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Dawn Arrival

A top her mare, Izabella unsheathed her most precious possession. 
With scrolling on the blade and dragon wings unfurled on the cross 

guard, the pink and green jeweled weapon felt like home in her hands. 
Izabella relaxed her grip. Dios help me. There is so much at stake. She slowly 
exhaled the butterHies awake in her stomach.

voo“es crunched the gra“el next to her. ’Are you sure you won?t eat”C 
Loncern lined her maid?s forehead. vanna grew up in the castle of Koarre 
alongside Izabella and her sister Lamilla, and their friendship bridged rank 
and title. vanna?s attention to detail, paired with Izabella?s “ision for her 
country strengthened their bond. 

Izabella shook out her wa“es of hair. ’Ming Oartis will ha“e platters 
piled high.C ver stomach growled in dissent. With her prodding, they had 
awoken earlier than usual for the last leg of their journey, and she hoped 
she wouldn?t regret it.  

vanna guided her horse closer. ’At least let me take care of this.C Izabella 
heard the smile in vanna?s “oice as she tugged on Izabella?s wild cascades 
of auburn. ’…ne dayTC vanna said, with a lilt in her “oice. -heir joke was 
that Izabella?s rebellious hair could start a war. 

As vanna re'braided IzabellaZs tangled tresses, the jingle of pack animals? 
bells signaled the arri“al of the cara“an of ser“ants and supplies coming up 
the rocky path behind them. -hey would all descend into the “alley with 
the sunZs rising. 
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’Euenos  dqas,  Latalan,C  vanna  said,  breaking  into  Izabella?s 
thoughts. 

Izabella sFuinted into the morning brilliance. -he country before 
them was so unlike their home. -his “alley Hoor would continue a 
gentle decline through low hills and arid plains to the sea, where the 
ri“er Pbro would deposit its resources into a rich delta Hanking the 
Oediterranean. -hough the lower altitude was much warmer than the 
foothills of her belo“ed Aragon, she heard foreigners were met with a 
frigidity that ri“aled e“en the icy peaks of the Inglewood Oountains. 

-he Inglewood Oountains. 
Izabella?s heart sFueezed. -hose snow'co“ered heights surrounding 

her home brought painful memories. She Dlled her lungs with warm 
air and exhaled. 

Eelow them, the bright red and gold banners of Latalan Huttered 
in the breeze. Eeyond, dots of small white tents speckled the “alley 
representing the full strength of the Latalan army. Nor all Ming Oartis? 
political wiles and hea“y'handed management, he had helped her when 
she needed it most. -he neighboring king was an ally, but after her 
father?s sudden death, Oartis became an e“en stronger ad“ocate. 

vanna laid her hand upon the Fueen?s. ’Rios is with you and so are 
we.C 

Izabella nodded. With a snap of metal, she sheathed her precious 
dagger, then crossed herself. ’If 4our Yresence does not go with usTC

’Tdo not send us up from here,C vanna Dnished. 
Izabella sFueezed her maid?s hand and gazed at the white tents. ver 

marriage to the king?s son would bind her neighbor?s army to her, 
securing a strong layer of protection for the kingdom her father had 
entrusted to her. Eut was it worth the king?s asking price” 
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-he general stood with clenched Dsts behind the lines of armored men. 
A warm breeze drifted by, and he cringed. ve ne“er could adjust to the 
summer heat.

’Is she here”C a white'whiskered man asked. Nur'trimmed robes 
en“eloped the aged frame that swayed on unsteady feet. -he king?s 
“oice still carried authority, though the e6ort looked painful. 

’Si, Su Oajestad, her entourage has been spotted.C -he general kept 
an e“en tone to his answer, though his heart was less submissi“e. vis 
gaze penetrated the neat rows of soldiers where a dust cloud tra“eled 
from the west. ’If you will allow me.C ve held out his sun'stained arm 
and led the king back through his tented doorway. 

’!ames,C Ming Oartis said in a raspy “oice, ’there is no knowing how 
this day will end. 4ou ha“e been my faithful right'hand man and my 
human crutch at the moment.C ve chuckled as he patted the general?s 
tense forearm. ’Whate“er befalls us this day, let us remain friends.C

Ming  Oartis?  balance  was  lacking  these  days,  but  his  grip  was 
“ice'like. !ames studied the fading eyes of the king for the challenge he 
felt directed at him.

’Su Oajestad, it has been my honor to ser“e, and I am grateful for 
your trust.C !ames ne“er was one to back down. ’Eut I don?t under'
stand how this meeting will help. It?s been three years since I last saw 
her. At best, it won?t change things, and at worstTC !amesZs words 
trailed as he eyed the king. ’I cannot risk being sent back to Aragon. I 
will not lea“e my men when we are so close to putting an end to this 
war.C  

’5eina Izabella bears you no ill will regarding her father?s death, so 
why should she order you back” We ha“e gone o“er this. 4our position 
here is safe. I know there is no eFual to your leadership, e“en in my 
son.C -he king steeled his gray eyes towards the throne. ’ve will need 
you when I am gone, though he will not admit it.C

’Su Oajestad¿C
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-he king wa“ed him o6. ’I can see the truth.C ve shook his whitened 
head. ’Kawrence?s recklessness has stirred many doubts. P“en my court 
counselors trust your judgment more than his. I know the two of you ha“e 
not always seen eye to eye, but with his upcoming marriage to Izabella of 
Aragon, I hope he will be ready to take his place.C

’-hen I will do my best to make peace with the prince.C 
’And with your past”C
!ames glanced o“er his shoulder at the riders approaching and hardened 

his gaze. 

Izabella reigned in her mare. Swords bolted into the air and a deafening 
’hurrahC echoed from the rows of troops assembled. Izabella was glad she 
had listened to vanna and exchanged riding clothes for an elegant dress 
of “el“et burgundy with gold embroidery. She sat conDdently astride her 
Andalusian, the layers of richly adorned fabric draping in ripples around 
her. Eronze embellishments on bridle, reins, and stirrups completed her 
regal look. She wore her grandmother?s gilt crown with red rubies and pale 
amber jewels, and they caught the sun?s rays, spraying the outstretched 
swords with a dance of reHected light. 

’Yresenting, 5eina Izabella, Kady of Aragon and 5uler of the Inglewood 
Oountains7C the herald shouted. 

ver trusted captain had arri“ed a day early, and he greeted her with an 
encouraging nod and outstretched hand. As he eased the Howing skirts 
from their perch, a rock thrush began his serenade. !oy at the familiar 
sound spread into a smile on her face, and the royal lady glided through the 
sharpened archway with her head held high. Ming Oartis of Latalan stood 
at the end of the shimmering tunnel and reached his arms out to her. 

’GL8mo eres mi preciosa”C ve gripped her hands with his wrinkled 
ones. ’I ha“e missed you.C
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’Eueno, Oajestad, bien. I ha“e missed you too.C 
’It has been so long. va“e I grown too old and boring to be of use to 

you anymore”C ve tucked her hand into the crook of his arm.
’Vo, Oajestad.C 
’4ou ha“e not been hiding from me” Oy soon'to'be daughter”C he said. 
Izabella?s smile strained. She was sure her eyes would gi“e her away, for 

there was the knot that had been growing in her stomach for months. If 
Oartis noticed, he did not betray it.

’4our journey was une“entful, I hope” Look has prepared all your 
fa“orites. A Dne feast awaits your appro“al.C

5oasted pine nuts and the earthy sweet smell of browned sugar wafted 
by. She smiled again and patted the king?s forearm. She would hide her 
unease, as she had been trained to do, until it was time. 

-he pair entered a richly adorned tent which ser“ed as the king?s per'
sonal Fuarters, dining, and recei“ing rooms. Warm beams of golden light 
danced through intricately cut can“as and wo“en tapestries hung rolled, 
ready to be released when the cool night air in“aded. …Gcers lined the 
inside of the tent wall, and she made sure to speak to each one in the 
recei“ing line. She recognized se“eral and lingered to talk to a stout man 
with sturdy build.

’vow goes the war, -eniente”C
’It is well in hand, Oajestad. -he southern border is where the last of 

the trouble lies, but we will soon rout the enemy.C
’Eien. I?m glad to hear your men ha“e been successful. War is a terrible 

thing, and I know many of you long for home.C 
’And how is your home, Oajestad” vow is Aragon” 4our pri“ate guard 

has successfully protected its homeland for many years without a con'
scripted army.C

’Indeed. Pl Huardia Vocturno has protected our family for o“er thirty 
years. Eut  our enemies multiply and, I hear, grow more “icious by the 
day.C
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-he man leaned forward. ’If you e“er ha“e the need, Oajestad, there are 
many of us who remember the goodness of your father and the beauty of 
your land. 4ou need only but ask.C

’Lome, my dear,C the king interrupted, ’we will ha“e time yet for talk 
of armies. -here is someone I wish for you to meet.C

’Hi“e my lo“e to your familia,C Izabella called back to the lieutenant as 
Oartis led  her to the end of the line. 

’And now,C Ming Oartis said with a Hourish, ’two of my most fa“orite 
people in the world, Dnally together. 5eina Izabella, may I present the 
Lommanding Heneral of the Latalonian Army and my dear friend, Hen'
eral !ames Eurdinor.C 

-he apprehension on the king?s face confused Izabella. She had ne“er 
met the general before but looked forward to the pleasure for years. She 
had a myriad of Fuestions to ask him regarding army tactics and was happy 
for a new guest at the dinner table. Ming Oartis slowly mo“ed out of her 
line of sight, and she felt her heart freeze. 

An imposing soldier with a tall build and broad shoulders approached. 
vis dark curls and thick beard did little to hide his brown eyes from pene'
trating her soul. A loud throbbing in her head choked out his indiscernible 
words and tears pricked her eyes. She should have eaten. -he room began 
to grow dark at the edges and she fought to stand. 



The Reunion

“R eina Izabella,” James said as he bowed, “it is good to see you 
again. May I congratulate you on your upcoming wedding to 

the crown-prince.” The words were bile in his mouth and his stomach 
churned. 

The queen gasped. Her reaction to him was as he had feared. Suprise and 
anguish fought within her striking features. It had been three long years 
and now those beautiful green eyes, large and glassy, stared hard into him, 
searching his face over. 

“James?” she asked, in a quivering voice. 
At least she recognized him. She tried to take a step forward, but wob-

bled, mumbling incoherent words. He noticed the color draining from 
her sun-kissed cheeks. He was accustomed to the signs of soldiers fainting 
under the morning sun and he crossed the few steps between them quickly. 
As soon as her knees gave way, he was there to catch her. He pulled her in 
and lifted her into his arms. 

The scene quickly changed from one of festivity to that of concern. 
James stood like an awkward statue as the room shifted into action. Men 
parted shoulders as he walked by with his lovely burden. He ignored his 
colonel’s mischievous wink and deftly laid the unconscious woman upon 
the chaise in the adjacent sitting room. 

The king positioned himself at her side, while James retreated to a 
darkened corner. A Zurry of attendants followed, and the physician was 
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brought in. Nater and light food were to be given once she awoke. Surely 
it was the strain of the journey and the early morning. Keither James nor 
—ing Martis made mention of the shock they had just given her. It was 
decided breakfast should be eaten by all, and the procession of maids, 
oxcers and servants were ushered out. 

