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Dedication

 

To My Son

I miss you more than I can say

Happy Birthday

Forever Sixteen

You would have been twenty two today
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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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PROLOGUE
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ALARIC BREATHED IN the scent of the marketplace. How mundane it was! The stalls on either side of the wide paved street, the scents of food, fruits, and flowers, the stale scent of sweat underlying it, the clouds of perfumes that came off some of the people, the carriages, the press of bodies. It was all so ordinary, and yet to him, it was precious. To hear his native tongue being spoken after so long, to hear the lilting voices of the street vendors, was paradise.

He clutched the token he held in his hand, its edges cutting into his palm. Even now, he could not believe that it was over, that he was back home, in Castrial, his name cleared, his reputation restored. 

His mother still lived in their old house, and as eager as he was to see her, he had to stop here first. Just to feel everything, to reassure himself this was no fever dream, no illusion brought on by the desperate hope in his breast. 

Someone collided with him, making him lose his footing, and he had to clutch a street vendor’s stand to avoid falling. The man apologised, his pale brown eyes concerned. Alaric was dressed in ordinary clothes today, his simple tunic and pants of an indefinite grey both mingling with the crowd and standing out. Though everyone around wore clothes of the same style, theirs was colourful, in a manner the Serenians or the Garanerians would have considered gaudy, but to Alaric, was home.

He wandered to a stall, where they were frying meat skewers, sprinkled with herbs and spices. He bought one, and bit into it, though it was taken out of the grill just then; even the burning of his tongue was pleasant after five farials of cold food with the barest sprinkle of herbs. The flavours burst into his tongue even as his stomach growled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten since the start of his journey.

His hired carriage waited at the side of the street, the horses grazing on the grass that grew there while the coachman looked on with interest, his Garanerian garb of loose flowing robes attracting some attention. Alaric was glad that the war was already over, since the gazes were only curious and not hostile. He turned to the stall and bought a couple more skewers, one with no spices for the coachman and one for him to savour. It had been a long time since he had tasted food from Castrial and he wanted to remember it, to feel it in his bones again.

This is real. I’m home.

He tried not to think too much of everything he had done during the past five farials, everything he had been through. He had quite a few scars on his body, but his deepest wounds were not physical.

Lucian.

The name brought with it both an aching despair and a burning fury. His deepest scar even now was the one Lucian had caused, and Alaric didn’t think he’d be able to heal from it so easily. He breathed in and out, slowly, savouring the breaths as he did everything else here. Biting into his skewer, he allowed it all to wash over him, the air of Castrial, the sounds, the sights, the tastes, and scents. 

Tomorrow he would see Lucian again. 

He pushed that thought to the deepest recesses of his heart and told his heart to be still. Why did the stupid thing get so excited about seeing the man again? After what Lucian had done to him? He finished his skewer, and let his magic out to clean his hands, to heal the burns inside his mouth. It felt even better to use his magic for simple things, instead of to fight, to defend himself, to survive, to kill. 

Nothing would ever be the same again, and he was no longer who he had been. Yet, in this droplet, Alaric could fool himself that he was the same, that everything was the same. 

One more droplet, he stood there, before he turned to his hired carriage and directed it to his old house and his mother. 

He was back to his old life, but now he was the Shield of Castrial, second only to King Garret in the Echelon and equal in status to Lucian and above Lord Giles. Alaric breathed out again. It was time to show everyone that he was back, and that he hadn’t forgotten anything. If Lucian hoped for his forgiveness, he was going to be disappointed. Alaric was not in a forgiving mood. 

As for Lord Giles, well, that was a grudge for another day. 

Alaric settled back into the cushions, his gaze fixed on the outside, at the places that he’d never thought he’d see again. The tall buildings with white and blue walls reflecting the colours of Castrial blurred as the carriage picked up speed. There was the odd building with pink patterned walls, and a few yellow ones. Pale hues of purple also formed a large part of the city’s colours. The buildings had tiled roofs which sloped upwards on one side and fell sharply on the other. Most had shapes of rectangles and a few squares, apart from the roof. Two storied buildings were the most common with a few single storied ones in between. Any building larger was either a noble’s house or a commercial establishment.

The carriage passed by one of the public baths which reminded Alaric that he hadn’t bathed either since he set out. 

