
--One--
Jacey

“Jacey!” 
Jacey Meiner-Jija winced at the jab in her side and snapped open her eyes. Juna DeRain 

scowled at her. 
“What are you daydreaming about now?”
“I’m listening.” 
“To what?” 
Jacey glanced beyond the bars that surrounded them at the Targoian soldiers, more commonly 

known as the giants. 
“You’re trying to hear what they’re saying? They’re all speaking Targo. What good is your 

listening going to do?” Juna snapped.
Jacey bit her tongue. “If we are meant to be slaves in a Targo house, we might as well begin to 

learn the language.” 
“And what have you learned then, Jacey?”
Jacey hadn’t turned back to her, still watching them. She had learned quite a bit actually. She 

had learned that they would not be leaving this camp for a few days, which she considered a good 
thing after the day of hard walking they just underwent. Food rations would be given to them in 
about thirty minutes.  It had also been Commander Heddwyn Borut who attacked them, although 
that did not surprise Jacey in the least. Everyone in Ketekey feared Commander Borut for good 
reason.

“Well?”
“Nothing much.” Jacey shifted the baby she carried in the sling and leaned back. “You can’t 

learn a language in one day.” 
“Well, someone here has to know Ketekey. How about finding out if they have any water?”
“We’ll get water soon enough I’m sure.” 
“Well, I would like some water now, Jacey.”
Jacey looked at Juna. Her mistress’ daughter had undergone a sad change in appearance since 

they were first captured the night before. Her normally flouncy clothing drooped sadly and her 
hair seemed more plastered to her head than curling around it in the multitude of curls like it 
normally did. Dirt streaked her face and arms and marred her skirt. 

“I think it would be better if we wait.” 
“Jacey,” her voice took on the ring it did whenever she was about to command her, “I--”
“Am in no position to bargain. We are equals now; don’t forget that.” 
“That’s nonsense.”
“Perhaps. After all, Aldroian isn’t at war with Targo. I might actually get free.” 
Juna scowled. “Like they would believe that. You have no proof. Anyone can speak two 

languages.” 
“It still may be a possibility, as I was simply a bond servant hired out before the war ever 

began.” 
“With two years left I might add.” 



“And hardly any way to fulfill them.” That was another thing she learned: after food was 
handed out, they would be divided among Commander Borut’s men as the prize for the raid. 
Targo had prospered extensively since the war began as a result of the legality of slaves in their 
country. With fifty or so men in the camp, chances were she and Juna would be separated.

Juna scowled. “YOu could have at least helped me with Trevon instead of carrying that child 
most the day.” 

Jacey automatically tightened her hold on the babe. Ever since she relieved Adela from 
carrying her baby and made a sling out of her shawl, Juna had been glaring at her. At least now 
she took her vengeance while the mother slept so she did not feel more indebted. “She needed 
more help than you.” 

“Trevon is heavier than  that baby.”
“But Adela just had her three days ago. She shouldn’t have even been walking.” 
“That doesn’t change that you should have taken the baby.” 
“Look at it this way, Miss Juna.” Jacey leaned against the bars. “At least they’ll treat you 

decent.”
“And how do you know that?”
“All Targoians treat women decently when they have young children. You’ll probably get 

some kind of job like working in the kitchen.” 
“And how do you know that?”
Jacey just smiled faintly. “Everyone does.”

Commander Heddwyn Borut glanced towards the prisoner pin. Tall wooden poles stood 
laced together in such a way that the women behind the bars could not escape. Only women 
waited here though. Any man who fought them was killed, any too young considered a boy, and 
any too old left behind. The old women as well. They only wanted to capture those worth the 
effort.  

“How many?”
Pauldor glanced at him and saluted. “Sixty-three, sir.”
“Excluding younglings?”
Pauldor nodded. 
Silently Heddwyn did the calculation in his head. As commander, he was privileged to first 

pick of the captives. By now, that did not matter as much to him. His reasonably large home 
back in the capital did not need much staffing, as he rarely actually lived there. Those he took 
were sold at the decision of his accountant and often he never saw them again.

“Are you ready, sir?”
Heddwyn nodded and approached the cage. The lowest point anyone could ever reached was 

on the battle field. Men went insane and sometimes forgot what they were doing. The second 
lowest point, excluding any prisons, lay here. All the  women and children clumped together as 
one mass in soiled, wrinkled clothing. Their faces were pulled tight with hunger and their eyes 
darted restlessly from one man to another. Rumors of soldiers’ behaviors were bad enough 
without each man towering nearly three to four feet taller than their captives. 

Quickly, his eyes darted from one person to the next, his mind cataloging everything and 
sorting through each of them in less than a second. Yet, his speed almost caused him to miss her. 



She sat in such a way that made him think she tolerated the grim with grace. She held the child 
gently, and met both his and the major’s gaze without flinching. Her eyes were alert and open, 
noticing everything from the sash of his rank to the scuffs of his shoes. 

He glanced over her. She braided back her hair, though some brown strands still snuck around 
her face. Her dark blue eyes caught the light almost perfectly. The simple dress did not hide or 
extenuate her slenderness. He felt rather certain that she  might be beautiful once she washed 
away the grim of the quick-march.

Passively, he opened himself up to her emotions. For a moment, the overwhelming fear from 
all the women in front of him nearly pushed him back. It took him a moment to focus on the girl. 
A sense of determination, stubbornness, and confidence greeted him, with perhaps only hint of 
fear. She knew herself and she knew she could survive, even as she sat in a slave’s cell.

He motioned to the girl in the corner and nodded. “Her.” 
Pauldor nodded slightly and pulled open the door. The women pulled back in fear, almost as 

if he carried some deadly disease, as he wove his way towards her. Heddwyn continued in his 
search, ignoring Pauldor now that he had decided. 

A cry of horror broke his concentration. Heddwyn glanced up to see the woman clutching the 
child and attempting to pull away from Pauldor at the same time. Pauldor ignored her and dragged 
her towards the door. 

“Just give me a moment. Please,” she cried in Ketekey. “Then I’ll come. I just need a 
moment.”

Heddwyn frowned. Few, very few, of the men in his squad understood any Ketekey. He 
rarely spoke fluently Ketekey, even if he could, opting to listen the conversations among them 
and pretend he was foolish. Through his silent observation, he had learned quite a bit of valuable 
information. But this plea... made no sense.

Pauldor gave one last shove and she stood before him. No longer did she stare at him openly 
but her eyes kept daring to the cell and then Pauldor, as if she deciding if she could make one 
desperate escape attempt. A woman stood, watching in fear what would happen to them

“Please, sir, I--” she started to say.
Heddwyn raised his hand for silence and glanced towards the women. “Does anyone of you 

know enough Aldroian to translate?” he said in that language. Aldroian was a peaceful and 
prosperous trade country. There was enough of a chance that, as the trade language, one of the 
women may know it.

The woman looked up quickly. “I have not spoken it in five years but it is my native 
tongue.” 

He looked at her. “Then explain your protests.”
“The child isn’t mine.” 
Heddwyn watched her silently.
“I need to return her to her mother, even--if that means your opinions change.” 
Heddwyn glanced towards the pen. Now he understood. The woman was not fearful what 

would happen to this woman before him but what would happen to her child.  “Is she the 
mother?” He motioned to the woman pressed against the bars.

“Yes, sir.”
Heddwyn nodded slightly. “Bring her, Pauldor, and the boy in the blue. Next time, girl, try to 



speak a language that we aren’t at war with to get your request across.”  He began to turn.
“And how many of your men speak Aldroian, Commander?”
He turned and looked at her passively, surprised at the boldness. “Not many, I fear.” With 

that, he walked away. 
Relaxation came rarely for him and when it did, it happened in his tent. He was one of the 

youngest commanders ever in the Targoian army, but sometimes he wondered what he had given 
up in order to gain the title. He worked for his position too, being twice disadvantaged, once with 
his height and once with his background. His height, although he bitterly responded to anyone 
who mentioned it, gained him the title  as one of the shortest commanders at eight and a half feet. 
Still, those things that would place him in history books meant nothing after a rough battle. In 
fact, it was after the rough battle that he wished he had given all this up long ago.

Wearily, Heddwyn lowered himself onto his cushions and took the mail pouch from the table. 
Absently, he tumbled through the letters. Many of them were military notices, such as a delayed 
food caravans, or a relocation of a camp. He moved the markers on his map as needed. No sense 
in having to  reread all of the letters again and move the pieces then. 

He also found a few letters of request, namely, request to enter his squad. When he first 
began experimenting with what was now known as the Borut Offense, his squad consisted of 
mainly random soldiers lumped together that he drilled into perfection. Now, he only accepted 
the best and men knew the honor it was to be chosen by him.

To actually enter his squad required skill. First, each candidate had to go through a 
preliminary screening to confirm they were skilled enough to actually compete in the real contest. 
If they passed that, they partook in a torment of sorts which Heddwyn observed during his 
biyearly visit to the capital. The next day, the men who he chose received a letter of request to 
jon him.  They thought that they were only judged based on their skill. In truth, the picnic 
afterwards wasn’t just a reason to celebrate; it was because Heddwyn wanted to observe their 
personalities. He did not look for those elegant in politics, for he himself lacked the grace of a 
politician. But he did look for a man not so consumed with bitterness that if he needed him for a 
silent raid, Heddwyn would be assured the silent raid would happen. And he wanted a man who 
was respectable enough that he would treat anyone who they encountered in a non-war setting 
with respect. Many men tried several times without success, because they lacked the personal 
traits Heddwyn desired, in spite of their skill.

Absently, Heddwyn saved the few of note as reminders for himself in a few months and 
discarded the rest. 

The last letter in the pile was marked as personal correspondence, although Heddwyn 
frowned at the motion of Lord Conward sending him a personal letter. In dread of the contents, 
he slit the letter open. Thus far, he had denied Lord Conward’s son acceptance into his squad 
fIve times. Lord Conward appeared rather tolerate of the denial. He needed to be, as Lord 
Conward was part of the strategy committee back in Targo City.

Command Heddwyn Borut
I have, with great interest, watched your career as a Targoian soldier. It is because of your 

incredible skill as a commander of the twenty-second squad that I offer to you my daughter, 
Cynthia, to as your prudi-ila. I am certain that you and her have spoken before and she regards 
you with the utmost respect. You can be assured you will receive the expected dowry of my station.



Certainly, there can be no marriage until your return in the winter. As such, I understand that 
you may need some time to think over my proposition. I await your reply eagerly. 

Sincerely,
Lord Alan Conward
lord of the Prata Section
Heddwyn scowled and tossed the letter onto the map. Although Lord Conward would deny 

it, the man kept appearing as if he wished to position himself closer to Heddwyn. Though it was 
true that he met Cynthia Conward a handful of times, she would not make a good wife. He spent 
too little time at home. It would be unfair to any woman for him to marry her and leave her most 
of the year. Targoian tradition said that once the rank of major was attained, a man could bring his 
wife in the field, so long as the woman was not with child. But Cynthia would hardly be able to 
emotionally handle the crudeness of the living conditions and wear of constant travel. INdeed, 
few women really could.

The man was insane to think that Heddwyn would marry his daughter. Many people would 
urge him to agree immediately to the honor, as Lord Conward undoubted expected as well. But 
after living his whole life as the son of a blacksmith, the flirty  attempts of the court ladies 
revolted him. In addition, few would consider Cynthia a prundi-ila. That Ketekey captive was 
more beautiful than her. 

Heddwyn stood and paced absently. He would let the letter rest, so that Lord Conward 
thought he at least considered the marriage. Perhaps the man’s son would be of suitable material 
to enlist this winter, although he doubted a man’s skill could improve that much in six months 
and his personality ever. But something about the way that Lord Conward kept trying to 
maneuver his family closer to him caused Heddwyn to be cautious about even  what appeared as 
a simple marriage proposal.

“Why aren’t you worried, Jacey?”
Jacey turned from the tent’s entrance and smiled at Adela. She still wore the mask of worry 

that she put on ever since Jacey almost left with her baby.
Jacey smiled faintly. “I don’t think there is anything to worry about yet.”
“Why is that?”
She shrugged. “Heddwyn Borut was not known to be ruthless five years ago. Just quick and 

effective and brilliant.” Jacey smiled slightly. Her father had often scolded her for listening too 
much to the Targoian war stories instead of serving customers. But Jacey loved the stories and 
loved to secretly pretending with her friends what it would be like to be courted by a Targoian 
officer. Aldroa rarely went to war, however, and many of them acknowledged that the Targoians 
were too tall for them. At least, too tall for everyone except maybe Jacey. 

“And how do you know that?”
“My father owned an inn along Calcurt road, a popular trading road. We saw many 

Targoians, long before they began fighting with Ketekey, on their way to trade. Even after the 
war began, the Targoians kept coming and I heard many stories. Heddwyn Borut was a favorite 
among many, since, as a blacksmith’s son and short at that, many doubted he would succeed 
much in the army. But, he became a common name everywhere within two years from his 
enlistment.” 



“I haven’t seen anywhere here that’s short,” the boy, Jared, said from the corner.
“The man with the red sash, he is. I’ve never been able to look that easily in the eyes of one 

of them.” 
Jared gave her a look of skepticism. 
“Do you really think they’ll sell us?” Adela asked.
Jacey paused a moment and nodded. “Prisoners of war are considered as slaves, yes. If he 

doesn’t need slaves at his house... then we are sold.”
Adela’s face paled and she tightened the hold on the child. Gently Jacey rested a hand on her 

arm.
 “Don’t worry. If she was perhaps five years, then there may be cause to fear. But they will 

not separate the two of you until she is much older.”
“I wish I knew I could believe you.”
“You can. Even if I haven’t been in Aldroa for five years, they cannot change that much. 

Targoians, even during the war with Sheflet, never separated the mother from her child. This war 
with Ketekey will not change nothing.”

Adela sighed wearily.
“In a few days they’ll be sending us over the mountains. Until then, you should rest and get 

your strength back. They don’t often provide horses.”
“And what about Nate?”
Jacey winced and looked away.
“What is it, Jacey? Tell me.”
Those people back there, although not her countrymen, she cared about. She had lived there 

three years now. And no one could wish the slaughter on them that had happened.  But she could 
not bring herself to tell Adela about her husband. 

Jacey rose quickly. “I’ll see if I can get us some water.” 
“Jacey!” Adela grabbed her skirt. “Tell me!”
Jacey paused at the tent’s doorway and looked back. “He--” She paused and then twisted the 

truth as much as she dared. “He will have a long road to recovery before he could even consider 
rescuing you.”

Adela’s face crumpled and Jacey stepped outside. 
Surprisingly, no guard stood at the door or stopped her as she made her way through the 

camp. Jacey doubted that meant she could escape. Determined, she kept her head high, so as to 
cause them to think she knew what she was doing. She had seen a stream on the way in, so she 
knew where the water was and walked right to it.

The stream bordered the edge of camp. Even as she stood on its banks, she saw no guards 
stationed anywhere. Still, the wilderness that stretched beyond looked to be filled with only 
brambles and tall grass and though flat, not very hospitable. Even as she stood watching the grass 
sway in the wind, the possibility of freedom did not tempt her. She knew water was scarce out 
there and the chance of finding a road even scarcer. Perhaps that was why no guards blocked her 
way. Only a fool would run. 

 Large buckets rested along the edge of the stream. With no apparent labels, Jacey presumed 
they were more of a communal use. She picked the smallest one she saw, although that one 
spanned two feet across. She kicked off her shoes and slipped her feet into the cool water. It 



lapped gently around her ankles and though it held a nip of fall in it, felt wonderful after a long 
day of marching. Halfway across, she pushed the bucket under the water and filled it halfway. 
Even halfway full, she had to practically drag it ashore. Before she left, she splashed some water 
on her face and arms to wash away the dirt. If only she could change her clothes as well, she 
knew she would feel a hundred times better.

With a grunt, she began to half drag, half carry the bucket back to their tent. The size made 
the heaviness awkward to position. The bottom of her skirt, now wet from wading, clung to her 
legs, impending her movement even further. But she worked determinedly, ignoring the glances of 
the soldiers, or worse, the muttered jests that bordered on insulting spoken in a language they 
didn’t think she knew.

A booted foot stepped in front of her, forcing her to straighten and look up at none other than 
Commander Borut.

“Few non-Targoians dare to attempt to move those buckets while they are full,” he said. He 
spoke softly, but not threateningly.

“Well, it isn’t full,” Jacey said, putting a hand on her hip and absently brushing her hair out 
of her face. “I’m not foolish enough to think I can move that.”