James watched as —ing Martis drew Izabella’s hair away from her face. 
Her wild auburn waves had a mind of their own and she was constantly 
at war with her locks, beautiful as they were. She had turned nineteen this 
springQthe age he was the last time he had seen her. She had grown up. 
Nould she think him very changed? He took a bold step forward as —ing 
Martis spoke. 

“She has carried the burden of ruling alone well, but she is weary since 
last I saw her. She hides it behind her smile.” 

It was true. Instead of the carefree girl of siUteen, James now saw a 
woman bearing the weight of the world on her shoulders. 1et her smile 
lines gave evidence of a good life. 

James felt jealousy simmer to the surface. Izabella’s engagement to the 
king’s son had been a harsh blow. She was more striking than ever, and the 
stories of her kindness con!rmed what he had always known to be true. 
His heart raced. She had ended up in his arms once again. 

His thoughts were broken as a couple rushed into the room. Hanna 
appeared, followed by her husband, Kathaniel Eowman, Oaptain of the 
Gueen’s Kightguardsmen. Hanna rushed to her queen’s side and quickly 
felt her forehead. Satis!ed with the measures taken, she quietly spoke to the 
king, then stood and looked around. Kathaniel motioned to the shadows, 
and Hanna locked eyes with the general. Trapped. 

Her rosy cheeks Zushed, and a well of emotion rose within James. She 
looked the same, but plumper around the hips and faceQmarried life had 
been good to her. He regretted not being there for the couple’s joyous day. 
She rushed to him, and he instinctively braced for impact. 

She thrust her short arms around his neck. 
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“Ph, James> Oan it really be you?” 
It was dixcult to !nd air in her tight embrace, but he didn’t care. 

Kathaniel wrapped them in a giant bear hug. They, at least, did not hate 
him. The precious seconds passed slowly as years melted away. They re-
leased a collective sigh, and whispered prayers of thanks. 

“The shock must have been too much for her.” Hanna hurried back to 
her mistress’s side. “Su Majestad, it’s all right. It’s himQyou can wake up 
now. James, come here where she can hear your voice.” 

He held to the defensive position of the corner. 
“James, she will want to see you. Nhy are you skulking about?” 
He breathed deep. To disobey would cause a ruckus. He walked over and 

the king gave way, but James saw reluctance in his face. 
“Oall to her. There, Majestad. He’s here now. It’s going to be alright.” 

Hanna laid a wet cloth upon the sweet forehead and put the limp !ngers 
in his rough hand. “James, this is no time to be shy. Talk to her and she will 
be awake and eating in no time.”

Nith a deep sigh, James knelt by the closed eyes and whispered a few 
words. 

“?o on. 1ou might be an impressive general now, but don’t forget 
who bandaged you up after all your escapades.” Hanna looked up at her 
husband and Kathaniel squeezed her shoulder. 

James shifted uncomfortably on his knees. 
“It’s me, Eella@” The name caught in his throat. Izabella’s hand grasped 

his and memories Zooded his mind. He couldn’t do this. He wasn’t ready. 
He stood as Izabella’s eyelids Zuttered open. “Kathaniel, Hanna,” he 

said, “things are diAerent now.” James glanced at —ing Martis.
“James?” came the weak voice from the cushions. 
James hurried to his feet and hurdled himself towards the doorway. 

Kathaniel was on his heels and Hanna called him, but James shut out the 
voices of his past with the steady beat of his feet.



Heart’s Desire

I zabella opened her eyes and stared into the crack of light. The curtained 
doorway ,utteredH and she peered into the faces of the king and Qanna. 

They looked as shocked as she felt. muiet tears ran onto her dressH and 
Qanna wrapped her in her ar“s. 

Fvorgi”e “eH’ Izabella said. FIN“ sure IN”e spoiled breakfast.’
FMoH it is I who should be apologizingH’ qartis saidH catching her hand 

in his. FI should ha”e gi”en you warningH with or without the generalNs 
appro”al.’ Qis bushy brows furrowedH and a stor“y look ca“e into his 
eyes. 

IzabellaNs lip Sui”ered. Jhe ne”er did succu“b to the idea of Wa“esN 
death. It was only in the last few “onths her hope had wa”ered. 

F?hy has he been hidingC ?hy didnNt you send “e wordC’  
The king sighed hea”ily and leaned back into his chair. FI know you ha”e 

“any SuestionsH but there are no si“ple answers. ʻountless ti“es I wanted 
to tell youH but alwaysH so“ething restrained “e.’ Qe shrugged. FMot e”en 
the generalAs staD knows of his true beginnings.’

E stor“ of feelings passed in and out of IzabellaNs heartH and her “ind 
was in a ,urryH adding to a pounding headache. Jhe rubbed her forehead. 
FRid not your o1cers wonder who he was and fro“ where he ca“eC Qow 
could he ha”e hidden for so longC’

FJiH it is trueH “any of “y ad”isors would ha”e recognized Wa“es fro“ 
his ti“e ser”ing with your father. ?hich is why he has ne”er been to the 
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capital. Wa“es has ser”ed entirely fro“ the battleLeldH his personal 
choice. Bnly IH jrUncipe xawrenceH and the Kurdinor fa“ily know the 
truth.’

F?hoC’ IzabellaNs “ind raced. The young Wa“esH a rising star in her 
fatherNs kingdo“H had suspiciously disappeared without a trace the day 
of her fatherNs tragic death. Qer heart was sickH but her sto“ach growled. 

Qanna ga”e her a look. Fʻo“idaH Ju qa—estadC’ 
Izabella nodded with a blush. FEndH QannaH “ake the tea strongH por 

fa”or.’ Izabella took a deep breath and rubbed her te“ples. Was this 
really happening? 

óntil the age of siáteenH her life had been easyH full of gaiety and 
laughter. jredictable and secure. Those days were no “oreH but she 
could do better than this. Jhe sat straighter a“ong the cushions and 
dried her eyes. FINd like to know the whole story. vro“ the beginning. 
?ho are the KurdinorsC’

FBf course.’ Zing qartis leaned back in his chair and wa”ed to an 
attendant for a cushion. EpparentlyH this story would take so“e ti“e. 

FThat good and generous fa“ily li”es near our shared border. They 
found Wa“es in their Lelds one nightH wounded and near death. They had 
lost their only son in the war the pre”ious yearH and their grief was fresh. 
They took Wa“es in without Suestion. They nursed hi“ back to healthH 
and he worked on their far“H regaining his strength. Qe e”entually told 
the“ where he was fro“H and in turnH they ga”e hi“ their na“e to “ake 
a new start. I thank Rios he felt he was able to trust “eH e”en then. Qe 
relayed a “essage to “e —ust weeks after the accident with your fatherY’

FIt wasnNt an accident.’
FEhH siH perd4na“e. Wa“es belie”es the rockslide that killed your father 

was treason and has been hunting down the cri“inals e”er since. There 
were threats to his “otherNs life and yoursH “i -ngelH if e”er he was to 
return to Eragon or “ake any contact with you. In his “indH by staying 
awayH he was keeping you safe.’
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Izabella stared at her hands. Jhe understoodH but that didnNt “ean 
she had to agree with it. ThankfullyH QannaNs i“peccable ti“ing ga”e 
her a “o“ent to gather herself. 

E tray piled with war“ rosSuilla Llled her senses andH for a secondH 
she relaáed. The ring6shaped pastries ,ecked with sugar and star anise 
instantly brought back “e“ories of her childhood. Jhe took a bite and 
sighed into the ,a”ors. ?ith her sto“ach at bay and her senses piSuedH 
Izabella eyed the king. 

Wa“es had stayed away by choice. To protect her “aybeH but it didnNt 
feel like she had been protected. And how did she know it had been 
James’ decision and not Rey Martis’? 

F?ill I be allowed to see hi“ againC’
FBf course. Qe is still your sub—ectH bound by your lawsH and you 

are soon to be la reina of this nationH of which he would be your 
co““anding general. 5ou can do what you like with hi“H the foolX ?e 
ha”e no SuarrelsH heH and IH eácept on this.’

Fqy ladyX’ MathanielH pantingH burst through the tent ,aps. FThe 
general has left.’ 

FxeftC’ The king and Sueen eáchanged glances.
FQe recei”ed this “essage as we spoke.’ Mathaniel handed a note 

o”er to Zing qartis. FKutH’ he turned back to Izabella with earnest 
eyesH Fhe assured “eH he would be back. Qe is done running.’ 

Izabella studied MathanielNs face. FQa”e a seatH ʻapit-nH’ she said. 
FThe king was eáplaining what Wa“es has been doing hereYwhy we 
ne”er recei”ed word fro“ hi“.’ 

Mathaniel pulled up a chair and stared at the pastries. FEhH si.’ Qe 
shiftedH nearly upsetting the table. FI spoke to hi“ about it when I Lrst 
arri”ed.’

E s“all gasp fro“ the curtains conLr“ed QannaAs ea”esdropping 
abilities. 
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Izabella narrowed her eyes. Fʻapit-n Kow“anH you found out about 
Wa“es and didnNt infor“ tu reina right awayC’ 

FJu qa—estadH I would ha”e ridden out to you “yselfH had I been 
allowed.’ 

Izabella looked for his eyes to betray his con”iction and she knew 
Qanna was doing the sa“e. Jhe snapped her attention back to the king. 
Fqa—estadH I should ha”e been pri”y.’ 

Zing qartis cleared his throat. FWa“es apparently bypassed “y coun6
sel and re”ealed hi“self to your guards ahead of ti“e. ʻertainlyH I did 
not eápect it would be such a shock to youH “i—aH else I would ha”e gi”en 
you warning.’ Zing qartis held the open “essage in his handH hiding 
hi“self behind its contents. FBf courseH we both wanted to tell youH but 
the sche“es of the ene“y pro”ed to be well plannedH and Wa“es did not 
want to take any chances. KesidesH he felt the ulti“ate bla“e led to hi“.’

FKla“eC’ Izabella said. F5ou speak of “y fatherNs deathC’ E ,ush of 
feelings swept o”er her. Jhe raised her Lnger toward Qanna. Jhe was 
going to need “ore tea.

FJu qa—estadH’ said Mathaniel to the kingH FWa“esN directions up and 
down the “ountain were clearly laid out in his report. Qe speciLcally 
instructed the late Zing Ercher not to take that path for fear of a rock6
slide. IN”e gone o”er the paperwork “yself.’

FI understand.’ qartis wa”ed a dis“issi”e hand. FKut that is not how 
he sees it. Wa“es grew up on those “ountainsH so to hi“H it was his 
responsibility to keep Oey Ercher safe. MaturallyH since he left the riding 
party earlyH he feels guilty. It is a co““on sy“pto“Yone he has had 
to gi”e his “en counsel on “any occasionsH yet he cannot see it for 
hi“self.’

The king tapped the paper in his hands.
FThe raids on our borders ha”e increased as we tighten the noose 

around our ene“yHs neck. There was another attackH and Wa“es has gone 
to in”estigateH thoughH I a“ afraid I already know the outco“e.’
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FJhall I go after hi“C’ Mathaniel said. F?ill he need supportC qy “en 
are ready.’

