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A Note on the Units of Time and Distance

Smaller units of time are measured in terms of water.

 

A droplet would be equivalent to a moment 

A drop would equal a fifty droplets

A wave is approximately one and a half hours, or five hundred droplets

 

Weeks are called griels

Years are referred to as farials

 

The people of Castrial don’t have months.

 

A week has nine days in it

 

Stephiel – Named after the deity of light

Madiel – Named after the deity of death

Astriel – Named after the deity of mountains

Rajiel – Named after the deity of animals

Kayiel – Named after the deity of plants

Flowiel – Named after the deity of water

Joniel – Named after the deity of fire

Niriel – Named after the deity of chaos

Liviel – Named after the deity of air

 

While the days are named after various deities, Castrilians, especially the upper class are not religious at all, and religion is not a part of their life.

 

Kar- A unit of distance that is twenty seven kires long

Kire- A smaller unit of distance which is fifty seven borits long

Borit- Even smaller unit of distance which is seventeen iodes long

Iode- A unit of distance, which is the measure of a hand, or equal to two hinors

Hinor- A unit of distance that is the length of a middle finger
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THE HALL WHERE the King held court seemed impossibly large today, though it was the same room that Lucian had seen for the last five farials. It was more crowded than usual, with everyone attending, even those who usually didn’t bother. Today, after four months of debates and discussions, the King would be appointing the Blade of Castrial.

“Who do you think it would be?” Alaric asked. 

Today, no one was standing according to rank, some eyeing the large folding screen that neatly bisected the hall into two. It enabled Lucian to stand next to Alaric, his best friend since childhood despite their vastly different social status.

Being the son of a nobleman, Lucian was expected to have a better class of friends than the son of a former slave, but Lucian didn’t care. Alaric and he had been inseparable since childhood, and even though of late, they had started sleeping together, their friendship hadn’t changed.

Which was good. 

Lucian shrugged. “Lord Keswin is the top contender. He’s the Minister of Law now but has one of the oldest titles in Castrial and is favoured by the nobles.”

Alaric frowned. “You have been assisting the former Blade with everything except confidential matters,” he pointed out. “Why can’t it be you?”

“I’m the youngest of my father’s sons and therefore have no title. Besides which I’m estranged from my family.”

“Plus the company you keep,” Alaric said, brow raised.

Lucian wanted to kiss him. “I’m well satisfied with the company I keep.” He smiled at him. “Talking of, congratulations on your promotion. We need to celebrate.”

Alaric grimaced. “Lord Hark was being very condescending about it, but not unkind, which is something. Being assistant to the Shield isn’t all that great. I just get more frustrated with just how much the nobles get away with.”

Lucian sighed as he looked at where the King sat. “His Majesty truly wants to bring change, but he needs their support right now.”

“I know,” Alaric said. “It will take time to bring changes, but he has already made it possible for someone like me to be in the Shield’s Office, to even be the Shield’s assistant. That isn’t nothing.”

The Shield and Blade were said to be the King’s right and left hands, one taking care of threats to the domestic harmony of the kingdom and the other foreign threats. 

“My dear subjects,” the King said, his voice amplified by a spell. “I have issued a decree appointing the new Blade of Castrial.”

He nodded at his captain of guards, the young Scanlon Githone, son and heir to Lord Githone who had held the position before him. 

“It is hereby decreed that Lucian Faresk shall be appointed as the Blade of Castrial.”

Dead silence reigned in the hall, and Lucian was as shocked as the rest of the nobles. 

“Lucian,” the King said. “Come here for the formal ceremony.”

Alaric clapped him on the shoulder, eyes full of joy. “Go, you idiot, and close your mouth!”

Lucian climbed the dais in a daze, kneeling in front of the King, bowing his head. 

“Lucian Faresk, I proclaim you The Blade of Castrial!” 

The King’s voice was not loud, but firm, and in the silence of the hall, it rang so it could be heard in every corner of the crowded room.

Lucian felt his throat close up, but he cleared his throat and spoke the words of the vow clearly. “It is my honour to accept this title, Your Majesty. I hereby swear to be the Blade to be wielded at Your Majesty’s will, to do your bidding, and to defend Castrial from all threats, both internal and external.”

From there on, everything was more or less a blur, but Lucian’s knees had begun to ache by the time the ceremony was done, and he was allowed to rise. He had to take a moment to orient himself, to ensure he wouldn’t fall over, and to allow the blood to flow into his by now leaden limbs. Lucian didn’t use magic like a lot of others would have. He took a few tentative steps and grimaced as the pins and needles started. 

“Blade of Castrial,” a familiar voice spoke close to his ears, amusement dripping from it. Lucian nearly jumped before turning to look at Alaric. 

“You were the one saying I should have it,” Lucian said, smiling. 

Even now it hadn’t sunk in. He hadn’t believed the King would choose him. The Blade of Castrial wasn’t a title given lightly. The King bestowed it personally, choosing a person for that honour who would hold it for his lifetime. One person whose standing in the Echelon would be second only to the King. Lucian had not believed it was possible for that person to be him. He had to be the youngest ever Blade of Castrial.

“You’re the only one who deserves it among this lot,” Alaric said, his arm slung around Lucian’s shoulders. “You are the best, Lucian, whether you believe it or not.”

“How about some food?” Lucian nodded towards the screens that were being removed to reveal tables laden with covered dishes. “I’m starving.”

Alaric grimaced slightly. “Sure. It’s in your honour, and it won’t do for me to steal you away.”

Lucian took his friend’s arm. “You’re not running away today,” he said. “I don’t care who stares or whispers. You’re as good, if not better, than any of them. I won’t have you hide today.”

Alaric smiled. “Lead the way then, my lord Lucian, Blade of Castrial. I shall stay by your side and not leave.”

There was something in Alaric’s eyes as he spoke, and Lucian swallowed. All of a sudden, hunger for food was replaced by hunger for something else altogether. He and Alaric had been lovers for farials, though they both agreed it was a no strings attached arrangement. It suited them both, and they already knew each other well. But now, Alaric was looking at him like he wanted to devour him, and Lucian couldn’t help but react to that. 

“Not fair,” he muttered, and Alaric laughed softly. 

“Perhaps we should finish the banquet early,” he suggested.

Lucian grinned as well. “Sounds like a plan,” he said. 

