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The sunset flooded over the Galivorian Mountains, the jagged shadows piercing the foothills. Sheep being herded toward their winter pastures bleated in panic as the wind blew the scent of hunting Direwolves over them from the nearby forest; the trees flaming in their autumn colours.

To the west of Jirshan, the spear of I’Mor Barad rose to stab the rose and orange tinted sky and the flare of scarlet light at the top of the tower spattered like blood drops onto the bleak granite mountains surrounding it.

The tarnished gold throne sat alone on the dais, its usual occupant stood in front of an eastern facing window, watching as a voluptuous young woman with long black hair and deep green eyes, kissed the wrinkled merchant whose knee she sat on. 

The Jar beside the throne coughed. 

“Um, Lord? Should she not be leaving?”

The Aracan Katuvana snapped his fingers and the picture of Jetara; the Mistress of the Pleasurehouse sprang to life in the top corner.

“Yes, My Master.” The woman’s face was sullen.

“Why is the girl still with you? Are you trying to anger our Lord?” the Jar snapped.

“No, Master! She did accept her freedom and the gold you did bid me give her. The Merchant came in as she was leaving and did ask her to stay with him,” the Pleasure House Keeper wailed. “When I did try to make her leave, she told me to no interfere as she was a free woman and could do as she saw fit.” Jetara’s face crumpled and tears flowed.

The Jar remained silent, but its single eye looked up at the watching man.

The Aracan grunted and snapped twice.

“The Aracan Katuvana has decreed you are innocent in this matter. Leave the girl be and accord her what hospitality she asks for... for free.” The Jar paused.

“Yes! Yes, my Lord. Jetara shall do as Jetara is commanded.” Jetara wiped her eyes with the end of her silk headscarf, and then blew her nose on it.

Disgusting baggage. The Jar shuddered at the woman’s actions. Such women are not fit to be in charge of anything more than a scullery.

“See that you do.” It growled.

The Aracan Katuvana snapped his fingers once and Jetara’s picture disappeared. He spun around and returned to his throne, resting his head against the throne back.

“I shall keep a watch upon the Girl, Lord. Sleep well,” the Jar said as a faint snore emerged from under the hood. The Jar’s gaze turned back to the scene on the window.

* * *
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BEING FREE ISN’T AS good as I thought it would be Freya mused as she trudged up the north-west road. Yes, I no longer have to do everything that I am told. True, I have my own money. Nevertheless, none of the older slaves at the Pleasurehouse told me being so well known in the Capital would be such a problem. She sighed and stopped for a moment, putting her bag down and rolling her shoulders. I wish I had taken that Merchant up on his offer. Then I could have ridden in a carriage to meet...

“And what is a sweet young maiden such as yourself doing afoot?” a voice asked from behind her.

The interruption of her thoughts startled her for a moment before she turned and shaded her eyes from the morning sun.

Down the Reldierholm road, on a pure white mare, rode an Elf. He wore a green and white tabard over his travelling clothes and led a packhorse as well as a high-stepping coal black Elven stallion.

He’d have to be at least a knight, and a wealthy one to afford such animals. Freya dropped into her sultry, smooth ‘work’ voice, tilting her head to the right. At the same time, she felt for the hilt of her dagger, just in case.

“I have not money enough to purchase a steed nor carriage, Sir Knight.” 

He reined to a halt beside her and dismounted, flourishing his cloak. 

“Where is your escort? A pure and beauteous maiden such as yourself should not roam the wilds of Jinran unescorted.”

“My brother, Sir Grald, is meeting me in Jinra, Sir Knight. The message he sent assured me that I would be unmolested in my travel.” Freya emphasised the words carefully and gauged the effect they were having on the Elf, adding a little flutter of her long black eyelashes as punctuation.

“Sir Grald? I know no Knight of that name or even Paladin such as I,” he replied.

“He has only late come to the honour, Sir.” She sighed and sank to the ground.

“Fair Maid? Is there something wrong?” He knelt beside her.

“I left Jira late last night and I have been walking since,” she told him, raising one hand to her mouth in a fake yawn. 

In fact, she had left Jira just before daybreak. The rigours of her ‘Profession’ had required her to stay in good shape and she was not as frail as she looked, so the walk from Jira to the junction of the Reldierholm Road had taken her just over two hours. 

The Paladin gasped. 

“That is a goodly way for one of your gentle demeanour to have paced. You must be exhausted.”

She sighed and looked up at him through her eyelashes, making sure to take a deep breath before she spoke. His gaze flicked to her chest, then with obvious difficulty, he looked away again.

“Sir Paladin, you are once again right in your summation. I was about to take a rest when you chanced upon my path.” Men are so easy to manipulate. They only see the outer form and make assumptions based on your looks. She let out a long breath with a tired blink.