The king shook his head. FThis is our battleH and your place is here 
with tu reina. ?e will send “en with supplies to aid the wounded.’ The 
king called for a courier and scribbled a Suick note. FTake this to ʻoro6
nel Ja”ier.’ Qe turned back to Mathaniel. Qis large knuckles tightened 
around the ar“ of his chair. FThose people will ha”e been through enough 
grief for a lifeti“eH and they will not recognize your ,ags.’ The king 
reached for his walking stick and pushed hi“self up. FIf you will eácuse 
“eH I “ust brief “y o1cers.’ 

IzabellaNs pulse Suickened. E furti”e glance at Mathaniel conLr“ed his 
support. 

FJu qa—estadH “ay I acco“pany youC I should know Lrsthand what we 
are facing.’ 

Fqi -ngelH there are unsa”ory details. It has already pro”en to be a 
di1cult “orning for you.’ 

F?ould you tell “y capit-n insteadC’
FBf courseH he is welco“e.’ 
FThenH you can tell “e.’ Izabella rose with Mathaniel at her side. F5ou 

“ay not think itH but there is strength enough in “e.’
Zing qartis stiDened. FʻhildH to lead oneNs country “eans doing things 

we do not wish to do. Kut it can also “ean not doing things we desire.’ 
Izabella gri“aced. . Qe had known about Wa“es and not said a word. Qe 

was likely under orders by his fatherH but it didnNt “atter. Jhe felt decei”ed. 
Qalfway out the doorH qartis gru“bled and called back. FRo not co“6

plain of the night“ares you will ha”e.’ 
Izabella looked at Mathaniel who ga”e a knowing nod. Qanna Suietly 

handed her a rosSuilla bundled in a handkerchief and Izabella took one last 
sip of tea. Bne would ne”er ha”e guessed fro“ the dainty “orsels what an 
eátraordinary “orning it had been. Wa“es Inglewood was ali”e. Qe fought 
for another country and his eáile was of his own doing. 
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Mathaniel led her to the doorwayH and she tightened her grip on his ar“. 
Nightmares. If Zing qartis only knew. 



The Enemy

J ames arrived at the appointed village and dismounted on the outskirts. 
He picked his way around the dusty paths leading to the grazing lands 

of the kingdom. Animals grunted and bayed in their stalls, and, though the 
night Ires burned, a heavy darkness crept over the land. 

James whispered a prayer his father taught him. He had not practiced 
shabbat since he —ed Aragon, and the familiar Hebrew words brought 
comfort. Ct asked for protection from evil doers and for guidanceDa prayer 
highly appropriate for tonight. 

James and the Ratalonian army were close to Inishing the war, but, as 
a last rain of Ire, the attacks from their enemy were no longer against the 
army only, but against the people. Tamaged property was of little concern 
when village after village was targeted with malicious intent. -umors of 
the black rider leading them had circulated, but now the stories trickled in 
of men, women and children being herded into packs. xhey were beaten, 
then forced to watch in horror, as women and girls were dragged away. 

As James strode further amongst the stone dwellings, the soulBwrenchB
ing sounds came like a tidal wave, hitting him from all directions. Heaving 
sobs from fresh widows miEed with tormented cries from abused girls. 
Nabies whimpered at distant mothers, while the steady sharpening of metal 
sliced through the din as fathers and brothers prepared to avenge. 

-age Illed James as he held back stinging tears. He reveled in knowing 
there was a special place in hell reserved for the perpetrators. His chest 
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burned and his Ingers ached. xhese innocentsP blood and pain cried out 
for “ustice, and he and his men were ready to answer.

AleE !ayne “umped atop a cart full of barrels and watched as his marauders 
wound themselves into an impassioned craze. He stroked his glossy beard. 
xhey had returned to their hidden forest base only hours ago, but the 
victors were already in a frenzy, the air ripe with the stench of ale and 
unwashed men.

!ayne tightened the knot on the halfBmask that covered the left side of 
his face and unsheathed his sword, “olting it into the air. ”xhatPs one more 
villageBfull thatPll be having nightmares about us, boysGL 

xhe gathering of drunken scoundrels roared with laughter. 
He stroked his blade slowly across the audience, stopping at one man. 

”1ost of those country pigs resemble, well, pigs, but every village has their 
fair maiden. A toast to Nram.L 

”Here, here,L came the shouts and the men “ostled each other knowingly.
”xhe lucky devil to Ind the diamond in the rough.L !ayne winked, but 

his scowl betrayed his “ealousy.
xhe men cheered as they pushed their inebriated comrade to the front.  
”Wive him a barrel, ladsG He needs it to forget his broken heart.L !ayne 

laughed ridiculously and the crowd “oined him. Nram saluted in thanks and 
teetered away with a troop of men, eager to lend him aid. AleE !ayne let the 
men revel for a few more minutes before he lifted his hand for silence. He 
lowered his voice to gain their full attention.

”Sads, youPve done well. CPm proud of what we have accomplished.L He 
panned the congested area, then raised his Ist. ”Yo one thought we were 
good enough.L He nodded to his oZcers. ”Oe were cast outGL

”2iGL
”Oe were banishedGL
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”2iGL
”Oe were the re“ects of society, but soon, they will come groveling 

to usG Oe banded together and now threaten a kingdomGL His nostrils 
—ared and his muscles strained.

”HazzahGL came the wild shouts. 
He soaked in their accolades. xhey adored him when they were drunk 

and hated him when they were sober. xhis was his chance to secure 
their allegiance, once again priming them for the Inal stage of his plan.

”And now,L he said, pausing for impact, ”we are ready to strike the 
head of the snake. xhe mighty general of Ratalan still hunts us, but 
where is he>L !ayne scowled at the crowd. ”xhe man pours over maps, 
searching for clues, and we have left them, havenPt we>L A few chuckles 
were heard. ”Oe are a black thorn in the side of 1artis. 1y spies say el 
rey is nearing his end. Oe have worn him down and Ratalan will soon 
be ripe for the taking.L

”Ohen do we strike>L came a shout.
”Sa ma“estadG Oe want la reinaGL 
xhe coarse mob roared with laughter, whistling their approval. 
!ayne clenched his “aw. If he wasn't careful, Izabella could be killed 

in the next battle. He —ashed his teeth and tilted his head as if to reveal 
a dirty little secret. 

”Ah, si, la reina. Oho can forget her, for it is she who is at the back 
of all our minds. xhat last beacon of hope for the eastern lands will 
soon come to her senses. 9ou have heard tales of her beauty but beware 
of her sorceryG 2he will seduce you with one look and no maiden will 
ever slake your thirst againG Neware of her touch for in her hands she 
holds the power of death. 2he has studied the ancient scrolls and will 
not hesitate to use them against us. 1isery and torment are what she 
bringsGL

”xhis one says hePs seen herGL came a cry from the back. 
”C have, C have seen herGL said a youth in response. 
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”And what of it>L came the rude reply from the grizzled man neEt to 
him. 

!ayne held his breath.
xhe boy spoke as if in a trance. ”2he is the most beautiful woman C have 

ever seen. C looked into her eyes, and it was as if she was staring into my 
soul.L

!ayne breathed a small sigh of relief. ”xhatPs it, gentlemenG 2poken from 
the mouth of babes.L 

”2he healed my sisterGL 
AleE cringed. 
A second young scrap of a boy pushed himself into the crowd. 
”1y brother had a fever and?L
”And la reina laid her hand upon her, said some fancy words, and your 

brother made magically made well>L 
A low rumble of laughter curled through the crowd and AleE “umped 

down from his perch and strode toward the lad. 
”To not allow yourself to be brought into her lies. CPve seen it myself. 

A fairer maid there never was, nor a more powerful sorceress, but at what 
cost, my brothers> Ohat does she ask for in return>L

”YoBnoth?L
”xhere is always a price to be had, boyGL AleE grabbed the boyPs collar, 

his dirty shirt bunched up in !aynePs Ist. 
”Her god demands a costG To you remember what happened to her 

father> xhe misguided men of Ml Wuardia Yocturno who accompanied 
their king on his fateful ride> ?r her mother who died of a broken heart>L 
He dropped the boy back to his feet with a shove. ”?f course not, for you 
are too young. All who come near her are doomed to a terrible fate. And 
now, we hear, she is at the kingPs camp> Oith any luck, shePll spread her 
tormenting disease upon those weakBminded fools.L 

xhe men sounded their approval with hearty groans. 
Careful now. The less they know, the better. 
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”Aragon will be an easy take once we have Ratalan in our grip, but la 
reina is not to be touched. To you hear> To not harm her, lest her wrath 
spill out upon our armies. Nring her to me, for C have studied how to deal 
with her. As for the rest, we wait for the right timeDand then we strikeGL

xhe men cheered in unison raising swords high into the air. xhey were 
eating out of his hand. 2uch a wretched bunch, it didnPt take much to sway 
them. 

”Hear me nowG ?ur path of destruction would seem to lead to ?rganya. 
xhe enemy will send a detachment of their Inest battleBhardened soldiers 
to guard it, but we will not be there. YoG Oe have worked hard for this dayG 
Oe have bided our time and kept our secretsG Oe will attack from the north 
and slit their throats while they sleep. Oe will kill el rey and el pr@ncipe and 
watch them swirl in derisionGL 

xhe roar was thundering as they pounded their approval upon the sad 
earth. He took leave amid their carousing and smiled at his cleverness. 
He would be a great king. He would be the one to unite Ratalan with 
the southern 1oorish kingdoms. Oith the strength of those nations, he 
would have enough force to sweep through the rugged mountain country 
of Aragon and take it by force. He would tear down the old mountain 
strongholds, sit on the throne of the king, and make Czabella his bride. He 
would make sure James stayed alive for at least that long. 





The Realization

J ames reached down and patted his horse’s side. 

“Almost there, boy.” 
Far to the west, the late afternoon sun hung above the foothills, marking 

the border between the realms of Aragon and Catalan. Beyond those 
foothills rested the Inglewood mountains of his birth. James had never 
allowed himself hope of returning, but he thought of them often. He 
missed their steep slopes alive in spring with a myriad of wildWowers. 
zinter brought pelting snow and ice, but also co-y Lres and time for stories 
passed down through generations. It was a hard life, but its simplicity had 
its rewards. Families were closeTknit and the brawn he earned as a young 
lad served him well on the battleLeld. 

In contrast, the valley of Aragon, with its fertile patchwork farms and 
rippling riverbeds, was a child’s best friend. Fishing, berry picking, and 
the friendly faces of the bustling town of —oarre drew many. Ohe two 
communities relied on one another and had worked together to ensure the 
safety of their lands. 

Safety. 
His visit to the village had brought unwelcome memories. —ong ago, he 

had sworn his life to protect the monarchy he lovedKthe monarchy of 
Aragon. Mne more decisive battle for Catalan, then the time for him to 
make a change would come. Eing Rartis would be upset, but reasonable. 
He could only hope the same of I-abella. 
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As the white tents of his army came into view, new recruits fumbled to 
stand at attention, while his seasoned veterans snapped their salutes. He 
fought alongside most of them in many battles these past three years, and 
their bonds of blood ran deep. Oheir inXuisitive looks, however, made him 
wonder about the gossip regarding his swift departure.