He sat back with a sigh. He would have time for all that later. 


ONE
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LUCIAN STARED AT himself in the mirror. He wasn’t used to admiring himself, but today he wanted to see what he looked like.

Because today, he’d be seeing Alaric for the first time in five farials. When he heard that Alaric was back, Lucian’s heart had leapt, and it was all he could do not to rush to Alaric’s house. Only the memory of everything that had gone down five farials ago had stopped him.

Lucian had never wanted to be caught in the intrigues of the court nor in any deception, but he was privy to it, nevertheless. Not just privy, but part of it. As much as he wanted to set the record straight, he knew the necessity of maintaining this particular lie. It might break his heart, but it would keep Castrial safe.

In the end, Castrial was more important than Lucian’s pain.

His reflection stared at him with judgement in his eyes. Lucian had to ignore it, however. He looked fine, which belied how he was feeling inside. His uniform fit well, the colours complementing his rich brown complexion and dark brown eyes. The insignia of the Blade of Castrial stood stark against the plain maroon of his coat, a blade wreathed in flames. He had tried to find out what it meant when he first took charge, but it seemed as if the meaning of that symbol was lost to time. 

But whatever it had meant once, now it meant protection, defence, justice. Lucian was his King’s blade, to be wielded by him against Castrial’s enemies, both within and without. He was the master of spies, the commander of armies, and the leader of the military officials, second only to the King and equal only to the Shield.

The Shield of Castrial. 

Alaric.

Lucian turned away from the mirror. It was pointless to waste time in front of it, trying to postpone the inevitable. Alaric was back, and Lucian would see him today. He had no excuses to stay away from court, and even if he did, the King had specifically asked for him.

Lucian took deep breaths. Inhale, exhale, and again. His heart was racing, but the focussed breathing helped calm it down. He made his way to the front door which was being held open by Garth.

“Master Lucian,” Garth said softly. “Good luck.”

Garth and Davies were the only ones who knew what awaited Lucian today and how it affected him.

“Thank you,” Lucian said. “I’ll be dining at Lord Giles’ this evening, Garth. Don’t wait up.”

Garth nodded. “As you wish,” he said.

Garth might say it, but Lucian knew the man well enough to know that he would wait for him. 

He went down the steps and climbed into the carriage. It was not his official one which was usually driven by Davies, though he had an official coachman from the Blade’s Office. Lucian used him when he had to go somewhere from his office on official business. To and from home, whatever conveyance he used, he always used Davies.

Today, he was going in an open carriage, which was the latest in fashion, according to Bertram. It was his on his friend’s insistence that he had bought it, but he found it much better sprung and more convenient than the closed carriages they usually used. 

The wind was a problem, and if it rained, there would be a slew of other problems, but Lucian wasn’t bothered. His hair was cut too short for the wind to do anything, and the magic imbued in his uniform would keep it pristine and wrinkle free. 

Davies clucked to the horses and set them to a canter. The city was hardly a place they could gallop, but Lucian sometimes went out into the country, just to give the horses their heads.

He looked around him, trying to see the city from Alaric’s eyes. Had things changed very much? Lucian had never paid much attention to his surroundings, not even when he was living with his father. 

His father’s death had hit him hard. Not because he had any affection for the man, but because he had been a larger than life figure for most of Lucian’s life. It was so hard to accept he was gone, just like that. One droplet there and the next he wasn’t.

At least he didn’t suffer.

Things had changed after his death. Danae had taken on the title, but she didn’t treat him like a pariah anymore. She acknowledged him whenever they saw each other, which was far more than his father had ever done. Percival on the other hand, was making a decidedly firm approach to mending fences with Lucian. It was a slow process, but Lucian was ready to forgive his siblings, if not to trust them fully. He knew that life was short, that things could change in an instant, and he didn’t want to spend his life in more regret than he had before.

Tall buildings went past him, flowering trees and plants, a school and the public park where Lucian had first met Alaric. He swallowed and sat back, not wanting to see anything more. What was the point anyway? He would never be able to know what Alaric felt about all these; he could pretend to try to look through his eyes, but he would never be able to actually see through them.

Or hear Alaric tell him how he felt about coming home, about seeing the familiar places and the unfamiliar changes.

