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"The Starburst Stranger will cross the
Burning Sea and bring the Light to set the people free." -An
ancient prophecy


BOOK ONE

ANSWERS


CHAPTER ONE

 


Bastion grinned into the fierce wind, salty
spray coating his face. He gripped a rope with one hand and leaned
out over the void, thrilling at the adrenaline rush as The
Dauntless rolled over the crest of one wave and dropped into
the next trough. The storm had raged for nearly two days and the
teacher was exhilarated. He'd never felt anything in his two
hundred years as thrilling as the constant battle between ship and
nature. The consummate skill of her captain and crew was all that
kept The Dauntless afloat at times.

He glanced down from his perch atop the
mainsail and thought how fragile the relative safety of the deck
looked. Men, small as dolls, scrambled to trim one sail while
loosening another. A man stood at the wheel on the quarterdeck
barking orders, though they were taken by the wind, long gone
before reaching Bastion's ears. He watched the carefully
choreographed dance between sailor and sea for some time until a
beautiful woman stepped out from below decks.

Her long black hair was plastered to her
scalp. Drenched tan robes clung to her, showing the shapely body
beneath. Ordinarily, sailors, even the well-trained and
even-tempered crew of The Dauntless, would have stopped in
their tracks to take in such a sight. The storm kept them busy,
though. That, as well as being in awe of Meadow Song. She was the
leader of the Tene'breon, a magical race that lived in isolation in
the great forests of northern Enialé. The tale of her adventures
with the One preceded her, as well as how she'd hovered near death
from a belly wound for a week. A week, they'd say. Not
possible! That was only where her hold over the men began. When
she came aboard three weeks ago her charm won them over
immediately, but it was her strength and hard work since that
earned their respect.

The ship bucked. Bastion's hand slipped on
the rope, his bare feet momentarily losing their grip on the
yardarm. The grin never left his face, though. He gave a wild
cackle of delight before turning back to the task at hand. He
squinted into the storm, scanning the horizon before darting down
the rope. Saltwater ran in his eyes, partially blinding him, but it
didn't slow the teacher's descent as he rushed hand-over-hand to
the deck. He rolled with the ship, making his way toward the
quarterdeck and the small group standing there.

Meadow Song was in the center, her hands
resting loosely at her sides, her knees slightly bent as she swayed
with the rolling deck. She seemed to be simultaneously part of the
group and separate, a calm eye in the storm of men that held fast
to railing or rope, save the man at the great wheel. "Morning's
blessings," Bastion shouted over the roaring wind, getting a curt
nod from Meadow Song.

The man at the wheel glanced at Bastion
before turning his attention back to the sea. He only stood five
and a half feet tall and was wire-thin, but he radiated strength
and authority, giving the impression of a much larger man. His face
was round with dark, almond-shaped eyes and a thin black mustache.
His hands and gaze were steady, belying the dark pouches below his
eyes, telling the true story of his exhaustion. He roared a command
before turning to Bastion. "What news, bald man?"

"Good news, Captain Yar," Bastion replied. He
pointed toward the bow of the boat. "No more than two miles farther
the sky lightens. The storm is coming to an end."

Captain Ani Yar shrugged, giving a
noncommittal grunt. "Maybe." He roared another command before
continuing. "I've heard tales of great storms. They stretch for
leagues, have the power to crush both a man's ship and spirit.
Those foolish enough to chance 'em and survive see the bright sky
and think they've won the day. Their joy dies, though, when they
break through to calm water and find that the storm surrounds
them."

Bastion considered the captain's words before
replying in his clam voice. "Let us hope we are not those
fools."

Captain Yar barked a rough laugh. "Aye, let's
hope." Another chuckle broke off, ending in a sigh. "Don't matter,
though. The men need rest."

Bastion turned to Meadow Song. "How is
Daniel?"

She shrugged, her eyes dark with worry.
"Still the same. Erasmus is with him, but he is so weak."

Ani grunted. "Never have I seen someone so
taken with the sickness. During a storm is one thing, but three
weeks? Every day?" He grunted again and shook his head.

A huge bear of a man in leather armor stood
next to Meadow Song. He had close-cropped brown hair, flecked with
gray, and a hawk-like nose. A short sword and dirk were belted at
his waist. He was Captain Conlin, leader of the twenty guards that
accompanied the friends. His deep gravelly voice carried easily
over the roar of the storm. "When will we make landfall?"

Ani scratched the stubble on his chin. "If
Bastion's right, we'll reach Three Kingdoms in the morning."

They fell silent as the ship's captain
bellowed orders and wrenched the wheel with almost desperate
precision. Within an hour they could all see what Bastion noted
from the mainsail. The skies surrounding the ship were definitely
lightening, but with the slackening wind and rain came fear. What
if they were only passing into the eye of the storm?

Finally the sea settled, the wind decreasing
from the gale that'd screamed for two days. Two hours after
Bastion's report, The Dauntless cut through the last of the
storm, breaking through mild waves, the sun shining down on the
beleaguered crew. There were no storm clouds on the horizon, only
blue sky and water for as far as the eye could see. If not for
their exhaustion, one could almost believe the storm had never
happened.

Captain Yar called for his third mate and
stepped from the wheel for the first time in two days. He turned to
his passengers, relief shining in his eyes. "I'm to my rack," he
mumbled. As he passed Bastion, he patted him on the shoulder.
"You're a fine lookout."

Bastion smiled. "And you a fine Captain. Rest
well, Ani."

Captain Yar looked over the haggard group and
said, "Aye, we all need rest."

As he shambled into the captain's quarters,
Bastion and Meadow Song shared a concerned look. While they both
agreed with Ani, it wasn't their exhaustion that they were worried
about.

 


~ * ~

 


Daniel Marten closed his eyes, resting a
clammy hand on his forehead. His fingers trailed past the silver
tracery of scars that spread like a cobweb over his left cheek.
They marked him for what he was: the Starburst Stranger, the
foretold One, come to set the people free. Of course, he was only
part of the answer, the prophesied promise of better times. He and
Meadow Song were bound by destiny, fated to save all of Enialé from
the evil Emperor. Unfortunately, no one knew exactly how they were
supposed to do that, which is what brought them to this voyage
during the stormy season. Half-formed memories from a madman led
them on a mission to find the answers. He lay in a hammock below
decks, wearing off-white robes. His right arm was strapped to his
abdomen, blackened and desiccated fingertips extending from the end
of the sling.

The hammock rocked with every swell, pulling
groans from his raw throat. He wiped beads of perspiration from his
upper lip just as the ship dipped, knocking his hammock into the
wall. His maimed right arm thudded into solid wood before he could
shield it, bringing out a hoarse curse. He squinted his eyes shut
and forced himself to take steadying breaths, knowing it didn't
matter. The pain was already building. There was nothing to do now
but wait until it reached a crescendo before scaling back down.

A man with curly blond hair and beard leaned
close. He wore a molded leather breastplate over a brown silk
shirt, a short sword in an ornate scabbard hanging at his side. His
bronze skin glowed in the light of a lantern hanging from the
ceiling, his ice blue eyes clouded with worry. "What can I do,
One?"