“zelcome home, heartbreakerY” 
?avier’s big smile greeted him and cleared away all doubt. The rumors 

were flying. 
James shook his head. “…ou know, you could try and keep it down' 

Raybe if you go back to being a private for a whileñ” 
“zhat' Re' I havenSt done a thingY Besides,” ?avier elbowed James in 

the ribs and winked, “not too shabby. Ohe sePoritas are swooning over you. 
Ohey can’t stop talking about how you swept la reina into your iron arms, 
then Wed from the betrothed temptress into the hori-on.” ?avier slapped 
him on the shoulder. “…ou’ll Lnd a wife in no timeY”

James growled. “Ohe last thing I needñ” 
“6i, what you needY Ohis has been my highest priority for the last two 

years. …ou’re working yourself to death and taking me right along with you. 
I need to Lnd you a sePoritaY”

“I’m in such capable hands.”
“Mf course, you areY”
James rolled his eyes. “Having a wife is not the same as having a woman, 

?avier.”
“I know this, still women love me.”
“5o, you love women. Ohere is a dijerence.”
“Fine, Lne. I see what you mean. It is di:cult with us being gone so 

much. Besides, 6ePora ?avier Fernande- must Lrst be able to duplicate 
your mother’s Crema Catalana to perfection and that is no small feat. But 
she’ll be a beauty, you can be sure about that.”

James handed his horse oj to a private and started walking. He had heard 
this speech before. If there had been trouble, ?avier would have told him. 
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Ohe man enDoyed ribbing James more than he liked, but ?avier was as 
loyal a friend as they came.

“6o, where we headed' Oo el rey'” 
James kept an even pace and nodded.
“Oerrible news about the village.” 
James locked his eyes on the large tent ahead. 
“zas it as bad as the others'”
“zorse.”
?avier shook his head with disgust. “Zl Rascara strikes again.”
“He’s sending a message.”
“Because we’ve almost got him.”
“Almost. I’ll need you to take a detachment of men to Mrganya,” said 

James.
“Ohe men will be happy. Ohey’re itching for battle.”
“It will come soon enough.”
“I never was clear on what happened the other morning. Is la reina 

prone to fainting spells'”
JamesSs Daw pulsed.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say that wasn’t the Lrst time you had 

saved a maiden in despair. …ou’re a natural.”
James gritted his teeth.
“Neina I-abella, she’s something special, eh' Been a breath of fresh 

air around here. 6mart too. zants to know what it takes to keep an 
army8 food, supplies, weapons, training, the whole thing. Apparently, 
el rey didn’t take her reXuest seriously, but she’s been out with us 
every day, peppering our o:cers with Xuestions. 5ot that they mind. 
Ohey’re happy to have her. Better company than their grump of a 
general.”

James shot him a sideways glare.
“Hey, Dust making sure youSre still with me. …ou were drifting.”
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“I’ve got a lot on my mind.” James ducked into the king’s entryway. 
He stopped and looked his second in command straight in the eye. 
“Ohis might be rough.”

“…ou think'”
“Ohere are things about my pastñthings I haven’t told you.”
“zell then, this is my lucky day.”
James shook his head and couldn’t help but smile at his friend’s 

unrelenting persistence. ?avier’s sense of humor had gotten them 
through many rough nights. He would have to thank him one day. 
James nodded, then set his face towards the throne. Humility would 
be his best ally. 

“6u RaDestadY” James dropped to one knee in front of the carved 
throne and ?avier followed suit. 

“9ood luck,” ?avier whispered.
Eing Rartis pulled himself to his feet.
“6oY He decides to return' I see my little talk went straight to your 

headY 5ow you suppose you can run oj, despite my wishes. Forgetting 
your duty' Mf all the foolhardy things to do, James InglewoodY Uid 
you really need three days to think it over'”

?avier shot a sideways glance at his friend. “Inglewood'”
“6i, InglewoodY Ry breath is nearly gone, but my hearing is still 

sharpY Nise, gentlemen. Coronel ?avier, meet 9eneral James IngleT
wood of the Inglewood Rountains and true citi-en of the kingdom of 
Aragon. Ohe secret is out, so we may as well get through the introducT
tions.”

James dared a nervous peek towards the king, then at his friend. 
“…ou’re from Aragon'” ?avier said.
“It is high time your staj knew. I have put it oj too long, far beyond 

my good conscience.” Eing Rartis looked more tired than usual and 
slowly lowered himself to his throne. “It is time to start a new chapter 
in your life, James, though this is not how I thought it would begin.”  
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“Mh, you’re in it deeper than I imaginedY” ?avier stood. “Ohat means 
you already knew la reinaY zait, wait Dust a moment.” He held his hand to 
his head and closed his eyes.

James could tell ?avier’s shrewd mind was working overtime as he held 
up a Lnger. He pointed at James. 

“Inglewoodñthat name. Ohe mountain kingdom' Ohe last rey passed 
away years ago. zait, that wouldn’t have been your father'” ?avier was 
wideTeyed now. “I can’t believe itY” He practically Dumped for Doy. He gave 
a comical little bow to his friend, then paused. “Ry sincere condolences at 
the loss of your father.” An eye twitched and his e0pression changed. “But 
if you were born a prince, you would have been eligible to marryñ” He 
laughed with all the glee of a child.

James peeked at the king, trying to gauge his reaction. 
“Ohat would be somethingY 6toic you, engaged to that beam of sunT

shineY” ?avier laughed again, oblivious to the king’s scowl.
“9eneral ?avierY” Ohe king cut him oj. “…ou have a Xuick mind. Also, 

a Xuick tongue. 6ilencioY” 
?avier bowed. “6i, RaDestad.” He looked sideways at his friend, but 

James did not rebuj him. He was not angry, rather his thoughts were 
somewhere else entirely. 

Ohe king broke the awkward silence. “9eneral, have you anything to 
say'” He leaned forward to the edge of his throne.

James knew the king wanted the truth, but how much did he really have 
to say' James stumbled over his words.  

“James,” Eing Rartis was visibly irritated, “I have not asked because I 
have never had a reason to wonder. Neina I-abella is engaged to my son. Is 
there anything that would disrupt that' Is there anything I should know 
that would interfere with their being wed'” Eing Rartis leaned further 
with every Xuestion.

James closed his eyes and sighed. Certainly, the king had every right to 
be upset. He shot a dirty look at ?avier before turning to face Eing Rartis. 
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“It’s complicated.”
“HahaY I was rightY” ?avier blurted the words before he could catch 

himself.
“?avierY” said James. 
“JamesY” said the king. 
?avier halted his celebration. 
Ohe king’s forehead wrinkled all the way down to his furry white eyeT

brows. “6peak now and speak Xuickly. Ry patience is wearing thin.”  
“6i, sePor.” 
James shifted his feet and crossed his arms to contain his beating heart. 
“It was the day I returned from diplomatic duties. I was gone a year, but 

in that time, Ney Archer, may he rest in peace, had granted me permission 
to correspond with the princesa.”

“zith I-abella.”
“6i, with I-abella. 4p until then, our interactions were kept at a miniT

mum. All those training for Zl 9uardia 5octurno had strict rules regardT
ing their conduct with the royal family. AfterKa particular incidentKthe 
princesa became Xuite attached to me.”

“A particular incident'”
“I came to her aid during a dangerous situation.” 
?avier couldnSt contain his glee. “…ou saved her life, didn’t you' Mh, ho, 

hoY It Dust keeps getting betterY”
“Coronel, would you prefer to be e0cused'” the king said sternly.
“5o, no. Uisculpe. 5ot another peep.” He motioned sealing his lips. 
“Bien. 5o more interruptions. I will allow you because, by mere chance, 

your insatiable curiosity seems to have pieced together an important detail 
I have missed. Mr perhaps one I have purposely been blinded to.” Ohe king 
gave James a wary look.

“Ruchos gracias, RaDestad.” ?avier backed against the curtained wall to 
listen.

“5ow, you were saying, 9eneralñ”
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James continued. “I did save her. 5aturally, she became very attached 
to me, and her father, Ney Archer, thought it best to limit our contact 
with one another.” James thought back to the playful eyes that found 
their way to his around corners and through bushes. Her cleverness 
and determination unconsciously made him smile. 

Eing Rartis muttered to himself. “Ohis complicates matters, but 
you still have not answered the Xuestion.” 

“6he was young, and I cared for her, but no more than I cared for 
her hermana Camilla. Ohey were under our protection. Ohat was all, 
for they were but girls. zhen I was eighteen, Ney Archer made me 
Aragon’s diplomatic relations o:cer. He said when I returned, my 
training would be complete, and we would discuss my future. I wasn’t 
sure what he meant, but I trusted him implicitly.”

“How old was the princesa, I-abella'”
“6he was Lfteen when I left.”

 “Rarrying age.  6he had many suitors.  Archer would have been 
looking for a match for her.” Ohe king paused in thought, “…et he sent 
you away'”

“I was not of eligible rank.” 
 “But I thought you were a prince'” ?avier asked. 
James looked to the king for approval to answer the Xuestion. “I 

held the title of prince for only the Lrst month of my life. Ry people 
were dwindling in number. Nather than face the harsh e0istence of the 
mountains, many of the youth chose to live in the valley of Aragon. 
Ry father selWessly gave up his right to be called Ney of the Rountain 
and e0changed it for the resources and protection of Aragon. And a 
private education for a son born to him in his old age.”

 “Ohat doesn’t sound like a very good deal,” said ?avier Xuietly.
A burning like embers smoldering spread through James’s chest. “Ry 

father was certain it was the best decision he could have made. He wanted 
me to have the education and training to carry our people into the future, 
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no matter my title. Ry birth was a surprise to him and my mother, yet it 
gave them hope that our family’s legacy would continue.”

Eing Rartis cleared his throat. “Ray we proceed, ?avier' Have you all 
the facts you need'”

“6i, I believe I’m beginning to understand.”
James rolled his eyes and shook his head.
Eing Rartis glared.
“MhY 7erdonY” ?avier slouched back down. 
Ohe king took a deep breath, eyeing ?avier closely. For a few seconds 

James was sure the colonel had gotten himself thrown out, but the king 
seemed to think better of it.

“ze were speaking of your diplomatic trip. Archer sent you away, deT
spite the princesa showing interest'”

“I believe that was part of the reason for sending me away. 6he was visibly 
upset when I left, but I looked forward to seeing more of the world.”

“And you returned one year later'”
“I did.”
“But it was you who asked to write'”

 “6i. I asked.” James could feel his cheeks beginning to Wush.    
“zhat changed'” asked the king.
“I missed her.” James shrugged. “I missed her laugh when she knew 

she had caught me oj guard. I missed her Xuietness when she saw I was 
homesick for the mountains.” He shook his head. “ze hardly spoke, but 
when we did, it was always pleasant. Familiar. I knew she sought me out 
and I reali-ed that I too had begun to look for a chance to see her smile.” 
He stopped, catching his nostalgia too late. 

“9o on,” said the king Lrmly.
“zhen I wrote, it was of my travels, who I met, the sights and foods. 

5othing romantic in the least. I knew her letters would be read, and 
I kept them as innocent as possible. Ry time abroad soon came to an 
end, and I received one last letter before I returned. In it she told me of 
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the preparations for her si0teenth birthday festival. 6he conveyed she 
was nervous and not looking forward to the o:cial celebration. 6he 
asked if I would be back in time and hinted at my rescuing her as before. 
It was the Lrst time either of us spoke of any favor shown towards the 
other.” 