“I see. So you are only trying to bring water?” 
“What else would I be doing?”
His eyes flicked past her towards the range of grassland. 
Jacey shook her head. “I would rather wait until I know there is a road nearby. Besides, you 

aren’t foolish enough not to place guards around the camp, even if I can’t see them.”
“And what do you know of me?”
“More than you may think.”
“Is that so?”
Jacey nodded. 
“And yet you do not even know my name?”
“A commander in charge of less than fifty men can only be Heddwyn Borut.” Surprise 

flickered across his face. Jacey grinned. 
“Then what else do you know about me?”
“To show you all of my cards would put me at a disadvantage I think, considering that you 

are now my master.” 
“That notion does not seem to bother you.”
He said it as a statement, for indeed, it was. Jacey paused a moment though. Rumors were 

that Targoians could sense the actual emotion of people. Jacey could never get any of them to 
admit it for her, although based on how some of the merchants she encountered treated her, she 
highly suspected it was true. Now she recalled that one of their skills also involved the ability to 
tell if one lied, one she desperately wished was not true.

“Although Ketekey claims they do not have slaved, bond servants are practically such for the 
seven years they work for the master. As such, I have already been a slave for five years and I 
might actually have a better chance at freedom being that I am Aldroian, whom you are not at war 
with,” she explained simply. 

Commander Borut nodded. “Then perhaps I should warn you your chances of gaining 
freedom on the grounds of your Aldroian birth are small. You cannot prove your Aldroian 



citizenship and even if you could, you would need an escort home and I doubt any of your 
relatives would dare venture over the mountains.” 

Though he only said that, she had the distinct feeling he wished to tell her more. Instead, he 
picked up the bucket. 

Jacey sprang back to give him room. “I can make it the whole way.”
“And let my men mock you while you do?” He shook his head. “I should have seen to this 

earlier.”
She quickened her step to catch up with him. 
“I will tell you that you will only be here for two days, or until another squad meets us. 

Then, you will be escorted to the capital and I say little in what happens to you.”
“Why not?”
“You aren’t bothered asking questions, are you?”
“I am sure if I overstep you will inform me.” 
He nodded slightly. “I have an accountant who handles my estate. Though he may inform me 

if I need, say, a stable boy, for the most part the decisions are left to him as to who stays and 
who goes. I live there for only about two months out of the year.”

Jacey nodded.
“As such, it is within the range of possibilities that you can be sold for such a sum that 

keeping you would not be worth it.”
Jacey frowned. “What do you mean?”
He shook his head and set the pail by the tent’s entrance. “Never mind. It would do better if 

you don’t worry about it.” 
Jacey nodded slightly and began to pull the bucket into the tent. Commander Borut turned 

and began to walk away. She blinked a moment as she caught a reflection of herself in the water. 
Her light hair, not quite blond, but not brown either, shone in the sun’s light and her dark blue 
eyes seemed to reflect that her head knew the truth, even if she hadn’t wanted to admit it yet. 

Suddenly, she pushed herself up and ran in front of him. “No. I have to know.” 
He blinked at her again. “Pardon?”
“I need to know what you mean.”
His frown darkened. 
“See, up to this point I haven’t thought much about what will happen beyond the next 

couple days. I haven’t thought that--that it might be worse than being a bond servant. His 
children did not make it easy but as for him, it was fair enough. And now--I know the legends of 
you from five years ago. I know that although you may be fierce in battle, another side of you 
comes out when you are not fighting that--that causes you to carry a pail of water for someone 
who probably doesn’t deserve it. I know you expect your men to be honorable, even as a 
lieutenant, not just to country but to people and property as well. I didn’t think that I had much 
of anything to fear, because it would not be much worse for me than these last five years.

“And yet....”
“And yet you understand that you may very well be sold.”
“But why?” 
He frowned slightly. “Many Targoian would consider you to be very beautiful.”
She blinked. “NOnsense.” 



“’tis not. Slenderness is rare, and shortness, to a point, is more favorable to being tall. You 
happen to be nearly perfectly short. Add that to your grace and you have a very dangerous 
combination for a young female slave.” 

Jacey blinked. She had always hated her height. But grace? “What grace?”
“Many women would look very awkward dragging a bucket of water.”
Jacey bit her lip. His face was as blank as if he just told her that the sky was blue. 
“I am sorry to inform you if what will likely be your fate so abruptly, though are there are 

many ranges of possibilities, from a merchant’s mistress to an inn girl.”
Jacey glanced quickly to the ground, for she could not bear to have him see her cry. Of all the 

possibilities she had thought of, this was not one of them. “Thank you.”
He nodded slightly but did not move away. Jacey turned and walked back to the tent. 

Mechanically, she helped Jared shove the bucket inside and then sat in the corner, staring at the 
wall. 

Adela sat next to her and put a hand over hers. “What is it?”
Jacey shook her head. 
“Please. Did they--”
“No. They did nothing. It’s just--” She swallowed. “He says he expects I will be sold once 

we reach the capital. That he has no use for someone as pretty as me. And if I am....” 
Adela squeezed her hand. 
“You can’t even understand, Adela.” Jacey looked at her. “It is custom--tradition--belief--

what you want to call it--in Aldroian that once a woman and man sleep together they are married. 
It doesn’t matter if they just met or if they have been courting for a year and just had a marriage 
ceremony. They are not married until that night and they are married on that night. I can’t--I 
can’t change that. Not even after seeing it different in Ketekey.”

“Maybe that won’t happen, Jacey. Maybe... you’ll be bought by someone for some other 
reason.”

Jacey shook her head. “I can handle doing any household chore but that--I cannot handle that. 
Not unless we were to truly be married. And giants don’t marry non-giants.” She sighed and 
closed her eyes. Everything was falling apart. If she did not do something now, she would break 
into a million pieces and cry. “You need help washing the baby.” She pushed herself up quickly. 
“Let’s do it  before Jared--” She looked at the boy kneeling next to the water. “Jared is going to 
be a stable boy.” 

“How do you know?”
Jacey shook her head. “I just do. Come, let’s wash her before Jared dirties all the water.”

Over the next day, Heddwyn saw the girl often. More often than not, she was doing 
something. Usually, it was to make either the other woman’s with the younglings or the boy’s 
life easier, or to lessen their fears. She walked bravely through the camp, like she was used to 
Targoians surrounding her and in fact saw them every day. Even without knowing the language, 
she found ways of communicating to the other soldiers and some, though they found it amusing, 
did attempt communication back. Never had he seen a captive handle her captivity so casually.

He also listened though and what he heard surprised him even more. She could switch from 
Aldroian to Ketekey effortlessly, like one accustomed to changing languages, and in fact spoke 



both without a hint of an accent after the first day. Her observation skills amazed him, for she 
informed the other captive of things that he did not know how she knew and yet were all the 
same correct.

After the first day, he did not see her as often, mostly due to the fact that Commander 
Rousin arrived with nearly two hundred men. Unlike Heddwyn’s squad, where only two or three 
of them were generally injured in a raid, Commander Rousin brought with him nearly fifty, fresh 
from a skirmish and in varying stages of injury, for though many tried to copy Heddwyn’s 
technique, so far only the few who Heddwyn had personal taught succeeded.  Even with their 
combined medical supplies, the soldiers struggled to be treated quickly enough.

In spite of the increase of camp size, he still he caught sight of her in the doorway of her tent 
while walking towards his tent with Commander Rousin. On a stool before her sat one of 
Commander Rousin’s lower ranking men. She, in turn, washed the man’s bloodied arm gently. 
She said nothing to him--how could she?--and yet the man seemed as relaxed as one could be 
when injured so. His face, though a mask to hide the pain, told that he rathered* to have this than 
to stand in line for the next several hours.

The girl just began to wrap the soldier’s arm when Heddwyn touched Commander Rousin’s 
shoulder. 

“Aye?”
Heddwyn motioned with his eyes towards her. “ONe of your men found how to avoid the 

lines.”
Rousin looked over and frowned. “He’s being treated by one of the Ketekeys?”
“She claims she is Aldroian and lived in Ketekey only as a bond servant.”
“You spoke to her?”
Heddwyn began walking again. “There are occasionally situations where it is better to talk to 

one’s captives.”
“I have seen her around the camp before, but I presumed she was another’s wife. As a slave, 

she is brave to be out so much. If I knew she was a slave, I would have made an offer for her.” 
Heddwyn shook his head. “I cannot sell her in good conscious to be merely  your mistress.” 
“So you own her then?”
Heddwyn nodded as he pulled back the door to his tent and motioned Rousin inside. 
The man entered and took a seat. “You own someone as beautiful as that and you have not 

made her your mistress?” 
“I thought I have made it abundantly clear before that I do not wish for marriage. Or for 

children. Even mistresses occasionally have children.”
“YOu are going against complete tradition by saying as such. Sooner or later I imagine you 

will see you are wrong. You need children to carry on your legacy.”
“I need no such thing, nor desire it.”
Rousin smiled faintly. “YOu know what they say--”
Heddwyn raised his hand for silence, and almost surprisingly got it. Many of the officers 

who were also lords did not respect him enough to even offer him that much. “I care naught what 
others say, about how I betray Targo with my lack of children to I in truth have so many children 
already scattered around the country from various mothers to that it is because I am a 
blacksmith’s son that I refuse to marry. I ignored the rumors and you would do well to do 



likewise.”
Commander Rousin frowned slightly and shook his head. “You are hard only on yourself, 

commander.” 
Heddwyn silently handed the man a drink of water, his eyes straying to the letter from Lord 

Conward. He knew he needed to answer it by tomorrow morning when the slaves left, but he did 
not still know how. In truth, the only way he could imagine himself avoiding Lord Conward’s 
disfavor was if Heddwyn had just married another. 

“Shall we get down to business, Commander Borut?” 
Heddwyn turned quickly and gave a sharp nod, settling himself on one of the cushions.

Jacey stared at the stars twinkling against the sky. Thus far, it hadn’t been hard. She had had 
enough freedom that she did not feel like a captive. Yes, some of the soldiers, particularly 
Commander Rousin’s, had tried to rough her up but Commander Borut’s men put a stop to it out 
of respect for their commander. Some of his men had actually been downright civil to her, as best 
as they could be when they thought neither of them spoke the same language. But all that would 
change tomorrow when she began to walk towards Targo City. 

A gust of wind pulled at her clothes and caused her to shiveringly* pull the blanket tighter 
around herself. She had tried not to think about it. She had tried not to wonder what it would be 
like to be sold to a complete stranger, to always be in a bondage where the only hope in a change 
came from being sold to anther stranger.

It had been bad enough while she worked for Juna’s father. He did not treat her that poorly,  
did not give her excess amount of work and did not expect her to rise early or work late most of 
the time. He also made sure that she had adequate, though cheap, clothing and enough food that 
she could not complain.  Though she did the work of his deceased wife, he expected only the 
household to be seen to and so long as that was done, he found no fault with her.

It was his children that caused her grief. Juna took a horrid enjoyment in demanding, though 
she claimed it was asking, her to do all sorts of little things, Even things that she should have 
done herself. When she first came to Ketekey, the three boys enjoyed teasing her about her poor 
grasp of the language and joined the town boys in their “harmless” (so they told their father) 
tricks that resulted if not in injury, then at least a need to pay for something. Even after she 
mastered Ketekey enough so as not to sound like a foreigner, they still found fault with her. She 
could only endure their torments silently, for their father only saw their behavior as normal for 
boys and did nothing to hold them back.

She had only to spend seven years in their service. After that, she could leave. Almost 
unconsciously she had been counting down the months until her departure ever since she finished 
half of it. Suddenly, that changed. There was no departure from this.

What made her fear worse was the fact that Commander Borut had practically said she would 
be someone’s mistress. Perhaps she should tell him of her education. Speaking and reading three 
languages had to count for something. If needed, she could learn another easily enough, for she 
had learned Targo merely from listening to the traders at her home. Once she learned the language, 
she had no problem learning to read it. And though she knew no advanced math, she knew enough 
to keep track of her father’s books accurately. All that might be enough to count for something.

“Girl?”



Jacey jumped. Somehow, in her musings, she had not heard Commander Borut approach. He 
watched her evenly, as if waiting for a response. 

Jacey swallowed and turned. Unnoticed when she was alone, she now realized that tears and 
welled up in her eyes. She hated crying, more than anything, and it would only make matters  
worse to cry in front of him.

“In truth, I am surprised you lasted this long without crying,” he said softly.
Jacey shook her head and wiped her eyes angrily. “It’s nothing.” 
“Very well.” He placed a hand on her shoulder and began walking casually so she could keep 

up with him. Jacey fell into step and after a moment he let go of her shoulder. 
He said nothing for several minutes. “I will tell you upfront that I do agree with what you 

said earlier. It would be proper for me to return you to your family, as Aldroa has done nothing 
to displease me and I wish to do nothing to displease them.”

Jacey glanced up quickly, her throat tightening in part because she feared what laid beyond 
the unspoken but.

“You have proven yourself capable these last several days and as such, the twenty miles you 
would need to travel on your own you may actually be able to do. If not, it is not that great of a 
burden.”

Jacey swallowed. “But?” she whispered.
He turned then and his eyes met hers. “But I would like to request that you stay.” 
 “S--stay?”
He nodded slightly. 
“Whatever for?” 
He paused then looked away. “You are from Aldroa?”
The sudden change in conversation caught her off guard. “I--thought you understood that.” 
“And you care nothing for Ketekey?”
“I wouldn’t go that far. I did have a few friends there. I--” She twisted her hands. “I miss my 

home though. I have for the last five years.” 
“Then how did you happen to be in Ketekey, being that you are Aldroian?” 
Jacey paused again. “My father... he had a bad year. Things happened that cost a lot of 

money and no matter how hard he and my brothers work, we couldn’t seem to get out of it. I 
figured as oldest daughter, it was my turn to work next. So I hired myself as a bond servant and 
they brought me to Ketekey.”

“Your honesty is surprising.” 
Jacey glanced at him. “Is that bad?”
“No.”
“Why does any of that matter however?”
“I first need to know that you are truly from Aldroa.”
“Have I satisfactory convinced you?”
He nodded and paused on the edge of the stream. The moon danced across the surface in little 

blue-white specks.
“I--would like for you to consider marriage.” 
Jacey blinked. “Marriage--of what?”
He paused and then look at her. “YOu and I.” 



Jacey stopped walking and just stared at him. “You hardly know me. And I--”
“Captivity tells a lot about a person. Somehow you always kept showing up. By tradition a 

commander can have his wife with him in the field, so you would be rarely left alone as other 
officer’s wives are. And I do believe that your presence here may be of benefit to my men.”

Jacey frowned. It felt as if she lived her life on a carriage that just suddenly had been 
controlled by a spooked horse. Things were happening too quickly and she could do nothing to 
control it. “And--what about you?”

“I am merely the son of a blacksmith. There is no reason for me to marry higher than that.” 
She sank onto a rock and looked at the quarter moon. “But I am--not Targoian.” 
“There has been such marriages before. Rare, but they do occur. The greatest barrier in 

preventing Targoians from marrying, say, Aldroians is size.” He paused and knelt next to her. “I 
know it is sudden and--complicated to you. But I can promise you safety, as best as it will be in 
a war camp, and that I will provide for you and you will be treated as a wife with respect, both 
as a Targoian and as an Aldroian.” 

She looked at him.  With himself on the ground and herself on the rock, they were nearly 
equal in height. Jacey found herself remember how she kept telling people that Targoians were 
just tall men. Indeed, he looked merely like a man. His hair reached down to his shoulders in long 
straw strands and absently blew in the wind. The normal brown tunic of the Targoian solders fit 
him well and the red sash of rank graced his chest. His arms, bare to allow for ease of movement, 
was silent reminders to the hidden strength.

Yet, she truly did not know the man before her and even if she knew the stories, those she 
knew were five years old and those she heard in Ketekey were filled with fear, not admiration. 
She could be committing herself to anything by agreeing to marry him. It was one thing to say she 
would be safe; it would be quite enough for it to actually happen.

If she went back though, what would she have to go back to? She truly did not know the 
situation of her family now. Neither of them had been able to write since the beginning of the 
war.  Last she had heard, her town had been wiped out in a mudslide. Even if she made it to 
Aldroa, she did not know where she would find her family.

She glanced at the sky again and sighed. He had let her think, without even looking at her the 
whole time. And something had to be said for how his men treated her compared to Commander 
Rousin’s.

She swallowed and shook her head. “This is insane.” 
“Indeed.” 
“We’ve had less than three conversations and you are asking me to marry you.”
“People sometimes get married on less. Indeed, some even get married when their principles 

clash with another’s.”
Jacey nodded. She had seen that before. No proper Aldroian woman was single after the age 

of twenty. If she returned home, her father would try to do everything he could to marry her to 
someone respectable, if anyone thought of her as respectable then.

Jacey took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay.”
He looked at her in near disbelief. “You--agree?” His surprise brought out the Targoian accent 

that up to now she had not heard. 
“Either way, what I chose offers unknowns. I don’t know how my family will respond to 



my arrival. I don’t know how you will respond to my arrival. I do not know where I will go 
either way. But you are promising safety at least and respect. I don’t know why you are asking 
this, seeing how you could probably marry any Targoian girl you wished, but I do agree.” 