Daniel groaned again and gave a terse shake
of the head. His left hand opened and closed, gripping the fabric
of his robe with every spastic fist. He pulled in a breath through
his nose and blew it out, not realizing he whimpered. The man
returned to a chair sitting near Daniel's hammock and crossed his
arms over his chest. After nearly a half hour, Daniel's hand
stopped gripping the cloth and the lines of pain faded from his
face. The man thought he'd fallen asleep. He was just standing to
leave when Daniel whispered, "Tell me of your home, Erasmus."

He settled back into the chair and studied
Daniel before letting out a held breath. A smile turned up the
corners of his mouth, brightening his whole face. "My poor friend,"
he murmured in mock concern. "Clearly drink has clouded your mind.
My home is in Reef's Landing. You stayed there while we awaited
The Dauntless."

Daniel cracked open an eye and shook his
head. He remembered well the stately house Erasmus owned in that
large Naphthalian coastal city. The three days they'd waited on
Captain Yar's preparations had certainly been his most entertaining
since arriving in Naphthali. Erasmus was a merchant that'd gotten
wealthy under Imperial rule, all the while smuggling for the
Resistance. His hospitality, not to mention appetite for outrageous
celebrations, was legendary in Reef's Landing. His easy smile and
witty banter disarmed even the most serious of guests, reducing
them to gales of laughter with one bawdy story after another.
Daniel felt an instant bond with him and asked Erasmus to join them
on their journey.

"You know what I mean," Daniel whispered.

The smile never left Erasmus's face as he
shrugged. "Very well. The Three Kingdoms control shipping lanes
across the Great Blue. Our ports are open to all ships, so long as
they obey our laws." He gave an exaggerated sigh and added, "Though
I must admit I prefer visiting in the spring. Autumn can be
so…stormy."

Just the mention of storms turned Daniel's
stomach. He grabbed a bucket hanging beside the hammock and retched
until ropes of saliva hung from his mouth. The strained muscles in
his back screamed while his ribs cried their own lament. When there
was nothing left to sick up, he looked over the edge of the bucket.
Erasmus gave a sheepish grin. "Many apologies."

Daniel dismissed his words with a feeble
wave. He was exhausted. He'd been seasick the full three weeks
since they'd departed. He thought he was finally getting his sea
legs when the storm crashed into them, confining him to his hammock
and sick bucket. It brought to mind the only time he'd been on the
ocean before, when he and his wife Ashley had vacationed in Hawaii.
They'd gone on a dinner cruise. The waters were so choppy Daniel
enjoyed the sunset from the ship's railing, vomiting as quietly as
possible. Ashley never left his side, feeding him ginger candy and
sips of water whenever he was able.

He remembered how she looked at him, concern
mingled with amusement in her eyes. Ashley was unaffected by the
swaying boat, just as she wasn't bothered by airplanes or ski
slopes or dance floors. Anywhere Daniel was weak she was strong.
From his perspective, she got the short end of the stick in
marrying him, but Ashley never left his side. Just like, well, like
Meadow Song. The two women he loved: both so strong and in some
ways so similar. Daniel couldn't live in his world without Ashley,
and he knew he couldn't survive Enialé without Meadow Song. Fate
tore him from Ashley, yet he couldn't embrace Meadow Song without
guilt burning through him. Bitter heartache threatened to drag him
down as he practically dropped the bucket into Erasmus's hands.

"Nev-nevermind," he moaned, lying back and
closing his eyes. A single tear tracked down his cheek. "Please
go." Erasmus opened his mouth and closed it again. He hung the
bucket back on its hook and started to sit down when Daniel
murmured once more, "Please."

His playful tone gone, he murmured, "As you
wish, Stranger." Worry was in his eyes again as he stood and
crossed the room, stopping at the door to look back at his friend.
With a sigh he pulled the door shut behind him, leaving Daniel to
his loneliness and heartache.

 


~ * ~

 


The setting sun cast the water surrounding
The Dauntless in shades of cerulean. Daniel rested a shaky
hand on the railing as he studied the scarlet-tinged islands
looming over the ship's bow. Both were clad in thick forests and
rocky pastures. One stood in the foreground, while the second
stretched out from behind the first, declining down a gentle slope
to the sea. The greenery was broken by an occasional gray
cliff-face and white stretches of sandy beach. "Why don't we go in
now?"

Captain Yar glanced at Daniel before turning
his attention back to the crew. "It's too dangerous." The sentence
was spoken quietly before his voice boomed out over the deck. "Drop
lines!"

Sailors rushed to opposite sides of the ship
and lowered weighted ropes over the rail. Each rope had strips of
cloth tied to it at five foot intervals, alternating in color
between red and white. When the weights struck bottom the men
pulled them back in and called out the result. "Twen'y astern!" and
"Twen-five starboard!"

Ani cursed. "Stow the sail. Drop
anchors."

Daniel frowned and looked from the captain
back to the peaks, beckoning so close. As the ship rolled over a
gentle swell, Daniel focused his iron will on keeping his gorge
down. "Dangerous? What do you mean?"

Captain Yar didn't hear him as he barked
orders, so Daniel turned his frown on Erasmus. He stood on the
quarterdeck with Daniel, the Tene'breon, and Conlin. The young
merchant shrugged. "The Three Kingdoms are surrounded by rocky
shoals. No problem during the light of day, but at night they can
be a bit of a bugger. Better to wait till dawn."

Bastion motioned toward the island. "Is that
your homeland?"

Erasmus snorted. "No. That is Theroan, home
of King Memnus. Too many goats, and too few women and alehouses for
my taste." With a flap of his hand he said, "Albera is farther
east." Another swell rolled under the ship, bringing a groan from
Daniel. Erasmus turned a bright smile on him and clapped his
shoulder. "Fear not my friend." He turned Daniel toward the crimson
sunset. "'A rose dusk fills a voyager's lust.' All will be
well."

Daniel's legs felt shaky, his stomach tied in
knots. A clammy sweat broke out on his brow, making thin hair cling
to his scalp. He turned heavy eyes to the handsome merchant, the
spider web-like scars on his left cheek glowing silver in the
dimming light. "What?"

Conlin frowned. "The fool speaks of old
crone's tales. A red dusk portends good fortune—a lot of rot."

Erasmus turned a sweet smile on the captain
of the guard. "My dear Conlin, why must you take such a dim view?
The rose dusk is a good sign. In fact when we reach Albera,
I'll take you to the Rose Dusk. It has the cure for any lust!"

Conlin's cheeks flushed, his hand straying to
the pommel of his sword. Meadow Song raised an eyebrow. "Enough,
Erasmus. Peace, both of you." She ignored Erasmus's insincere
apology as she took in Daniel's peaked appearance. "Is all
well?"

Daniel shook his head, but he was interrupted
when a sailor announced the approach of another ship. The group
stared eastward until they could make out a smaller vessel fast
approaching. It had two bare masts, propelled by banks of long oars
that cut into the water with crisp precision. Oars were stowed at a
barked command and the ship sliced through the water to come to a
near standstill thirty feet from The Dauntless.

A short broad man with curly gray hair and an
iron gray beard stood at the quarterdeck, surveying them. He wore a
short green robe, his curly locks held back by a silver crown. When
he spotted Ani, a smile split his weathered face. In a booming
voice he called across the gap, "Welcome, Captain. Has the Great
Blue treated you well?"