Arm in arm, they strolled into the banquet, taking seats next to each other. The servers filled their plates, and Lucian let his attention wander, though his gaze was on the plate in front of him. The low hum of conversation around him was punctuated by sounds of chewing and sloshing of liquids, and the clink of cutlery. Appetising aromas filled the air, and Lucian ate almost mechanically. 

Blade of Castrial. It was beginning to sink in only now. A tremendous responsibility. A position of trust. Above all, a validation of all his hard work and effort. 

“Someone’s coming over to greet you,” Alaric murmured, but Lucian felt the rigidity in his friend. 

That told him who that someone might be. There was only one man whose presence could reduce Alaric to this state. Lucian placed his left hand on Alaric’s knee, a silent offering of support, even as he turned his head to greet Lord Giles. He didn’t rise. As the Blade of Castrial, he outranked everyone else in the Echelon, and it would not do for him to rise to greet anyone, even his own father.

“My lord.” Lord Giles bowed low, lower than he ever had to Lucian before, or even to his father. “I merely wished to express my congratulations on your elevation. Well-deserved, if I may say.”

“My lord Giles is too kind,” Lucian said. “But I give you my gratitude.”

Lord Giles’ eyes flickered to Alaric, and there was an almost imperceptible tightening of his mouth. 

“I wonder if my lord would be free to attend a celebration at my house later tonight? My eldest daughter Dew is coming of age, and we wish to celebrate the event.”

Lucian had known he would face such attempts. But he had no intention of marrying, not anywhere in the near future, if ever. 

“I must express my gratitude as well as my regrets. I am engaged to dine with my friend Alaric already this evening. A private celebration between friends. I’m sure my lord will understand.”

Lucian felt Alaric’s surprise in the fleeting glance he gave him, and he saw the marked displeasure on Lord Giles’ face. It was terribly satisfying to see. 

“In that case, I bid you good evening, my lord.” 

Lord Giles bowed again before departing.

“He won’t be the only one,” Alaric said quietly. “You can’t dodge them forever, Lucian. Sooner or later, you will have to marry a woman as is expected of a noble.”

While Castrial didn’t look down on same sex relationships, nobles were expected to carry on their lines, It was unheard of a noble to marry their same sex lovers though they were free to have them as lovers even after marriage. 

“I’m the youngest son of my father,” Lucian said calmly. “Even though my eldest brother is no more, Danae and Percival are both there to inherit my father’s title, and as such, it’s not my responsibility to carry on the line.”

It hurt to speak of Wayan’s death like this. He had been the only one in the family not to look down on Lucian, not to hold him responsible for their mother’s death bringing Lucian to the world. As if Lucian wanted that to happen. 

Alaric placed his left hand over Lucian’s, pressing it. 

“I know,” he said. “I’m sorry, Lucian. I didn’t mean to remind you of Wayan.”

Lucian looked at Alaric, their faces too close to each other. He wanted to lean in, but they were in public. 

“I know,” he murmured. “I’m sorry too, Alaric.”

Alaric’s lips twisted. 

“Not your fault that asshole chose to come over here.”

Lucian’s gaze dropped to Alaric’s lips. 

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. 

Alaric chuckled. “Now? Before the banquet is over?”

“Everyone’s busy getting drunk. I’m sure no one will notice my absence,” Lucian said. “Let’s go home and have that private celebration.”

Alaric laughed as he got up from his chair. 

“Why do I get the feeling that your celebration will involve me not being able to sit properly tomorrow?”

“Or walk,” Lucian said, and watched Alaric’s gaze darken as his own cock stirred. 

 


TWO
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LUCIAN WOKE AT the crack of dawn, as was his habit, and Alaric stirred by his side, blinking his eyes open. The bedroom was dark, the curtains closed, and he conjured an orb of light to check the time on the device that was all the latest fashion these days. 

“We have to get up,” Alaric said, sitting up. “I should be in office by ten.”

“Same here,” Lucian said, getting up. “We’ll have breakfast together, and I’ll drop you at the Shield’s office and go on to my office. Meet up for lunch?”

“Sure.” Alaric smiled at him, leaning in for a kiss. “How can I say no to my best friend?”

“Right.” Lucian grinned. “I’ll tell Garth to bring you a change of clothes and to draw you a hot bath.”

“Garth deserves a raise,” Alaric said.

“He refused the last two, says I already pay him more than enough,” Lucian said, pulling on his socks and dressing gown. “He says I should get a few more servants or slaves, but we already have more than enough, I feel.”

“And the ones you have already have nothing too much to do,” Alaric said. “But maybe you should get a few more. Slaves I mean, not servants.”

Lucian understood. “I will. No doubt Garth means the same. The two of you are very similar.”

“We do share certain life experiences as children of former slaves,” Alaric said. “Not all masters are as lenient as you, Lucian. Many times, they are treated abominably. As long as we have the institution, it’s best if people like you get more of them, so they don’t have to live in fear or mortification.”

Lucian had seen that firsthand many times and could only nod. 

“His Majesty had twice come up with the idea of abolishing it, only for the nobles to protest so vociferously it bordered on rebellion.”

“His Majesty has many concerns.” Alaric sighed. “He would rather keep peace than lose the nobles and the income they bring. If we are to bring change, the nobles’ power has to be curtailed.”

“If you look at it that way, making me Blade was a power move,” Lucian said thoughtfully. “I have no title and can be trusted to be impartial. If there is a Shield who is also not from the ranks of the nobles, His Majesty can implement some of his plans without fear.”

“Not to speak ill of my superior, but Lord Hark is really a fool,” Alaric said as he too got up and started pulling on his socks. “A kind man when he chooses to be, but one that cannot see past his own experiences. He believes in the nobility of his class and cannot be trusted to be just when they’re involved in a crime.”

There was frustration in Alaric’s voice, something with which Lucian could sympathise. He already knew enough about Alaric’s superior. Lord Hark had been a frequent visitor to their house when Lucian was younger and was likely even now. Lucian hadn’t met him, except officially, since he left home after Wayan’s death, but his opinion on the man had not changed. 

“I get where he’s coming from,” Lucian said. “But I also know how blind he is. Some people in the nobility are, but on the bright side, those are people who are genuinely good, who hold to values and morals and therefore mistakenly assume that everyone of their order is the same.”