Here James stopped again. He had not allowed his thoughts to 
wander this path for years, and now the conseXuences of burying his 
past so deep were beginning to seem a mountain insurmountable. He 
wiped his brow and Lsted his shaking hands. Rartis must have noticed. 

“How far away is the village that was attacked'”
“Owo day’s ride.”
“Zach way' Uid you even sleep'”
“I rode through the night.”
“Hmph. In both directions apparently.” Ohe king grumbled to himT

self. “7ull up a seat, James. …ou look terrible and this will be no short 
conversation.” 

?avier hurried oj to fetch a chair for his friend, and James sank into 
the wooden back like it was made of feathers. 

“I’m not sure how much more suspense your coronel can take,” the 
king said, looking over at ?avier who was back at the curtain, biting 
his nails. “I reali-e you have a had a long Dourney, but we must see this 
through. 7lease continue.”

James raked his Lngers through his hair. What happened next? What 
had changed? 

“zhen I arrived home to the castle, my coming was e0pected. All 
the royal house was out to greet me and especially the royal family. 
Ohe princesas were dressed in their new spring dresses and I-abella 
lookedñ” His voice trailed oj and he chose his words carefully. “6he 
had grown up in my absence. 6he was no longer a girl, but a woman, 
and she had eyes only for me.” His stubbled face burned again, but this 
time, he didn’t try to hide it. 
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 “I did not get a chance to speak with her, for Ney Archer saw our looks 
and immediately asked to speak with me alone in his chambers. I thought 
I was done for, that I had pushed the boundaries too far. But rather than 
a reprimand, I received encouragement. Zl rey conLded there were many 
suitors coming to the festival that evening, for I made it Dust in time, and 
I-abella had made it known to him that she would rather he decide for 
her. He thought he had given her a great opportunity to choose a husband 
for herself, but as she was so repelled by the constant Wattery and showy 
behavior of most of the men, she was Xuite at a loss.”

Ohe king shifted uneasily in his throne. 
James and ?avier looked up, and James braced himself. Lawrence had 

been one of those suitors. 
“zithout using the e0act words, he hinted that if I had any inclinations 

towards the princesa, I could proceed with caution. He released me from 
my vows in Zl 9uardia 5octurno and told me I could mingle with the 
guests on eXual footing. He reTinstituted all the rights and privileges my 
birth had ajorded, and said how very proud he was of meKthat he would 
be honored to have a son like me.”

James choked on these last words. Ohe bonds between him and his king 
had been as strong as those he had with his own father. Ohe pain of losing 
them both was crippling. He covered his face as the emotion from the last 
few days caught up with him. It seemed too much for one man to bear. 

Eing Rartis prodded. “And that night you proposed'”
James gathered himself and wiped an unfamiliar tear aside. “I do not 

deny it was a magical night. ze danced the Aragonese Jota and laughed till 
our sides ached. I felt I could conXuer the world with her on my arm. Rore 
importantly, we were Lnally able to have a real conversation. ze were shy, 
but the words slowly came, and the hours passed on wings.”

“And then you proposed'” ?avier couldn’t seem to help himself.
James looked up. “5o. How could I' I couldn’t propose to a royal on 

a whim. ze were Dust starting to get to know one anotherKas adults, 
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as eXuals. I wanted to speak to my parents, to ask their blessing before I 
proceeded. Ohat night, after she refused to dance with anyone else, I kissed 
her, and we said goodbye till the morrow.”

“And then you proposed'” ?avier strained with e0pectancy.  
“And then the world came crashing down.” James’s voice fell and he 

looked at Eing Rartis with knowing eyes. 
“Ohe ne0t day I led Zl Ney Archer and a party of his closest advisors on 

a tour of the mountains. I separated from the group on the way down to 
visit my parents. Ry home was ambushed, my father was murdered, and 
a rockslide killed the entire riding party, including el rey of Aragon. I was 
blamed for their deaths, a coup was attempted, and I was chased out of the 
country.” 

?avier sank ne0t to the chair. 
“6o, in answer to your Xuestion, RaDestad, no. I-abella and I were never 

engaged.” 





Anger

J ames came dragging out of the king’s quarters feeling like a beaten rug. 
A bed was what he wanted, but he knew it would take hours to fall 

asleep. He needed to settle himself. He needed a distraction.
“This may not be the best timing,” Xavier interrupted, “but an old man 

by the name of Eijin said to tell you he would be in the forest waiting for 
you when you returned. Odd looking fellow.” 

James cracked a tired smile. “How far past the tree line?” 
“Don’t you want to go collapse somewhere? I’ll make sure you’re not 

disturbed.”
James shook his head. “I’ll need your pity later, but now,” he smiled 

warmly, “I have an appointment to keep.” 
“You need to sleep sometime!” he heard Xavier call as he began the jaunt 

to the forest.
Dimly lit and clothed in the towering pine’s shadows, this wasn’t the 

usual sort of place to practice combat training—unless you had something 
to hide. With caution, James crept up to the makeshift training arena set up 
by the Izabella's men, the elite protectors of El Guardia Nocturno. Targets 
stuFed with Rr branches were strapped to trees on the western side, while 
further up the hill a clearing had been made with a thick rope marking out 
a large arena for sparring. Just beyond that, nestled in between two thick 
trees, was a small shanty. 3our young men, dressed in the dark gray of a 
guard's uniform, threw knives into a target. They had some skill, and James 
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was deciding whether to show himself when, from out behind the wooden 
building, came an old man. 

He stood apart from the rest with his silver hair rolled tight on top of 
his head. His white whiskers grew sparse and contrasted handsomely with 
his brown skin. The indigo dyed tunic he wore was split down the middle 
and wrapped around his sleight frame. A wide swath of fabric neatly folded 
lengthwise and knotted in the center formed a belt upon which a long silver 
sword swayed at his side. 

James slowly emerged from the thick foliage and skirted the circle, not 
taking his eyes oF his former master.

“JamesCsan,” said the man, “I am pleased with your progress.” 
“Sensei.” James bowed low but was nearly lifted oF his feet by a hearty 

hug. 
Uaster Eijin laughed. “I have taught you Europas honor through reC

straint, and you have taught me sincerity through candor.” He patted 
James on the back. “It is good to see you, my son. Uy spirit has longed for 
this day. Kome, walk with me.”

James hurried to keep pace with the elder man. Eijin Zyeunten had 
maintained his vitality and quick eyes by pouring himself into the youth 
that beckoned at his doorstep. Originally from the 7ykyuu Island BingC
dom, he left home and sailed to Uanchuria, where he met Bing Archer, 
Izabella’s father. As a young prince, Archer traveled to the far east and acciC
dentally interrupted an ambush meant for the island warrior. On a barren, 
dusty road, the prince defended the foreigner valiantly. After Rghting side 
by side, Eijin saw in Archer the man who could fulRll both master and 
pupil. He vowed to serve the prince for the rest of his life and Archer, in 
return, gave Eijin his protection and trust

“Your training has served you well.” Uaster Eijin walked silently through 
the trees. 

“Hai, sensei. I would not have come so far without your and 7ey 
Archer’s instruction.” 
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“‘o desu. ArcherCsan was a great leader, a visionary. He could see a 
need from afar and prepare when others said he was mad. Put then!” He 
laughed. “Those same men would later beg forgiveness while naming him 
wiser than ‘olomon! Then they would repeat it all the ne9t week.” He 
chuckled. They stopped and listened to a songbird call to its mate. 

“You saw tu reina?” Eijin looked with crinkled eyes at James who mumC
bled about it not going as planned. 

“When will you tell her?”
“Tell her?” 
“Hai, you must tell her. You are living only half a life. 4We are no more 

than candles burning in the wind,’ says the proverb. Pefore it is too late, 
JamesCsan.”

James was perple9ed. “‘ensei?”
“I saw you that morning. The morning you ran from her. Did you Rnd 

your answer? Uen should not run. It is dishonorable. 3ortune has given 
you a second chance. Uaybe your Dios sees your sadness. You must take 
hold. What is it Archer used to say? 3rom the 7oman poet?”

“Karpe diem?”
“He loved that one.”
The old samurai and the general came to the edge of the forest and stood 

facing the arid eastern plains. 
“Am I that obvious?” James ran his Rngers through his hair.  
Uaster Eijin smiled. “I have watched you your entire life, JamesCsan.”
“Put she is engaged.”
“And? ‘o, the prince proposed. Did I miss the wedding? Nothing is 

decided.” Eijin smacked him on the back. “You, James, you must have 
courage! You are a warrior, fearless! You must Rght for her!” He paused. 
“You must Rght.”
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Izabella íung back the curtains of her tent and threw her riding gloves 
across the room. What was she doing here? ‘he had purposefully arrived a 
full week ahead of 8awrence, so she could have time with his father alone, 
time for questions and conversations. Zniting two countries under one 
banner was no small feat, and there were many details 8awrence cared 
nothing about that were missing. Instead, the king was preoccupied, she 
was íustered, and the great general of Katalan turned out to be James! ‘he 
had been stunned to see him alive, happy, overjoyed even. Put now, after 
several days of thinking it over, her feelings were not so roseCcolored. 

Tell el rey and la reina I’m sorry and I’ll be back. After three years of 
hiding, that was the message? ‘he paced feverishly. “Hanna! Any word 
from the woods?”

“‘i.” The bustling maid poked her head around a curtained wall. 
“Nathaniel rode by a few hours ago saying it was ready.”

“And the king’s men, do they know?”
“I believe they know enough.”
“Pien. Slease tell the others I am going straightaway.” 
“‘i, Uajestad.” Hanna paused with her broom in the air. “He hasn’t 

returned yet?”
“It is better for him that way. I might put a sword to his neck with how 

I’m feeling right now.”
“He’s got to come back some time, hasn’t he?”
“He cannot hide forever, not anymore.” 
Izabella retrieved her gloves and íew out the door, her skirt and hair 

whipping the wind. With all the preparations for her trip, it had been a 
week since she trained with her men. The frustration from the last three 
days would be put to good use. If she was lucky, Uaster Eijin would allow 
her to spar with him or Nathaniel. 

Nathaniel was younger than James, but he had soon risen to a position 
of leadership. He always spoke of her father in the kindest regard, as he was 
a little boy when he Rrst began his apprenticeship. Her father would have 
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been so proud of the steadfast young men that had come up through the 
ranks of El Guardia. 

The memories of her father’s gallantry lightened her mood as she rode 
across the valley. Her mother had found them sparring once and shrieked 
with horror at the sight of her dainty daughter bedecked in leather armor, 
wielding a wooden sword. Izabella smiled at the memory. 3rom then on, 
father and daughter practiced in the cellar and forged a special bond over 
their secret. 

After her father’s death, Eijin had agreed to continue her training, under 
the condition that the rest of the guard be let in on the family secret. 
Izabella was thankful for the brotherhood the company aForded her. ‘he 
was second only to Nathaniel in marksmanship and enjoyed the friendly 
competition. 