He rose and offered her a hand. “Come then. It is a very simple matter to do by Targoian 
standards. Simpler than the Aldroian custom I believe.” 

She blushed at the mention of it and looked to the ground. Silently, he led her towards his tent 
in the camp’s center. He held open the flap so that she could enter and followed her.

The inside of his tent looked very much like an ordinary man’s. Near the front was a small 
firepit, for both light and heat A low table, merely consisting of board placed across two other 
boards, rested in the middle of the tent. Cushions sat scattered throughout as places to sit. A 
trunk stood in the far left corner with a satchel of clothing on top of it. Lining the far wall laid his 
bed. which looked to be more several blankets thrown together with a pillow on the top. 

He pulled from a box under the table two pieces of paper and laid them out, along with a 
bottle of ink. Jacey knelt by the table and tried to skim the documents quickly in the poor light.

“It is written in Targoian, I fear, as that is the only legal language,” he said, sitting next to her. 
She glanced at him.
“We--merely sign a paper for it to become legal. Though, certainly we need your name first.” 
She had noticed that at the bottom of the page, since only his name rested there.
She took the pen and  dipped it in the ink. “You need it here?” She pointed at the opposite 

side of the page.
He nodded. Silently, she wrote out her name Jacey Lea Meiner-Jija or as any Aldroian would 

read it, Jacey Lea, daughter of Meiner. This commitment would change it to Jacey Lea, 
Heddywn-sosa, otherwise known as wife of Heddwyn. 

“You write very well.” 
Jacey smiled faintly. “I kept my father’s books and it made sense to write neatly. 
Commander Borut nodded and rose. “I will be just a moment.” 
Jacey nodded as she set the quill aside. Once he left, she read the paper more carefully. It 

sounded more like a contract than a marriage agreement, but it did protect her in case of abuse. At 
the very end, near where they signed their names, the date appeared off by about a week but 
Jacey doubted that matter any and knew it would be wiser not to mention it if she wished to 
keep her knowledge of Targo to herself. 

Commander Borut entered just as she set the paper down, this time with the man who had 
pulled her first from the cage. 

“He,” the commander said, motioning to the other, “is to serve merely as a witness. Major 
Pauldor.” 

The major looked doubtfully from Jacey to the commander but shrugged. “I suppose stranger 
things have happened, sir,” he said in Targoian. He motioned for her to rise, then changed to 
heavily accented Aldroian. “Speak your name.”

Jacey swallowed the lump in her throat. “Jacey Lea Meiner-Jija.” 
“You swear that you are of sound mind when you accepted his proposal and was not forced, 

threatened or coerced?”
Jacey glanced at the commander. “Yes.”
“You are not a spy for the Ketekey, Aldroian or any other government?”



The commander cleared his throat. 
“N-no,” she said. Whatever would put that idea into their head?
Major Pauldor glanced at Commander Borut. “As witness, I would have half the blame if she 

was, in spite of the impossibilities.”
“You think I have not already confirmed that?”
“Two witnesses on the stand, as is the law.” 
Commander Borut did not look pleased but nodded. 
Major Pauldor turned to Commander Borut. “Please, state your name.”
“Heddwyn Dejan Borut, commander in the Targoian army of the twenty-second squad.” 
“You swear that you are of sound mind when you offered your proposal and were not 

forced, threatened or coerced?”
“Yes, I do.” 
“Then very well. I agree to your marriage.” 
Commander Borut knelt again and picked up the pen. Casually, he signed both top and 

bottom document. When he slide them across the table to her, she could only make out the C, O 
and M of commander, the H and W in Heddwyn, and then the D in Dejan and the B in Borut. 
With another swallow, almost feeling as if she was dreaming, she dipped the pen in the ink and 
signed next to him her name. He took the pen from her again and wrote beneath it--in legible 
writing this time--Jacey Lea Borut. Then he closed the ink bottle and looked at the major. 

“Thank you, Major. That is all.” 
Major Pauldor nodded slightly and ducked out. 
Jacey sat back into the nest of pillows and watched him as he waited for the ink to dry before 

folding the paper. The light flickered off of his face, drawing out the angles and creases in his face.
“It is customary for the bride’s family to be given one copy of the document and the groom 

to take the other.” He looked at her. “Seeing as you have no family, I would assume it still stays 
with us.”

Jacey paused and shrugged. “Whatever you think is best.” 
He nodded and sealed the other document. “The other will be sent to my house in Targo City 

for safe keeping.”
Jacey nodded again, feel awkward and not sure how to respond or even act. Much of her 

could not believe that with that simple signature she had signed her life into his hands. He  put 
the envelope in a pouch and threw it on top of the trunk. Then, he laid on his bed, watching her 
through half-closed eyes.

“Jacey is a pretty name.”
She glanced at him, surprised.
“Obviously foreign, but pretty.”
“Is... foreign bad?”
He looked at her more evenly. It suddenly occurred to her that she had yet to see him even 

smile. “People need only look at you to see your a foreigner.”
“That doesn’t answer the question.” 
He pushed himself up and looked at her thoughtfully. “I think not too much. Ketekey and 

Aldroian is such different languages and cultures that I suspect it should be obvious which is 
which. If it gets bad, we could always call you Katja.” He pronounced the name just as it would 



sound in Targoian, dropping all pretense that he spoke Aldroian perfectly.
Jacey smiled faintly. “It sounds pretty.”
“It was my sister’s.” 
Jacey paused. “Was?” 
He looked away and shook his head. “Now is not the time for a history lesson. Just know 

my sense of duty was directed more at my family than my country when I became a soldier ten 
years ago.” 

Jacey nodded and began to brush back one of her loose strands. Out of mere habit, she began 
to untie braid her hair to rebraid it. After the first day, she hadn’t even bothered to try to 
untangle the knots, just pulling it back in a braid and hoping the knots stayed out of her hair as 
best as they could. Silently, he leaned over and handed her a comb. Jacey touched it almost 
cautiously. 

“I don’t use it nearly as much as would suit the giver, but you can.” 
Jacey took it and began to comb out her hair, working her way slowly from the bottom to the 

top and enjoying the feeling of her hair coming out smooth instead of fizzy and dry like it had 
been since the attack. For a few minutes he sat next to her in silence, watching somewhere 
between her and the fire. Then, he sat up and took the comb from her hand mid-stroke. 

“May I?”
Jacey looked at him. “You know how to comb hair?”
“Four sister and myself, with myself being the oldest. I know.” 
When she did not object outright, he began, Surprisingly, he was right when he said he knew 

how. Jacey closed her eyes and slowly relaxed against the gentle rhythm of his strokes. Her long 
hair fell around her shoulder and swish softly across her back.

He stopped but she did not move. After three days of working hard, of not letting herself 
relax, of sleeping on the rough ground and feeling slightly sore, the tent seemed to be a warm, safe 
place. Even as the wind blew outside through the trees, she did not need to leave. 

The commander brushed back her hair from her shoulder and then quietly suddenly kissed her 
neck. Jacey turned sharply and looked at him. He said nothing, meeting her eyes evenly. When 
she did not move back right away, he cautiously, almost as if to make sure she understood what 
he intended, brushed back the hair from her face and slipped a hand around her neck. Just as 
gently, he drew her close and for one split second, her mind panicked as she realized he was going 
to kiss her her. Then he did, softly, like she was made of glass. Her chest tightened as emotions 
raged through her body. Her mind kept screaming a million protest for committing to this 
marriage. 

He pulled back and looked at her. “Are--you okay?”
She swallowed and nodded, though she felt a shudder run through her body. 
“We do not need to do anything.”
Jacey paused but shook her head. “Tradition, Aldroian tradition, is that we aren’t married 

until we do, even if it is just once.” 
He nodded slightly. “And you still follow the Aldroian tradition?”
“It’s too much a part of me not to.”
“I am not hurting you?”
“No.” 



“You will tell me if I do?”
Jacey nodded. He hesitantly brushed a finger along her cheek again before pulling her close. 
And as such that night, Jacey Lea Heddwyn-Sosa came to be.

––Two––
To learn to love

Still warm and lethargic, Jacey rolled over and pulled her legs closer to her chest. She could be 
awake now, if she wanted to be. But she didn’t want to think about anything. She liked the 
warmth of the blankets  surrounding her and holding her close. 

Suddenly, the memories of last night flooded back. How could she have been that foolish? She 
knew nothing of the man or his customs or even--anything. All she knew was his language and 
even he didn’t she knew that much.

She stared at the empty place next to her; panic slowly began to squeeze her chest. He had 
left. After all that, he just left. And why not? She was, after all, only Aldroian.

With a shudder, Jacey leaned back and closed her eyes. She could not panic. She must, 
absolutely must, remain calm. She concentrated on her breathing and tried to black out her panic. 
But whenever she thought she could handle it, she thought about it again and could not help but 
begin to panic again.

The tent flap opened. Jacey opened her eyes just as the commander placed  a small box filled 
with food on the table. He glanced at her and nodded slightly.

“We need to be packed in an hour,” he said.
Jacey nodded and pushed herself up, holding the blanket to herself more out of nervousness 

than modesty, though in truth, she felt dreadfully exposed now that the sun shone through the 
tent to light up the room. Quickly, she found her dress draped over the trunk at the head of the 
bed and pulled it over her underdress that improvised as a nightgown. Still stiffly--soft blankets 
did not change how hard the ground was--she rose and walked towards the table. Commander 
Borut poured her a drink from the jug and motioned her to sit. 

“I will see about finding you more clothing when it is possible.”
“If there is even just material, I can make some quickly enough. I’ve done it like that all the 

rest of my life.” Jacey picked up the roll and bit into it. Surprisingly, it tasted the exactly the 
same as the rolls they had been fed these past days, which was completely tasteless.

He nodded. “That is good to know. It will be difficult to find clothing sized to fit you no 
matter where we look I think.” 

“That is why I needed to do it. Although three brothers and two sisters meant we could not 
buy pre-made clothing that often.” 

He nodded, though he glanced away. Jacey took some of the meat and chewed that 
thoughtfully. The commander, in turned, continued studying a map. 

“Where are we going next?”
“More towards the mountains at the moment.” He absently traced their path through the 

grassland. “We’ll rendezvous with General Putwet by nightfall. One day for gaining of supplies 
and reorganization and then we will be going again.” He glanced at her. “We generally move 
quickly.”



Jacey nodded. “So I’ve heard.” 
“You will have a horse today though if you can ride.” 
“More or less.”
“Good. Because otherwise you need to learn.” He took a drink.
Jacey took another bite of the roll and chewed thoughtfully. He stood and crossed the room 

to the trunk He rummaged through it for a moment before he pulled out a cloth the same color of 
red that he wore.

“It is a common enough thing for officers to find a wife while in the field.” He handed it to 
her. “And tradition always has it that the wives wear the color of their husband’s rank.” 

Jacey took the sash and looked at it. 
“My advice is you wear it whenever I wear mine. When I am off-duty in Targo, there may be 

some times you need not wear it. Other than that, you should.”
Jacey nodded and examined it. The material was smooth and soft. “I--don’t even know how 

to put it on.” 
He motioned her to rise and knelt before her. Almost deftly, he wrapped it around her waist, 

though it half way up her chest as well, and pulled it snugly. He frowned slightly though when he 
was finished. “Obviously, they meant it for someone larger.” 

Jacey smiled faintly. “My brother’s always said I was too tall for my own good. Now you 
say I’m too small.” 

He did not respond but rose. “I’ll see if it is possible to get one to fit you better, though that 
will take at least two weeks.”

Jacey shrugged, suddenly aware how much she had to depend on him for basic supplies of 
life.

He rose and pulled out an unsealed letter from the bag. He scribbled something else onto it 
and glanced her. “Is there anything else you need?”

“Besides...” 
“Well, obviously better dresses and the sash but besides that?”
Jacey paused but shook her head. “I can think of nothing.” 
Deftly, he sealed the letter and put it in the pouch again. “Being so close to the mountains 

will make the letters and packages arrive quicker.” He rose again and began to put things into the 
trunk. Jacey watched quietly, as she finished the roll and meat.

“I can help.”
Almost self-consciously, he looked up. “There is only one way to pack everything. With the 

little time we have....” He paused and shook his head. “I will show you tonight when there is 
time to explain.”

Jacey slowly nodded and rose. Now, she did not belong in this world. She hardly belonged in 
it to begin with. And worse, she needed something to do. She started to wander outside.

“Jacey.” 
She turned from the doorway. 
“Be careful out there. There will be comments. When the tents start coming down, I need you 

here.” 
Jacey nodded. “Certainly.” With that, she slipped outside. 
The morning happened to be much earlier than she expected. Dew still covered much of the 



ground and sparkled like little diamonds in the sunlight. Around her, men rushed to and fro, 
hardly giving her a second glance. The red sash around her waist felt strongly out of place though 
and awkward. Before too long, she caught sight of the soldiers’ eyes glancing at it as they rushed 
passed.

Adela and Jared already stood outside a packed tent and glanced around nervously. As soon 
as Adela caught sight of her, she called her name. Jacey hurried over. 

“Jacey, Jacey, what happened to you last night?” she whispered. 
Jacey paused and shook her head. “It’s--confusing.”
“You were gone all night.”
“I know. I--” She swallowed and glanced around. “He married me.”
Adela blinked. “What? For--real? Why?” 
Jacey nodded. “I don’t really know why. He... never actually gave a good reason. It happened 

so quickly. But yes, by Targo standards, I am.” 
“Are you--are you sure you’re not drugged? Or hallucinating?”
Jacey sighed. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine how. But--he said I could go but I don’t know 

where I would go. Or I could marry him. Either way offered dangers but I believe that by 
marrying him I will at least be partly safe.” 

“You married a giant, Jacey! They’re--they’re--”
“He is gentle enough.”
“He’s the one that everyone feared!”
“Only because no one knows where he will strike next.”
“But you saw what they did in the town.”
“And I’ve heard what the Ketekey soldiers have done as well. They are basically the same. If 

I do not marry him on account of ruthlessness, then I can’t marry any soldier.” 
“At least Ketekey--”
“Ketekey is no different than Targo. I have known many Targoians at my father’s inn. I--I’m 

not afraid of them.”
“Obviously.”
“Some of them can be very pleasant.” 
“I don’t like this, Jacey. I’m scared for you. I’m scared you’re going to get hurt. I’m scared 

he’s going to hurt you. Or--”
“I don’t think he will. I believe that he meant what he did. And--I  didn’t have much of a 

chance of a life to look forward to in Aldroa. My father--if I found him--would have married me 
off as soon as he could. A doughtier at twenty-one and unwed is a shame on the whole family. It 
usually means she did something dishonorable.”

“You did do something dishonorable by marrying that--that monster!”
Jacey closed her eyes for a moment and sighed. “I’ll be with you as far as tonight I think. 

After that, I’m sorry. But I do not think this is as bad as you do.” Quietly, she turned away.
Soon enough, the tents began to fall, each like giants crashing to the earth. Jacey picked her 

way carefully around the piles of possessions and men, most of whom did not seem to see her. 
Just as she rounded a corner, one young soldier barreled right into her. sending her and his bags to 
the ground. 

“Why you little--” He began in Targoian, stopping just before an oath escaped. Jacey 



scrambles up just as he knelt down to gather his packages. Even as she began to help him, she 
could feel his eyes on her red sash. “A--a thousand pardons, ma’am. I--I just didn’t--see ya and--
” He ran a hand through his hair and then hastily began gather the bags as well. “You probably 
can’t even understand a single thing I’m saying. But I really didn’t mean it.” 

Jacey just smiled at him and replied in Aldroian. “It is very much all right. We are both at 
fault. Don’t worry about it.” At his blank expression she smiled more and said in Targoian, 
pointing at herself. “Sorry?”

“Yes, yes.” He nodded and took the bags from her. “Indeed I am. I didn’t realize--” He looked 
again at her sash and shook his head. “Fires! I can’t believe he got married. AFter how hard he’s 
been after us and girls.” 

Jacey just smiled still and nodded to him, then continued on her way. ABsently, she 
wondered what he meant. She had seen the looks the sash gave her, but she assumed it was 
because she, an Aldroian, married an TArgoian. Never had it crossed her mind that the glances 
might be because Commander Borut had actually married someone.

Still, she should admit that she understood Targoian. She should tell him. Some part of her 
still feared that he was using her for something or that he didn’t mean what he did. If he didn’t 
know that she spoke his language, then perhaps she would be able to know for sure what he 
wanted.

Commander Borut was conversing with Major Pauldor when she arrived. Already, his tent 
had been collapsed and rolled into a pack along with the trunk, a large bag and the table, now also 
disassembled. Quietly, she stood back a few feet and waited for them to finish. He did in just a 
moment and walked towards her.