“Either way, the result is the same,” Alaric said. “Blindness is blindness, whether it is intentional or not. Unintentional blindness can cause more harm in the long run. Till His Majesty can rid Castrial of the influence of the nobles, we can’t hope for any lasting change.”

“Let’s hope that your superior’s position is not renewed this farial, and that His Majesty chooses someone else, someone who won’t give in to pressures and is not blinded by prejudice,” Lucian said. 

If there was a Shield of Castrial who was fearless, impartial and just, there was no doubt that their kingdom would be able to rise above many. Unlike the Blade, the Shield’s post was not for life but had to be renewed every five farials. Lord Hark’s tenure was due for its third renewal this farial. 

Even Blades had been removed from office for incompetence, however, and Lucian had no intention of joining their ranks. 

“In the meantime, we both have work to get to,” Alaric said.

Lucian smiled fondly at his friend. 

“We should do that,” he agreed.

They both had baths and got dressed quickly. Breakfast was waiting when they got to the dining room. Lucian didn’t miss the many parlours and rooms that his ancestral home had. The house he lived in now was gifted to him by Wayan, who had bought it when one of their uncles had died, leaving their entire fortune to him. It was that money that had enabled Wayan to educate Alaric at Lucian’s side, and to buy his mother’s freedom and to find a job for her. It was a small house by the standards of nobility, with only two stories and four bedrooms, but to Lucian this was home as the house he had grown up in had never been. 

His carriage was waiting as they exited the house, and Lucian told Davies to drop Alaric at his office before taking him to his. Alaric lived in a small house near his office with his mother, a house that he rented, and he and Lucian divided their evenings between the two houses. Both places were home to them, and Lucian loved Alaric’s mother more than he did his own, since he had never met her, anyway. 

“See you in the evening, Lord Blade,” Alaric said with a cheeky smile as he alighted from his carriage before his expression became sombre. “Be careful out there, Lucian.”

“You too,” Lucian said. “Everyone will know you and will seek to use you as well.”

“Don’t I know it.” Alaric chuckled. “Don’t worry. No one’s going to get to you through me.”

Lucian nodded as the carriage door closed and it moved.

“Are you sure about him?” Davies asked even as Alaric’s office slipped from view around a corner.

“You know him, Davies,” Lucian said. “Do you think Alaric can’t be trusted?”

“I would trust him with both our lives,” Davies said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t doubt if he’s savvy enough not to be used by all the sharks out there. He didn’t grow up in your world, my lord. He has no idea how to deal with the nobles who show smiles and hides knives.”

“Alaric may not have grown up in my world,” Lucian said. “But he knows enough, Davies. He is the assistant to the Shield of Castrial. He investigates nobles all the time. Do you think he would have risen to be the second in command to the Shield if he isn’t capable of handling the nobility?”

“Speaking of,” Davies said. “You would need to pay a visit to Lord Hark soon.”

“I know,” Lucian muttered. “I will this evening. It’s only been a day, Davies. Allow me to get used to it.”

Davies made no reply and Lucian sat back, staring outside, debating what to do on his first day as Blade of Castrial, other than learning the ropes. 

 


THREE
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THE FIRST FEW griels as the blade went by quickly. Lucian was by now used to people trying to fawn on him, and get his attention, or push their unmarried, of age, daughters at him. Lord Giles was only the first, as Alaric had predicted. 

Lucian kept wriggling off, as diplomatically and as gently as he could. He employed a mix of pretence where he acted as if he didn’t understand what he was supposed to do and hence engaged in the most inane conversations with the girls, refusing to let Alaric move from his side, and guile where he cited prior engagements with Alaric and had to leave.

“I never thought being Blade of Castrial would leave me with so much free time,” he complained to Alaric one day, as they were both heading to the baths after a practice bout with swords. “It’s like all I do is socialise.”

“Unless you know all these snakes, you won’t be able to do a thing to help His Majesty,” Alaric said, keeping his voice low. “The defence of the kingdom cannot happen unless you know what it is you’re defending. Our values, our way of life, are part of it, even the rotten parts, I guess.”

“I wish I could cut off the rotten parts,” Lucian muttered. “There are far too many corrupt nobles who would sell out Castrial just to keep their power and way of life.”

“Getting rid of them would be the Shield’s job, if he could manage to do it.” Alaric sounded frustrated. “Even when there is evidence, he would rather bury it and talk to the people concerned so they would bury all other evidence and any chance we have of getting rid of them.”

Lucian stared at him. “Are you serious?”

“Would I lie about this?” Alaric asked. “He is enabling all of them, and I am wasting my time investigating when ultimately, nothing gets done.”

“Do you have any of the evidence with you?” Lucian asked.

“Of course,” Alaric said. “I only hand over the summary and list of what we found to him. I’ve even seen him hand over the list to one of his cronies.” Alaric paused. “If it were possible, I would have reported him, but as things stand, I can’t.”

“But I can,” Lucian said. “Give those evidence to me, and I’ll hand them over to His Majesty personally. This cannot be allowed to go on. Lord Hark might be acting without malafide, but that doesn’t mean what he’s doing is right.”

Alaric stared at him. “You will report him?”

“Of course,” Lucian said. “Everything you said is pointing more and more to a malaise that needs to be eradicated. It may not be my job, but if the Shield fails, all Castrial fails, and as the Blade, I have the duty to prevent that.”

“All right,” Alaric said. “I’ll bring them to you this evening after work.”

Lucian nodded. “I do hope His Majesty picks someone worthy to be the Shield next time. This is enough to get Lord Hark removed from his post.”

“He’s not a bad boss,” Alaric said. “And I hope whoever’s next won’t be a pain either.”

Lucian didn’t respond, but in his heart, he hoped that the King would pick Alaric. That would be the perfect solution, but he also knew how unlikely it was. Choosing someone of Alaric’s birth for the Shield of Castrial was not done, and he doubted even the King would dare do something that drastic. Not when the nobles remained strong, and the King had been in power for only a handful of farials. Perhaps in another five or six farials, his position would be unassailable.

The day passed too quickly, and as promised, Alaric had brought the documents he had procured. Lucian bid good night to Alaric because he wanted to go through them. 