“I will be dining with Lord Giles tonight,” he said, using magic to make sure Davies could hear him. He needed a distraction from his own thoughts. “Their coachman will bring me home, so you don’t need to wait after taking me there.”

“Their coachman?” Davies snorted. “More likely for it to be young Benjamin.”

“Benji likes to drive,” Lucian said, smiling despite himself, his mood lifting slightly. “And no coachman in Sir Giles’ employ will dare say no to him.”

“That youngster is too rash,” Davies muttered, sounding disapproving.

“He’s young,” Lucian said, his smile widening. 

Benji was Lord Giles’ nephew, the orphaned son of his brother, who he had raised from infancy. The young man was entertaining to talk to, earnest about some things, and had an innocence about him that Lucian liked. Dew had thought of him as a young brother rather than her cousin, and Lucian felt the same. 

“It will be Miss Dew’s anniversary in a few days,” Davies said softly.

“I know,” Lucian responded. 

Not like he could forget her or the day she passed away. It hurt him with a pain that was almost surprising even now, even after a farial. Dew had been one of the few people that he could be completely himself with, without masks or pretences. She had accepted him as he was, never asking anything of him that he wasn’t ready for.

The only other person like that had been Alaric, but Lucian was under no illusions that things would be the same between them now. Five farials stood between them. Five farials where Alaric had suffered, and Lucian had a war to win. 

Five farials of lies and betrayals.

Nothing was the same now, but Lucian’s traitorous heart kept hoping all the same. 

 


TWO
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ALARIC BOWED AS the King entered, his heart giving a jolt as he noticed the man looked almost the same. Almost but not quite. There was something different about Garret today, more than the lines under his eyes and the nearly imperceptible loss in weight. He looked like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders.

And perhaps he was. It was no easy matter to be King, to rule a kingdom like Castrial, to defend her against predatory neighbours like Garaner and Sarian. Alaric had the easier job, no matter how hard it was. 

“Alaric.” The King smiled, and there was genuine warmth in it, the smile reaching his eyes. “It’s good to see you.”

“Your Majesty,” he said, taking a knee. “Thank you for your grace in pardoning me.”

“Rise,” the King said, sitting down behind his desk. “Have a seat, and no gratitude required. You are innocent and were wrongfully punished. I am only correcting a mistake.”

All the same, Alaric knew how rare it was for a king to even admit he made a mistake. He had been in Garaner and had seen how the rulers there had brainwashed the people into believing they had the divine right to rule. The current rulers were benevolent in that they cared for the people, but they still had no hesitation in throwing away their lives when they had attacked Castrial five farials ago.

He bowed his head and sat down, looking around the room and finding no changes. The window to the side, the bookshelves lining one wall, the desk in front of him, the painting behind the King, the tapestries on the wall opposite the bookshelf, the rug under his feet, the curtains that hung heavy over the closed window, were all the same.

“You have suffered,” the King said softly. 

“I was glad to,” Alaric said truthfully. “Castrial needed me, and I was... I wanted to do what I can. It was the least I could do.”

The King nodded slowly. “You were needed there more than here at that time,” he said. “I’m glad you’re here now, however. We need our Shield, now more than ever.”

The King turned to one of the guards who stood statue still and pillar like around the room. “Go, bring Lord Blade here.”

Alaric shifted slightly, swallowing. Lucian. He hadn’t attended court in the morning, the King having excused him, asking him to meet here in his office instead. He wasn’t prepared to meet Lucian, but he had no choice. Alaric dredged up every last vestige of courage, every bit of acting prowess he had, and schooled his features into impassivity. He had to control himself. This was the King’s office, and he couldn’t afford to lose his composure here.

Lucian walked in through the same door Alaric had come through. He looked tired, shadows under his eyes, and the loss of weight was noticeable. Alaric’s first impulse was to demand of Lucian what the fuck he had been doing to himself, but he bit his tongue. 

“Your Majesty,” Lucian said, taking a knee. 

“Rise, Lucian. No need for formalities here. We’re all old friends, are we not?”

Friend was pushing it; Alaric only had a passing acquaintance with the man when he was only Prince Garret. No one had expected him to be the King back then, not even him. 

“As you can see, our Shield has rejoined us,” the King said. “I want you to take him to your office, apprise him of the present situation and afterwards, introduce him to Astra. She has been taking care of your duties, Alaric, in your absence.”