Ani moved to the railing, a broad smile
softening his hard features, a nest of laugh lines wrinkling around
his eyes. "Many thanks, King. Yea, the Blue has been kind. How fare
you and yours?"

The king shrugged. "All is as it should be,
my friend. Come to my hearth and warm your old bones."

Ani waved away the offer with a shake of his
head. "Truly, King, 'twould be an honor. We've pressing business
that mustn't wait. We make for Albera with the dawn."

The king nodded, his eyes scanning the others
standing on the quarterdeck. "Ah, well. Perhaps next…" He came up
short, the smile slipping from his face as he caught sight of
Erasmus. "So. You come home, Boy." His voice wasn't hard, but it
wasn't overly inviting, either.

Erasmus offered an elaborate bow. "Greetings,
King Memnus. Yes, I have returned, though I fear my stay must be
short."

Memnus snorted. "A pity. You will visit your
parents?"

Erasmus beamed. "But of course. I hope to see
you in Albera, as well, great king."

Memnus snorted again. "Oh yes. I wouldn't
miss that." He turned his attention back to Ani, his tone slightly
less friendly. "Mind the shoals, Ani. Put in for supplies when next
you pass this way, company permitting."

Hard eyes fell on Erasmus again as Ani bowed.
"Many thanks, King. May the gods watch over your fleets and
herds."

The old king grunted. "Yes, may they watch
over us all." He motioned to his helmsman and at a command the oars
dipped into the water with practiced precision. The ship made a
large arc and cut a line back toward the first island, soon
disappearing from view.

When the ship was gone, everyone turned to
Erasmus. "A friend of yours?" Meadow Song asked.

Erasmus shrugged. "Memnus is a friend to all
that ply his waters in good faith."

"Does that include you?" Conlin asked, his
voice thick with suspicion.

The young merchant put on an air of
innocence. "I've given him no cause for alarm. At least, not
recently." Conlin glared at Erasmus as he shrugged and
walked away, whistling a tune.

"Our young friend concerns me," Bastion
murmured.

Ani nodded. "Aye. I hope he doesn't sink us
all." The captain watched the young man go before turning back to
prepare his ship for the night.

Daniel watched Erasmus amble to the
forecastle and lean nonchalantly on the railing. "Me too." His
stomach churned, but for once it had nothing to do with the
sea.

 


~ * ~

 


With the dawn, Daniel stood at the railing on
the quarterdeck. The previous night was the first time in three
weeks the ship was relatively stationary, riding the occasional
swell, but otherwise floating dead in the water. The smooth evening
was just what Daniel needed. He awoke with a settled stomach for
the first time since the voyage began. He rested a steady hand on
the rail and leaned out, looking straight down into the deep blue
water. In daylight he could see the lighter-colored shoals jutting
out from the sea floor, threatening the ship's hull.

Anchors were raised and Captain Yar ordered
sails unfurled only on the mainmast. As they billowed out, The
Dauntless lurched forward, closing on the nearest island. Ani's
first mate, a crusty old dog named Elway, stood at the forward rail
of the forecastle and watched the water with a practiced eye. After
several minutes he raised an arm and bellowed, "Astern!"

Ani turned the wheel and the ship moved to
the right. They continued for a time, following the headings
ordered by Elway, until they passed the white beaches of King
Memnus's land and continued toward the next island. They passed it
as well, following a channel made treacherous by underwater reefs
and shoals as they passed four more islands. The sun marched across
the sky, their progress slow, until finally after the fourth
island, a much larger land came into view.

Piers jutted from white sand beaches. A large
town crowded along the shore and up the gradual slopes behind.
Crowning the crest of the hill was a large walled fortress, the
minarets of a keep visible within. Curling around each end of the
outermost piers were a series of raised stone storm walls. They
encircled and protected the port, creating a large man-made bay
that allowed entrance at a single point wide enough for only two
ships to enter at a time. The storm walls at the mouth of the port
were capped on the left by a large watch tower and on the right by
a massive statue.

The forty-foot-tall bronze depicted a man
wearing a full-face helm pushed back high on his brow, exposing a
curly beard and strong features. One hand rested on his hip while
the other held a massive spear, its butt in the ground at his feet
alongside a large round shield. A huge flag fluttered from the
spear's haft. It showed seven gold stars clustered on a blue-green
field, three of the seven outlined in red. The watch tower was made
of white stone. It was crowned with two ballistae and a catapult.
Another two catapults flanked the tower's base. Men patrolled the
tower's top, watching the many fishing and merchant vessels that
filled the bay.

As The Dauntless closed on the break
in the storm walls, Daniel saw a familiar ship awaiting them. The
caravel had its sails furled, its oars raised and locked at the
ship's sides. They came within hailing distance as King Memnus met
them at his rail, offering a salute to Captain Yar. He returned it,
shouting, "Well met again, good King."

Memnus nodded, but didn't repeat the
pleasantries of the night before. "We will escort you to the
docks." As his voice boomed over the water, the hair on Daniel's
neck rose at the unfriendly note it carried. He glanced at Erasmus,
who watched the king's ship with an amused air. Daniel let out a
sigh and glanced up at the watch tower where crews had manned the
platforms. His stomach gave a lurch as he tugged his cowl forward,
burying his face in shadows.

If Ani was concerned by Memnus's change in
demeanor, he didn't show it. He nodded and shouted back, "Lead the
way, good King."

The caravel's oars splashed down and the ship
darted through the storm wall. Conlin turned a glare on Erasmus and
hissed, "What have you done?"

The merchant turned a mock surprised look on
the soldier. He started to reply, but Daniel growled, "Quiet." As
they fell into the shadow of the watch tower, Daniel could feel the
soldiers' hot stares from above. "Let's just make it to the
docks."

Bastion murmured agreement as he stepped
closer to Meadow Song and Daniel. He appeared relaxed, but Daniel
knew he also was scanning the tower, prepared to protect either of
them if bolts were launched. Meadow Song rested a hand on Daniel's
shoulder, making him jump. "Peace," she murmured.

He took a deep breath and let it out, taking
strength from her while letting his tension flow away. He nodded
his appreciation. Conlin gave a brusque nod and rested his hand on
the pommel of his sword, sidling closer to his charge as well.

Daniel's left hand rose to his chest and
played across the scabbard of the A-blade, a deadly weapon that had
once belonged to his friend Soren. Soren was there at the beginning
of Daniel's quest to find the meaning of the Prophecy, but he died
in the effort to get Daniel across the acidic Burning Sea. Just
touching the blade, shaped like a capital letter 'A',
brought comfort. His left hand was clumsy, though, and he'd never
learned to wield it as well as the brace of throwing knives he wore
on his belt.

They passed out of the tower's shadow and
everyone breathed a little easier. Bastion motioned toward an empty
pier they were closing on and in his calm voice murmured, "It will
not be long now." He looked to Ani and asked, "What can we expect
when we tie off?"

The captain's almond-shaped eyes darted to
Bastion for a moment before moving back out over the water. "Don't
know. I've never had an 'escort' before."

"No worries, good captain," Erasmus chimed
in, earning frowns from both Ani and Conlin. "All will be
well."