They were every bit as bad as Alaric had stated. Irrefutable evidence and yet no action had been taken against the erring nobles. Castrial had been suffering under the weight of its ignoble nobles long enough. Lucian might be one of their rank, but he had never before been ashamed of that fact than now. 

For now, he would settle to bring these wrongdoers to justice.

“Sir,” Garth said, stepping into the library. “You have a visitor,” he said quietly, something in his tone making Lucian look up from the document he was going through. 

“Who is it, Garth?”

Garth’s face tightened for a moment. “Your father.”

Lucian went still. His father had not visited him or paid any attention to him for farials now. Not since Lucian had stormed out of the house after Wayan’s death after yelling at his father. What was he doing here today? Lucian couldn’t help but wonder if his position as the Blade of Castrial had something to do with it. Though he couldn’t see his proud father doing something like that. Lucian could become the King tomorrow, and his father would still maintain his icy disdain.

So, what was he doing here?

Lucian put the documents on his desk and stood up. “Is he in the drawing room?”

Garth nodded. “I wasn’t sure if you would want to see him in here.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Lucian muttered. “Drawing room is enough.”

This library was his sanctuary. Alaric was the only person who had permission to disturb him any time in here. Usually, even Garth never came in here to bother him. 

But then, this was an unusual circumstance. 

Lucian was glad that he was still in his work clothes. He hadn’t bothered to wash or change. If his father wanted to see him, he could see him in all his dirt. He was in his own house, after all.

Lucian’s father was sitting rigidly on the edge of one of the armchairs in the drawing room, looking straight ahead at the fire in the grate.

“Father,” Lucian spoke, and his father turned his head, his gaze surveying him from head to foot. It was a gaze full of frost and had always put Lucian on the defensive during his childhood and adolescence. 

Today, he refused to fidget, walking to pull the other chair opposite his father’s, blocking his father’s view of the fire, and sitting down. “Why are you here?” he asked.

His father’s lips tightened slightly, but no other sign of emotion was evident. 

“I congratulate you on your elevation,” he said, though his voice was as cold as his gaze. “But I would be remiss in my duties as your father if I did not point out certain things. Certain people, association with whom can only cause His Majesty to rue his decision.”

Ah. So that was what this was about.

“If you mean Alaric, I assure you, His Majesty may well thank him, and nothing about my association, as you choose to call it with him, is a matter that concerns you.”

“You’re my son, whether you like it or not,” his father spoke.

“Oh, I don’t,” Lucian interrupted. “But you were the one who started it, so don’t blame me for that. If you have nothing else to say, I’ll bid you good night.”

“Lucian,” his father grated out. “I have been informed reliably that Alaric may have given you some material that could cause serious embarrassment to some very prominent members of our society, people who His Majesty depends on for various matters, whose advice is valued. These materials may contain matters that are factually incorrect and accusations that are vague and nebulous. I would suggest that you pay no attention to them before making yourself a laughingstock and set yourself against your betters.” 

Ah. So, this was what it was about. Now that he knew, Lucian felt more sure-footed. He hated having to guess his father’s motivations. At least now he knew. He didn’t know how his father knew about this. Perhaps someone had seen Alaric give him the materials. Perhaps they had been overheard this morning. It didn’t matter.

“I thank you for your concern,” Lucian said. “Though I still fail to understand it. You have no skin in this game, as far as I know. So why would you even bother?”

“Don’t use vulgar expressions,” his father said, and Lucian barely suppressed an eye roll. “I may not be personally involved in this, but several of the people involved in these unfounded witch hunts are dear friends of mine, not to speak of Lord Hark to whom it would present great embarrassment.”

“Perhaps he should have thought of that before covering up their crimes,” Lucian said drily.

“Crimes?” his father demanded. “There have been no crimes, not against the crown, nor against the people of Castrial. If they went a trifle overboard in executing their duties, it was out of zeal and not out of any malafide intentions, I assure you.”

“We are here to uphold the law, Father,” Lucian said. “And the law does not care for intentions, only actions. If their actions broke the laws of Castrial, they should be punished in accordance with the laws. It’s that simple. You can make allowances for intentions and use pretty words like duty and zeal, but that isn’t something I have the luxury to do.”

His father rose to his feet and Lucian followed suit, though in a more leisurely fashion. His heart was racing so hard he thought it would break his ribs. But he allowed none of his emotion to show as he faced the man who had sired him.

“You’ve always been disappointing,” his father said, each word measured, as was normal with him. If Lucian hadn’t heard a variation of these words all through his childhood and adolescence, perhaps they would have had a greater impact on him now. Not that they didn’t sting, but it was something he could brush off. “You never thought of your duty to your station or your name. You were never filial or obedient, and set yourself against me and your peers at every turn. I’m highly disappointed in you, Lucian.”

“I wish I could say the same,” Lucian said drily. “But I’ve ceased to expect anything from you, so I’m not disappointed. Good night, Father. Garth will show you out.”

His father’s lips tightened, and he turned and marched out, Garth holding the door open for him.

Lucian sank back into the chair and buried his face in his hands. While it was true that his father’s words and actions no longer had the power to hurt him as they once did, a confrontation with the man always left him shaken. Perhaps it was due to the fear and awe the man had once inspired in him. It was not easy to shake off the reactions of a lifetime, but Lucian was getting there. He wouldn’t allow his father or anyone to make him feel like a stupid child again. Because he wasn’t, never had been, and his father and his cronies were the stupid ones, unable to see right from wrong, clinging to outdated ideals and traditions. 

 


FOUR
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THE KING’S EYES moved through the documents Lucian had given. He was silent for a few moments, and Lucian tried his best not to fidget or clear his throat before the scrutiny of those brown eyes. Lucian had once read that brown eyes were insipid, but the author of that book had obviously never met His Majesty. In normal circumstances, it would be a crime even to meet the King’s gaze, but Lucian knew that His Majesty reserved that rule for occasions other than this.

Besides, Lucian had known the man when he was just Garret, and nowhere near to being the successor to the throne. If his uncle hadn’t decided to eschew his own claims and nominated his nephew on the death of the previous King, Garret wouldn’t have become the King. 

“This was given to you by Alaric, the assistant to the Shield of Castrial,” the King said, as if he didn’t know who Alaric was. But then, appearances had to be maintained, even if both Lucian and Alaric had gone to school and college with Garret. 