“Come,” he said and began walking.
She fell in step next to him. “Where?”
“Another tradition.” He paused as they carried something large and rolled into a tube past 

them. “You must meet Commander Rousin.” 
Jacey looked up at him. “Rousin is a lord’s name.”
“Indeed it is and indeed he is the son of one, though I am surprised you know that. It is very 

common for lords to be higher ranking in the military than commoners, as such, you will soon be 
hearing  many lords’ names in the army.”

“How does that--but you are...,” She paused, not sure how to explain.
“The son of a blacksmith?”
She nodded. 
“It is a sore spot for many of the lords, especially those who wished that they had come up 

with my method of attacking. There are a few of us who are high in rank and come from common 
families but only a few.” He caught her hand and turned her slightly towards him. He caught her 
eyes before she spoke. “I am not ashamed of my father, Jacey, or my family.” 

Jacey nodded slowly.
“If I could, I would still fight with my father’s sword.” 
“Why don’t you?” 
He began walking again. “He was apparently not a good wordsmith. The balance was all off. 

But I learned to fight with it and with that sword I enlisted. It wasn’t until I became a lieutenant* 
and after I loaned my sword to someone for a demonstration that I got a new one.” 



Jacey nodded slowly as he steered her around the loading station and then directly towards 
another man in a red sash just like his. The other man looked towards them and frowned slightly.

“Rousin,” Commander Borut said in Targoian, “before I forget and neglect the privilege, allow 
me to introduce to you my prudi-ila, Jacey Lea from Aldroa.” He motioned her to come. 

Jacey smiled faintly, though she could feel the man’s dark eyes glance over her quickly and 
openly. “She is beautiful, I will give you that.” 

Commander Borut nodded. 
“Though a wee bit short. She will have difficulty when you get to Targo City.” 
“Nothing I do not believe she can’t handle. She is very bright.” 
“I’m assuming she does not speak Targoian?”
“No. But she knows Aldroian and Ketekey, so I doubt she will have much difficulty learning 

a third language. Targoian is very much a mixture of them both.” 
“Well, now I know who to speak to if you are unavailable to deal with my prisoners. Or 

when you become stubborn that it would be better if you did not reveal to anyone outside of 
Targo that you speak Ketekey. I would think you are feared enough by them without needing to 
have extra advantages.” 

Jacey turned away, so as to hide her confusion better and pretended to be more interested as 
one of the final tents fell.

“If they were to learn that I speak Ketekey, any man who nearly matches my description 
would be suspected there for spying.”

“And for good reason. You do as much harm with that as you do with your raids. So I 
suppose there is advantages to being a foot below average height.”

Commander Borut paused. “I am sure that we both have things to do.” 
“Of course.” Commander Rousin turned to Jacey. “Mospa Borut,” he said in strongly 

accented Aldroian. “It was a pleasure to meet you. Do treat the commander well. He needs it.” 
Jacey smiled. “I will do the best I can.” 
Commander Borut put a hand on her waist and gently led her away. She glanced at him, 

noticing the tenseness of his chest. Gently, she touched his shoulder. 
“Are you all right?”
He looked at her for a long minute and shook his head. “Don’t worry about it.” He glanced 

around the camp and then headed towards where the horses waited. “I will warn you that 
Commander Rousin may ask you to translate for him.”

“Why is that?”
“Someone who can speak Ketekey and Aldroian can do a lot of good among the prisoners. It 

is better than sad attempts at miscommunication that often occurs. But do not let him intimidate 
you into doing something you do not feel comfortable. With us being of equal rank, it is not an 
insult to refuse.” 

Jacey nodded. “I’ll remember that.” 

The day’s ride towards General Putwet’s camp seemed very much to be the calm before the 
storm. Most of them generally ignored her and she found herself riding alone. Commander Borut 
favored either riding alone or to discuss military business with his officers while he rode. And 
though she occasionally saw Adela, the woman regarded her now with hostility and resentment 



so approaching her would be impossible.
About an hour before nightfall, they made it to the general’s camp. Then the storm hit. First 

they needed to set up camp. True to what he said, Commander Borut showed her how to 
unpack, and in the process, pack, the tent so she could help him when they needed to do it again. 
Then, just as before, he presented her this time to the general, who regarded her with the same 
distrust that Commander Rousin had, made a few questionable comments to Commander Borut 
and then dismissed her like before. 

Somehow, he also managed to bring her the small town about a mile away and buy several 
different colors of material for dresses and several other items for himself. By the time they made 
it back to the camp, all Jacey wanted was to find a place to sleep. 

The next morning, he woke her early to tell her that he would be gone all day, left breakfast 
on the table, and would see her tonight. Still feeling exhausted, she mumbled a response and fell 
back asleep.

That day in camp passed rather lazily for her. Since she learned the order and place of 
everything in the tent, she could straighten it as need be, which wasn’t much since they just set it 
up. She needed to find the location of both food and water for while she was here. The camp now 
seemed overwhelming in size and took her over an hour to walk, although she did finally find 
both. 

She brought back her lunch with her and set to work promptly on another dress. Once she 
had a second one, she could actually wash the dress she wore. Only after she cut it did she move 
to the outside of her tent. Although she had a chance to watch the activity of the camp, her 
section appeared to be sadly deserted. Many of those who so proudly sported the twenty-two 
on their tunic seemed to have disappeared and only a few from other squads passed by.

Dark had long since fallen when Commander Borut finally walked out of the shadows. His 
hair clung to his head, wet, though if from water or sweat she could not tell. Dirt streaked his face 
and arms and blood had run down his arm in spite of a makeshift bandage.

Jacey stood quickly. “Are--are you all right?”
He nodded brusquely and went inside the tent. Inside the tent someone had placed a bucket 

of water. He plunged his hands into the water and tossed it all the way up his whole arms. He 
winced slightly as the water touched his injury but instead glanced around instead of at it.

“Can you please get me the soap from the trunk?” 
Jacey looked through the trunk, found the soap and brought it back. “Can I see your arm?”
He did not look at her as he took the soap and began to scrub his hands. “It’s just a little cut.” 
“Please.” 
He shook his head and continued washing. “I need to get to the general.” 
“It should only take a minute of it is nothing.” 
He splashed his face with water, grabbed a cloth from near by and wiped off both his arms 

and his face in one smooth motion. Disgusted, he tore of the blood-soaked bandage, tossed it in 
the firepit Jacey lit earlier. Quickly, he grabbed another cloth from near by and wrapped that 
around his arm instead. “I shouldn’t be any longer than half of an hour.” With that, he ducked 
back out.

Jacey blinked, feeling like a whirlwind just blew through. Quietly, she went outside again. It 
seemed like in the few minute she had been inside of the tent everyone from Commander Borut’s 



squad had returned. Slowly, it began to dawn on Jacey that he had probably attacked another 
village that day. That would explain both how he had gotten hurt and why his men were gone.

Major Pauldor approached her and cleared his throat. “Ma’am?” he said in Aldroian, though 
still strongly accented.

Jacey looked at him.
“The commander asked for me to get rid of the dirty water in the tent for him, seeing how he 

hurt his arm and he didn’t really have much of a chance to clean it.”
Jacey nodded. “That’s fine.” 
He ducked in there and came back out in a moment, almost carelessly holding the bucket that 

she had to drag half full. He smiled faintly. “I’m thinking for some reason you’re the little one I 
saw trying to drag this bucket across camp a couple days ago.”

Jacey blushed slightly. “Yes.”
“Well, that isn’t too good for you to do any more, seeing how... he married you. But, if you 

need any water ever, just ask anyone in the twenty-second and we can get it no problem.”
Jacey blushed again. After being so independent for so long, she hated the idea of having to 

ask anyone for that kind of help, knowing at the same time that she needed to do it.
“Honest and truly. We don’t mind. If the commander’s happy with you, then that’s what we 

want.” 
Jacey wrapped her arms around herself. She truly did not know what the commander was 

happy with. He didn’t show her any emotion ever. Just a blank, dark face. 
Jacey paused. Ever since that second day from Ketekey, she had desired a real bath but found 

no way she could without being spied upon and then also wearing dirty clothing afterwards. But 
now....

“Would--you mind refilling it about twenty minutes?”
Major Pauldor paused, then realization dawned on his face and he nodded. “Certainly.”
“Thank you.” 
He walked away and Jacey stood there, watching the stars twinkle and listening to the noises 

around her. Compared to the night before, not many people spoke. They just trudged slowly 
around camp, finding what they needed, and saying as little as possible. For the number of 
people that surrounded her, the silence was eerie.

Major Pauldor brought back two buckets of water, one for herself and one for the 
commander. That way, he explained, if he didn’t quite get back in time, the commander still had 
his water. 

As soon as he left, Jacey stripped and slipped into the cold water. She shivered slightly but 
forced herself not to concentrate on the cold. She had to be done before Commander Borut 
returned. Taking the soap from earlier, she washed quickly, though her hair rebelled against the 
prospected of cleanliness after so long. She was just tying up the dress when he pushed open the 
door, pausing in the doorway. 

Jacey turned and smiled slightly. Her hair still hung in wet waves around her face. She looked 
at him and smiled slightly as she finished the final tie.

“Did it go well?”
He just looked at her, like he could not quite understand what she did. Then, he rubbed his 

face and muttered in Targoian, “Of course. How could I have been so mindless?” He shook his 



head and changed to Aldroian. “Well enough.” He took the dirty bucket, carried it out with his 
good hand and brought the other bucket back in. 

Jacey sat perched on the table and watched him. “You--went on a raid?”
He nodded and pulled off his tunic, tossing it to the side. Once again, Jacey found it 

surprising the number of scars the man had, all crisscrossing his chest, some an obvious 
brownish-reddish slash while others were just a sliver of white. He plunged his hands into the 
water and splashed it up into his face several times. It seemed with each time he did, the tension 
in his back began to decrease. 

“Can I look at your arm now?” Jacey said.
He looked at her and then it. Blood had soaked through it again, though not as badly as 

before. “It is no bother.” 
“I think it is bad.” 
He splashed some water onto his chest quietly, not looking at her.
Jacey sighed. “Are you just going to ignore me and hope I forgot?”
“Yes.” 
She sighed again and got up. “I”ll only be a moment.  Honest.” 
He rose and blinked at her. “I said I was fine. Why can’t you--” He blinked again. In the dim 

light, his face looked deathly pale. 
She touched his shoulder. Sweat began to bead on his forehead the moment before he fell 

forward on top of her. 

With a gasp Heddwyn jerked away. The screams still echoed in his years. He could almost 
smell the smoke. But none of that was real. None of that had happened for ten years.

Slowly the tent materialized around him. He felt sweaty; he must have fainted. Someone 
touched his shoulder. Automatically, he grabbed the wrist and twisted it back, pinning the person 
to the ground. Pain flared through his arm and he gasped.

“Commander?” 
He blinked. Under him was Jacey, her face pale. His heart began to pound wildly as he 

slowly relaxed his grip. She blinked at him and cautiously brushed back his hair from his eyes. 
“Can you lie back now?”
He blinked but obeyed, rolling once again onto his back. Jacey pushed herself up and took the 

canteen he tossed on the floor earlier. 
“Here. You should drink.” 
Cautiously, Heddwyn pushed himself up on one arm and reached for the canteen with his bad 

one. The cool water felt like a fresh stream down his throat. He took several large gulps before he 
handed it back to Jacey.

Jacey set it aside and then removed the bandage. For a moment, she paused. Then, quietly, 
she got up and gathered some things from around the tent. He tried to watch her but just that task 
now felt like too much. The day had gotten the best of him it appeared. 

She came back and knelt again. “I’m going to wash this properly now and bandage it. It’ll 
probably hurt though.”

He watched her through half-closed lids as she dipped a cloth into a bowl of water and gently 
began to wash it. As soon as she touched the tender skin, little pins stabbed the wound and he 



gasped.
“I’m sorry. But I think it’s a lot worse than you think.”
“I know how bad it is. I’m just not fond of the medic.” 
Her eyes flickered to his face a moment. “Here I go again.” She touched the cloth to his arm. 

He tried not to flinch but it took every ounce of self-control not to shove her away. Rarely did 
the pain truly lessen, no matter how often he was injured. 

She seemed to work as quickly as she could though and soon began bandaging it firmly and 
properly like it should have been, not hazily tied in the middle of a skirmish.

Heddwyn opened his eyes again and looked at her as he pushed himself up. She put a cool 
hand on his shoulder. “Careful. I don’t want you to faint again.” 

Embarrassment flooded him enough that he looked away for fear that she would see him 
blush. “Pardon. I didn’t realize it until too late.” He rubbed his face, trying to remember it more 
clearly and failing. No one up until now had seen him faint. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

Jacey shook her head. “Not much.”
Heddwyn nodded and studied her face. He felt twice as awkward because he had not realized 

some of her basic needs. Worse, it had not even occurred to him. 
Perhaps this marriage was foolish, especially since it was in part done to avoid the marriage 

with Cynthia. He knew nothing of her though, or even what an ordinary woman needed here. 
This place was so different than anywhere else.

STill, anyone needed to bathe every so often. He should have realized that she could not 
bathe in the river and have found a way around it. The buckets they used were small enough for 
her as well. 

As he studied her, he realized that he had been correct. Now clean, she was beautiful. Her 
honey hair--for truly it was nearly that color--curled gently around her face in soft curls. Her blue 
dress set off her deep blue eyes perfectly and seemed to reflect her whole soul back to him. The 
dress--he could almost not believe that she made it in a day--fit her much like her previous one, 
where it neither hid nor paraded her form, but showed it as it truly was, slender and graceful. 

Yet, all he felt was simply a dull admiration for her. She had handled all this traveling and 
blood and everything well and yet... yet she was a stranger to him. He knew nothing of her and 
she nothing of him. What did she call him--commander?

Then again, it felt equally awkward calling her Jacey.
“Have you eaten?” he said.
“No. Not yet.”
“I fear that the dinner has ended for the night but I have some extra stored away.” He rose 

cautiously and walked again to his trunk. “Mostly  its for times as these.” 
She rose too and followed him. “Does this happen a lot--you coming back late?”
Heddwyn nodded. “This is actually a good one. Occasionally I’m gone for two or three 

days.” He pulled out a small box  and handed it to her. “That is why it is important you learn 
Targoian.”

Jacey sat on one of the cushions. “I’m sure if I hear it enough I’ll pick it up eventually.”
He pulled out a clean tunic as well and let the lid fall back in place. “I think you need a more 

proactive approach.” He pulled on the tunic and moved to sit next to her. Jacey already began 
looking through the box to see what he had.



Jacey sighed. “I--I don’t know.” 
He watched her for a moment, trying to read her emotions when all he could tell was her 

desire to avoid the conversation. The reason--he could not tell where it stemmed from.
“I doubt that they will be very nice to you initially in Targo. Even if we are at war with 

Ketekey, you spent five years there. There will be distrust.”
“I spent five years there as practically a slave.”
“A voluntary slavery however.”
“I did it because nothing else worked out to help my family. I did it so we didn’t lose the inn 

and everything we had worked for.” 
He frowned and took a dried meat roll. 
“I do not think that your people think your Ketekey slaves suddenly have a loyalty to Targo 

after living there five years,” Jacey said.
Heddwyn glanced at her, her blue eyes flashing at the mention that she might have loyalty to 

Ketekey. He took a bite of the roll before responding. “I am merely trying to point out to you 
that it would help you in Targo City if you could speak our language. It would give a reason for 
people to think they could trust you. And then....” He paused a moment and rubbed his chin. He 
did not know how Eva, his sister, would respond to his marriage. It would be anything from 
excitement to fear for him. He did not blame her for worrying about him. After all, he had told her 
on several occasions he did not even plan to marry.  A sudden marriage for not apparently good 
reason did not appear honorable or good.

He sighed. “My sister does not know Aldroian.” 
Jacey blinked. “You have a sister?” 
He nodded and took a drink of water. “Two years younger than myself, married and living in 

Targo City.” 
“Is that all of your family then?”
He did not look at her, though almost in the corner of his eye he could see his two youngest 

sisters spinning together in a field, begging him to play with them. 
With a shuddered sigh, he shook his head. “Just Eva.”  He rose abruptly, wishing to cut her 

off, and walked towards the water. “We are leaving in the morning, as I said before. Same as last 
time too, with getting up early.” He swished his dirty tunic in the water and scrubbed it slightly 
to remove the smell  that would otherwise penetrate it. Only when he hung it on a hook did he 
look back at her. 

She watched him still with soft, blue eyes. Almost cautiously, she reached out a hand and 
touched his shoulder. Her cool hand felt so small and slender. He held her eyes, trying so hard to 
figure out what she wanted. Yet, all he could feel was an overwhelming desire of hers to be there 
for him and comfort him. Not even a desire to know, just to understand  him. It was like she 
understood how difficult this situation was for both of them and wanted to make the best out of 
it.