Absence. As if he wasn’t exiled but had been on holiday or something. In a way, he supposed he had been on a mission, but would he have agreed that readily if his choice wasn’t exile? If his heart wasn’t broken?

Lucian bowed. “As you command, Your Majesty.”

“These are trying times for Castrial,” the King said, his voice edged with steel. “And I won’t have any strife between you two. The Shield and the Blade must work together to protect and defend Castrial. Whatever issues the two of you have, you have to put it aside and work together. Do I make myself clear?”

Alaric bowed his head, inwardly seething. How easy it was to say to put it aside! As if Lucian hadn’t betrayed Alaric’s trust, his heart, their long farials of friendship. Still, he had no choice. The King had commanded this, and he had to obey.

“All right then,” the King said. “Take him, Lucian, and tell him everything.” He nodded to them both. “Dismissed.”

He pulled a stack of reports to him and both Lucian and Alaric rose to their feet at the same time, bowing and departing from the King’s presence. There was no attendant to show them the way this time, and Alaric followed Lucian who strode confidently ahead as if he was familiar with the palace and its magic. Perhaps he was. Resentment rose in Alaric in a tide. If he had a weapon, he would have stabbed Lucian then and there. Alaric had been in abyss and Lucian had been getting familiar with the palace. 

He looked away, fighting his emotions. They were still in the palace, and he didn’t want to be a criminal anymore. He had just got back, and if he did something to Lucian, he would be condemning, not just himself, but his mother and his servants as well. 

Lucian paused at a door. “This is the portal,” he said. “You can use it to come to the palace from your office and return without having to take the carriage. Only the King, the Blade and the Shield are allowed to use it.”

Lucian took out his badge and placed it on a small receptacle on the door. The whole door lit up before changing to a portal, and Lucian stepped inside, Alaric following him. The disorientation of using a portal was there along with a suffocating sense of fear at the confined space. It was over in moments, however, as the next step they took brought them inside Lucian’s office. Alaric had been here, times without count, and he took in everything that was still the same.

Except the man in front of him who was removing his badge from the receptacle inside the door and putting it back in his pocket. Lucian’s desk looked as untidy as ever, and Alaric itched to clear it.

“Have a seat, Alaric,” Lucian said. “This may take a while, I’m afraid.”

Alaric sat down, staring at the sombre expression on Lucian’s face and his gut twisted in something other than hatred and anger. There must be a reason why Lucian looked so worried and whatever it was, it had to be extremely bad.

 


THREE
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SYLVESTER SIPPED SPARINGLY from the goblet of wine in his hand. No matter his high tolerance for alcohol, he couldn’t risk getting inebriated tonight. It had taken a lot of manipulations and pulling invisible strings to get himself invited to this party and he wasn’t going to risk anything by not having all his wits around him.

The guests were either drinking or dancing, but some sat around the smaller tables, talking or playing various games. His quarry tonight was at one of those tables, drinking steadily and losing whatever he was playing if Sylvester was to guess. He could only be thankful that the rulers of Garaner were not above nepotism. No one in their right mind would hire Lord Baldir for anything more serious than a wine taster. But here he was, minister of war, no less, holding the secrets of his kingdom in his hands, and behaving like the pampered child he was. Sylvester had met his sister, the female ruler of Garaner, who was a sensible person and smart as well. 

But it did seem as if the rumours of how her brother was her weakness were true. Sylvester had met the previous minister of war, a man who was wholly befitted to his station. Perhaps that was why he was assassinated during the war with Castrial, the event that had started Garaner’s slide into defeat. Perhaps the rulers hoped that by appointing someone as useless as Lord Baldir to this post, they could prevent such catastrophes in future.

Except they should have realised that it would open a whole new different can of worms instead. Sylvester didn’t move as the man he had been watching lurched to his feet, pulled at his collar, causing a few buttons to come undone and one to pop off from his tunic, and started weaving his drunken way to the side table where the wines were. 

And Sylvester stood in his way. He had chosen this position carefully. He stood next to a pillar, leaning one shoulder against it. The room was large, high ceilinged with arched doorways and floor length windows over which thick drapes were drawn now. The profusion of tables and chairs made it seem crowded; even the clear space in the middle where people danced was thronged.