“Puenos d2as, Uajestad!” called a young voice as she rode into the ring.
“Ola, Kaleb. I really need this today. Is ‘ensei Eijin here?”
“8o siento. He went to check the perimeter. Everything is ready for you, 

though. I tested it out this morning.” He gave her a toothy grin.
“You are too kind,” she said rolling her eyes. ‘he made her way to the 

small hut set up for her against the mountainside where she e9changed 
her dress for a pair of men’s pants and tunic. Her father had insisted all 
precautions be taken for her safety and had made her a thin mesh mask 
and a pair of specially lined gloves. With the amount of time she spent 
training, injuries were e9pected, but most were easily hidden under her 
íowing sleeves and gowns. Kallused hands, however, would have betrayed 
her in an instant. Thanks to her father’s foresight and ingenuity, her hands 
remained buttery smooth, and her hidden life safe. 

‘he adjusted her bracer and whispered her customary prayerQ
Dios, ever-living,
Protect these soldiers.
Be their constant companion,
And their strength in battle
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Help us to overcome war and violence 
And to establish your laws of love and justice.
Grant this through Cristo our Lord.

Her warmCups were meditative,  and she could have done them 
blindfolded. The workout was therapeutic and with every motion, her 
mind drifted further away to the Rrst day at camp. 

The king had taken her hand near the end of the greeting line. Had 
he been trying to steady her for what would come? In her mind’s eye, she 
could see a tall Rgure approaching. ‘he couldn’t deny the e9hilaration. 
How many nights had she dreamed of leaning her head into James’ chest 
once more? What had his eyes spoken as he said her name? ‘he jolted her 
thoughts to the present. 

Guilt swept over her. ‘he was engaged to 8awrence. Izabella focused 
her mind, zeroing in on the bullseye. As she slowed her breath, she deC
termined she would not dwell in the past. Thud! Serfect shot. Pesides, 
it was too late—he had left her long ago. Thud! Not a bullseye, but still 
close. Her eyes narrowed and her blood pulsed. He had hidden his life 
from her, and she had suFered in sorrow. Thud! ‘he missed completely 
that time. 

‘he blew the hair out of her eyes and laid aside her arrows. ZnsheathC
ing her sword, she took a few swings before striking her target. With 
her long sword in hand, she always felt closer to her father. Hers was a 
replica of his with a modiRed blade, half of her in length and slightly 
thinner than average. Uade of Toledo steel, it was light, yet it rivaled 
Uaster Eijin’s katana in strength. Timing her footwork, her weapon 
collided with straw and wood. Better. 

‘he spun and sliced through the air. James had left them when they 
needed him most. Her sword lunged. What kind of man does that? Not 
an honorable one. Not a friend. Wood cracked under her force. Hot 
tears blurred her vision. 7age frothed up and she set her jaw. Whack! 
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‘he pried her sword out of the split wood. ‘pin and strike. Dodge 
and stab. ‘he leveled all her past hopes and dreams upon the pathetic 
forms before her. They would die here. ‘he would be freed from her 
past once and for all. Her sword gored the fresh oak. ‘wing after swing, 
spin after spin, the Rery warrior splintered wood and sent hay íying. 
Izabella took one more turn and buried the side of her sword in the 
last post, sounding a loud crack. ‘he loosened her grip and e9haled hot 
breath into her sweaty mask. ‘he smiled at herself, satisRed with the 
destruction left behind. ‘he turned to look for congratulations from 
any onlookers.

“Kaleb! Did you see that last one?” she asked. Her words trailed oF 
as guards rushed at her. 

“‘hhh! ‘ensei  comes with a stranger!” 
“What? Who?” she said as she staggered backwards. 
“I don’t know.”
Andrew appeared from the side. “It is the general, ‘u Uajestad.” 
“What?!” she hissed, prying her sword loose.
“‘hhh! He’ll hear you! If you want to keep your secret safe, you must 

be quiet.”
“I need to leave!”
“It’s too late! He will see you!”
“No, I must!” Izabella began backing away. If she could make it to 

the tree line, she could circle back to the tent where her clothes were. 
“Uy sons,” Uaster Eijin spoke loudly as he approached, “come forC

ward.”
That was her cue. With one last heave, she freed her sword and ran 

for the dense forest. 
Uaster Eijin waved, beckoning the men to gather. “Biite kudasai, 

there is someone I wish for you to meet. Uen, your longClost hermano, 
General James Inglewood.” Uaster Eijin turned to face his companion. 
“JamesCsan, okaerinasai. Welcome home.” 
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Izabella threaded her way through the trees. ‘he couldn’t deny the sancC
tity of the moment. James had either trained or trained with most of the 
older men. The younger ones had heard stories of his accomplishments, 
and he still held titles for many of their records. ‘he recognized his voice 
and crouched behind a boulder to listen. 

“Ui hermanos, I humbly oFer my apology. I left you so long ago, under 
terrible conditions. I am sorry for abandoning you in the thick of trouble.”

‘he couldn’t see his face, but she could hear the emotion in his voice. 
“I am sure you all know the tragic circumstances that parted us. I have 

missed this familia dearly, and I am sorry for not being able to reveal myself 
sooner. If there is any way you could forgive me, and if there is ever any 
aid I can give to you, I would be forever grateful.” 

Izabella heard the reassurances of the men and, within minutes, the 
slapping of backs and laughter as they welcomed their longClost brother 
back into the fold. Py now they all knew the real story of what had 
happened that day, and they had forgiven him long ago.  ‘he should have 
been happy for them, for their joyful reunion, but jealously burned their 
words in her ears. Their apology should have been hers. What about her? 
What about the questions and pain he left her with? ‘he knew her disgust 
and bitter feelings were not wholly justiRed, but just this once, she didn’t 
want to be the one to choose the higher path. ‘he rose from her hiding 
spot. ‘he was less than a hundred feet from the hut, but a commotion 
made her pause. 

“Where is the man who did this?” the general asked, motioning towards 
the battered bags and wooden posts. “‘ensei Eijin, you have not changed 
your training methods, I see? Always pushing, pushing.” The general 
smiled fondly. “I wish to meet him! Which one of you is it?”

Zncomfortable silence was the only answer.
“He wore a mask. I know it was one of you here, for I saw him when we 

approached.”
No one dared a word, for what would they say? He had seen her. 
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“Kome, come, don’t be shy. This handiwork here,” James beckoned. 
“5uite the e9ercise! 8ooks like he needs a new challenge. Uaybe we could 
clash swords a bit? I have missed training with El Guardia.” He began 
taking oF his robe. 

“Zh, he is gone, seMor. He left as you walked over,” said a voice.
Izabella winced.  
“What is your name, lad?”
“Kaleb, seMor.”
“Well, Kaleb, though we have just met, I know all about you.”
“You do?”
“‘i, Kaleb, I do.” The general placed a large hand on the young man’s 

shoulder. “I know that no Guardia would dare leave his place when his 
sensei approaches. I know that you take special care with your weapons afC
ter each use, and they are speciRcally arranged when Rnished. And I know 
that wherever you are, all immediately come when ‘ensei Eijin beckons.” 

He looked steadily into the men’s eyes. “‘o, I know that whoever that 
masked Rghter is, he is still here.” James let go of Kaleb, then slowly pointed 
at the weapons stand. “And you are missing a sword.” 

His eyes panned across the group. “Why the secrecy? There is nothing 
to hide.”

“No, no. No hiding, my son,” spoke Eijin Rnally. He forced a smile and 
patted his former student on the shoulder. “Just not ready to reveal my star 
pupil yet.” 

The general turned to his master. “Oh, your star pupil? Well then, I must 
meet him!” 

“He is a bit shy, you might say. Nery quiet. Beeps to himself.”
“‘hyness did all this?! 8et’s see him! Kome on now, I’ll take it easy!” 

James picked up his sword and rolled his huge shoulders forward, motionC
ing for the men to give him some room. 

3rom the bushes, Izabella cringed. ‘he was less than Rfty feet away 
from her goal, but the general’s questions were legitimate. He knew their 
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protocols better than most. He was right to know the combatant was still 
there. If she kept quiet, Eijin would eventually have to tell him, for she 
knew he would not lie. Put if she emerged from the bushes on her own, 
she would have to Rght James, a situation she was more inclined to at the 
moment. Her choice was clear. 

‘he strode out into the open to the surprise of all. 



The Fight

“F inally!” James said, swinging his sword over his head. “Let’s see 
how Sensei Eijin’s star student compares.” 

Izabella’s palms were clammy. What had she been thinking? She 
couldn’t fight James! 

“General, it would be an honor to spar with you.” Caleb stepped up 
to James. 

“I’m sure you’re a kne soldier, but I don’t thinA you’re ready.”
“I’ll taAe you on, James,” chimed in fndrew. “It’s been a Qew years 

since you whipped me last. I’ve improved since then.” 
“éu?H Si,  all  in good time,” James said Qanning them bacA. qe 

stepped into the center oQ the rope and waited Qor the masAed warrior 
to approach. qe laid aside his robe and emblems signiQying him as 
commanding general. qis summer tunic bared his sinewed arms and 
the other men looAed 'uestioningly toward their master. 

Izabella’s heart warmed with her menNs attempts to put an end to this 
madness, but she saw no other choice. Mot iQ she wished Qor her secret 
to remain saQe. She looAed to Waster Eijin one last time. qis somber 
Qace showed no hesitation. Did he think she had a chance?

She eyed the coiled surujin in the weapon’s stash. Tith metal studs 
on both ends oQ a long rope, she had worAed hard to master the eastern 
weapon. qer sword was ready, but she would start with her Qavorite. 
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James stood with his hands on his hips, staring at her. “Bou’re small Qor 
a member oQ El Guardia, aren’t youH” 

She strode past him and over to where the weapons were neatly laid.
“Bou going to kght with your masA onH” 
She kngered a short, curved dagger and ignored him.
“Tell then, at least allow me the pleasure oQ Anowing my opponent’s 

nameH”
Still no answer. 
“MoH qave it your way. Out aQter I beat you, you’re going to learn some 

manners.” qe plowed Qorward.
Tith the Qresh sting oQ his words, Izabella whipped out the surujin at 

James’s hands. 4he rope Zung itselQ around the hilt oQ his sword, and she 
stripped the weapon out oQ the dumbQounded general’s hands. 

“qurrah!” the men cheered. 
James silenced them with a looA.
Waster Eijin smiled. “Wy son, though you may have size on your side, do 

not underestimate my star pupil.”  
Izabella picAed up the Qallen sword and held it out to James. She was 

thanAQul no one could see her grin. James reached out, then yanAed his 
sword bacA, throwing her oP balance and sending her stumbling Qorward. 
fs she passed, she swiped with her dagger, Qorcing him to jump bacAwards. 
8ut oQ close range, she whipped the surujin, this time aiming Qor his Qeet. 
Out he was too smart. qe jerAed his Qoot bacA as soon as it was caught. 
Izabella was ready and let the rope slacAen to maAe up Qor his Qorce. She 
'uicAly wrapped a coil on her shoulder and Zung the other end at his necA. 
Tith his Qoot still caught, James calmly placed his sword two Qeet Qrom his 
necA and let the rope circle. OeQore she could pull, he sliced it in two and 
charged. 