He looked down and closed his eyes. He couldn’t open to her like she was so open to him. 
For a moment he felt very old, and that this girl before him was very young. She had so much life 
left in her that to marry him randomly like they did was wrong. She could have done so much 
better. He shouldn’t have even thought about asking her. 

Quietly, she took his hand and pulled him quietly to the bed.  She sat and almost pulled him 



down with herself. As soon as he had settled amid the blankets, she knelt behind him and gently 
began to rub his shoulders.  For a moment, he tensed. But as the steady, deep motion continued, 
he slowly relaxed. He closed his eyes and she kept rubbing.

For a long time, she did only that. It felt like the world had stopped for a moment and he let it 
stop. He almost didn’t realize right away when she stopped. When he did, he glanced at her. 

She smiled faintly. “You don’t have to tell me anything,” she whispered. “I don’t mind.” 
Heddwyn paused and cautiously brushed back her hair from her cheek. Up until now, he 

feared the night because he doubted he could sleep through it without a nightmare. But now... 
something with what she did, he thought he might survive.

“You--I don’t know. I--thank you.” He felt so tongue-tied all of a sudden, unable to even find 
the words to express what it meant that she had done.

She smiled again, that ever ready smile of hers that just lit up the room. “I suppose to be here 
for you. If you need anything, you just need to ask.”

He pulled her towards himself and laid down. With a sigh, she leaned against him and closed 
her eyes.  

That night--for some reason--Heddwyn didn’t dream about them like he always did he 
fainted. For some reason, when he woke and found Jacey still sleeping next to him, he almost had 
a feeling that he dreamed of her.

Heddwyn always enjoyed the freedom of having his own camp, just him and his men. A 
certain comradeship enveloped the whole camp and brought with it a certain relaxation that one 
felt nowhere else. Everyone acted more casual and yet, more alert at the same time. They now 
were the dreaded twenty-second.

Also, for  really the first time, his men were able to meet Jacey. He never thought he saw 
someone  captivate a group of men so quickly as Jacey did with her smiles and personality. For 
some reason, she made them feel special. She would do things for them and then they would 
boast to their companions about how good of a job she did. He could not believe that he had been 
right about Jacey being good for his men as exact as he had. 

Yet, Heddwyn had to admit to himself that Jacey had almost the same effect on him. Not as 
strongly, no, but in such a way that he found himself enjoying her company. 

Jacey always stood in the entrance of his tent when he came a night.  She often talked while 
he worked on something. She had such a way to get his mind off the day and to make his tent feel 
really much like a haven and not just a tomb. Jacey also watched out for him, making sure that 
took care of himself as well as everyone else. She understood when he needed to leave and 
seemed to look forward to his return. For some reason, during the few nights he left camp, he 
found himself missing her carefree company.

Still, he stubbornly refused to care for her.  Their marriage was a matter of connivence more 
than anything. If he began to care for her... he feared how that would hurt him. There was a 
reason why he did not want to marry at all. 

Yet, during moments like these he found himself catching himself mid thought. Jacey slept 
next to him, the early-morning sunlight shining slightly through the tent. Her hair fell over her 
shoulder as she slept. Her skin, although tan from often being in the sun, glowed with life and 
beauty. Her arms held a blanket closely to her, like protection. Nearly always she slept with her 



arms wrapped around something, moving to find something new if what she previously held 
moved. Occasionally, he had woken in a start to find it was him that she held. She said she was 
only five years younger than himself but moments like these, when the sun caught her just right 
and his heart began to throb, he doubted that to be true. 

Heddwyn turned away quickly, fearing that if he did not stop watching her, he would touch 
her and then wake her. Instead of staring at her, he grabbed the mail pouch that came in the day 
before and began the leaf through the letters. 

At the bottom of the pile rested the one he hoped for and dreaded at the same time. Setting 
the rest of them aside, he slit it open with his knife and read: 

My dear  Heddwyn
I received your letter yesterday and still don’t even know what to say? You--married? That is 

my greatest joy and what I have longed for for the longest time.
But I don’t know if I wish for it under these circumstances. I agree completely with you that 

you need to marry. You need someone else with you to keep your mind off of everything and to be 
the equal for you when you are above everyone else. But--Heddwyn--this is foolishness! You know 
the lords dislike you almost as much as you dread associating with them. And by making her your 
prundi-ila, no matter how beautiful she really is, no one will care for her and thus for you. 

I know you hate the politics of your position. But it would have been better for you to marry 
someone who was Targoian. 

I know what you’ve said before. I’ve thought often about how you said that with being in town 
only twice a year, you have hardly a chance to meet anyone, let alone develop a relationship. And 
I know that you do not want to leave your wife alone for months on end. But there would have to 
be someone here for you that is just as efficient as she is. (Imagine that. You’re describing a bride 
as efficient. It is so like you though.) 

I wanted you to marry--yes--but I wanted you to marry because you truly loved the woman. 
And I know what you’ll say. You will say that the only person you can ever love anymore is me, 
because I’m your sister. And that you have decided long before anyone started mentioning it that 
you would not marry and you would most certainly not have children. And that you keep saying I 
can’t understand because I wasn’t there. But you need something to live for. You and I both know 
that the honors are beginning to mean nothing and your revenge is long burnt out. So is she 
worth coming back to your camp for at the end of a day?  Is she worth not having any children 
ever? 

I know you cannot change your mind now. What is done has been done. I just want you to 
think for a moment about what you have actually done. You have just made yourself sole provider 
for a foreign woman you know practically nothing about. And with your logic of honor, you will 
never have children even if you desire them. 

Please stay safe my brother. I look forward to seeing you in a month. And your wife. 
All my love,
Eva
Heddwyn stared at the letter a moment and then glanced at Jacey. Eva’s one question was 

moot; he would not ever have children. He did not want the threat that came with them. But the 
other he wasn’t sure about. Was Jacey worth coming back to at night? 

He rubbed his chin for a moment as she shifted. He never thought there could be anything 



good on a day after a battle. Yet, he found himself wanting desperately to see her and just to hear 
her chatter when he returned now. He found himself enjoying the noise in the tent, for at least 
now, he did not dread the night. So... would that make Eva happy? 

Heddwyn carefully pulled the blanket around her chin again. The fall air held a nip in it that 
caused her practically bare shoulders to look cold. Jacey snuggled deeper into the blanket and 
sighed contentedly. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked at him sleepily. 

He caught himself brushing back her hair.  “Good morning.” 
She smiled. “You look thoughtful.” 
“Perhaps.” 
She watched him for a moment. “Can you tell what I’m thinking, Heddwyn?”
He shook his head. All he could feel was an overwhelming amount of contentment.
Jacey paused. “I don’t think I’ve never seen you smile.” 
He blinked, looking at her and thinking back the month that he knew her. “Surely you just 

missed it.”
She shook her head. “No. I know. I haven’t seen one yet.” 
Heddwyn searched her face but she meant every word she said. She did not tease him now.  

And he knew she was right. 
“I don’t think I can,” he whispered.
“Why not?”
He laid next to her and propped himself up with one hand. “I... do not think I have since I 

have joined the army, except at my sister’s wedding.” 
Her blues eyes looked at him worriedly. “Do you hate it that much?”
He shook his head slightly. “I do not hate it. I just... don’t see anything worth smiling about.” 
“But--that is a long time. What happened?”
Heddwyn looked at her for a long minute before he finally just dropped his gaze. Something 

about it--he couldn’t tell her. He hadn’t even told Eva much about it. 
Gently, she rubbed his cheek. “It’s okay. I don’t need to know.” 
A shudder went through his body. Even now, the terror in their screams and the smell of the 

smoke and his cowardliness came back ever so easily.
“Heddwyn?”
He looked up quickly. She searched his face so earnestly. He locked eyes with her and slowly 

the world materialized again into a cold tent and a hard floor on a cool fall day.
Heddwyn rolled onto his back and breathed deeply once before sitting up again. Jacey 

followed quietly, watching him, openly worried. 
He waved her away. “It’s nothing.” He rose and tossed Eva’s letter into the fire absently.
“What was that?” 
“What?” He already began pulling on his clothes for the day.
“The letter. It wasn’t on the normal government paper.” 
“You are an observant little one.” He finished and grabbed his sash from the hook. “A letter 

from my sister.” 
Jacey’s face lit up and she stopped combing her hair. “And? What did she say?” 
Heddwyn glanced up from tightening his sash. “Almost everything I expected her to about 

you.”



“Which was?” 
“That she’s glad I’m married but politically I should have married a Targoian and  she wishes 

I put a bit more thought into my choice.” 
Jacey blinked. “Thoughts like...?”
He took his sword and slung it across his back. “Thoughts like... like if I’m certain I do not 

want children.”
“Why--wouldn’t you?”
He did not look at her as he finished with the sword’s strap. “Less for the Ketekeys to attack 

of mine.”
Jacey began braiding her hair back again. “Would they really attack your children though? 

Little children?”
Heddwyn looked up sharply. “Given the chance, Jacey, they would kill any Targoian they 

can. Including younglings.” 
Jacey blinked, stunned by the harshness of his words. Mechanically she slid the tie into her 

hair. “Still....”
“It’s better if we don’t, Jacey.” 
Slowly she nodded, although her face still searched him wonderingly. He ducked out of the 

tent. Perhaps later, he would explain better.

Targo City.
It looked normal from a distance. But as she neared it, Jacey began to realize about how 

incredibly large it was. The camp did nothing to prepare her for the towers that stretched into the 
sky and the roads wide enough for perhaps four or five carriages. Even though she sat on a horse, 
everything towered around her as she rode down the street next to Heddwyn in a parade of the 
returning soldiers. Never in her life had she felt so small. Worse, many of the Targoian’s watched 
her, even cheered for their return. All she wanted to do was make it to some place of privacy.

The fifty-five odd soldiers finally wound their way to the palace, where they dismounted. In 
the courtyard, only close family could wait. Here, the soldiers would unpack their military-issued 
supplies and store them for the month they did not use them. Then, they could go home for a 
month-long break. That was, everyone except Heddwyn. As soon as he arrived, he needed to 
report to the head guard and file his reports of the events. It shouldn’t take him much longer than 
an hour or two. Many of his real meetings would happen tomorrow, after he had a nice to rest. 

Heddwyn took both his and her horse and handed them off to a stable boy, while giving 
directions to another man about what to do with some of the sacks and supplies. Jacey moved 
quietly to the side, watching him and smiling faintly to herself. For the firs time, she understood 
why the merchants said he was short, for most people stood a good foot taller than him. The 
only reason he stood out was the bright red sash across his chest.

“Heddwyn!” a woman called. 
Heddwyn turned instantly. A woman flew through the crowd and squeezed him tightly. He 

responded in turn, then pushed her back and searched her face. He said something to her and she 
smiled. Then, he took her by the arm and brought her to where Jacey stood. 

“Jacey, my sister, Eva,” Heddwyn said in Aldroian. Then, switching to Targoian he said, 
“Eva, my wife.” 



Eva smiled broadly and looked at Heddwyn. “Only Aldroian?”
Heddwyn nodded.
“Then... you promise to translate exactly what I say?”
“I will do my best.” 
Eva’s face glowed. “Well then, tell her that she is the luckiest woman in the world to have 

you for a husband, and if she can convince you to love her, she will be even luckier than that.” 
He paused, his eyes glancing from Jacey to Eva. “I do not think that second part is best to 

include.”
“Heddwyn, women are not stupid. If I can tell that quickly that you don’t actually love her, 

she knows by now. And she’ll know I said it, so no need to worry.” 
“I would still rather not say it.” 
“Then tell me how to say it in Aldroian and I’ll tell her.” 
“Eva! No.” 
Eva rolled her eyes. “Well, then I’ll just have to find someone at home.” 
“You may try.” 
“I think,” Jacey said, “you are both having  very important conversation and not including 

me.”
He looked at her. “If you were more proactive about learning Targoian like I said you should, 

then it would not matter.”
She said nothing and he turned back to Eva. “She can come home with you for a few hours?”
“Of course. Why would I mind?”
He nodded and looked at Jacey. “You are to go with Eva to her house and I will meet you 

there. We will be having dinner there I am assuming, since I always do and then I will take you to 
my house.” 

Jacey nodded. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
“I am sure you will be as well.” He squeezed EVa’s shoulder and let her go. “I will see you in 

a little bit.” He turned back, just in time to prevent a loading mistaking.
Eva smiled at her and shook her head. ”I have this peculiar sense that you can understand 

anything I say to you.” 
Jacey just smiled. 
Eva led her through the city, walking along the edge of the road and keeping a close eye on her 

at the same time. Jacey stayed close and looked around at the city. Everything seemed to tower 
above her, from the people to the buildings. 

Eva brought her to a modest section of town and up to just an average house. With all the 
stories about Commander Borut’s fame, the last thing anyone would have imagined would be that 
his sister lived in a normal house as a normal person. With a smile, Eva opened the door and 
motioned her to enter.

The house itself seemed spacious enough. An entry hall split led either to an open living room 
to her left another room at the end. Cushions covered the floor of the living room, along with a 
few low tables. Jacey learned while she still lived in Aldroian that Targoians always just used 
cushions to sit on, chairs needing to be too large. 

Eva paused in the entry, glancing around, “I’m going to try talking in Targoian. After all, 
you’ve been living among them for a bit.  Maybe...” she shrugged... “maybe you picked some 



up.” She glanced around again. “But first, some tea I think.” She walked down the hallway and 
put her head through a doorway. After a moment, she came back and motioned for Jacey to join 
her in the living room.

“I honestly never thought that I would see that sash on another.” She smiled. “And you’re 
even prettier than he led on.”

Jacey paused. He never once told her she was pretty. Not except that first time, when he told 
her what she could expect herself doing. 

“Don’t worry about anything. With all of the war captives that have been coming in, prices 
went down so much on the slaves that some of us less wealthy people can actually afford one. So 
I leave most of the house chores to her and have more time for my children. The two boys are at 
school right now and the youngest is taking a nap. I have three. One of them...,” she smiled 
faintly, “one of them Heddwyn hasn’t seen yet.” 

Jacey smiled in return. That encouragement was all the woman needed. She began talking 
about one thing or another, just light, general topics, about her children, the town, what it was 
like here, what to expect. She only stopped for a moment when a cup fell in the kitchen and she 
left to check on the maid, as she called her. Eva didn’t feel right, she explained, giving the maid a 
name when she doubtlessly had one from her home but since she barely spoken TArgoian, no one 
knew it yet.

After tea Eva beckoned Jacey to follow her around the house, showing her the few rooms 
they had and getting her youngest from her nap, a large baby only a few months old. For the rest 
of their walk, she just held the girl and she watched them both with big, hawkish eyes. The whole 
while Eva just chatted on like it was perfectly normal to talk with someone who couldn’t 
understand a word of what she said. Yet, Jacey could tell that Eva wished she could have a 
conversation with her.

The knot that had been growing in Jacey’s stomach grew even larger during those two hours. 
Jacey had known for the past week she needed to tell Heddwyn before they reached Targo City 
that she spoke Targo and  yet never found the words. She could not say for certain why she did 
not want anyone to know. It had to have come from her determination to learn everything she 
could when first a prisoner. But now, she was a wife. Heddwyn would not let her meet his sister 
and then change his mind about it. Worse, she wanted to tell this woman who opened herself up 
so freely to Jacey that she understood everything she just told her.

In many ways, Eva was the exact opposite of her brother.  Whereas Heddwyn would use 
only a few words to portray a point, Eva talked about anything, using a variety of words to 
dramatize her point. And while Heddwyn enjoyed the quiet moments of just watching something 
peacefully, Eva seemed to thrive on company. Jacey marveled at the difference and yet found 
herself partly pleased as well for Eva seemed so much like her in so many ways.

It wasn’t until the baby began fussing that Jacey had a moment alone to process everything 
she learned. She watched the rather deserted street and sorted everything Eva said by importance. 
In many ways, life in Targo City would be so different. 

A foot scrapped roughly against the stone floor followed by a gasp of pain. Jacey turned to 
find Juna, of all people, standing in the doorway and rubbing her foot. 

In her whole life, Jacey  would never have expected such a transformation. Juna’s curly locks 
now hung in flat waves. Her dress hung limply at her side, not bouncy or pouffy like it normally 



did but more what Jacey had worn most often when she worked for her father. Also, her rosy 
cheeks seemed pale and her face pinched with worry. 

With a grimace, Juna began to limp into the room. “Stupid, stupid woman. Acts like someone 
important’s coming and expects me to do all the work. Never bothers ask if my hands or hurt or 
if I need a rest. Just work, work, work, work. Work until your feet get scrapped off on these 
stupid stone floors and your ears fall off from not being able to understand a single heathen word 
they say,” Juna pressed her lips together and rubbed her foot again. Jacey just sat there, not sure 
if she should just stay or leave quietly. Never had she been on the opposite side of service as she 
was now.