Conlin snorted and turned to the railing. Ani
ordered sails furled and stowed as The Dauntless glided
toward the pylons. Anchors were dropped as the ship came to rest
alongside the pier, just in time for the crew to see a contingent
of armed guards march through the docks. "Don't tell me they're
coming here…" Daniel groaned.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than
the troops boarded the otherwise empty pier and marched toward
them. The eight men wore bronze breastplates over short robes of
blue-green. Their feet were covered by bronze guards over leather
sandals and their bronze helmets were topped with long horsehair
plumes. They carried spears and shields, and each had a sword
strapped to his waist. Sunlight glinted off the highly-polished
armor, dazzling the crew as they came to a halt.

The man leading the troops stepped forward
and removed his helmet. He had sandy blonde hair and a curly beard,
all peppered with gray. His eyes were faded gray, missing nothing
as they scanned the ship. Captain Yar stepped forward and said,
"Evening's blessings, Major Leracles."

The soldier gave a precise nod. "And to you,
Captain Yar. You are well-known among the people of the Three
Kingdoms and are welcome. We are surprised to see you so late in
the season."

Ani dipped his head. "'Tis late to be on the
Great Blue, but my business presses. I cannot delay."

Leracles gave another sharp nod.
"Understood." He scanned the ship's deck once more until his eyes
came to a halt on the quarterdeck, where Daniel and his companions
stood. "I am to escort your guests."

Silence stretched out for a moment as
Daniel's heart jumped into his throat. Conlin's hand slipped around
the pommel of his sword as Bastion's calm voice murmured, "Steady,
friends."

Finally the major's faded gray gaze returned
to Ani. "You may come as well, if you will."

Ani dipped a bow. "Many thanks, Major. I
accept."

A gangplank was run to the pier and Ani and
Conlin led the way onto the dock. Daniel and Meadow Song came next,
with Bastion and Erasmus bringing up the rear. They stood in a
loose group as Leracles inspected each once more. Daniel's knees
shook as the major stopped before him. His intense stare looked
through the shadows within Daniel's cowl before dropping to his
right arm, cinched against his body in its leather sling. Daniel
felt the ever-present dull throb begin to build. He'd just opened
his mouth to say something when Leracles finally turned from him
and at last came to Erasmus.

He lingered there longest, though if it
bothered Erasmus, his face gave no indication. He merely offered a
benign smile as the major studied him with narrowed eyes, jaw
muscles clenching. Daniel and his companions felt the tension
rising. His hand itched to reach for a throwing knife. Meadow
Song's hand rested nonchalantly on her knife as Conlin did the
same. Ani was half-turned toward the ship, ready to call for help
if needed, and Bastion stood with his arms hanging loosely at his
side. He appeared unconcerned, but Daniel knew better than to
believe that. The teacher was a Shal'tiar master. He could explode
into action without a second's notice, raining death on enemies
with his bare hands.

The soldiers standing at attention sensed
their leader's unrest. Their knuckles went white around the hafts
of their spears, eyes narrowed as they watched the newcomers.
Silence stretched out as Daniel inched his hand toward a knife.
Finally the major surprised everyone when he bowed low before
Erasmus. When he returned to his full height, a frown creased his
brow. His voice was sharp when he muttered, "Welcome home,
Prince."


CHAPTER TWO

 


Daniel's jaw dropped. Leracles glared at
Erasmus, whose smile had faded though he still didn't respond.
Daniel looked at his companions. "Prince?" he whispered.

Conlin's jaw muscles bulged and Bastion
shrugged. Ani's almond-shaped eyes were cast down to the side. When
Daniel's friends turned their gazes on the captain, he muttered,
"May have heard something…"

Erasmus gave an apologetic shrug. "I'm afraid
it is true, my friend."

Leracles interrupted with a heavy growl. "You
are summoned to White Hall." His hard gaze darted to Daniel and his
companions before adding, "All of you." With a signal, his men
stepped forward.

"We come in peace, Major," Bastion said in
his calm voice. "We have no grievance with your kingdom. There is
no need for force."

"You misunderstand." He motioned to his men
and grimaced. "We are your honor guard." The last was spit at
Erasmus as if it were a curse.

Erasmus frowned, his cheeks flushed. "Many
thanks, Major. I am pleased to see you are well."

The major's muscular arms tightened, his jaw
clenched. His right hand rested on his sword's pommel, knuckles
turning white. He started to growl something before biting it back.
When he spoke his voice was thick with suppressed rage. "Come with
us."

Daniel gave a slight nod as the group stepped
in amongst the honor guard. Conlin sidled up alongside Erasmus and
whispered, "You and I will have words, Pup." Erasmus sighed as the
group set off down the pier.

As they neared the shore, King Memnus strode
up with his own troops. He was just as short and barrel-chested as
he'd appeared from his ship. His stocky legs were slightly bowed,
and he walked with a swaying gait, as if he'd spent most of his
life at sea. He nodded to Leracles, but his eyes stayed on Erasmus.
"Welcome home, Boy." His voice rumbled like boulders rolling down a
mountainside.

Erasmus dipped his head. "Many thanks,
Memnus."

The older man's eyes narrowed. His voice took
on a rougher tone when he said, "You are no outsider, Erasmus,
though you pretend to be. Show the respect I am due or pay the
penalty, alliances be damned!"

Erasmus's cheeks reddened as he dipped into a
deep bow. "Many apologies, my Lord. I assure you no offense was
meant."

The old king's gaze simmered a moment longer
before he grunted and stepped alongside Leracles. The group set off
again, Memnus's troops falling in behind Daniel and his friends.
Daniel glanced around at the steely-eyed warriors and felt his
stomach flip. He cast a glance at Meadow Song, who only offered a
slight shrug. He turned to Erasmus, but his friend refused to take
his gaze from the road.

They walked down cobblestone streets that had
many narrow, winding paths branching from them. Everywhere
closely-packed white stone buildings crowded the roads. Many had
covered porticoes fronted with fluted columns. Through the
entrances Daniel saw interior gardens, though most were barren due
to the late season.

The townspeople wore sleeveless robes and
sandals. Nearly all the women were decorated with gold and silver
bracelets and necklaces. The men wore tooled leather bracers and
wide leather belts festooned with pouches and jewels. As they
passed manicured parks and flowing fountains, Bastion leaned in to
Daniel. "The Three Kingdoms must be wealthy indeed." Daniel
grunted. There were no beggars on the streets, no children with
blank hungry stares, like in Naphthali.

Memnus cast a glance his way. "Aye, we
provide for our people. All visitors are welcome here, so long as
they obey our laws and customs. Tariffs paid for the safety we
offer, as well as trade profits, are shared among all
citizens."

They came into a market square bustling with
activity. There were exotic booths from all corners of the known
world, from Quarenian bowyers to Naphthalian weavers and Kiara
Turan merchants offering bamboo and jade figurines. The last had
round faces and almond-shaped eyes, just as Ani Yar did. They wore
silk robes, their hair plaited in shiny black braids that ran down
their backs. Conversations ceased momentarily when they saw Ani
before offering respectful bows and returning to business.