Between where Sylvester stood and a table was enough space for a slender man to squeeze through without bumping into anything, and Lord Baldir was not a slender man. He wasn’t corpulent, but well-built with height to match.

Lord Baldir straightened himself to his full height, which wasn’t still as tall as Sylvester, an annoyed expression on his face, opened his mouth as if to say something, probably for Sylvester to move away, and closed it again as his eyes met Sylvester’s.

“Do I know you?” he asked, a smile creeping on to his face, and a faint stirring of lust.

Sylvester smiled back. “I don’t think so. This is the first time I’m attending a party here. It’s all been formal dinners before this.” He bowed. “Sylvester Giles. Assistant to the Castrilian Ambassador.”

Lord Baldir grinned. “I’m Reswick Baldir, the Minister of War and brother to Her Majesty. I don’t remember seeing you with the ambassador at the dinner last griel.”

Sylvester had missed it on purpose, though he couldn’t say that. “I was indisposed that day,” he lied smoothly. “And I wouldn’t have come today, but Silian insisted.”

“You know Silian?” Lord Baldir’s smile turned to a chuckle. “What am I saying, of course, you know Silian. Everyone knows Silian.”

“It certainly seems so,” Sylvester said with a rueful smile. “When he said a party, I didn’t expect this.” 

He gestured with his chin to the people all dressed in elaborately embroidered robes or ankle length tunics. Sylvester himself was dressed in a pair of pants and tunic over which he wore a rather plain over robe. Despite the lack of colour in the robes everyone else wore, the embroidery made up for it, depicting mythical beasts and beautiful gardens. 

“Don’t blame you,” Lord Baldir said, moving closer. “But your robe is nice. Suits you. Brings out the brown of your eyes.”

Sylvester looked down at his drink. “Thank you.”

“So, Sylvester,” Lord Baldir said, all but purring. “How long have you been in Garaner?”

“Oh, quite a long time,” Sylvester said, meeting the man’s eyes again. “More than a decade now. But I don’t socialise much. Meeting Silian was an accident, and he... He kind of adopted me, I think.”

Lord Baldir laughed. “He tends to do that. He likes people and is always willing to help.”

Sylvester, who knew very well the kind of ‘help’ Silian specialised in, smiled. “That he is. I am very grateful to him.”

“So,” Lord Baldir said, sidling even closer to him. “Maybe we can get another drink, and go somewhere private?”

Sylvester didn’t have a chance to reply because a heavy hand fell on his shoulder and a smooth voice said. “Reswick, here you are! I’ve been looking all over for you. Please introduce me to your new friend.”

The man let go of Sylvester’s shoulder and moved near to Lord Baldir who looked sour, but he muttered. “Alyswin, why are you even here?”

Sylvester wanted to know that as well.

“Why? Can’t I be at a party thrown by my dear cousin?” The man called Alyswin asked, brows lifting. 

“Whatever,” Lord Baldir said, looking sulky as he moved away and back to the table where he was earlier. Alyswin’s narrowed eyes met Sylvester’s.

“Rather odd place to see you at, Sylvester.”

“Lord Gwayir,” Sylvester bowed to him. “As I was telling your cousin, this was unexpected.”

“Oh really? And I suppose it’s accidental that you happened to accost my cousin too?”

“Accost?” Sylvester raised his own brow. “I didn’t accost anyone. Your cousin came to me.”

Alyswin stepped closer but Sylvester stood his ground. “I find that hard to believe. I have my eye on you, Castrilian. Whatever you want from my cousin, you aren’t going to get it.”

Sylvester frowned. “Not even wine?”

Alyswin’s face reddened with rage, and he turned around and walked away, going to where his cousin was, and sitting at one of the empty spots at the table.

Sylvester moved to a corner, where he could still see his quarry and sipped his wine. He was patient, after all, and there were other parties and occasions. 

Besides, if Sylvester knew people, and he did, there was no longer a need for him to do anything at all. Lord Baldir would come to him. And not just because of the charmed make up Sylvester was wearing. It was barely discernible, but its effect was unmistakeable. It would not affect anyone who didn’t care for men or hadn’t thoughts of finding someone for the night, but it would affect anyone who liked men and who had sex on their minds.