A crash on the street caused Juna to jump and look towards the window. For a moment, she 
did not even seem to see Jacey beyond the sash. She cautiously darted her eyes up for a second 
and paused. 

“Jacey?” she whispered. 
Jacey smiled faintly. “Yeah. Hi, Juna.”
“What--what are you doing here? Surely--I never thought she  would have gotten someone 

else to help with the chores. But you don’t know how badly I’d like to have you. How long have 
you been standing there?”

“Since before you came in.” 
Juna blinked. “I--didn’t even see you.”  She paled. “You--you heard what I said?”
Jacey nodded. “How couldn’t I?’
Juna looked up and down her. “Well, I’m sure she’ll figure out a way to convince you to not 

wear those clothes. If you can even figure a way to talk to her. She’s impossible to communicate 
with. It’s like--she expects me to learn Targo!”

“She does.”
Juna rolled her eyes. “It’s a horrid language and I won’t. Now that you’re here, I’m sure with 

your Aldroian you’ll be able to figure something out.” 
“Juna, I'm not here to work.” 
Juna blinked, looking almost stunned. “Whatever do you mean?”
“I mean... I’m one of those guests that you were complaining about.” 
“Impossible! I saw you captured. I saw you taken by--them and never heard of again. You 

are a slave, just like me. How--how could you be one of the guests?”
“It’s--complicated.”
“Oh?”
Jacey nodded.
Juna moved towards her. “Tell me then. Tell me what happened them after--” she shuddered. 

“--he took you.” 
Jacey paused and glanced out the window. 
Juna blinked. “You didn’t become his mistress--did you?”
Jacey turned sharply on her. “No! Whatever made you think I would?’
“You look like someone who is ashamed of what they’ve been doing.”
“I became his wife, Juna.”
Juna blinked. “His wife?”
Jacey nodded.



“Why ever did you do such a crazy thing like that? Don’t you know the stories? Don’t you 
know what he is capable of? Are you stupid?’

“No. I am not stupid. I know the stories. I knew before I married him that he was suppose to 
be one of the kindest commanders in the whole army. I knew that he was generous, since he 
offered to let me go. And now that I’ve been with him, I know who he is, Juna, as much as he lets 
me see.” 

“He brainwashed you. That’s the only way any proper woman would dare let him touch 
them.”

“No. He didn’t. How could he do that?”
“They can!”
“They can’t manipulate emotions. Just read them.”
“So he just guessed that you loved him?”
Jacey paused and shook her head. “No. I didn’t love him. Not when I married him at least. It 

was--connivance.”
“So you married a monster out of connivance?”
“He is not a monster, Juna! He is a man, just like--like Ty!”
“Don’t you dare bring my husband into this! The only way you can even think about doing 

that is if you loved him like I loved Ty.”
Jacey paused.  
“You do then? You--after everything he put us through, you love him!” 
“So what if I do?’
“So what? Jacey--you love a man that is impossible to love. Who will never love you. Who 

probably just thinks of you as his mistress.” 
“First of all, Juna, he is not impossible to love. He’s--”
“Ha! You’re a traitor, Jacey. You’re a traitor to everything that we fought for these last 

years.”
“I am no traitor, Juna. So what if I love him? So what if I want to love him and I want to 

make him happy. Heddwyn hurts so much sometimes that it practically breaks my heart. I do 
want to be there for him no matter how much he pretends he doesn’t need it. And he is nothing 
like what you Ketekeys bother portraying. He’s kind and caring and gentle and--and treats me 
better than a lot of people have recently.” 

“You are sick, Jacey.” 
Jacey just smiled. “You can call me whatever you want. That doesn’t change who Heddwyn 

is and that, against all odds, I--I think I do love him.”
Juna slapped her across the face. “You are a pervert for even attempting to love him. A 

pervert and a hoer and a--”
“Enough!”
Jacey jumped at the sharp command and blinked. Heddwyn stood in the doorway, his dark 

eyes glaring at Juna. Juna looked down quickly, but not quick enough. In two strides Heddwyn 
stood before her. 

“Look at me,” he commanded. 
Very slowly, Juna rose her head and looked at him. She swallowed. He held her eyes for a 

long moment before he spoke in barely a whisper. “Do not ever speak to my wife that way. I 



don’t care who you were to her in Ketekey but know that I will not tolerate such action from 
anyone directed at my wife.“

Juna cringed and looked down. 
“Do you understand?”
Juna nodded slightly and swallowed again. Jacey could practically see the woman quaking 

before him. Jacey slipped off the window seat and went to Heddwyn, putting a hand on his arm. 
“I demand a verbal answer.” 
Juna shifted her feet. “Yes... yes sir.” 
“Good.” He turned and looked at Jacey only then. Gently, he led her from the room. “Are 

you okay?” he asked, switching into Aldroian.
Jacey nodded. “You didn’t need to be so harsh on her.”
“I did.” 
“She was just--angry at me. I don’t blame her. I would be angry too if I was in her situation.” 
Heddwyn stopped and looked at her. “Jacey, had I not spoken then, she would have hurt 

you more than that once.”
Jacey looked up at him. He looked so concerned, like he had just saved her from near death. 

She swallowed. She knew from his conversation with an earlier commander that he spoke 
Ketekey, but he did not know she knew. He never told her about it himself. Yet, he spoke it now, 
to protect her. 

She swallowed. She never thought until now that she loved him. Wasn’t it too soon? 
Wouldn’t she be foolish thinking that she could love him after knowing him for only a few 
months? Yet, she did love him. She loved him in the way that caused her to want to always be 
there for him. In the way that kept her from dreaming about going back to Aldroa. In the way 
that she knew he needed her, even if he never said so.

And somewhere in his heart, he had to care something for her. He never would have spoken 
Ketekey unless he felt it was absolutely necessary to protect her. He wanted that part of him to 
be a secret. Except from her now.

But didn’t shave her own secret? And that one she couldn’t even tell him. She loved this man 
and yet, she couldn’t tell him something so simple. Even now, as she thought about it, the words 
got caught in her throat. 

He leaned over and kissed her forehead reassuringly. Jacey reached up and pulled him into a 
kiss, wrapping her arms around his neck and playing with his hair.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. 
He brushed back a wisp of  her hair. “For whatever for?”
Jacey shook her head, though she could feel the tears slipping  down her face. He brushed 

them back with his thumb and searched her face, his own reflecting more concern than she had 
ever seen before.

“What is it, Jacey?”
She turned away. A shudder shook her body. 
He sighed softly. “I’m going to find Eva. The--the back porch is rather quiet.” 
Jacey nodded. “She’s--upstairs.” 
Quietly, he walked away and she walked quietly to the back porch.
The cool wind blew back her hair and cooled her hot face. Jacey leaned against a pillar and 



closed her eyes. A turmoil of emotions tore through her body, sweeping her away on the raging 
river. Never had she expected the simple realization of how she felt about him to be so 
complicated. 

For a long time, she just stood in the silence. A soft knocked interrupted her jumble of 
thoughts. Jacey turned to see Eva watching her. Quickly, Jacey wiped her eyes with the back of 
her hand. Eva just closed the door and walked towards the railing. 

“Heddwyn told me what happened,” she said softly in Targoian, just like she had this whole 
afternoon. “You shouldn’t let her get to you. She--some of them can’t understand how someone 
can love another over two feet taller than that.” 

Jacey just felt her face crumple and buried her face her hands. Eva wrapped her arms around 
Jacey and held her close. Jacey leaned herself against her and cried softly. 

Eva rubbed her on the back gently. “It’s okay, my little sister. You don’t need to worry. All 
is fine.” 

Jacey shook her head. “It’s not that.” Eva moved a little sharply and looked at her. Jacey 
looked up and brushed back her hair. “It’s him.” 

“What’s--what’s wrong with Heddwyn?” 
Jacey didn’t know where that came from, but kept talking all the same. “I don’t know. I love 

him. I want to love him. But--I can’t seem to tell him....” Jacey sighed and looked back at the sky. 
“No one else knows I speak Targo. Yet I’ve known it for so long.”  

“Why--don’t you tell him? He would be so happy.”
Jacey shook her head miserable. “I--I don’t know. I think.” She took a deep breath. “I think I 

fear he will eventually leave me. If he doesn’t know I speak Targo, perhaps he’ll slip and I’ll be 
ready for it when he happens.”

“Oh, Jacey,” Eva shook her head. “He won’t leave you.” 
Jacey felt the tears coming to her eyes again. “HOw do you know that?”
“Because he’s my brother. I know him better than you do. When he signed that marriage 

agreement, he meant it. Breaking it would be against his honor.” 
“Then why am I so scared?”
“Because he doesn’t show his feelings well.” She sighed and brushed back some of Jacey’s 

hair. “He promised himself that he would not get married after... what happened. The less people 
he cares about, the less they can hurt him he figures. But... he’s been at constant war for ten 
years. And it worked fine for a few years but now... he’s worn out, even if he won’t admit it. He 
knows they wouldn't even consider letting him retire, so he doesn’t ask. He’s had no real life 
outside of the military. So... he closed himself off and pretends that he doesn’t need anyone 
when, really, he does so badly.” 

“What happened? He doesn’t tell me anything.”
“No. He wouldn’t. He barely told me any of it. Just... enough to explain why he joined the 

army.” She paused. “He was seventeen. I went here to visit a friend. Our town was attacked in 
that whole conspiracy by Ketekey to insight a war, wear us down, and then attack us later on. 
Only he survived. He somehow found the sword that he learned to fight with and his knife Father 
gave him from the wreckage. Then he enlisted. After he enlisted, he showed up where I was 
staying and told me pretty much exactly what I just told you and... went to revenge our family.” 

Jacey blinked and looked at her. “He... no wonder.”



Eva nodded. “Few things make him happy anymore. Right now, you’re about to see him the 
happiest he will be after tomorrow night’s dinner. He relaxes in town. But... he hasn’t had a 
chance to heal. And he most certainly hasn’t seen any reason why he would want to love 
someone.”

Jacey wrapped her arms around herself. “I love him. I didn’t even know it until now. Until--
Juna accused me of loving him. And I so wanted to tell him but....” She shook her head.

Eva put an arm on her shoulder. “That’s all I think he needs is your love. That he showed 
you he can speak Ketekey is enough to prove he’s opening up. And... he’s really such a softy 
that I don’t think he will be able but help loving you. He just... isn’t sure about showing it. But I 
can hear the fondness in his letters. I doubted at first the wisdom of him marrying you but... he’s 
starting to rely on seeing you.” 

Jacey nodded slowly. “And... you don’t think he’ll change his mind?”
“Heddwyn is the most honorable man I know. He said he would care for you so he will care 

for you. I can think of only one reason he would leave.”
Jacey looked at her. “Why?”
“If he finds himself loving you. Then that--that will be a struggle. I think he wants to know 

that if he dies, he dies and life goes on. Not that if he died, he left a wife behind to mourn.” 
Jacey sighed. “You won’t tell him though? That I speak Targo?”
“Not if you don’t want me to. You both can communicate fine enough that I think there 

shouldn’t be any problem with him not knowing.” 
Jacey smiled faintly. Eva leaned over and gave her a hug. “Know you’re always welcome to 

come by while you’re here. Though I don’t think Heddwyn will be doing as much work as your 
used to. But still... it might help.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much, Eva.”
“Come, let’s go in before Heddwyn gets too worried about you.” 

Heddwyn did not actually live in town. After living the past ten years outdoors, the town felt 
so closed in that he could only last there about one day. As such, he bought a house about a mile 
from the town so that he had some place of his own to stay while on leave. He hoped that when 
he finally retired he could spend more time here than just that. 

Few houses nowadays had such privacy as this house did. The house rested quite a ways 
from the road and under some hundred year old trees. Besides the trees shielding himself, he had a 
thicket behind his yard and beyond that a few acres of land.  Heddwyn rented out the land to 
someone to farm, and in the process kept the land from becoming too cumbersome when he could 
farm it himself after he retired. 

His estate manager Haldon made certain that the house was ready for him when he arrived, 
which turned out to be some time after sunset. Jacey looked around it thoughtfully, and he could 
tell that she found it nice but lacking something. What it lacked, he could not tell for sure. True, it 
lacked the stylishness of Eva’s home but it was safe and a shelter for himself away from 
everyone else. Here, he could relax.

After the banquet that was. 
In the morning the seamstress that Haldon hired for Jacey arrived to do some last minute 

alterations for the dress Jacey would wear. As soon as he felt comfortable that things were 



moving smoothly there, he rode into town for business.
As always when alone, his mind went over a particular event that was somehow dubbed 

important. This happened to be his conversation with Jacey. He heard quite a bit of it before he 
interrupted the slave girl. But never had he expected to hear that she loved him. 

Even now, he could not fathom why. He had attempted to not necessarily discouraged her 
love but he had tried to make it more businesslike than a relationship. True, he sometimes caught 
himself thinking of her as more than a partner. NOt often. Only for a few moments, when some 
part of him felt like he would die except for the touch of Jacey and her quiet, soothing voice. 

But--love? 
He couldn’t love her. He wouldn’t love anyone. The best he allowed himself was a casual 

relationship with his men and that was all. To love meant he could lose and he would not put 
himself in that position again. 

Although he always found the debriefings long and his filing of orders even longer, the trip to 
town involved him also getting a hair trim, down to the short length that many people considered 
acceptable. With his hair short, he felt particular cold as he rode home. Still, with only  the few 
hours of socializing the banquet required, he felt almost confidant that he could survive.

Heddwyn felt something was wrong as soon as he opened the door to his house. He couldn’t 
tell what though for a moment, for as he glanced around the sparse furnishings, he saw nothing 
out of place. Still, Jacey, who he had grown to expect her greeting as soon as he arrived, did not 
come or even call. He glanced through the house, calling her occasionally, only to be greeted with 
silence. He could not even tell what she had been doing. It was like she vanished.

A peculiar tightness in his chest began forming as he ran  outside and glanced around the yard. 
Still, no sign of her. Automatically he scanning the ground, the trees--anything--for a sign of what 
happened. Even with his skill, he could not tell what possibly happened for everything just 
lumped together in a giant mess. All he knew was this--Jacey was gone and he had to find her. 
Soon, before something terrible happened. 

Heddwyn ran towards the barn to get his horse. Just as he rounded the corner, he ran into 
someone, knocking them to the ground. He glanced down quickly and began moving on at the 
same time, only to realize that he had run into Jacey.

“Jacey!” 
Jacey stood and brushed back her hair. “Heddwyn, I didn’t think you were coming back so 

soon.” She smiled and her eyes flicked over his hair. “You look nice.”
“Where were you?” he said.
Jacey frowned. “What? Out riding. Why?” 
Heddwyn took her arm and began walking her back towards the house. “Since when did you 

think that you could go riding? YOu know the rules.”
“Since--since you wanted me to get better at riding and we came to a perfectly safe location 

for practice.” 
He shoved her into the house. “You cannot go riding alone. Ever. Not here. Not in Ketekey. 

That is the rule.”
Jacey turned and faced him. “Heddwyn, calm down. That is perfectly irrational. Why can’t I 

go riding by myself in Targo?”
“Because--because I said that you can’t. Is that good enough for you?”



“Not really. Not with something like this.”
“Well, it has to be. You cannot leave without escort no matter where we are.”
“Heddwyn, if I waited for you to do everything that I wanted to do I would never do 

anything.”
“Then maybe you should find amusements that do not involve you leaving the house. I will 

not change my mind on this, Jacey.”
“You--this--is completely illogical.”
“What is?”
“I will not be held prisoner by you. In this country, it makes no sense.” 
“I do a lot of things that might make no sense to you but makes enough sense to me that you 

should listen--and obey--them.”
“And this is one of them?”
Heddwyn could not honestly remember the last time someone talked to him with such a 

condescending tone. “Yes. This is one of them.”
“Then how about you try to explain to me why I cannot do anything besides sit inside and 

knit!”
“You are wanting to go tramping around recklessly in a country that you don’t even know. 

You don’t know what might be out there. You don’t know if there are animals or thieves or 
soldiers or just the wrong people. YOu don’t know. And no one will be there to protect you.”

“I’m not helpless either. I can handle myself when I need to.”
“No you can’t! You cannot handle it if there are five men who try to capture you. You 

cannot stop an arrow. You cannot riding fast enough to outride trained men. You cannot do 
nearly as much as you think can. You aren’t that strong.”

“All that might be true if we were in Ketekey but we are in Targo now--”
“Which is no reason to disregard safety.”
“I am not disregarding safety! I am thinking logically that there is little reason why there 

would be trained and armed men in this country who would want to hurt me. I don’t think 
anyone from Ketekey has even gotten into this part of the country, and I know for a fact it is 
nearly impossible to get into Targo without passing on the roads that your people guard so 
diligently.” 