The citizens of The Three Kingdoms bowed low
at the sight of Memnus and Erasmus. Many of the merchants did the
same, mimicking the reactions of their clients. Daniel felt a stab
of unease as he studied his friend. He thought he was merely a
merchant, but clearly that was a mistake. What else had Erasmus not
told him? Why the tension between him, Memnus, and Leracles? Surely
there was more to it than his living in Naphthali.

He pushed the unanswered questions away,
focusing on their progress through the town. The avenue followed a
winding route as it climbed up the hill, passing larger buildings
fronted by colonnades, bronze, and marble etchings. Everywhere
evidence of wealth was obvious. As they neared the top of the hill
the mansions had gold doors, their roofs ringed by life-size marble
statues.

Finally they came to a halt before the
fortress Daniel had seen from the harbor. Clearly it was meant as a
showcase for the wealth of The Three Kingdoms. Gold gates inlaid
with precious stones punctuated walls standing fifty feet tall. The
walls themselves were made of massive slabs of granite so closely
cut there was no need for mortar to seal them. The wall's top was
ringed by crenellated defenses, towers stretching another twenty
feet into the sky.

Guards in shining armor patrolled the walls,
while another honor guard of forty men waited within the shadows of
the gate. As Leracles reached them, they filed in around the group.
Daniel was reminded of his first trip to the Naphthalian capital of
Stonefall. After a difficult journey through Naphthali's wilds, the
Imperial troops holding him captive met a small army of four
hundred to finish the journey. While the size of the force
surrounding him now was not as great, the intent was clearly the
same: you are at our mercy, submit to our will.

They marched through the gates and into a
marble courtyard with a massive fountain at its center. Beyond the
fountain were steps leading to the front gates of the city's keep.
The building was made of white marble, a wide balcony crowning a
set of double doors that marked the entrance. The front gates were
also made of gold, but they were burnished to have a green tint.
They were inlaid with clusters of rubies in the shape of the seven
stars that adorned The Three Kingdoms flag.

Memnus and Leracles left their force behind
and marched up the steps, disappearing within. The honor guard
stood at attention, staring straight ahead. The small group of
friends, seeming smaller still when surrounded by so many soldiers,
shared a worried look. All, that is, except Erasmus. He still
refused to meet their eyes, and stared straight ahead like the
guards.

"What do we do?" Conlin murmured.

Ani snorted. "What can we do?" He looked at
the guards and groaned, "I should have stayed on board. I could
have led a rescue."

Meadow Song smiled at him. "You are brave and
courageous, Captain. Even your entire crew, backed by Conlin's men,
wouldn't be enough." She sighed. "We're here now. We must see what
the king has planned." Ani scanned the courtyard and another groan
escaped him.

Within minutes Leracles returned and motioned
to his men. "The Majesties will see you," he murmured, eyes of ice
scanning the group before stopping last on Erasmus.

The guards marched them through the gates,
into a vast antechamber. The dim light of oil lamps contrasted with
the bright daylight outside, glowing off marble floors and
alabaster statues. The sculptures were spaced every five feet along
each wall, all larger-than-life representations of men and women
with well-endowed and chiseled physiques. Each statue depicted a
different person though all wore short robes and sandals. The one
on the right nearest the doors was a man holding a long staff, a
lamb resting on his broad shoulders. He had curly hair and beard,
his eyes turned to the animal with love and kindness.

The next statue was of a woman, her hair held
in a long braid that cascaded over one shoulder. She held a vial in
one hand and mortar and pestle in the other, her face drawn in
sorrow. Each statue stood on a stone pedestal overlaid with bronze
and silver, bearing a name in a language Daniel didn't know. The
letters were stilted and angular, and while they looked vaguely
familiar to him, he couldn't place it. The height gained by the
perch further added to the impression that the frozen giants loomed
over those waiting below.

Leracles gave the group a moment for their
eyes to adjust before motioning to the guards and setting off down
the hall. They followed in a tight huddle, the visitors studying
each statue as they passed, all the while feeling smaller and more
insignificant. When they reached the center of the room, the
statues were different from those flanking them. Both were seated
on thrones rather than standing, a man on the right and a woman
against the left-hand wall. The man was handsomely made, a wreath
of leaves ringing his curly hair. Next to his throne rested a long
spear and round shield, as well as a full-faced helm. It looked
like the same man depicted in the massive statue at the harbor's
entrance. The woman stared across the room into the man's face,
haughty indifference carved into her features. A snake rested
across her shoulders and a scorpion stood in her open palm.

Leracles stopped at the far end of the room,
where a set of bronze double doors stood. His men peeled away from
the visitors, lining the walls at the feet of the statues. The
major glanced over his shoulder before reaching out and pushing the
doors open.

The room beyond was brighter than the
hallway, lit by skylights and large, open windows. It was a massive
circle, the walls lined by empty tiered benches that followed the
circumference of the room save the far side, where three gold
thrones sat on a raised dais. The open floor in the center of the
room was a mosaic made of small colored stones. It depicted a
battle between the bearded man that sat in the entryway and another
man. The second man's skin was gray, his face frozen in a rictus of
hate. His blue eyes were overlaid with green emeralds and frothy
waves rose up around him. The masterful mosaic unsettled Daniel
somehow. The gray man's eyes gave his gut a twist of anxiety, but
he didn't have time to dwell on it.

Leracles marched across the floor with the
friends in tow. He stopped before the thrones, two of which were
occupied. On the central throne sat a man in late mid-life. He had
a full beard that was once blonde but had lightened to silver in
spots, along with his thinning hair. Ice blue eyes glared at the
group from a lined face. He wore white robes stitched with gold
thread, a wreath of golden leaves sitting on his brow. He was broad
through the shoulders and hips, a slight paunch the only indication
that his once-powerful physique was softening. To his right sat
Memnus, just as implacable and stern as he'd appeared on the
docks.

Men stood behind the thrones, silently
studying the group. To the side sat a small group of women on the
tiered benches. Central amongst them was a tall, thin woman with
haughty eyes that glared down at Daniel and his friends. She also
wore a crown of golden leaves, accented by gold and silver
bracelets and necklaces. Leracles glanced at the friends one last
time, his gaze once more burning into Erasmus, before he stepped to
the side of the room.

Tension thickened as silence reigned.
Daniel's back and shoulders tightened while his legs simultaneously
weakened, threatening to spill him to the floor. When he thought he
could take no more, the man on the central throne finally spoke.
"Why have you come?" His voice was high and accusatory, making
Daniel's knees shake.

Ani took a step forward and bowed deeply.
"Great king, I—"

"Not you, Captain," the king interrupted, his
voice heavy with venom. He pointed to Daniel and growled,
"You."

Daniel's stomach did a somersault. The
tension in his shoulders drained away, drifting to his jaw, which
clamped down around his dry tongue. He tried to speak, but when
nothing came, he forced himself to step forward on numb legs
instead. He lifted a shaky hand and pulled back his hood. As the
fabric fell to his shoulders he expected shocked surprise or awed
respect. After all, it was the same reaction everyone had when they
first saw his scars, marking him as the Prophesied One. His friends
Soren and Alaric once told him the Prophecy was universal, so he
had no reason to expect a different response from the stern king.
Consequently the rage that flashed across his face was that much
more confusing and frightening.