“That’s right, Your Majesty. He and I are old friends, and when he mentioned this, I asked him to give them to me.”

“You understand that this is far from your duties as the Blade of Castrial,” the King said.

Lucian knelt and bowed his head. “If I’ve exceeded my authority, and overstepped, I apologise, Your Majesty, but as an official and a citizen of Castrial, and further as one charged with her safety and protection, I cannot ignore this.”

The King sighed. “I’m not angry with you, Lucian, or with your friend. It seems that he understands the responsibilities of the Shield better than the man holding that position.” The King rose and walked to one of the open windows. “This does place me in a difficult situation. I have not only to replace the Shield, but to find a new one. More, I need to find one who will punish everyone who deserves it. I cannot have someone who will repeat the past.”

Lucian said nothing, just waited. His knees ached, but he did not move. 

“Alaric,” the King said, musingly. “Bring him to me. I must meet him.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Lucian said, rising to his feet, and using magic to keep himself upright. 

“Is he gifted in magic?” the King asked. “I know that he’s the son of a former slave, but nothing else.”

It was normal that the King didn’t know. Magic was not something that was taught, and hence no one knew the extent of anyone else’s magical abilities.

“He’s very talented in magic,” Lucian said. “He’s also well versed in everything a noble should know, even if he’s not one. My brother had sponsored him to the academy, and he was always top of our class.”

“I remember,” the King said. “But I didn’t know that it was your brother who sponsored his studies. Was it Wayan?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Lucian said, his chest tightening as it always did at the sound of Wayan’s name. 

“Bring Alaric to me,” the King said. “Dismissed.”

Lucian bowed himself out and turned once he was outside. He heaved a deep breath and walked out of the outer chamber and through the long corridor, and down the three flights of stairs that took him to the side entrance of the King’s mansion. The guards opened the door for him to step out, and Lucian blinked at the brightness of the day. Despite magical orbs providing light, it still was dim there compared to the sunlight outside. 

His carriage was waiting for him, and he got inside. “To Alaric’s office,” he said. 

He didn’t know why the King wanted to see Alaric, and that made him anxious. He could hope that it was nothing bad, but he couldn’t be certain. 

Alaric’s office building was usually quiet at this time of the day. Most of the investigators would be in the field, and only Alaric and the Shield would be there. But today, it seemed, was an exception. The place was bustling, and Lucian felt a jolt of alarm. Things like that happened only when someone important had died.

Lucian found Alaric in his office room, examining a piece of blood-stained robe, his spell having cast a bubble over the object. 

“What happened?” he asked.

“Someone killed Lord Firiel in his house,” Alaric said, his face grim. “Carved him up and left a message in his blood on the wall which said, For Castrial, and nothing else.”

Lucian frowned. Lord Firiel had been one of the people in Alaric’s file. He had embezzled funds from His Majesty’s treasury that should have gone to the army during the last war. Castrial had barely won that battle, losing far more soldiers than usual, many having fought while suffering from starvation and dehydration, and with old weapons. 

“Are you busy?” he asked. “Because His Majesty wants to meet you.”

Alaric looked at him, face full of surprise. “Me?”

Lucian nodded. “But if you’re busy…” he trailed off, unsure of what to say. His Majesty’s demands took priority over everything, even if it was a whim on the King’s part. 

“I shall come with you,” Alaric said. “Let me change my clothes and inform Lord Hark.”

Lucian nodded, relieved. He checked the spell Alaric had cast and found it was one of preservation and investigation. If the blood didn’t belong to Lord Firiel, they would know.

Alaric joined him soon, and once they were out of the room, he cast a ward over the door. Lucian waited for it to be done before walking out with Alaric at his side. They got into the carriage quietly and were silent during their ride as well, which was so unusual for them that the silence felt intrusive. Lucian didn’t want to make small talk, not with Alaric. Never had he wanted to fill their silences, but today there was something different.

“Have you any suspects?” he asked, when he could stand it no longer.

Alaric shrugged. “The man wasn’t short of enemies, if that’s what you mean, but while there are many people who would have been glad to put a blade in his heart, most wouldn’t have left that message on the wall.”

“Perhaps that’s why it was left?” Lucian suggested. “To mislead you?”

“Doubtful,” Alaric said. “The man’s reputation was as a patriot, despite all his other vices. Almost no one knew of what he had done during the last war. Me, the Shield, you and if you informed him, His Majesty.”

“Would the Shield have told anyone?” Lucian asked.

“Again unlikely. He was very conscious of the reputations involved. No one knew except me.”

“My father knew,” Lucian said, and told Alaric about his father’s visit. 

“Perhaps the Shield saw me give you those documents,” Alaric said. “Even if someone overheard us and wanted to keep those documents from coming to the King’s notice, killing someone in that list makes no sense.”

“What about the soldiers or their relatives?” Lucian asked. “Lord Firiel might have been careful to keep this from other officials and the King, but those in the army would have known something.”

“That’s the avenue I want to explore too,” Alaric said. “But the thing is, there are so many of them. The families of soldiers who lost their lives. Soldiers themselves who were severely injured and unable to get treated in time. There are a lot of candidates, and I have no idea where even to start. The Shield wants immediate results, but that just isn’t possible. The blood might be a clue, or it might not. If the blood didn’t belong to Lord Firiel, and if it has magic, that could lead us straight to the killer.”

“What are the chances of that?” Lucian asked. 

“The blood on the tunic is not at the same place as Lord Firiel’s injuries, but again, that is not a conclusive evidence that it isn’t his.”

They had reached the Palace by then, and Lucian alighted first, followed by Alaric. The guard at the doors saluted them and an attendant led them to an antechamber where they were to wait until summoned. 

Lucian was feeling a bit antsy. He was never patient with waiting for something, and it had got him in trouble a few times as a student, only his father’s reputation, and his family name saving him from the consequences. As an adult, he had become better at controlling his edginess, but today, it was back with a vengeance. 

He was about to get up and pace when Alaric placed a hand on his knee.

“Behave,” he said. 

“I know,” Lucian muttered. “I just… feel on edge today.”

Alaric leaned towards him, his mouth close to Lucian’s ear as he whispered. “I will take off that edge once we’re home.”

Lucian wanted to turn and kiss Alaric, to ravish his mouth, his body. 