“If people want to get pass, they can.” 
“And why would they? To kill me? Heddwyn, that makes no sense.” 
“That is why you have to listen to me. Because I know things that you don’t.” 
“Even if I do listen to you and completely obey you in your crazy, paranoid notions, that 

doesn’t mean that I don’t think you are a complete--a complete--jadorti!”
They both stopped, staring at each other. The silence seemed to press tightly around them, 

holding in the Aldroian word that just cut through the air like a thunder clap. Heddwyn wasn’t 
certain when he had switched into speaking Targo--for it must have been him--but she had 
switched into it just as easily, with neither of them noticing the switch.

Without Jacey noticing the switch.
He shuddered and turned away. Jacey just stood against the wall where he pushed her, 

watching him almost passively, almost nervously. Heddwyn swallowed. She had to have 
understood him all this time. She had to have known. No one could learn a language that quickly. 



Heddwyn looked back at her. She just stood there, like a statue, completely unsure how to 
respond. She had more to her than he ever imagined. She was just as scared of this arrangement as 
he was. Neither of them truly knew what to expect from the other.

He wasn’t sure who moved or why. But suddenly, he found himself kissing her. And not 
gentle, cautions kisses either but kissing her in a way that he felt like his life would end if he 
stopped. She returned them, holding him, clinging to him. Something in his chest burned, like he 
needed to tell her something and yet couldn’t. 

He held her head with his hands but pulled back a few inches to look at her. She smiled 
faintly. 

“You don’t need to protect me so much, Heddwyn,” she whispered.
Heddwyn shook his head. “But I do. You just don’t know.” He kissed her again. She would 

never know. 

“Jacey?” 
Jacey turned from the mirror and pinning her hair. Behind her, Heddwyn stood tugging 

absently on a sleeve, like it was uncomfortable and unfamiliar. No wonder he felt awkward at 
these events. Between his hair having just been trimmed and warring sleeves, he looked 
completely different. But remarkably handsome at the same time.

“Yes?” 
“I think that it might be better if you don’t reveal that you can speak Targo yet.” 
Jacey blinked. “Why ever not?”
“Well, to Eva you can. But....” He sighed and sat on the bed. “I heard rumors today of 

building tension between Aldroa and Targo.”
“That’s nonsense.”
“Indeed. But nonetheless, they still exist. I know for a fact that there will be some Aldroian 

ambassador there today. But I think--and I may be wrong with this--that if we show you, being 
an Aldroian living in Targo, perhaps that may calm some of the lords enough to prevent another 
breakout of war.”

Jacey nodded slowly.
“There are enough there who can speak Aldroa. You will not be lacking company. But I do 

not wish to have another war already.” 
“That is fine. I understand.” 
“Good.” He stood and tugged on his sleeves a little again. Jacey just smiled and finished with 

her hair. 

Heddwyn hated the banquet. 
He could not think of a single part he liked about it. When he first went, he had been amazed 

by the splendor and surrounded by his comrades. But now, there was nothing enjoyable. He 
hated the heat. He hated talking with the lords and trying to be tactful when they had such 
snobbish attitudes. That was if he could find something they had in common. He hated how long 
it took. He hated everything. 

It did not help that he was one of the highest ranking officers not to be the son of a lord. 
Some of the them made him sorely aware of the fact, both on and off the field. He cared nothing 



to be like them though. Nothing that they had to offer would make him trade his small house for 
all their finery.

Jacey looked stunning. She somehow knew how to pull up her long hair onto her head, 
showing off her long but graceful neck. The green dress matched her eyes beautifully. Somehow, 
the dress managed to fit her perfectly, in spite of the short time they had to prepare. In fact, this 
dress was the first one that truly showed her figure to her advantage. With her at his arm, he was 
nearly certain that several people watched her a little longer than acceptable.

After exchanging the customary greetings and introduction with both the king and council, he 
brought Jacey into the dining hall and helped her sit. At any other time, they would have to sit 
towards the other end of the room, with the elected lords and commoners. However, since tonight 
they honored the soldiers, Heddwyn, as the commanding officer of his squad, sat with the upper 
lords and king. Although many people considered this one of the greatest honors, Heddwyn 
thought now that sitting with the commoners would be more beneficial. At least there, he could 
hear the rumors of the town all at one time.

With taking their seats, Heddwyn  began the long, arduous process of making polite 
conversation between himself and the other lords. Jacey, her bright, curious eyes, danced around 
the table, almost certainly noticing everything. It reminded him of what a new spy would look 
like, never wanting to miss a thing. And he was certain she did not miss one part of the 
conversation, although she never showed signs that she understood any of it. A few of the lords 
attempted to engage her in conversation, although their Aldroian sounded rough and unfinished to 
even him. Jacey answered politely and always in  such a way that whoever asked could 
understand. 

Finally, the meal had finished and Heddwyn escorted Jacey into the ballroom along with 
everyone else. Here, at least, with the aid of good food and some drink, conversation could flow a 
little more freely between everyone. Jacey kept a hand lightly on his arm and through it he could 
feel her nervousness at being left alone. As such, he never proposed that he leave her alone. 

It was now that he could sense out most people’s reactions to his marriage. Heddwyn did not 
need to be skillful in politics to know that many Targoian lords did not like the idea of their star 
commander marrying a foreigner. In fact, Eva’s husband had warned him bluntly last night that he 
had practically insulted Lord Conward for marrying Jacey over his daughter, if Lord Conward 
ever found out the true order of the marriage. As a result, he introduced Jacey to many of those 
reserved about his marriage, while others, mostly lesser lords  or commoners, requested to be 
introduced. 

Although he knew Lord Conward would dislike his marriage, Heddwyn  doubted if he could 
get through the whole evening without Lord Conward speaking with him. In truth, Heddwyn had 
nothing to say to him. But just as he walked Jacey off of the dance floor, her eyes sparkling with 
excitement and her cheeks flushed, Lord Conward approached him. 

“Commander, good evening.” Lord Conward smiled a patronizing smile. 
Heddwyn bowed ever so slightly. As one of the leaders in the war councils, Lord Conward 

technically outranked him. Technically in the sense that he had not held a military command 
position for the last fifteen years and proved himself completely out-of-date with the current 
strategist. Moreover, though he tried to claim that Heddwyn stole his idea, he seemed unable to 
understand the basic structure of the plan, even after Heddwyn explained it. No one really 



believed Lord Conward anyway, especially since Heddwyn had explained on multiple occasions 
that his theory came from his childhood experience at how much someone short could be more 
deadly than someone larger. Still, there was always tension between the two of them.

“Good evening,” Heddwyn said. “I do not think you have met my wife yet, Jacey.” 
“No indeed.” He bowed to her slightly, though obviously only as a formality. Heddwyn 

wouldn’t have been surprised if he would have snubbed her even that much, had they been in 
private. “It is much too much of a pity that my letter for you came too late.” 

“I fear I cannot feel as much regret as you seem to. I thought informed you quite clearly that 
it is better for both of us if we were not married. I could not provide for your daughter as  well as 
she deserves, for I knew wold not handle the field life very well.”

“Ah, but it still would have been a wonderful match. And quite advantageous to you.” 
“I did not want the advantageous position it would have placed me in. I care nothing for 

politics.”
“And what do you care for, Commander Borut? Constant war?”
Heddwyn clenched his jaw but could not answer right away. There were a few people who 

knew that Heddwyn wished to retire and finally leave all of this bloodshed behind, but none in 
this room right now. 

“Of perhaps something else?” 
Heddwyn shook his head. “If you can believe me, sir, I care for peace more than war.” 
“And yet you have been awarded the ruby star.”
“Merely a form of acknowledgment for what they hope will happen.” 
“And what do they hope will happen?” 
Heddwyn had a peculiar sense he was being bated. “You tell me. You are on the war council.” 
Lord Conward smiled broadly. “Indeed I am. Though I am sure that even you know everyone 

hopes that you will bring a victory for us at long last.” 
“And I would think that after four years of fighting most people would realize that it is lack 

of freedom I have that forces the war on.”
“What lack of freedom do you speak of? You have the more freedom than anyone else your 

rank.”
“Perhaps going to the western border should be reconsidered. I saw the notice this morning. 

A foolish and poorly calculated move. There is nothing there and everyone knows that.” 
“Perhaps we have information of our own.”
“Perhaps.” But chances were they did not. Heddwyn kept himself more informed than they 

would expect, just in case they gave him the freedom he so desired.
Lord Conward must have seen something. “Do not do anything foolish, Commander. The last 

thing we need is to lose one of our most intelligent military mind. There are just some times when 
you must trust that we know what is best.” 

“And if I don’t believe it is?”
He smiled, a sly, smirking smile. “Do you want to make that beautiful bride of yours a 

widow in a country that she will never fit in?” He bowed. “If you please excuse me.”
Heddwyn felt only relief as he watched him  weave his way among the crowd of glitter. 
“That man... he knows something,” he muttered.
Jacey looked up at him. “What do you mean?” she said in Aldroian.



He looked at her and shook his head. “I’m not sure yet. But I have made much of my career 
on hunches and this one should be on different.”

Jacey frowned, her dark blue eyes looking concerned. He squeezed her hand. 
“You needn’t worry. He isn’t strong enough to do much damage to me.” 
The stiffing heat of a hundred bodies crowded together got to Jacey after another dance, 

although  only her face told him, now a deathly pale, like she would faint soon. Without saying 
anything, he led her quietly out the side door and into the garden beyond.

The cool air almost immediately brought color back to her cheeks. She took a deep breath and 
closed her eyes, a faint smile playing on her face. Gently, he wrapped an arm around her waist 
and drew her close. Something about the stillness and darkness of the gardens made him think it 
was appropriate. She seemed to agree, for she leaned against him and breathed deeply. 

“I almost don’t know what to think of you now,” she whispered.
“Pardon?”
She smiled up at him. “Your smell. You smell different here.” 
“Is it a good difference?”
“I don’t know. I’m so used to the smell of you at camp that I don’t expect you to smell like 

that.”
“So you’re saying that you rather me sweaty?”
Jacey grinned and blushed at the same time. “It was weird at first. But now... it’s just 

normal.”
He nodded. “I believe I understand.”
She grinned still and reached up an arm around his neck to pull him down. He obeyed. She 

kissed him, playing her fingers through the hair at the nap of his neck. 
“Don’t you think,” he whispered, “that this is rather abnormal?”
Jacey shook her head. “We have a cool wind and a beautiful garden with the full moon shining 

in the pool. I think it is perfectly romantic and deserving a kiss.” 
“I see. And if others see us?”
“They won’t. It’s too dark.”
“There are other people out here. It’s a normal place to get away from the heat.” 
“And if they do? What are they going to complain about? We are married after all.”
“My little Jacey....” He rubbed her cheek gently with his thumb. So far this night she had not 

spoken much but now... now she seemed so happy that he almost wished some of it would rub 
off on him. 

“Commander Borut?” 
Heddwyn straightened quickly and turned. Behind him stood Lieutenant Karel Leon, Lord 

Leon’s third son, from his own squad along with Lord Conward’s daughter, Cynthia, on his arm. 
Cynthia curtsied, deeper than required by custom. Next to Jacey, she looked even plainer than he 
remembered, with plain brown hair and brown eyes. But she smiled at him a smile of true 
happiness. 

“Commander Borut, Lady Cynthia was wishing to speak with you for a moment,” Lt. Karel 
said. 

“Very well.” 
“I--” She glanced down and blushed for a moment. “I just wanted to thank you, for thinking 



of me when you denied the offer of marriage.” 
Heddwyn blinked. “Pardon?”
“My father showed me the letter that you sent as a reply. He was rather put out with the 

refusal, in spite of... “ she glanced at Jacey. “Your recent marriage. But see, Karel and I, we were 
wanting to get married. He was just waiting until he earned a little more money--”

“Not that I am asking for a promotion,” Lt. Karel quickly put in. 
She glanced at him a moment. “Oh. No. Of course not. But we were wanting to get married 

and he doesn’t want to until later and I was so scared--I am sure that you are a respectable man 
but I love Karel. And so thank you.” 

“I assure you I had nothing to do with the refusal. I was already married by the time I 
received your father’s letter,” Heddwyn said.

“I--er--accidentally told her when you were married,” Karel said. “I didn’t realize....”
Heddwyn nodded curtly. “Then know that it was for both of us, Lady Cynthia. I knew that 

neither of us would survive under that situation.” 
She smiled. “It doesn’t not matter the reason. I am still thankful you refused.” 
“I would advise however that you do not wait, Karel.”
He blinked at him dumbly. “Pardon?”
“You, of all people, should know that your life should not be put on hold for money. You 

know how delicate life is.”
Karel still stared at him, like, he could not believe he heard Heddwyn correctly. 
“Sir, you yourself has said several times that it is not fair to women to leave them at home 

alone for months at a time.” 
“Indeed. But there are some times when I think it will be too long of a way. Especially if 

Lord Conward plans to marry his daughter off soon.” 
Cynthia tugged on Karel’s arm, her eyes glittering in the night almost like Jacey did when she 

planned something wonderful for him. 
“I--perhaps.” He shifted. “We won’t say another word, but if it does leak out that you 

married Miss Jacey to put off a marriage for Lady Cynthia, Lord Conward will do everything he 
can to ruin you.” 

“I have been warned of that. And I will watch out for it as well.” 
Karel nodded saluted. “Have a good evening, sir.” 
For a moment he watched the young couple walk away, their heads bent towards each other 

in quiet conversation. He had once been like that, with a young girl from his town. Although 
Karel was correct that Heddwyn had thought it was not good for a young soldier to marry, 
Heddwyn had changed his mind recently. Now, he understood why some people liked to have 
someone else waiting for them when they returned. It was for the sight of that expectant smile of 
Jacey’s, and fear of her losing it, that he made him long to return each time.

He won’t admit that to anyone though, because to admit that meant there had been a time 
when he had not cared if he returned alive or not. Although true, that information would force 
them to relocate him out of the hot war zone. They could not have someone possibly suicidal 
commanding the important missions. Even if he hated the misery that he constantly saw and 
wished to have a way out of it, he also hoped he could bring this war to an end quickly.

At least, he thought he could until they transferred him to the western border.



He felt Jacey lean her chin on his arm and looked at her. She smiled dreamily at him, her dark 
blue eyes catching the moonlight like a thousand sparkling jewels. She smiled more when he 
turned towards her.

“You’re smiling,” she whispered.
Heddwyn blinked. “Pardon?”
“You’re smiling.” Gently she ran her cool hand along his cheek. 
“You should know by now that I do not smile.” 
She smiled even more. “Not that most people can see. But it’s an--expression. Your face gets 

softer and younger and... you smile in your eyes. Though I almost can’t imagine why right now.” 
“I have no idea what you are speaking about.”
“That’s okay. I’ll show you when you do it again. It happens often enough.”
“Does it now?”
Jacey nodded. “When we’re alone, yes. Or with Eva. You just looked happy then too.” 
He gently brushed back some of her hair. “You look tired. Are you ready to leave?”
“We can leave whenever you wish.” 
With her permission given, he began the long process towards the door. Customs dictated 

who he needed to bid farewell to, namely a few choice lords and the king. Then, he had to wait in 
the hall while a servant fetched Jacey her shawl. Jacey began wandering along the wall, looking at 
the sculptures and paintings that graced the room with obvious amazement.

“So now, Heddwyn, I see you have been married.”
Heddwyn turned to see Lord Reon standing behind him. Although only about Heddwyn’s 

own age, he had more responsibility than Heddwyn ever desired, thanks to an untimely death by 
his father. At least in the beginning, he attempted to provide for Heddwyn a sense of 
companionship amid the men two or three times their age, and still maintained a balance of 
relationship versus work.

Heddwyn nodded slightly. 
“I’m sorry I haven’t been able to see you before now. I saw you attempting to escape quietly 

and knew that this would probably be one of the few chances we would have to speak.”
“I see.”
“Oh, come now, Heddwyn. Are we not still friends?”
Heddwyn looked at him and frowned for a moment. “Not close. Our stations prevent that I 

fear, as you are aware.”
Lord Reon frowned as well. “Well, I am still pleased to hear, and see, your prudi-ila I 

presume.”
“I see you don’t remember then what I said just last year.”
“About not ever marrying? I had hoped you would reconsider. The only issue is that your 

marriage won’t stop the questions about when you will have a child.”
Heddwyn looked Lord Reon in the eyes. “Bret, if I did not desire marriage, why would I 

desire to have a child?”
“Because you realize that your brilliance should not be wasted with no one to carry on your 

legacy or family name.”
“I prefer to keep myself than to continue my family.”
“Heddwyn, people expect a child. Many children. many sons. The only possible way you 



can get out of that expectation is by retiring sooner rather than later, or having a mental 
breakdown in the field. You’re too much of a legacy not to.”