The effect would wear off in an wave or so, but even so, Sylvester knew that Lord Baldir was not likely to let him go. He was a hunter, after all, for all his foppishness. He would never let a prey get away, especially due to what he saw as his cousin’s interference. Lord Gwayir couldn’t have done better, to be honest. In his well-meaning bluster, he had done exactly what Sylvester wanted. 

So, he would soon have Lord Baldir in his bed, and once there, it was a small matter to get the information he needed from the man. 

The thought gave Sylvester no pleasure. 

 


FOUR
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LUCIAN CHECKED HIS surroundings, making sure he was alone before going towards the street corner where he could get a hired carriage to take him to the riverside docks. It was a quick trip, needing only a couple of copper marks. He strode into the inn by the docks and went to the inn keep.

The man nodded at him. “The boat is at the back,” he said. “You’ll be fine?” 

He asked that every time, as if Lucian was a novice. But Lucian didn’t mind it.

“I’ll be fine,” he said as he produced a gold mark and placed it on the man’s outstretched palm. “Thank you. You never saw me.”

The man bowed and Lucian departed by the back door, where a small boat nestled close to the docks. Lucian untied it, and got into it, pulling up the anchor before using a pole to push himself away from the docks. Once the boat was into the open waters, he took the oars and began rowing. 

Soon, the faint light that marked his destination was on sight. As Lucian rowed closer to the shore, the source of the light became clear as a man holding a lantern. He made no move to assist as Lucian leapt from the boat and pulled it up and tied it to a railing that had begun to rust.

“One of these days, that thing will fall down, and I’ll be stuck here with you,” Lucian remarked as he dusted his hand on his cloak.

The man chuckled. “I think you’ll swim to avoid that fate, my lord Blade.” He held out the hand not holding the lantern. “It’s good to see you, Lucian.”

Lucian grinned as he took the hand. “Good to see you too, Hansen.”

The man let go of Lucian’s hand and turned to lead the way through a wilderness of grass and shrubs, a small path, just enough for one person becoming visible in the dim light of the lantern. 

“You know, of course, that Sarian is mustering their armies,” Hansen said as he stopped and waved his hand. The air in front of him rippled and a wooden cabin came into view. He opened the door and stepped inside, and Lucian followed him.

Inside was warm and cozy, unlike the chill outside. The room was lit by magical orbs that floated on the ceiling and a fire crackled on the fireplace. Every time, Lucian was amazed at Hansen’s magic which ensured that not even smoke from the chimney was visible past his illusion. 

The whole island had an enchantment laid upon it which rendered useless his own magic. Once Lucian would have hesitated to set foot on a place like this, but over the farials, this had become familiar ground for him. 

“I know what Sarian is doing,” he said. “They didn’t actively involve themselves in the war last time and Garaner had to go at it alone. This time, they’re hoping to crush us. They know we can ill afford another war.”

“They do, but more than that, they have a secret weapon that no one knows about.” Hansen took a tome from a pile in the corner and held it out to Lucian. “I know you can read the Serenian script.”

Lucian took the book, sank on to a stool, opened it and began to read. It was a book on a creature native to Sarian. Something they called a dragon. It was highly magical, intelligent and vicious. There was a picture which looked like a cross between a bat and a lizard. Large wings, scaly skin, long tail and a snout which was open and breathing fire. A human was depicted as standing next to it, reaching barely to its large toes.

“It’s that big?” Lucian demanded. “And it breathes fire?”

Hansen nodded. “The Serenian royals have a way to control the beasts. For some reason, the control slips if the beasts are outside Sarian.”

Lucian stared, eyes wide. “The burned villages at the border,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “It was this creature.”

Hansen nodded again, face grim. “It was. Somehow they got it over the border, but well, there’s very little can be done against it.”

Lucian looked at the picture again. “Something this big... Someone should have seen it!”

“Your spies, you mean? Not unless they are spying inside forests, and as you know, half of Sarian is woodlands. The royal palace itself adjoins a forest at the back. They’re keeping the beasts under control there. But there are plenty of wild ones too, if one wanted to go to the woods.”

Lucian sighed and ran a hand through his hair. 

“It appears that your informants are much better than mine,” he said, rising to his feet. “May I take the book? The King may need to see it.”