“You’re not helping,” he said. “Now I’m horny as well.”

Alaric grinned at him. “I’ve been wanting to devour you since I saw you this afternoon.”

“Later,” Lucian said, even though he was already half hard, and every part of him wanted to jump Alaric’s bones here and now.

Fortunately, an attendant walked in and informed them that the King would see them now. Lucian got up with alacrity, and Alaric and he followed the man through a corridor. They walked through a few twisting corridors and up a couple of stairwells, and Lucian had a feeling that the man was taking them through a circuitous route, and the reason became evident when they finally reached a sitting room. 

This had to be the King’s personal quarters. Not many people were accorded the privilege of being here. By now, Lucian was pretty certain that the attendant had doubled back at least twice, and taken them in circles for a bit till they completely lost which direction they were going in. All the windows were enchanted, so they couldn’t see anything that could give them an idea either. Obviously, the King’s personal quarters was a place that they didn’t want anyone to find a second time even if they had been here once.

It might have seemed excessive to anyone not familiar with the history of Castrial, but Lucian was, and he knew that the father of the present King had been assassinated when he was still only the crown prince, and that three of his brothers had also been killed back then. Before that, at least five Kings, two heirs-apparent, and countless number of princes had suffered the same fate. The present King was young, only a few farials older than Lucian and Alaric, and as yet unmarried and had no heirs. As such, his life was at even more risk since any enterprising noble could take the position if they were strong enough. 

In view of all that, it was rather surprising and gratifying that Lucian had been allowed into his personal quarters and that even his weapons were not taken from him. They both turned to bow as the King walked in from a side door. 

 


FIVE
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THE KING BADE them sit, and they did so, gingerly, on one of the divans, which was large enough so they could sit at either end. Lucian avoided looking at Alaric, keeping his attention focussed on the man in front of them.

“Your Majesty,” Alaric said quietly, dipping his head. “I’m honoured to be in your presence.”

“You must be wondering why I asked for you,” the King said. “Lucian spoke highly of you, and I also saw the evidence you had compiled in many of the cases which the Shield reported as unsolved. It seems to me that your superior has been misleading me regarding those.”

Alaric sounded uncomfortable as he spoke. “I’m sure Lord Hark never meant to do that. He talked to the people in question who assured him that they would not repeat their offences and that the evidence wasn’t presenting the real picture.”

“I respect Darsin Hark, but he has far too much faith in the nobility,” the King said. “Perhaps it’s time I selected a replacement and asked him to retire.”

“I’m sure Your Majesty will make a wise decision, and I promise to serve any Shield of Castrial with all my heart,” Alaric said.

“I have asked Darsin Hark to call on me later today,” the King said. “I shall give him three months to wind up any pending paperwork and hand over his office to you. You, Alaric, shall be officially appointed as the Shield of Castrial after three months.”

Lucian was as shocked as Alaric was, his jaw hanging open. He had hoped for this, but he wasn’t sure it would happen. While it would be the best possible thing for Castrial, it was also revolutionary, even more than his own appointment. Lucian might not hold a title, but he was still a noble. Alaric, on the other hand, was the son of a slave, his father unknown. 

Well, not unknown, but it was Alaric’s secret and Lucian was not going to reveal it to the world or anyone. He wondered if the King knew. Possible. It wasn’t an easy inference, especially since Alaric didn’t share any resemblance to his progenitor. There had been the scandal when he was born, but the King himself was a toddler back then. Even so, the King would have access to information that commoners wouldn’t. It would be easy enough once he wanted to find out.

All the same, Alaric was not acknowledged by his father and hence would always be castigated by the nobles. For the King to choose him was nothing short of shocking. 

Calla was going to be over the moon. Lucian wanted to hug and kiss Alaric, but he had to restrain his joy in the presence of his King.

“Your Majesty!” Alaric was on his knees before the King. “It’s an honour, but I… Are you sure?”

The King smiled, amusement crinkling his eyes. “Alaric, I’ve known you for farials and I have a feeling that you are the perfect candidate for the post. Unless there’s something that disqualifies you that I am not aware of.”

“Only my birth,” Alaric said. 

“I don’t care about that,” the King said. “Your capability is all I care about. I had observed you even before Lucian brought your work to my attention. I am well satisfied about your ability and your dedication.”

“I shall do my best not to disappoint Your Majesty,” Alaric said. 

“Good. I do not like being disappointed, especially in people,” the King said with the glimmer of a smile. “You may both leave now. I understand you have a murder investigation going on.”

Lucian could only marvel at how comprehensive His Majesty’s intelligence network might be, that he already knew about the murder and the investigation. It was quite likely that His Majesty might already have been made aware of the Shield and his actions, even without Lucian bringing it to his notice. After all, he did say that he was already observing Alaric. 

Both of them bowed out of the King’s presence, an attendant materialising, seemingly out of nowhere to lead them out of the palace, again through twisting corridors. Lucian suspected the involvement of magic, since none of the corridors looked similar to the ones they passed through on arrival, and surely, the palace wasn’t large enough to have so many. 

Once inside Lucian’s carriage, Alaric smiled at him, wide and excited. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “His Majesty actually thinks I am good enough to be the Shield. It’s incredible!”

“You deserve it!” Lucian felt his jaw hurt from how wide he was smiling. “I wish I could just take you home now and show you how glad I am.”

Alaric laughed. “I want that too,” he said. “But I have a murder investigation to get back to.”

“Come over in the evening,” Lucian said. “I will wait.”

Lucian was surprised at the intensity of his own emotions as he spoke those words, as he looked at the smiling face of his friend.

Friend?

How had he missed the fact that Alaric had become so much more than that? That he had become someone so important to Lucian that he couldn’t find words to describe what Alaric was to him. Someone so necessary to his happiness, his comfort, his existence that Lucian couldn’t even understand how he never realised it before. 

Yet, it was dangerous, that territory, and Lucian didn’t want to explore that just yet. For now, they had a friendship, and something more, and Lucian didn’t want to lose all that because he got too greedy.

“What?” Alaric asked. “You’re looking at me strangely.”

Lucian surged forward, catching Alaric by surprise, and claiming his lips. Alaric kissed back, holding nothing back, passion and sweetness and something else, something that was so uniquely Alaric. 