Izabella’s heart pounded as she raced to cross the distance, rolled, and 
sliced upwards. She cut through his sleeve, and James spun around to 
return the blow, the clash oQ metal zinging through the Qorest. 4he cheers 
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and eDcitement Qrom the onlooAers turned to silence. Izabella Anew she 
couldn’t Aeep pace with him Qor long and ran to the protection oQ the 
straw bags and wooden dummies. 

4here, she Qelt the momentum shiQt in her Qavor. James looAed to be 
breathing heavily and his eyes were red. She scurried under wooden 
arms and legs taAing Qull advantage oQ the gangly assailants that stood 
in her attacAer’s way. f swat with the Zat side oQ her sword let him 
Anow she was having a good time.

qe growled, beads oQ sweat rolling down his Qorehead. “4hat’s it! 
Bou’ve had your Qun with me. Mow it’s my turn. I’ve had a long day 
and I’d liAe to go home and get some sleep.”

qe broAe through the straw dummies with bare hands and a Qerocity 
that made her heart 'uiver. qis sword came at her Qrom all directions, 
but she met his blade with a resounding crash oQ her own. qow dare 
he call this Qoreign land his home! She would kght him oP till the end. 
qolding onto her sword with both hands, she blocAed him over and 
over. Oh no! She Qelt a tree root beneath her Qeet. 

James careened towards her and shoved her bacA till she hit a tree.
“Give upH”
“Mever,” she said in a low voice.
“qave it your way.” -inning her ksts against her chest, he slammed 

her into the tree again. qer sword Qell Qrom her hands as she tightened 
her lips in a moan.

“James!” Eijin yelled. “Stop! Enough!” 
Izabella gathered her strength and shoved bacA at him with all her 

might. qe laughed. Tith the weight oQ his upper torso, he thrust his 
elbow into her chest and held her.

Izabella yelped, then shouted. “Get oP me!”
James staggered bacA and dropped his sword. Waster Eijin ran Qor5

ward, and Caleb and fndrew grabbed James by the shoulders. 
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Izabella turned her bacA to them and leaned her Qorehead against the 
tree, clutching her chest. She groaned with the pain, her heavy breathing 
stiZed within the mesh shield. 

He already knows I’m not a man. Tith a staggered breath, she pulled 
her masA oP. She rubbed her chest, smoothed her wild hair, and turned 
to Qace her bewildered opponent. 

4he looA on James’s Qace was worth it.  
“IzabellaH ComoH I swear I didn’t Anow! Su Wajestad, lo siento de 

verdad.” qe dropped to his Anees.
“Let him go.”
Caleb and fndrew dropped their hold, but James didn’t dare raise his 

head.
Waster Eijin growled disapprovingly. “James5san, did you not hear my 

callH flways listening, you are always to be listening!”
“Si, sensei, lo siento, ah, gomenasai.”
“Bou had your enemy pinned, yet you could not taAe the time to 

listenH qmph!” Eijin walAed between the two combatants and stood over 
James.  

“Bou made it personal.” 
James shooA his head in disbelieQ. Still looAing at the ground, he said, 

“She Qought well. I Anew something was diPerent, but I did not suspect 
till the end.”

Eijin’s Qace relaDed. qe turned to Izabella. “Rid you hear thatH qe said 
you Qought well.”

Izabella stood immovable. qer arms were crossed. qer Qace was red. 
She was Qurious. qer chest ached, and James reQused to maAe eye contact. 

“4he rest oQ you are dismissed!” Eijin shouted to the others. “fnd are 
you angry alsoH” Eijin tapped James with his sword.

James looAed up in surprise, “WeH Mo. I am embarrassed, but also,” he 
peeAed up at the 'ueen, “impressed.” 

Izabella kDated her glare on an oPending pine tree. 
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Eijin smiled. “qai, so am I. She has done well. 2ise, General. frigatou 
gozaimashita. Gracias. La reina has always wanted to have her sAills put to 
the test, but no one was ever willing. Bou have solved two problems Qor us 
today.”

“4woH” James asAed.
“qai, two.” Eijin turned to Izabella. “4he krst, that you have a Qair kght 

against a worthy opponent. Bou did not win, Wajestad, but you made him 
worA. qe is a strong man with real5liQe battle eDperience and one oQ my best 
students. I thinA yours is an accomplishment oQ which to be proud. 4he 
second, that the two oQ you would have to Qace each other and begin to talA 
again as you should.”   

Izabella could Qeel James’s eyes on her, but she only shooA her head in 
disapproval. “Mo,” she said, tears stinging. “It’s not that easy. I don’t Anow 
who he is anymore.” She met James’s eyes. “Bou never came bacA! Bou leQt 
me when I needed you most and when I knally see you are alive, you leave 
again. I can’t trust you!” qer body shooA with emotion. “I let hope inE” 
4here was so much more to say, but tears burned down her cheeAs and 
choAed her in their Qury.   

James stepped Qorward, “Izabella, I am truly, deeply sorry Qor ever leaving 
you.”   

Izabella shooA her head. “Lo siento, Sensei. Gracias Qor the lesson, but 
I must go.” She ran to the tent against the mountain where her ladies 
were waiting. fs she Zung open the door, the Qamiliar scent oQ lavender 
and steam met her, but her anger, miDed with the thrill oQ being near 
James made her Qeel sicA. fs she sanA into the hot bath, waves oQ guilt and 
euphoria tossed her heart in the open sea oQ conQusion. Would she never be 
free? 

She was spent. qer muscles twitched and her body ached. fs her ladies 
tended to her, she closed her eyes. She had done it. She had crossed swords 
with a man and lived. She couldn’t deny the eDhilaration. Out did it have 
to be JamesH Don’t forget, he left you without a word. 
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She slid down the side oQ the tin tub till the tip oQ her chin broAe the 
surQace oQ the water. Surely iQ he had cared Qor her, he would have Qound 
a way. Rid he not have the courage to Qace her, to have the conversation 
that was inevitableH She thought oQ the shocA on James’s Qace when she 
had revealed herselQ. Would he take his revenge on her and leak her secret? 
Surely Eijin would maAe him promise not to say a word. qe was a man 
oQ integrity, aQter all. Or was he? Izabella Qelt sicA again. He could be like 
Lawrence. 

Izabella Anew the gossip circulating the prince. Ever since she could 
remember, Lawrence made himselQ the center oQ attention. qe coyly 
danced with ladies and laughed raucously with the men, emboldened 
by the Qre'uent drinA in his hand. She empathized with the grim looAs 
his Qather gave him, so when Lawrence had begun romantic advances 
in their youth, she had brushed him oP. She Anew his character well 
enough to Anow he was trouble. 4hen the rumors oQ war began. 

4he prince had taAen his place with his countrymen, leading a com5
pany into battle. 4he sudden jolt into the real world had made an 
impact. In 'uieter conversations, the young 'ueen began to wonder 
iQ her Qeelings could change. 4he years were growing darAer, and she 
longed Qor a companion to aid in her rule. fragon needed protection 
and LawrenceNs reasons were compelling. She consented with trembling 
hand. 

fs Lawrence showered her with giQts, her heart began to Qeel complete 
again. Out little by little, the eDcitement passed, leaving her Qears open 
and unchecAed. qis womanizing had ended, but with their tumultuous 
engagement, would he dare start againH fnger and Qrustration pervaded 
her soul. She Qelt betrayed, but she had only herselQ to blame.

She leaned her head against the tub. So many worries with the men in 
her liQe. Tas it always liAe thisH Rid it have to be so hardH Dios, I give 
you my heart’s desires again. Please give me wisdom. fs she dressed, she 
resolved to do one thing beQore the day ended. She couldn’t control all her 
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relationships, but there was one she could do something about. She had to 
talA to the Aing.    





Common Ground

N athaniel opened his eyes and arched his back in a good stretch. He 
could sleep anywhere, but he got the best night’s sleep at his wife’s 

side. He rolled over and stroked her back. They had met when they were 
children, both being accepted into service for the royal family—he with El 
Guardia and she with the maids. From poor families, they were proud of 
the way they had worked their way up. 

He reached over Hanna’s side and cradled her rounded middle. They 
hadn’t told anyone the good news. It was still their secret to share. Hanna 
barely stirred. She had been up late with the queen and had awakened 
Nathaniel to tell him of the night’s events. 

James and Izabella had run into each other after the duel, and things 
were still a mess. Hanna surmised all their tension was pent-up grief and 
a stirring in their hearts neither wanted to admit. Izabella had taken her 
dinner in her room and the couple heard her stijed sobs late into the night.

Nathaniel was scheduled to take the morning shift, but he decided he 
wanted to have a word with James Mrst. He gently kissed his bride. 

It was a lazy Sunday morning. The sun, feeling more energetic than 
most, rose earlier as the days grew warmer. The typical hustle and bustle 
was subdued, and he enAoyed meeting the eyes of the men as they poked at 
their morning Mres. Though Cartis’s men were given a few hours leave for 
religious services, it didn’t look like many were taking advantage. O sadness 
crept over him, but he shook it oR.
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BUomandante GonsalusíL Nathaniel addressed a stocky man with a 
large mustache as he approached the oñcer’s tents.

B…uenos dXas. Uan I help youíL
BSi, I am looking for General Ingle--ah, …urdinor.L
Bxo siento, seWor, but the general!L 
BIs not awake yet,L came the loud voice of Uolonel áavier. BNor will 

he be for some time, I hope.L áavier stepped out of the tent. He was as 
tall as James, but leaner with fair skin and a black goatee trimmed in the 
latest style. He eVuded conMdence and Nathaniel noticed the frequent 
trips many of the female servants made to walk by his tent. 

 áavier arched his back into a stretch. BThe general fancies pushing 
the bounds of what natural man can do, but every once in a while, his 
mortality catches up with him. Tell me, Nathaniel, do you ever sleepíL

BDnly when my wife tells me to.L
BYell then, you are further ahead in the game than the rest of us' 

Gonsalus!L
BSeWoríL
BFrom now on, let’s  give our friend the respect he deserves.  El 

capitZn is in charge of la reina’s armed guard. Therefore, you should 
treat him as you would your own general. Om I clearíL

BSi, Uoronel. Cy sincere apologies, UapitZn. xo siento mucho.L
Nathaniel smiled. BGracias, no problemo.L
áavier nodded. BPery well then, Uomandante, be sure to spread the 

word. Ond tell the men I will be at inspections this afternoon. Ye leave 
for Drganya tomorrow.L

BSi, seWor'L and the maAor hurried oR.
BGracias, áavier. I appreciate it,L Nathaniel said. 
BDf course. I don’t want the younger men getting the wrong idea. 6our 

position of UapitZn of Oragon puts your rank closer to Jame7s than mine. 
Not all of them are familiar with the rigor of your training. I, myself, grew 
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up wishing to be a member of El Guardia Nocturno until I realized it was 
only an Oragonese tradition.L 

He regarded Nathaniel’s questioning look. BCy father was a tradesman, 
and he would bring home the best stories.L

BOh, I see. Ond all of them true, I assumeíL
BDf course' Every one'L áavier let out a hearty laugh. BNow to business. 

