’s memory, not because of the words spoken, but because of the blood that had dripped onto the ground—blood from his own knife. The game wasn’t supposed to be a kill, but Dmitriy had misjudged how deep his blade would go.

In the Games of Silence, a few seconds or a slight hesitation could make the difference between life and death. And this mistake has brought about death.

“Are you sure he’s the one?” 

“Da. He’s your best choice.”

Dmitriy had thought he was going to be sold at last and put the overheard conversation out of his head. Silencers often passed through many masters over the course of their lives, and he did not expect anything different.

How wrong he had been! How could he have known that his master was planning to send him across the mountains? How could he have known that he would be given a game more dangerous and complicated than anything declared in the dark arenas he had grown up in?

Even if he had known, what else could he have done but obey his master’s orders? Silencers were not ones to back away from fear, to run away, to flee for their lives.

Dmitriy pushed away such dangerous thoughts and turned back to the horse beneath him. He was no longer in Roche. No longer under the watchful eyes of the bloodthirsty crowds. No longer in the grip of his master.

He wasn’t free, but he was safe—for the moment.

Ozveny was now visible against the horizon, and every step took him closer to the city. Alexci Golovkin was there. Golovkina was there. Innokentiy’s spy network was there. Everyone he knew in Ozveny would punish him for what he had done if they were able to get their hands on him. They might even kill him.

Was it wrong that he felt safer as a prisoner? At least he had someone who would keep him hidden from the people who wanted to kill him.

Duren Akszenyuk was singing from the head of the group, balancing cross-legged on the saddle, trusting Masha’s brown horse to walk steady. His words were lost to another language, but Dmitriy still listened to the voice.

The warriors often sang while they were on the road. Dmitriy didn’t understand it. They sang and laughed and even tried to play their instruments while in the saddle. Duren laughed with them, and the way they spoke to each other made Dmitriy feel like pulling his cloak close and disappearing.

Someone had given him the cloak the other day. He wasn’t sure why. It was nice to have something to pull over his brow and around his shoulders, but he didn’t need it. This cloak was useless. It was one of the ones that all of Duren’s warriors wore, which made Dmitriy feel less like a silencer and more like one of the men that ran around doing Duren’s bidding.

It was only Duren’s bidding that kept them from killing Dmitriy. He couldn’t understand their whispers, but their looks were obvious—they did not like him, they did not trust him, and they certainly did not want him near them.

It was only Duren himself that kept Dmitriy from killing them all and running back to Ozveny. It was the only way to ensure his own safety and avoid Talan’s wrath. But whenever he thought about taking a sword, Duren always seemed to be there with a smile and a soft voice.

Yer god isn’t real, Duren had said, with his strange way of twisting words. Ee can’t ‘urt ye, even after ye die.

If what Duren said was true, then...then Dmitriy had no reason to run away. If Talan wasn’t real, then he couldn’t torment Dmitriy for eternity for betraying his masters.

Duren could be lying. Or maybe he didn’t know what he was talking about. He wasn’t Rochen. How could he know about the Rochen gods? How did Duren know that Talan wasn’t real?

“Okay?” The horseman beside Dmitriy asked. It was one foreign word Dmitriy had learned quickly—everyone was always asking it of him.

Dmitriy ignored the warrior and hunched further inside the cloak. He was not okay. He was riding towards pain. Unknown pain, but certain pain, nonetheless. Duren would turn him over to the people in the hrad and they would throw him in prison. They would torture him. Kill him.

Or Alexci would free him just for the sake of killing Dmitriy himself. Golovkina would deny any knowledge of him—she’d never wanted him anyway. Perhaps she had been suspicious of Innokentiy’s gift from the start, or perhaps she simply didn’t want Dmitriy near her.

His best chance was to slip away once they were inside the city and find a place to hide. He knew the streets fairly well now, and even some of the underground passages. The spy network feared him and would be hesitant to go after him unless they greatly outnumbered him.

But where to go from there? Back to Alexci? Or find his way back across the mountains to the Games of Silence, where he would finally be on familiar ground? He couldn’t truly run away, not with Talan watching him.

The city horn echoed on the wind, and Dmitriy shuddered. Why couldn’t they have stayed in Llenned? The house with the secret room had been a safe place. Even Boris hadn’t found it when he searched the house. They could have stayed there and no one would bother them.

“Yer certain Roche is comin’?”

Duren’s voice was suddenly close, and Dmitriy looked up to see Duren was now riding beside him. Was he suspicious that Dmitriy would try to
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