"Hide your face!" he hissed. Daniel nearly
moaned in terror, scrabbling for his hood and pulling it back in
place. The king glanced at Memnus, who gave him a tight nod before
turning his attention back to the group of friends. He glared at
them in silence for another moment before speaking. "Do you seek
rebellion?" His voice was low, deadly.

"N—no," Daniel stammered. "I don't
understand." His voice quavered.

Memnus spoke, his voice just as cold and hard
as his comrade. "Our lands are at peace. Our people prosper and
live as they see fit. We will not tolerate anything
jeopardizing the stability we've built. Now answer us, why have you
come?"

Daniel was at a loss as terror froze his
tongue. He whimpered and shook his head. As the kings' stares
hardened further, Meadow Song stepped forward. "Great kings," she
murmured with a deep bow. "We mean no harm. We come to your fair
kingdoms, renowned for their welcoming spirit, only wishing to
re-supply and rest before continuing our journey. We would never
impinge on your hospitality, nor would we seek to bring hardship to
your door."

The central king's eyes narrowed. "Who are
you?"

"I am Meadow Song, leader of the Tene'breon
people." She held her head high as she spoke, her words ringing
with authority. While Daniel didn't get the shocked awe he'd
expected, Meadow Song's did at least register surprise.

The two kings glanced at one another before
turning to their advisors. After a few moments' whispered
conversation, Memnus asked, "Do you have proof?"

Meadow Song nodded to Bastion. He stepped
forward and dipped his head in concentration. Within moments, his
form shimmered before disappearing entirely, bringing a surge of
muted cries from the assembly. When the outcry died down, Bastion
reappeared. Memnus asked, "You speak for the Stranger?"

She glanced at Daniel before answering, "In
this I do." Relief flooded through him, freeing his tongue from the
roof of his mouth. She couldn't see the look he sent her from the
shadows of his hood, but she silently acknowledged it just the
same.

The king glared once more at Daniel. "Why do
you bring him?" His hand darted toward Erasmus. "My son at
your side does not suggest you wish peace."

Erasmus bowed his head, his cheeks crimson.
With the king's venom aimed at someone else, Daniel found his
voice. He looked at Erasmus, who didn't return the glance. "We
didn't know who he was, save a friend when we needed one. As Meadow
Song said, we mean no harm." His voice firm, Daniel added, "I'll
not leave him."

The king snorted. "You are welcome to him."
The queen gasped, but he ignored her. As he and Memnus conferred
with their aides again, Daniel stole a sidelong glance at her. Her
gaze was fixed on Erasmus, the haughty stare softened, tears
standing in her eyes.

At length the kings turned back to the group
of friends and Memnus spoke. "The hospitality of the Three Kingdoms
has been bestowed upon you, but be warned: any dissention
will be crushed." His eyes fell on Daniel. "You are to cover your
face at all times while within our borders. You may not speak of
the Prophecy." Memnus waited for Daniel to nod before continuing.
"So long as you do not attempt to rouse our people, you are free to
go about your business."

The other king added, "We will have a feast
and games in your honor in three days. You will be given quarters
befitting your position." At this he dipped his head to Meadow Song
before adding, "Your servants and guards may attend you."

Meadow Song bowed once more. "Truly, the
renowned hospitality of The Three Kingdoms is well-deserved. Many
thanks for your kindness, great King. Your shores offer a welcome
respite from our journey."

The king glared at Erasmus and growled, "May
the Gods grant that you continue with all haste."


CHAPTER THREE

 


Daniel stared across the gymnasium floor from
the bleachers. A red partition hung from the ceiling, bisecting the
gym and cutting off the large red letters on the wall, leaving the
partial name '—MCA'. Soccer goals were set up on either end at his
half of the gym, while children ran back and forth, following a
black-and-white ball.

"Go, Natie!" Elizabeth squealed. Her fist
pumped the air as she cheered.

Daniel smiled as Nate dashed by, chasing
after the ball. He was decked out in his current favorite outfit:
orange team t-shirt, blue shorts and shiny, blue-green shin guards.
He spared a half second to smile at his family as he ran on, chased
by a pack of kids wearing both orange and yellow shirts. "That's
it, Nate! Run after it!" He glanced at the scoreboard as Nate
pushed the ball away from the sidelines and toward the center of
the court. The pee-wee league he was in didn't keep score, but they
did time the game. There were only fifteen seconds left.
"Hurry!"

Nate slowed down to make a slight course
correction and a boy in a yellow shirt dashed in front of him. He
spun and kicked at the ball, but missed as Nate's foot darted out
and pulled it back. The clock ticked down as Nate took a shuffle
step to the side and cleared the boy, lining up with the net and
the lone girl in yellow that guarded it. He hesitated a second
before kicking the ball with all his might. It rolled toward the
net as the goalie bent for it, narrowly missing the ball. It rolled
in and the scoreboard bellowed the end of the game, Nate's arms
pumping the air.

"You did it!" Elizabeth crowed. She looked at
her dad and said, "They won, four to three!"

Daniel smiled at her. "They don't keep score,
Honey."

Elizabeth rolled her eyes. "Everybody
keeps score, Dad. Besides, Nate asked me to keep count."

"Well, I'm sure he'll be happy to know you
did," Ashley offered from Daniel's other side. "Come on, let's get
our soccer star."

Ashley stood and stretched her back. She
pushed dark blonde hair behind an ear as she turned to Ethan, who
sat on the bench beside her, his hands held out. "Up!"

"You can walk, Buddy," Daniel admonished, but
Ashley ignored him and picked the boy up anyway. He shrugged and
stepped off the bleachers just in time to see Nate running toward
them. A medal hung around his neck and a smile split his flushed
face.

"Did you see my kick?" he asked as he threw
himself into Daniel's arms.

He picked him up and pulled him close,
kissing him on the top of his sweaty head. "I sure did, Big Guy.
You did great!"

In an undertone Ashley admonished, "He can
walk…"

Daniel glanced at the mischievous light in
her eyes as she held Ethan on her hip and shrugged as he pulled
Nate all the tighter. Nate's eyes were aglow as he showed Daniel
the medal. "And I got this. I like soccer!" Without preamble he
threw his arms around Daniel's neck and squeezed him tight. "I love
you, Daddy."

Daniel chuckled and returned the hug, even if
it was a little hot and sweaty. "I love you too, Buddy."

"He's gonna be a star," an unfamiliar voice
offered from behind Daniel.

He turned, already speaking. "Yes, he's
quite—" but his words cut off in mid-sentence, replaced by a
gasp.

A boy that was no more than sixteen stood
beside him. He was dressed in a navy tabard, the raised fist of the
Empire emblazoned across the front. His face was pale and pinched
in a grimace, the handle of a knife protruding from his ear. "I'll
never get that chance, not now." Daniel didn't hear it before, but
he spoke louder than was necessary, as one with impaired hearing
might, and his voice was filled with despair.

Daniel's blood ran cold, his tongue a dead
thing in his mouth. A tear tracked down his cheek as he moaned and
shook his head. He pulled Nate closer to him. "You're squishin'
me," Nate groaned. He didn't seem to notice the dead boy standing
with them, but that didn't reassure Daniel.