Is there anything I can do for you while the general is indisposedíL
BI’m afraid not. I didn’t even think to check James’s tent because he’s 

usually such an early riser. I’m sorry to disturb you. I thought he would 
be down here. There is a personal matter I was hoping to inquire about. 
However, I would also like to oRer the services of my men while the 
detachment is away. Ye are not many in number, but perhaps you know 
the value of them from previous eVperienceíL 

BDnly by word of mouth, but if anything I’ve heard is true, your help 
would be more than welcome.L

BYe could keep the perimeter. Ye would be doing that anyway.L
BYell, I suppose it’s needless for us to be doubling our duties. It will take 

some coordination, but very well, I’ll leave you in charge of the borders 
while I am gone.L

B…ien. To whom should we reportíL
BGeneral …urdinor, ah, disculpe. General Inglewood, I mean, will be 

here. 6ou can report either directly to him or Teniente Uoronel Ketrus if 
anything comes up.L 

BThe secret is outíL
B5ey Cartis made the announcement last night.L
BThat was fast.L Nathaniel paused in thought. B?id you say the general 

is not going with youíL 
BHe will stay here and be ready to make plans when the scouts return.L 

áavier leaned in close. BYe are hoping to Mnally Mnd the enemies’ base. 
Thus far, they’ve eluded us, but we have narrowed it down to somewhere 
in the forest to the northeast.L    
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BHow far awayíL
BYe don’t know for sure, but not closer than Mve days7 hard ride.L
Nathaniel shifted uneasily. BThat is much closer than I eVpected.L
BIt is the primary reason for choosing this location. It’s close enough we 

could launch an attack, but far enough to see them coming.L
B…ut the forests to the northíL
BOre well-guarded. Ond there is no way for them to reach the forest to 

the south without crossing the plain or going across the Oragonian Gap. 
?on’t worry, Nathaniel'L áavier slapped his shoulder. BYe would not have 
brought el rey with us if we didn’t think it was safe.L He put his hands on 
his hips. BNow, what’s this personal matter you mentionedí It wouldn’t 
have anything to do with a lovely maiden, would itíL

Nathaniel hid his surprise. Bxooking for a suitable wifeíL
BFor meí Olways' …ut my mind is on the general these days. ?o you have 

any suggestionsíL áavier leaned in with a knowing look.
BKerhaps. Cind heading to the other side with meí I start my shift soon.L
BNot at all.L áavier jagged down a passing sergeant. BGeneral Ingle-

wood is not to be disturbed. He is Mnally getting some sleep, so let’s keep 
it that way. Oll questions are to be directed to me. Is that clearíL

BSi, seWor. Yill you oversee eVercises this morningíL
BNo, Teniente Uoronel Ketrus will, but I will be watching from the hill. 

Ye are setting up a temporary center of operations there.L
BSi, seWor.L 
áavier turned to Nathaniel. BNow, let’s walk.L 
Nathaniel waited till they were out of earshot. BHow much has the 

general told youíL 
BNothing.L
BNothingíL
BNothing. Cy information comes from my acute sense of observation 

and having been in the right place at the right time.L
BI see.L
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BHe is a closed book, that one. “p until yesterday, I assumed he was 
Uatalonian, but now I Mnd he is not.L áavier turned to see Nathaniel’s 
reaction.

Nathaniel stared dead ahead. BNo, he is not.L
BYe’ve been best friends since he appeared out of nowhere.L
Nathaniel winced. 
BOnd he never told me. Cay I ask, how old you are, NathanielíL
BI am twenty.L
B5eallyíL
B6ou pictured older or youngeríL asked Nathaniel.
BDlder. ?eMnitely. Not because you look it, but I suppose, since you are 

married, I Mgured you to be at least the same age as James.L 
BNo, he is older by two years. It seems nothing now, but when we were 

training with El Guardia, it was diRerent.L 
áavier slowed his pace. B…ut you knew him back theníL
Nathaniel wondered how much he could say without betraying his 

friend. áavier obviously knew more than he was letting on. BYe kind of 
grew up together.L

B1ind ofíL áavier asked sarcastically.
Nathaniel shook his head and smiled. There was no getting anything 

past áavier. His outlandish personality didn’t agree with Nathaniel’s qui-
eter temperament, but he seemed like a decent fellow. Core importantly, 
he truly cared about James. Honesty would be the best policy. 

BI was his shadow and followed him everywhere.L
BSo, he was a big hermano to youíL
BHe was.L
áavier nodded his head thoughtfully. BSo, between you and IíL
BYe make up the two halves of his life.L
They walked up the side of the hilly outcrop that overlooked the armies’ 

tents and training Meld. Ot the top of the hill lay James’s tent and map 
room, the king’s opulent meeting tent, his personal quarters, and lastly 
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Izabella’s tent, all in a row stretching up the valley and away from the noise 
down below. 

B?o you have time for breakfastíL áavier asked. BI have a busy day ahead, 
but I think we should get to know one another better.L 

Nathaniel peered down the line of tents. No one seemed to be stirring.
BI think I can spare a half hour.L
B6ou don’t need to stand guard in a corner somewhereíL áavier teased.
BNo,L smiled Nathaniel, Bthankfully those days are behind me. I’m with 

la reina today, but she seems to be sleeping in.L 
They seated themselves at a table situated Aust behind the crest of the 

small hill and áavier waved to the attending servant.
BSleeping in seems to be the pattern this morning. Ye missed out on a 

late-night rendezvous, perhapsíL
BNo, we didn’t,L Nathaniel said Mrmly.
BI was only Aoking'L áavier said, hands turned up in surrender. 
BThere is no Aoking about la reina’s honor,L said Nathaniel. Kerhaps he 

misAudged áavier after all. 
BDf course, it was a thoughtless comment. I sincerely apologize.L He 

took a careful sip of the hot drink set before him. B6ou really care for her, 
don’t youí Everyone I meet adores her. It’s like she puts people under her 
spell, a love-spell, like an enchantress from another world!she!whatíL

Nathaniel was standing. BCaybe I should leave.L
BNo, lo siento, Nathaniel. Sit. xook, here comes the food. ?on’t worry, 

I’m very practical. ?on’t believe in magic or spells or any of that. …ut you 
have to remember, I love a good story, Aust like my father. Ond it doesn’t 
help that I’m a romantic at heart.L 

B6ouíL
B?on’t look so shocked. Yhich brings us back to why we started this 

walk in the Mrst place.L
BJamesíL
BJames.L
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Nathaniel eased himself back into his chair.
BHe needs a wife. I Aoke about it and tease him, but I’m serious. He’s 

a grump in the morning, never sleeps well, is always moody, and acts 
unattached to everyone and everything. He’s a gentleman, don’t get 
me wrong. I never saw a more gracious decline to a dance than from his 
lips. …ut he’s lonely, ever so lonely. 6ou know, I Mnd the more a person 
runs from something, the louder they are really drawing attention to 
it. Take James for instance. He never brings up his past—growing up, 
family, friends. No girls, no women for that matter. Never shown an 
interest. 6ou know what that tells meíL áavier leaned in. BThat shows 
me pain. Sorrow. xost love. No man goes through life without having 
loved somebody. So that somebody must have a rather good reason for 
getting buried down so deep. 6ou knowíL

BChmm.L Nathaniel nodded. He was becoming more thankful he 
stayed by the second. 

BOnd then, word comes that la reina is coming for a visit. Yell' 6ou 
never saw such a change in a man. He trimmed his beard. He trimmed 
his beard' I’ve been begging him to do it for months. I have an idea 5ey 
Cartis was even about to say something. Ond do you know, it’s as hard 
as stealing honey from a bear to try and get a woman interested in a man 
with hair all over his face. Now, it’s not the beard they mind. I had a 
Mne one myself two winters ago and had jocks of women after me. No, 
no, it’s the hair all over. Oll ragged and wiry. He was starting to look 
like a wild woodsman' Ond while the rest of the camp was abuzz with 
the eVcitement of getting to see la reina up close, he never said a word. 
?idn’t even address it in a brieMng. No instructions on Mthis is how you 
speak’ or Mmake sure you don’t do such and such.’ It was laughable how 
he tried to avoid it.L áavier waited for the servants to Mnish at the table, 
then leaned in closer. BOnd he started sleeping better.L He leaned back 
in his chair as if that was the end-all answer. 

Nathaniel waited for more. BHow do you knowíL
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B…ecause he wasn’t a grouch in the morning, that’s how' Try being the 
buRer between him and the world' I don’t know how his housekeeper 
does it because I get my feelings hurt every morning. The younger oñcers 
don’t know the trouble I go through to make sure they have a pleasant 
commander.L

Nathaniel smiled a little. áavier was, at the very least, an amusing man 
to talk to. …ut he was also an acute observer and knew James’s habits well.

BHe was always a morning person,L Nathaniel said.
BNot anymore' That is, until recently. I never saw a bigger change in a 

man, though, I suppose they would seem like small changes to the general 
passerby. …ut I know James as he is now. He is methodical, practical to a 
fault. No juR, no fanfare, Aust the facts. It took three of us high-ranking 
oñcers to convince him to let the men have their annual Uhristmas gala. 
MNonsense’ he called it.L

BYe were always the ones standing guard at the castle parties, but I did 
see James dance once. He was quite good.L

áavier’s mouth dropped open. BYhat I would give to see that man 
dance. Just out of the blue decided toí Someone must’ve taught him.L

BHis mother, I guess.L
BIs his mother still aliveíL
BShe lives with 5eina Izabella and Krincesa Uamilla at xoarre.L
BHas she always lived at the castleíL
BNo. Izabella invited her a year after James disappeared. The princesas 

were orphans by then and ?uchesse Carguerite had no family left to speak 
of. It seemed Mtting for them to band together.L

BSounds like a hard life these two have had.L
BHm, si. Yhich two are we talking aboutíL
BJames and Izabella.L
Nathaniel paused and looked áavier in the eye. BIt has been a hard road. 

For them both.L
BOnd here they are together again.L 
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Nathaniel waited.
BFortuitous.L
BKerhaps.L 
áavier looked around, then leaned his elbows onto the table. BI think 

we have the same goals, you and me. Ye’re support men. I stand behind 
James and you behind tu reina. Ye want to see them happy, don’t weíL

BDf course.L Nathaniel was unsure what áavier’s end game was, but 
this conversation seemed headed for dangerous waters. 

BIn a few months’ time, tu reina will become mi reina, and the war 
will be over. KrXncipe xawrence, 5eina Izabella, and our general shall 
all be one big, happy family in 5equesens'L

B5equesensíL
BThe Uatalonian palace near the sea. Have you ever been thereíL
BI have not had the honor of traveling that far east.L 
áavier lifted an eyebrow. B6ou haven’t thought that far ahead, have 

youí ?o you think they’ve thought about itíL
Nathaniel didn’t like being caught oR guard. BI honestly don’t 

know.L
BYell, I have. I’m a planner. I like to know what’s going to happen. 

Ond this,L he laid his hands out, Bwill not make anyone happy.L 
Nathaniel and áavier locked eyes. They knew what was at stake. For 

once, they understood one another perfectly.
Nathaniel leaned back and noticed Hanna poke her head out of their 

tent.
BKerdona, áavier. I Aust saw my wife, which means la reina may be 

awake.L
They stood and shook hands. 
BYe should talk more often,L Nathaniel said.
BPery proMtable. 1eep an eye on him for me while I’m gone.L 
BI will, I deMnitely will.L 
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Nathaniel left áavier to handle the barrage of requests that would soon 
be upon him and found himself wishing for more time with the wily 
fellow. 
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