“Then allow me to make your rest more comfortable.” He hobbled his horses and bustled around her.

He started a fire, set up an awning and laid out a cloth, adding a few flat cushions under it. Then he helped her across to the awning, brought her small bag of belongings to her and within ten minutes, he had made her some tea.

“In truth I also needed to rest myself and my horses. I have lately come from Laikholm.” He turned back to the fire and poured himself a cup. Then he set a copper pot over the fire, adding various ingredients from another bag.

Soon the steam rising from the pot wafted a scent over them and set Freya’s stomach rumbling, so to distract herself, she studied the design on the back of his pristine Tabard.

She recognised the Tree of Espilieth surmounted by the Crown of Alethdariel. The tree means he’s a Paladin of Espilieth and the crown with one gem means he’s one of the Princes of Alethdariel. Not sure what the Eye on a Staff is. 

“May I enquire as to your identity, Sir Paladin?” she ventured, breaking the silence.

“Please forgive me, sweet maiden. I am remiss in my courtesy.” He stood, turned and bowed with a small flourish. “I am Sir Vrenstalliren of Alethdariel, a Paladin of Espilieth and Son of the Queen. And yourself?” reestablishing his position before the hearth, he retrieved another pan and began doing something else.

“I am Freya of Jira,” she replied absently, her nose detecting bacon... and something else. Garlic? Oh, I haven’t had garlic for a long time. Not since... her thoughts trailed away as the Paladin set a plate of fried bacon, stewed mushrooms and waybread before her.

Her stomach gave an audible rumble and she winced, hoping he would ignore it.

“I hope this meagre fare shall still the hunger within, Lady Freya of Jira.” He sat across from her with a similar plateful.

Phew. Freya let the title slide. It won’t hurt if he thinks I’m a noble... I hope.

They ate with no more conversation, a fact that Freya was thankful for. I have no idea how I am going to answer any more questions beyond what I already have. Then the elf cleared up the camp and brought his white mare over to Freya. She took the reins and allowed him to help her mount.

“We will attempt to find you a suitable steed in the next town, Lady Freya. I cannot ride Ohtár for longer than a few hours. He is a little sensitive.” He said as he mounted his Charger.

Freya eyed the big black horse with unease. Although she was an excellent equestrian having been trained by one of her first regular customers, War Stallions needed a firm hand and Ohtár seemed more than a little sensitive. He rolled his eyes whenever so much as a fly came near him.

I’m certainly not touching him, Freya thought. She gently patted the white mare’s neck and was rewarded with a gentle nuzzle. This girl is a lady, even if I’m not.

A couple of hours later, just outside Jiren, the packhorse disturbed a pheasant in the grass at the side of the road. The mare and the packhorse didn’t react, but Ohtár reared and pawed the air.

When he came down, he disturbed a small rocky mound at the side of the road, stones tumbling across the grass and dirt. The afternoon light glinted off a hard polished surface and it caught Freya’s attention.

“What’s that?” she slipped off the mare and as the Paladin calmed Ohtár down, unearthed a small chest-like box. 

“’Tis a pretty thing, Freya.” Vrenstalliren said, dismounting.

“It’s made of red Graistun from my country,” she replied absently. “It’s usually only used for magical or precious items.”

“The box appears seamless, how would one open such a thing without magic?” The Paladin peered over her shoulder.

Straightening up, she brushed dirt from the gold inlay surrounding an enamelled crest and frowned. “That’s my great grandfather’s crest, but what is one of his treasure boxes doing so far from Elysia?” she muttered.

“Elysia? I thought you were from Jira?”

Damn, Freya thought, I didn’t mean to say that aloud. Now what do I do? She thought quickly. 

“My family stretches far afield, Sir Paladin, my parents came to Jira before I was born.” She opened it, gently touching the gems on the crest. I think that’s the pattern Mama used to use on hers. I never did understand why she brought it with her. Grald said it was because Papa told her to, but it never rang true to me when he said it. The lid opened and she picked up a smaller gold container reverentially.

“That container alone would be worth a small fortune; enough to buy a fair estate from the Council of Thirteen, m’lady.”

“It’s worth far more than that to me. It’s an heirloom of my family, but how it got here I have no idea.” She frowned and put the gold container back, closed the box and put it into her bag. More to the point, it looked like my mother’s ring box. Grald took it with him when he left to find work, so why is it here? I’ll look inside when I get a chance.

“Shall we continue on to Jiren?” Vrenstalliren asked, mounting Ohtár again.

She nodded, swinging herself up into the saddle with practised ease. 

“Let’s go.”

As they started up the road again, Freya sighed. Thank the Gods of Light that Lord Southnra and I went riding a few days ago, or I would be so sore right now that I wouldn’t be able to ride. 
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