The dead boy grunted and leaned his head to
the side, the dagger hilt brushing by his shoulder. In agonizing
slow motion, he reached up and pulled the blade free, allowing a
flood of black ichor to splash down his tunic and onto the floor.
He looked at the blood-slicked knife before turning his dead eyes
back to Daniel. Still in the louder-than-normal voice he murmured,
"'For the good of the many.'" His voice was dead, but there was a
hint of disdain in it. Those were Daniel's words, spoken when he
embraced the Prophecy and abandoned searching for a way home.
"Wasn't good for me."

"I-I'm so sorry," Daniel groaned. "I had to.
To save Broken Bow."

The only person Daniel killed with his own
hands ignored him and turned his cold eyes on Nate. "I'll never
have a chance, never a medal." The despair and anger in the young
man's voice, and the way his eyes locked on his son, made Daniel's
knees shake. The teen reached out a cold hand and gripped Nate by
the hair, though the boy still didn't seem to notice. He pulled
back the dagger and aimed for Nate's ear. At the last second his
lips twisted in a feral grimace, showing black teeth. "This is
your fault."

His arm darted forward as Daniel screamed,
"No!" He jerked away from the killing blow and fell from his bed,
narrowly missing his maimed right arm as he landed with a grunt on
the stone floor. His eyes darted around the room as he sucked in a
lungful of air, blinking sweat from his eyes. He looked for the
dead boy, but his room was empty save a small marble statue in a
recessed shelf and a colorful tapestry on the far wall. Gradually,
as his trip-hammering heart slowed, he could finally accept it was
only a dream. But what a dream. The images of his family were still
fresh, ripping open old wounds and filling him with renewed
heartache. Added to that was the young guard he killed as he and
Bastion escaped from Stonefall's dungeons.

A shudder ran through him. "My fault," he
whispered. The ghost was right. It was his fault; the killing, the
misery. If he hadn't come to Naphthali, so much hardship could have
been averted. But even as the thought occurred to him, he knew it
wasn't true. It wasn't as if he'd had a choice in coming. Besides,
the Emperor would've continued butchering Naphthalians whether
Daniel was there or not. But still… That boy would be alive if not
for Daniel. He'd never forgive himself for that.

He sat, knees to chest, tears rolling down
his cheeks. "I miss you guys," he murmured. After a moment he
added, "I'm so sorry." His voice broke on the last as Daniel gave
himself over to the grief and guilt that swamped him. He sat
huddled on the floor the rest of the night, feeling guilty for the
loved ones he'd lost and for those that died in his name.

 


~ * ~

 


Sunlight shined in the window, casting the
marble statue in hues of crimson. It was a well-made likeness of a
young man, naked save a loincloth. He was twisted at the waist, his
brow furrowed in concentration as he gripped a discus in his hand.
The gifted artisan had crafted the statue such that Daniel could
see every fiber of taught muscle across his back and arms, as if he
would spin and launch the discus any second.

He considered the red-tinged statue with dull
eyes until his mind offered, Looks like blood. His gaze
dropped to the floor, but not before he made the connection with
the dead boy from his dream. Guilt washed over him anew and he
grunted, "My fault," as he lurched to his feet. His head ached,
eyes blood-shot. His legs, still weak from extended sea-sickness,
shook as he crossed the room. He didn't even look at the tapestry
as he opened the oak door and stepped through, fearing it would
drudge up unpleasant memories as well.

Albera's king, who according to Ani was named
Pendacles, gave them a suite of rooms offering private quarters for
each guest, all connected to a central common area. The adjoined
room was furnished with lounge couches arranged around a large
fireplace and table surrounded by high-backed chairs.

When they'd arrived, Erasmus went straight to
a private room without a word, just barely outdistancing Conlin,
who was closing on him until Meadow Song called him off. The others
agreed that Captain Yar would return to The Dauntless at
first light and arrange for supplies. The rest would remain in the
fortress, staying out of the way as much as possible. "Shouldn't be
hard for some of us," Conlin growled as he motioned his head toward
Erasmus's door.

Daniel didn't know what to think of the
change that'd come over his friend, or the fact that there was more
than met the eye in the flamboyant merchant. He instinctively liked
him, and wasn't as ready as Conlin to vilify him. However, if he
wanted to keep Daniel's friendship, he'd have to stop avoiding them
and explain everything. Daniel was just thinking he'd have to make
the first move when he looked up to see Bastion and Erasmus sitting
near the empty fireplace.

The two looked up when Daniel shuffled in.
Bastion's face was as calm as ever while Erasmus's was wracked with
worry. He looked like a different man, his mouth drawn down rather
than radiating the usual grin, uncharacteristic dark rings under
his eyes. As Daniel joined them Bastion murmured, "Morning's
blessings."

Daniel nodded and studied Erasmus. "Looks
like you had a hard night."

The merchant hesitated before giving a slight
nod. "And you. Are you alright?"

Daniel shrugged his concern away, rubbing at
his temple. With a sigh he said, "I need answers, Erasmus. What's
going on with you? Why didn't you tell us?"

Erasmus's gaze dropped to the floor as
Bastion murmured, "We were just discussing that. It is a tale that
needs told, but Meadow Song should hear it too."

Daniel grunted. "Better to do it once?"

"Just so." Bastion hesitated before adding,
"There are some that perhaps should not hear, though…"

As if on cue, Conlin's door opened and the
captain stepped into the common room. He froze when he saw Erasmus
sitting with the others. His eyes narrowed and jaw bulged as he
closed the door with an overly-forceful bang. He stepped toward
them, huge hands balled into fists. "You and me, Pup." His voice
was low with rage.

Bastion stepped between the two, relaxed and
calm. "No, Captain. Now is not the time. King Pendacles must not
see us at odds, nor must we slight the honor of his
hospitality."

Conlin snorted and tossed his head in
Erasmus's direction. "That one doesn't know the meaning of honor.
We'd have been better off coming without him."

Erasmus bolted to his feet, anger burning in
his eyes, but Bastion laid a restraining hand on his shoulder.
"Decisions were made that led us to this point. Arguing the merits
of them now does no good."

Ani and Meadow Song joined the group just as
Daniel nodded. "He's right, Conlin. We can't have this."

The captain looked from Daniel to Bastion
before turning his hot gaze back to Erasmus and blowing out a
forceful sigh. "Very well, One. I am at your command."

Daniel nodded again as he took in the alarmed
looks on Ani and Meadow Song's faces. "I want you to go with
Captain Yar."

Conlin's jaw dropped for a second before his
mouth snapped shut. He shook his head. "My place is with you,
Daniel. I've sworn to protect you."

Daniel raised a hand to stop him. "I don't
doubt you, Conlin." He glanced at his friends, his gaze falling
last on Erasmus before he added, "But we can't stay here long. Help
Ani, and ready your men."

"You believe we'll need them?" Erasmus asked,
drawing everyone's eyes.

Daniel shrugged. "I don't know what to
think, Erasmus."

The merchant's ears burned, but he jutted out
his chin and said, "Believe what you will. My people will not harm
you."

Conlin snorted. "So they're his people
now, are they? I thought you were Naphthalian."