“We can’t now,” Alaric murmured as he moved back a bit, his breath quicker and still so close to Lucian’s face that he felt each exhale and inhale. “I have work, and you… You need to go do your own work.”

“I’ll be waiting in the evening,” Lucian murmured. 

Alaric smiled at him. “Me too, waiting for the evening.” He leaned in to press his lips against Lucian’s in a quick, chaste kiss. “See you later, Lucian.”

Once Alaric was gone, Lucian’s hand strayed to his own mouth, where he could still feel the warm press of familiar lips. He closed his eyes for a moment, to keep that feeling to himself a moment longer. He tucked it away, carefully, the feeling of Alaric’s lips on his, the feeling of his body in his arms, the way his skin felt under his own, and smiled softly, opening his eyes. It was there, safe inside him, this memory, and he would look at it later when Alaric was not with him, and he didn’t have work to do.

Distraction was not something Lucian had ever suffered from while working, and he didn’t want to start now. 

 


SIX
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THE MURDER OF lord Firiel was proving a headache for Alaric. Lucian’s own work was nearly not as engaging, and not as difficult. Shadows appeared under Alaric’s eyes, and the nights they spent together grew more infrequent. Lucian barely saw Alaric because he was always busy, and never at his work, always away, chasing some elusive lead. 

It was worry that forced Lucian to go to Alaric’s house one evening. Alaric was not home, but his mother was.

“My Lord,” she curtsied, and Lucian bowed to her.

“Calla, I told you to call me Lucian,” he said, pouting. “You all but raised me. How would it seem if you were calling me my lord as if I was a stranger?”

“You’re the Blade of Castrial,” she said, reprovingly. “It wouldn’t do your reputation much good to have me address you so familiarly. Everyone knows my history.”

“I don’t care, and we’re not in public,” Lucian said. “Please, Calla. It feels weird to have you call me lord and all.”

And it hurt, though Lucian didn’t examine the source of that. Ever since Wayan bought Calla’s freedom, she had been like a mother to Lucian. He had never met his own mother, and his stepmother had never cared for him or for any of his father’s other children. Though she didn’t have any children of her own, she had still completely ignored them all. Lucian’s desire for a mother was fulfilled by Calla. She had been the one to smile at Lucian’s stories from school, who soothed his hurts, and who gave him advice when he needed it. 

Her eyes were soft as she looked at him. “Of course, Lucian,” she said. “I didn’t mean to cause you pain. But if we are ever in public, you must allow me to address you formally.”

“That’s fine,” Lucian said, knowing the chances of that were rare. Calla never left her home, and with her history, she was never invited to the circles that Lucian moved in. Alaric was allowed entry into those same circles only because of his employment. But even his appointment as the Shield of Castrial, a fact that no one knew as yet, wouldn’t be enough to grant his mother entry into those circles.

Not that it was much of a loss. Barring a few, most of the nobles were petty, selfish and blind to anything beyond their own comforts. Lucian could barely tolerate them. 

“I’m worried about Alaric,” Lucian said, as he took his seat on the couch. Calla was in failing health, he knew, and it worried him to see how frail she looked. “He’s working too hard and doesn’t take enough breaks.”

“I know,” Calla said. “But he doesn’t listen to me any more than he does to you, Lucian. I’ve been trying, but he is always like, I can’t afford to slack.”

“Not even his enemies would accuse him of slacking,” Lucian snorted. “We need to find a way to keep him fed and watered and getting enough sleep.”

“And does he have many?” Calla asked, a look of apprehension on her face. “Enemies?”

“In his position, it would be a surprise if he didn’t,” Lucian said, not wanting to sugar coat the realities of the situation. “I have my own share. It comes with the territory, Calla. It’s nothing you need to worry about. We have our eyes open.”

She nodded, though she still looked worried. They heard the sound of the front door opening, and Calla brightened. 

“That has to be Alaric,” she said. 

Lucian felt his heart leap as Alaric came into the room, though it was swiftly followed by dismay as he saw how Alaric looked. Apart from the signs of exhaustion, he was also sporting bloodstains on his coat, tears in his shirt, and a bruise on one cheek and a cut on his forehead. His lips had an injury as well. 

“What happened?” he asked, springing to his feet and catching Alaric by the arm. He led him to the couch and made him sit. “Why didn’t you go to a healer?” His own healing magic was rough around the edges, but there was no time to think of that now. 

“Alaric.” Calla looked worried as well. 

“Calla, bring some hot water and a few clean towels. I can attempt to heal them, but only after they have been cleaned.”

“Of course, Lucian,” Calla said as she left. Lucian helped Alaric out of his coat and the shredded shirt. There were welts and bruises all over his torso, and the odd injury or so. His arms were clear, however.

“Anything below the waist?” Lucian asked.

“If you want me to take off my pants, you only have to ask,” Alaric murmured. 

“Stop joking around,” Lucian said. 

“No, most of the kicks were to my chest. I had a couple of broken ribs, but I healed them. All I had the energy for.”

“What happened?” Lucian asked.

“Found the murderer. He had friends, and none of them wanted to let him be taken. We did, but as you can see, not without coming out unscathed.”

Lucian gaped at him. “You caught him?”

Alaric nodded. “His brother died in that war, and he has been biding his time. This farial, one of his friends got employed in Lord Firiel’s household, and he helped him. We have them both, and the others who attacked me and my people.”

“It seems unfair,” Lucian muttered. “Lord Firiel deserved what he got after what he did.”

“We don’t make laws, we only execute them,” Alaric sighed. “I was hoping I could make a recommendation for a lighter sentence, but after today, I don’t think it would make any difference. He assaulted an officer of the law. Added to the murder charge, no one would let him off lightly.”

Lucian had no chance to say anything more since Calla had appeared with the water and towels. She didn’t ask Lucian to move, just putting everything on the table at his elbow and stepping away so as not to block the light. Lucian still conjured an orb to shine above Alaric’s head and started cleaning his wounds. 

The ones on his torso were mostly scrapes and bruises; Alaric must have used magic to protect himself. Lucian healed each one once he finished cleaning. Most people didn’t realise that healing wasn’t enough. If you healed an injury without cleaning it, you trapped the dirt and all inside, which could lead to the wound turning putrid. 