“Be my guest,” Hansen said. “And Lucian, be careful. This war, if it happens, won’t be like the last time. Sarian is not Garaner.”

Lucian nodded, sombre. “I know,” he said. He took out a pouch from his tunic and placed it on the stool he was sitting on. “The usual payment.”

A scowl appeared on Hansen’s face. “I’ve told you before, I’m not doing it for money.”

“I know.” Lucian smiled. “But even magic can’t create food or clothes out of thin air, and you need to live.”

As he tucked the book inside his tunic and stepped out of the door, Lucian shivered as the cold slammed into him. He pulled his cloak tighter around him and walked to the boat. At least he could warm himself with magic once he was on the river. What he learned today was worrying enough. Lucian knew he would have to seek a meeting with the King soon.

As soon as he got home, he would send a message to the palace. If Sarian was indeed going to be using these dragons to fight them, they had to find a way to defeat them without going to war. 

Lucian could only hope that such a way existed.

 


FIVE
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BEING BACK HOME was something Alaric had never thought he would have when he was in exile, despite all of Sylvester’s reassurances. After all, Sylvester had his own agenda, something for which Alaric couldn’t fault the man. They had a war to win, and Alaric was useful for that. 

He wasn’t angry with Sylvester or for the King for the use they put him to. He was only one man in the end, and they had the safety of all of Castrial to think of. Even so, despite the fact that he was just a tool, they had, in the end, come through on their promise to vindicate him. His name had been cleared, and he was allowed to come home. But more than that, he had been given the position of Shield of Castrial. That was something Alaric had not even dared hope for.

As he walked to his carriage, following morning court, whispers followed him. He was used to whispers, had learned to ignore them, but these hurt for some reason.

“Criminal.” “Son of a slave.” “Bastard.” “His father-”

Except the first, it was nothing he hadn’t heard before, but when he was merely Alaric, a minor official, it was something he could shrug off. Now, he was the Shield of Castrial, he found himself unable to do so. His steps slowed and his fists clenched. But before he could turn around, a familiar voice spoke.

“Do you want to say that again, Lord Hadel?”

“My lord Blade.” Lord Hadel sounded flustered. “I was just... It was just...”

“Just what?” Lucian’s voice was like the crack of a whip, sharp and stinging. “It sounded very much like you were implying His Majesty’s judgement was wrong.”

“My lord Blade!” 

The man sounded panicked, and Alaric allowed himself a small smile as he walked to his carriage, not bothering to listen further. It was familiar, the way Lucian would jump into his defence over insults Alaric had ignored, but this time there would be no Lucian hurrying after him, throwing an arm around his shoulder and guiding his steps.

Alaric didn’t want to miss that past, or that Lucian, but he did. The Lucian he saw every day these days, looked different from the man he had seen before his exile. He looked careworn, tired, and thinner.

As much as Alaric wanted to believe that his absence had contributed to that, he wasn’t ready to open his heart to that thought. If he did, if he allowed Lucian in again, he might be setting himself up for an even larger heartbreak, and he couldn’t afford that. Not when he held the position he did, and had duties to Castrial that he couldn’t forget for anyone, even Lucian. Keeping Lucian at arm’s length and holding on to his anger was the only way for him to move forward.

Because Lucian had a propensity to fill Alaric’s mind to the exclusion of all else, to be the centre of his world in a way that made it impossible for Alaric to think of anything else, and he could ill afford that.

Astra was waiting by his carriage, her posture straight and stiff. She nodded to him, and they both climbed into the carriage, sitting on opposite sides as it moved towards the building that housed his office. Astra looked outside, and Alaric studied the woman. She was usually quiet, never speaking unless spoken to. She had been helping him for the past few griels since she had been taking care of his duties these past farials. She seemed relieved to be rid of them, but Alaric knew she was no simple soldier.

“Captain,” he said. “You went to the royal academy, didn’t you?”

She nodded, not looking at him, tension radiating off her. “I was a few farials below you and Lord Blade.”

“I apologise if I’m making you uncomfortable,” Alaric said. He had no idea why the woman was so on edge, but he wished he could change it. “Is there anything I can do?”

Astra’s shoulders relaxed fractionally. “It’s fine,” she said. “You will know anyway. It’s in the files.”

Alaric frowned. “Is it necessary for me to know?”