Erasmus glared at the captain and opened his
mouth to respond, but Daniel intervened. "Cut it out! Regardless,
we can't stay long. Too much is at stake."

Conlin gave Erasmus one more glare before
turning to Bastion. "Will you stay by his side?"

The teacher dipped his head in a precise nod.
"I give my word."

Conlin scratched his cheek and blew out a
sigh. "You are a man of honor, Bastion." His eyes darted to Erasmus
before he added, "I entrust the One to you."

Ani grunted. "Very well. Let's not waste the
day." He asked Conlin, "Are you ready?" With a final glare at
Erasmus, the captain nodded and the two left for the docks, the
room falling to silence as the door closed.

Meadow Song sat on a couch, her face an
unreadable mask. "Explain this." The mantle of authority had
settled on her since her brother's death at Governor Bertolli's
hands. Her voice was filled with a command that hadn't been there
before. She was the leader of the Tene'breon now, but she was also
the Light, half of the Prophecy Daniel was sent to fulfill.

Erasmus couldn't meet her gaze as he picked
at a loose thread on his cloak. When he finally looked up, his face
was filled with uncharacteristic worry. "I'm not proud of what I
did, please believe that." His voice died away as his head dipped
once more.

Bastion laid a reassuring hand on his
shoulder. "It is time. Tell us."

Erasmus's shoulders slumped as he sighed. "I
am prince and sole heir to the Kingdom of Albera." His voice died
away once more, silence stretching out until finally he continued.
"Many apologies for misleading you. I thought—well, I don't know
what I was thinking. I hoped my parents would have forgiven
me."

"What did you do?" Daniel's tone was gentle,
but Erasmus cringed at the question.

"There…" He swallowed past a sudden lump in
his throat and forced himself to continue. "There was a girl. I
meant no harm, just having fun."

Daniel rolled his eyes and looked at Meadow
Song. His tone lost its gentleness when he spoke again. "It's a
good thing Conlin's not here."

Erasmus nodded. "I know. I have a reputation,
and it is deserved. In truth she was one of many that caught my
eye. Our tryst was short, but she fell in love just as I grew
restless. I was ready to move on when she told me."

His voice broke on the last and his gaze
dropped to the floor again. Meadow Song looked at the top of his
head for a moment, a frown creasing her brow. "A child."

Erasmus nodded. "She was quick with babe, I
the father. Her father came to me and demanded I act
honorably. We should wed before her—well, condition—was common
knowledge. I panicked. I couldn't be a father, I wasn't ready."

"You fled?" Bastion's voice was as calm as
ever, he alone keeping notes of accusation from his voice.

Erasmus looked into the teacher's eyes. "Yes.
I traveled to Naphthali and started a shipping business, turned my
back on the throne and the girl. She was heartbroken and drew into
herself. She refused to eat, refused to see visitors. Her father
begged her to think of the babe, but his pleas fell on deaf ears.
She didn't grow thick as she should. The child came before its
time. I'm told it was sickly and weak."

Tears misted over Erasmus's eyes before he
blinked them away, his voice failing him. Daniel felt a knot in his
stomach as he guessed what happened next, but he couldn't stop
himself from asking. "And then?"

Erasmus stared into the empty fireplace, his
thoughts a thousand miles away. When he spoke again his voice had
lost all emotion. "My father sent word when the child was born, but
I refused to return. The boy flourished, but the mere sight of him
reminded her how I spurned them. She couldn't bear it. She leapt
from the guard tower in the harbor. Her body was swallowed by the
Great Blue and never found. The boy lives with her
father…Leracles."

Bastion stiffened at the name, though his
voice was still blameless when he spoke. "Leracles, captain of the
royal guard."

Erasmus's chin dropped to his chest as Daniel
cursed. He lurched to his feet and grabbed a fistful of Erasmus's
cloak, pulling him up. "You bastard. You abandoned them!" His voice
cracked on the last as his mind screamed, I abandoned
Ashley! His wasn't voluntary, but he'd essentially done the
same damnable act. Guilt pressed in with dark wings, but rage
pushed it back. "How could you?"

"Peace, Daniel."

Bastion's ever-calm voice was usually
soothing to Daniel, but this time it only inflamed his anger. "No.
Don't accept this. He…" Daniel's voice died away as tears
spilled down his cheeks. "He—I—abandoned…" His voice was
little more than a whisper, but they all heard his pain.

He still held the cloak in his balled fist.
Tears blurred Erasmus's outline, but he could see the merchant also
wept. Erasmus didn't try to pull away. Instead his arm snaked
around Daniel's shoulders and pulled him into a tight hug. Daniel's
fingers slackened and his arm fell to his side as his head drooped
to Erasmus's shoulder. The two wept in each other's arms, crying
until there couldn't possibly be any tears left. Still they clung
to each other, dry sobs making speech impossible. Finally they
pulled away, Daniel nodding as he stepped back and slumped onto a
couch.

Meadow Song studied Erasmus, her face an
unreadable mask while fire burned in her eyes. "You've made a
terrible mess for us. It's clear you have remorse and regret your
actions, but that doesn't change the fact you've endangered us
all." He hung his head in shame, ears burning once more.

She met Bastion's gaze as he gave a slight
shake of the head, stopping her in mid-tirade. She acknowledged him
with a curt nod, blowing out her anger. When she spoke again the
blame was gone from her voice. "I have no authority over you,
Erasmus, but you have to make amends. Do it for the child's sake if
not for your own. He shouldn't live with the belief that he wasn't
good enough. Don't make him pay for your
failings."

Erasmus couldn't bring himself to meet her
eyes as he sniffled and nodded. He pushed himself to his feet and
shuffled to the door, leaving the three friends in silence. Bastion
and Meadow Song shared another look before she turned her gaze to
Daniel. She rested a hand on his shoulder. "It is not your fault,
Daniel. You didn't choose to come to Naphthali."

Daniel blinked away tears and nodded, but at
the same time his mind screamed, MY FAULT! A part of him
wanted to fall into her arms, to take comfort and push away the
guilt, but a bigger part of him couldn't bear the thought of
betraying Ashley further. He stood, Meadow Song's hand falling from
his shoulder. She couldn't hide the hurt in her eyes, but he didn't
turn to see it. He shuffled to the door, his shoulders as slumped
as Erasmus's had been. "I need air," he moaned.

Bastion stepped beside him, drawing his gaze.
"I gave my word," he murmured.

 


~ * ~

 


As they stepped into the hall, Bastion looked
back at Meadow Song. Using their innate Tene'breon skill of
Lliet'el'Lliet, he spoke to her telepathically. Do not fear. We
may yet succeed.

As the door closed, Meadow Song's iron
resolve melted. She had to grapple with her own heartache alone.
She loved Daniel, but also knew that would never be enough. How
could she compete with a woman that was a ghost, more memory than
substance?

Tears rolled down her cheeks. She stared at
the door and considered Bastion's words. Meadow Song trusted the
teacher, but shook her head as she let out a soul-deep sigh. I'm
not so sure we will succeed.

 


~ * ~

 


Daniel heard Erasmus enter the common room
after they'd all turned in for the night. He was just drifting off
when the soft thud of the door carried into his room. He started
out of bed, intent on talking to his friend, when dark wings of
guilt flapped
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