The one on Alaric’s forehead was shallow as well, and Lucian cleaned it twice before healing it. It closed quickly, leaving not even a scar. Next the cheek. Bruises were tougher since blood vessels inside the skin were ruptured. It took time and more energy than if he could see the wound. Finally, the one on the lip. 

Alaric stayed statue still throughout, moving only when Lucian sagged, drained after all the healing. 

“Idiot, why couldn’t you have used some of my energy as well?” he chided, as he supported Lucian. 

“With you already hurt?” Lucian scoffed. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’ll bring you both something to eat,” Calla said. “I have a potion as well. You should stay here tonight, Lucian.”

“I will be glad to,” Lucian said. He had been planning to, anyway, sending his carriage home. If he had to leave, he could walk and get a carriage from the nearest junction. 

“Come on, sit up,” Alaric said, supporting Lucian, and giving him a quick kiss. “I didn’t ask why you are here.”

“Worried about you,” Lucian felt lightheaded. “Wanted to see how Calla was doing, too.”

“I’m fine,” Alaric muttered. “I just wanted to finish that case.”

Lucian closed his eyes and listed against Alaric. “I’m glad you solved it. I’m glad I was here.”

“Lucian, don’t fall asleep before you’ve taken food,” Alaric said. “Magical exhaustion is not something to be taken lightly.”

Lucian shook his head and rubbed his eyes. “I know. Your injuries must have been worse than they looked.”

“Maybe,” Alaric said. “Anyway, you shouldn’t have drained yourself for me.”

Lucian said nothing, not having the strength to argue, and Alaric kissed him again.  





SEVEN
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THREE DAYS LATER, there was another murder. This time it was no one important. A clerk in one of the offices of a merchant was found murdered inside the shop, and nothing seemed to have been taken. Since the crime was not of someone important, the local authorities were investigating, and hence Alaric had nothing to do.

Still, Lucian and he spent hours in theorising the motives and the manner of the crime. Alaric held that it was something mysterious, but Lucian thought it was likely something more mundane. 

“It’s a good thing you only have to supervise the local departments,” Lucian remarked after a griel. “It would be exhausting to have to solve every crime for yourself.”

“We are supposed to train them, but that hasn’t happened. I brought it up a couple of times, but the Shield was uninterested.”

“He seems quite unfit to be the Shield,” Lucian said. “Good thing he won’t be once you take over in three months. You can implement all that you want then.”

“In the meantime, how many crimes will go unsolved? How many victims will have to go without justice?” Alaric said. “I know these are people who are considered unimportant, but their lives matter, too.”

Lucian understood Alaric’s frustration. “I understand,” he said. “But there’s nothing we can do but wait, Alaric. Once you’re the Shield, you can help everyone, bring justice to all those victims, even if late.”

“Justice delayed is justice denied,” Alaric muttered. It was something Wayan had taught them, something he had picked up from somewhere. Lucian understood the principle of it, but he also knew that they couldn’t change reality.

“Sometimes we have no choice,” he said. “At least, His Majesty has ordered punishment of all the people in that list you gave me, and had announced that Lord Hark will have to step down in three months. Isn’t that something too?”

Alaric nodded. “I suppose.” 

They were in Lucian’s study, both of them with open books on the table. Alaric looked better these days, with no murders to occupy his attention, and though there was still a lot of work, there wasn’t enough to keep him from food and sleep, or from Lucian’s side. Lucian was busy as well, his duties as Blade keeping him occupied most of the day. The book he was reading was one on military tactics, which was essential to fulfilling his duties. Castrial hadn’t had a war in a few farials, but two of her neighbours had always had difficult relations with her. 

“Diplomacy before war,” Alaric muttered as he glanced at the book Lucian was reading. 

“I’m not planning war,” Lucian protested. “I finished books on diplomacy, however, and this one is more engaging.”

“Is Garaner being difficult again?”

“We caught a few spies,” Lucian said. “They were here to foment unrest and to bribe some of the nobles in charge of the border guards. Fortunately, we got them before they could contact any nobles and got the names of the rest of their group. Garaner is definitely being difficult, but Sarian isn’t much different.”

“I hate politics, and all these intrigues,” Alaric said. “Have we no spies in either of these countries?”

“We do,” Lucian said. “All their reports seem to indicate that a loose alliance between Garaner and Sarian is in the making. At the moment, our spies are doing what they can to ensure it doesn’t happen, but even a loose alliance can be a threat we may not be able to handle.”

“Hence the reading on military tactics,” Alaric said.

Lucian nodded. “I don’t envy His Majesty. Even with help, his is a job that occupies all his time and energy, not to speak of all the things he has to guard his own person against.”

“The nobles are more interested in seeing him married and produce heirs,” Alaric said, disgust in his tone. “Not about keeping the empire strong and protected, and the people happy and prosperous.”

“The people have never been a concern with most nobles,” Lucian said. “His Majesty cares, though, and I don’t think he’s too interested in finding a wife at the moment.”

“I hope he isn’t going to marry someone from those rapacious nobles,” Alaric said. “He deserves better.”

“It’s been the tradition,” Lucian said. “Either a noble or a royal from some other country to cement an alliance. That has been the way for centuries, and I don’t know that His Majesty cares about changing that, since it only involves him.”

“And whatever woman he is going to marry,” Alaric said. “Anyway, there’s nothing we can do. We can only do our jobs to the best of our ability and hope that would be enough.”

Lucian agreed. 

Two days later, there was a string of murders in one of the poorer sections of the city. Alaric was frustrated and he vent to Lucian. 

“I requested the Shield permission to assist, and you know what he said? That just because I’m your friend and His Majesty favours me, doesn’t mean I can do whatever I want. That he’s still the Shield, and he’s not going to change the way he worked because the son of a slave wanted to help some lowlifes. Lowlifes indeed!” He paused. “He’s always been kind to me before, but now it’s like he hates me.”

“I’m sorry,” Lucian said. “It’s likely that he knows you’re going to succeed him, and he probably blames you for that and for the fact that His Majesty has decided to terminate his services. You are no longer a subordinate he can mentor but have become a competitor. Worse, one who won’t hesitate to throw him or his friends behind bars if they broke laws.”

Lucian might be shocked by the Shield’s words, but







images/image-2.png





cover.jpeg





images/image.png

















images/image-3.png






images/image-1.png





images/image-1.jpeg
= T
23140 ININLINDD \