She shrugged. “I guess not.”

“Then I don’t want to know,” he said. “Your life is yours, and I don’t want to pry, not unless it affects Castrial’s safety.”

Astra chuckled but turned to look at him. “Not many share your views on the matter,” she said. 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Alaric said. 

Unfortunately, he knew well how people were, but whatever it was had Astra feeling unsafe and frightened, he was not going to add to it.

She looked at him still, her eyes full of emotions he couldn’t read. “Thank you,” she said softly. 

He shook his head. “You shouldn’t have to thank me for behaving with common decency,” he said. “It’s something you are owed and whoever doesn’t, you should put them in their place.”

A laugh burst from her. “I never thought of that,” she said. Her eyes regarded him gravely. “Have you done that?” she asked. “To people who treated you badly?”

Alaric didn’t smile. “No,” he said. “But I... I had people who stood up for me.”

“Lord Blade,” she said softly. “I remember, back in school... I guess back then you couldn’t have done anything either... So it’s good that he did. He had nothing to fear from any of them.”

“And now, I find that if I retaliate, I may be held to be abusing my position,” he said quietly. “That’s not what I want.”

“I feel the same, but perhaps I shouldn’t be so hesitant to stand up for myself.” She paused. “Nor should you, you know. His Majesty is not unreasonable and supports his people, especially those he appointed himself.”

Alaric felt a surge of gratitude for her understanding. Before he could say anything, the carriage stopped. Alaric waited for Astra to descend before following her. 

“My lord Shield,” one of his assistants said as they entered. “The head of the city law enforcement is waiting for you.”

The woman standing next to his assistant bowed to him, her uniform dusty and eyes filled with caution. Alaric frowned as he looked at her. He remembered her from before. She had been holding that position long and had been doing a good job too.

“Come inside,” he said, indicating the open door of his office. “If I may trouble you, captain?”

Astra nodded as she followed him and the other woman.

“Chief Lorelei,” Alaric said. “Have a seat and tell me what I can do for you.”

“There’s been a murder,” she said, after sitting down. She fidgeted. “A pimp in a brothel. I know that it’s under my jurisdiction, but... Eyewitness reports say it’s a nobleman who did it.”

Alaric frowned, wanting to say that that shouldn’t be a problem, but unfortunately, it was. No noble would defer to a commoner, and they were all well-guarded by soldiers who wouldn’t think twice about driving away law enforcement officials or guards.

“Who?” he asked.

The Chief fidgeted again. “It’s Lord Giles from all reports. They said he used to frequent the establishment, but he had some words with the deceased yesterday... He pushed the man and when the deceased said that he would complain, he stabbed him with the sword he carries everywhere.”

Alaric stiffened, unable to help it.

Lord Giles.

Sylvester’s father.

Dew’s father. Dew who had been betrothed to Lucian before her death. 

Alaric might have been away, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know what went on in Lucian’s life. 

But Lord Giles was more than just that, and even though Alaric hated him, he didn’t hate him enough to want him to die. 

“Are you sure it was Lord Giles?” he heard himself ask, his voice steady despite how his insides was a storm of emotions– anger, despair and something he couldn’t put a name to. 

“That’s what the eyewitnesses say,” Chief Lorelei confirmed. “I want your advice, Lord Shield, and assistance. I can’t go to Lord Giles’ house and arrest him.”

“I can,” Alaric said. “Captain, do you mind accompanying me?”

“I’ll be happy to,” Astra said. “Where are we going?”

“To the crime scene, and then we’ll decide,” Alaric said. “If it’s indeed Lord Giles, we may also need to inform His Majesty.”

Though the laws held no distinction between a noble and a commoner when it came to crimes, in actual fact, nobles got away with more. It was a state of affairs the King was not happy about. All the same, Alaric wanted to apprise the King of the facts before he made an arrest. 

There was also the matter of Lord Giles’ family. Usually, criminals’ families were also given the same punishment, a law that Alaric had been thinking of changing. Why should innocents suffer for the crime of someone? But as it stood now, Lord Giles’ family would be executed along with him if he turned out to be guilty.

That was something Alaric couldn’t allow, and he hoped the King would listen to his plea for leniency. Even so, worry coiled tight inside his gut as he hoped that Lord Giles hadn’t actually done it. 
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