“Know this then, Bret. I am doing everything possible not to have a child.”
“Well, obviously with Jacey.”
“No. Even if Jacey was Targoian, I would act the same.” 
A servant approached him and held out Jacey’s shawl. “Commander?” 
Heddwyn took the shawl and approached Jacey. “Jacey, it’s time to leave.”
Jacey turned. He opened the shawl for her and wrapped it around her. Then, quietly, he led 

her out.

Jacey rolled over for the thousandth time that night and finally opened her eyes. The fire 
from the fireplace danced across the ceiling with a warm glow.  Just when she thought she might 
have gotten asleep, something woke her. Again. At this rate she would never be able to sleep.

Something moved on the floor at the foot of the bed and Jacey pushed herself up, realizing 
only then that Heddwyn was not next to her. Heddwyn’s head appeared and he blinked at her. 

Quietly, he rose and blinked at her. His face looked dark and worn. “Did I wake you, Jacey?”
Jacey shook her head. “I can’t sleep as it is.” 
He motioned to her where he stood. “You might find down here more comfortable.” 
Jacey scooted to the edge of the bed and saw what best might be described as nest filled with 

pillows and blankets. It looked rather like the bed they used in the camp. 
“I’m going to get a drink; do you want something?”
“Sure.” 
Heddwyn straightened and grabbed a knife from the chest at the foot of the bed. Jacey 

blinked and frowned.
“A knife, Heddwyn?”
He glanced at it absently and  shrugged, then disappeared down the stairs. 
Taking up Heddwyn’s offer, Jacey slipped out of the large soft bed and curled into the nest 

of Heddwyn’s. After dreaming about the soft, comfortable bed that awaited her in Targo City for 
the last two weeks, she couldn’t believe she was actually giving it up after only two and a half 
nights in it. 

Heddwyn came back upstairs shortly with two large mugs of something warm and steaming, 
probably tea. Jacey took one in both hands and held it next to her chest. Heddwyn stretched out 
on the floor next to her and placed the cup between them. Absently he stirred it.

Jacey had often seen Heddwyn in the firelight but watching him now, she could not remember 
him looking so despondent. His face looked pinched, like in pain. His eyes were sunken and dark 
rings curled underneath them. Even his whole body posture made him look limp, like he was 
merely stuffed full of something and not even alive. 

“Heddwyn?” Jacey whispered.
Heddwyn glanced up and blinked at her. She smiled. He shook his head and ran a hand over 

his eyes. 
“I--I’m just not sleeping well.”
“Why not?” 
He paused and looked back at his tea. “I’m not sure. Perhaps because you haven’t been 



sleeping here.” 
“How long have you been on the floor?”
He shrugged. “Since about halfway through the first night. by the time I adapt to sleeping in a 

bed again, we’re back out.”
“Do you always do this?”
He nodded. “I’m surprised it bothered you so quickly. That first night, you looked 

exhausted.”
“I was. But... not anymore.”
“Which is why you can no longer sleep up there.” Heddwyn took a sip of the tea. 
Jacey glanced at her cup and then back at him. “But--what’s bothering you?”
For a long moment, Heddwyn’s eyes just got the glassy look of someone who really wasn’t 

there. Then he shook his head and rubbed his face. “Just--dreams.”
“Bad dreams.”
He looked at her. “YOu don’t know when to stop pushing.”
“I’m trying to understand.”
Heddwyn took another drink before he answered. “Yes, Bad dreams. Things I wish I could 

have forgotten long ago” 
Jacey held his eyes, wishing he would continue. 
He sighed again and glanced down. “I only joined the army out of revenge. My father said 

that he didn’t need my help that day, since the traders didn’t come as much that year due to the 
recent attacks for a war yet declared. So I went into the woods to be alone for a while. I headed 
back when I heard the horns and the smoke. Only....” He paused and shook his head. “They 
killed everyone. Men, women, children. All four of my siblings. Just... gone.” He shuddered and 
Jacey caught the reflection of tears staining his face. “I joined the army the next day, told EVa, 
and went into training.” 

Quietly, Jacey set the cup of tea aside and moved towards him. She put her arms around him 
and gently began to brush back the hair around his ear. He leaned his head against her chest and 
shuddered. 

“I can’t forget it, Jacey. I just can’t.” 
Jacey wrapped an arm around him and held him, not even sure what to say. He took an arm 

and wrapped it around her, pulling her close. They stayed like that for a long time, Jacey doing as 
best as she could to comfort him, though against that type of grief she felt miserably inadequate.

Quite abruptly, Heddwyn pushed himself up and shook his head. “I’m fine.”
Jacey moved back and picked up her cup of cooled tea. 
“I’d rather not think about it.”
“I understand.”
Heddwyn picked up his knife and glanced at the reflection of the light from the fireplace off 

of it. “It is strange though.” He glanced at her. “I haven’t had one for several months.”
Jacey looked at him. “Why is that... significant?”
“I’m not sure. I never thought that perhaps things inside me might change because I married.” 

He put aside the knife and looked at her. “I never particularly wished to.” 
She blinked and searched his face. “Then why did you?” 
His ears reddened slightly. “To be quite honest, because I did not wish to marry Lady 



Cynthia.” 
Jacey raised her eyebrows. 
“Although I did not wish to be married ever, there was too much pressure for me to. I knew 

that I needed to be able to watch out for whoever I did marry. Lady Cynthia would not have been 
able to tolerate half of what you did in the last two months.” He shifted a little. “Are you 
bothered by that?”

Jacey shook her head. “I knew you didn’t marry me out of any affection. It’s not like we 
could have had anything developed during two, small conversations. And I had none for you. Just 
an infatuation that came from too many stories from Targo traders.” She smiled faintly. “All told 
out of proportion.” 

“Of course.”
Jacey nodded. “We took a risk. I got lucky thus far. And I want you think you’re lucky too.” 
Heddwyn raises his eyebrows. “What do you mean?’
“I mean--well, I just want to make you happy. Whenever I can. So perhaps you don’t see the 

world as so dark.” 
“I--” He paused and took a slow drink. Jacey watched him, waiting for him to finish. “I 

didn’t realize I did that until now.” 
Jacey leaned towards him. “I understand why. But it’s not good for you.” 
Heddwyn nodded slowly and looked at her. His face seemed so much softer, like he had just 

forgotten the nightmare from moments before. Gently Jacey ran a hand along the side of his face, 
then leaned towards him and kissed him. 

His gray eyes looked a little brighter when she pulled back. His rough, calloused hand brushed 
back her hair that fell over her shoulder. 

“You are right, Jacey.”
“With what?”
“I am lucky to have you, even if I don’t realize it sometimes.” 
“Oftentimes I think actually.” 
He shook his head and rubbed her jawline gently with a thumb. “Oftentimes then, milady.”

The snow had fallen fresh and clean, making the world both cold and beautiful. Being 
midwinter, it was not the first snow Jacey had seen that year but it was indeed the first snow in 
Targo she had seen. 

With a warm cup of tea in her hands and a robe wrapped around her, Jacey stepped onto the 
back porch. The cold air nipped at her cheeks. Quietly, she watched the white world glimmer in 
the sun. 

Heddwyn always rose before she woke and disappeared as he always did. Thankfully, that 
meant he did not see how lazy she had become. Or perhaps it wasn’t laziness. Perhaps it was 
just the differences in air. For some reason or another though, she began sleeping late the moment 
she arrived at Targo. 

A pounding in the back shed echoed through the empty hills. Curious, Jacey stepped off the 
porch into the crisp snow, thankful it wasn’t so deep she needed boots. Although she had now 
been in Targo a little more than a week, she still had yet to see what was actually in that building. 
Shed was not a correct word for it for in reality it was a building. A firm, well-built building at 



that, but set off from everything else so as to make it seem unimportant.
Quietly, Jacey pushed open the door. The warmth of the building surprised her, though it 

took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dimness. She stood in the doorway and blinked a few 
times.

Heddwyn turned and straightened, running a hand through his hair. “What are you doing out 
in the cold, Jacey?” 

Jacey shrugged. “I was just curious, since I heard you pounding.”
Heddwyn nodded and glanced at the bucket next to him. “Your horse need a shoe adjusted, 

and I wanted to try a few things. But seriously, Jacey, you shouldn’t be out here with just that 
on.” He wiped his hands in a towel at his waist and walked towards her. “Targo tends to be 
colder than it feels.” 

“It’s rather warm in here.” 
He shook his head. “You’ll probably lose you hearing if you stay.” Gently, he took her 

shoulder and steered her back towards the house. Jacey walked with him without protest. 
Only when he had her inside did she look up at him. “So what is in there?” 
“My shop.” 
Jacey frowned. “What shop?”
“It’s basically a blacksmith shop.” 
Jacey raises her eyebrows.
“I’m guessing that means you want an explanation.” 
She nodded. “I am a curious little thing.  You should know that by now.”
His eyes twinkled slightly. “Can I during lunch? I should be done by then and then I won’t 

think about my fire going out.”
Jacey nodded. “Of course.”
“Thank you.” He kissed her forehead and slipped back out the door. 
Much of Jacey’s normal routine had been lost once she arrived in Targo. Heddwyn had a large 

enough house that it made sense him owning his slaves. However, that meant Jacey had very 
little to do. Before, she could fill her day by talking with the soldiers or mending clothing or even 
washing or tidying up. Now, she didn’t need to do any of that and she felt lost. 

So she resorted to reading the few books Heddwyn had in his collection, surprised that her 
ability to read Targo after so many years. 

Still, she was thankful when she finally heard Heddwyn come through the backdoor. 
Discarding the book on the end table, she rose and walked into the kitchen. 

Heddwyn leaned over the basin,  splashing water on his darkened face. Jacey grabbed a clean 
towel from the drawer and handed it to him. He took it and wiped his face roughly. Between the 
water and the towel, his face came clean. He tossed it in the basket in the corner and raised his 
eyebrows.

“I have a feeling you were waiting for me to come in.”
Jacey grinned. “You could say that.” 
“And why is that?” He sat at the small table in the kitchen, where the lunch waited. 
Jacey shrugged, though she knew why. And apparently, he expected her to know as well, for 

he watched her with his gray eyes steadily, waiting for an answer.  
She sighed. “I suppose I’m having a difficult time finding things to fill my day with.”



Heddwyn frowned. “Well...?” He blinked, like he had no clue how to continue.
“It’s just a different routine here. Much slower and more casual. I almost liked it better when 

things were formal and stiff and I knew what to expect.”
“We can find things for you to do, I’m sure.”
“Oh, probably. But I’m more on the practical side of liking to do things that need to be 

done.” 
“If you asked Eva, I’m sure she could tell you a hundred things that should be done.” 
Jacey blinked.
“She doesn’t think I take good care of myself. Or proper. Or whatever you ladies call it.” 
Jacey stirred the soup thoughtfully. “Perhaps that might not be the worse of things.” Jacey’s 

eyes danced teasingly. “It’d help if I could ride.” 
“There is nothing stopping us from riding.” 
Jacey grinned still. “That’s not quite what I mean.”
“I know. The answer is the same as last week however.” 
Jacey started to respond, more in jest than any real expectation he would change his mind, 

but paused. Though his whole family being dead shouldn’t give him excuses, it did. He could be 
overprotective for that exactly reason. He probably was in fact.

“Fine.” 
“Thank you for agree with what I’ve already determined not to change my mind in.” His 

voice didn’t change, though something kept drawing Jacey to his eyes. Whereas before she could 
only tell his emotion by how tense his face was, here, it seemed that his eyes were almost better 
windows, for right now they nearly seemed to dance.

She blinked. “I--I think that you’re teasing me.”
“I assure you, Jacey. I am not teasing you. I will not change my mind about this.” 
“You’re laughing at something.”
“I find you very amusing.”
Jacey gave him a look, which caused his eyes to dance all the more. 
“How about you tell me about the blacksmith place, as you promised?” Jacey said.
Heddwyn finished chewing before he answered. “When I retire from the army, it’s where I 

plan to work.”
“In the backyard shed.”
Heddwyn shook his head. “It isn’t merely a shed.” He paused. “No family and no real life 

gives some people a lot of money to spend in the army. After a while, it just seemed like too 
much. So I hired someone to build me a blacksmith shop. I rent it out to a man for ten months out 
of the year, he makes sure it is in proper order, and then it is mine during the two months I am 
here.”

“So... you’re a blacksmith?”
“My father was a blacksmith. Being the only son, of course he trained me from when I was 

old enough. I had only perhaps a year left until I knew everything he did. Perhaps not a master, 
but I knew it. And I wasn’t that bad either. Just not wonderful.” 

“And then?”
He paused for a long moment. “It happened. I joined the army at sixteen.”
“But--why build it, if you’re gone so often?”



“I want to retire, Jacey. When I joined I was sixteen, young, rash, very foolish and with a lot 
of anger and bitterness. I didn’t know that I might actually be any good and honestly didn’t really 
care. Now, ten years later, it’s worn me out. I want to be done with it and just want the war to 
end.” 

“Why hasn’t it?”
Heddwyn shook his head. “I’m not sure. I’ve asked every time I’m here for the last three 

years to let me go to the capital and end it once and for all. They say it’s too dangerous and they 
aren’t going to risk us.” 

“Well? Is it?”
He shook his head. “No one knows that I know how to do it, but I do. And if I ever do get 

the permission, the war should be over in a week.” 
Jacey smiled.  “What would you do if you could retire?”
“That building out back would be my business. I’d be a blacksmith, like I was always meant 

to be and live here in quietness.”
“You don’t think people will try to come out here and see you?”
“Are they now?” Jacey paused. Apparently, they didn’t. “In all likelihood, they probably 

actually will. But if I use that to get my first orders, and then when people see I’m actually 
decent, they’ll come because of how I work.”

“You seem to have it figured out.”
Heddwyn nodded. “At least after the war is over. Up until then, I play it a bit more by ear.” 
“I see.” 
Heddwyn finished eating and leaned back. “I assume then you’d like to see Eva today?”
Jacey grinned. “Well, that would be nice.” 
“Very well. We can leave in a perhaps an half of hour.” Heddwyn rose.
“Heddwyn, one more question.” 
He looked down at her. 
“You said that they were four children who died. Who are the four?”
Heddwyn blinked at her for a moment. “I said four?”
Jacey nodded. 
Heddwyn half-closed his eyes and began absently counting, muttering names under his 

breath. After a moment, he looked at her again. “I don’t know. I must have misspoke. There was 
only Eva, Kala, Carissa, and Ashi. So that makes three, with Eva in Targo City.” 

Jacey nodded, although something on his face told her that something wasn’t quite right but 
she also knew not to press it. “I’ll be ready when you are.”

Jacey quietly set the dishes on the table. In the corner of the room, Eva’s baby played. The 
stillness of the house, with both Heddwyn and [Eva’s husband], on the back porch seemed to 
surround her.

Eva had told her what she thought Heddwyn or herself could use, and then insisted that they 
come back for dinner. So, armed with a list of things that Heddwyn whispered was really not 
necessary, she found some balls of yarn, knitting needles and some material. Eva warned her that 
it was best if she made dresses now while she was in town, because it was much easier. Jacey had 
agreed completely, for it had been difficult enough for her to make the few she had. Then, also, 



Heddwyn wished to find a few things himself, so it had taken them a while to get back to Eva’s.
But for some reason, she kept thinking about Heddwyn during lunch. Much of her wished 

that he would be able to retire and just stay where it was safe. Not because she did not like it out 
there but because Jacey was finding what Eva said to be true--Heddwyn was happier in town. 
She had seen it already, how his eyes had began laughing and his face seemed softer more of time. 
But Jacey also had a feeling that something more came out in him during that time.

“Eva?”
Eva looked over. “Yes?” 
“How many siblings did you have?”
“Why are you asking that?”
“Heddwyn said that four siblings died, but he could only remember three when I asked him at 

lunch.”
Eva searched her face. “He told you?”
“A... little. Yeah.”
“And he said four?”
Jacey nodded. “Why--do you look so surprised?”
“He... he hasn’t recalled our brother in years.” 
Jacey blinked. “Your brother?”
Eva nodded and looked sad. “After Carissa was born, our parents pretty much said that was 

all the children we would have. Five children, four of them girls, was just too much. Then, 
suddenly, our mother was with child again and had a brother.” She smiled faintly. “Oh, he was 
spoiled rotten. Even Carissa spoiled him, and she was barely five. But Heddwyn did the most. 
Something in him came out with the little baby brother and he was as sweet and as loving as ever 
a brother was.” 

Eva paused a moment and glanced out the window. “He was a year and a half when he died. 
Heddwyn hasn’t spoken of him since. I’m not even sure he remembers him sometimes, or if he 
completely blocked the memory of him from his mind. It’s always just been us four girls and him 
as far as he talks.” 

Jacey paused.
Eva grinned. “I think you’re helping him, Jacey. It takes time, but it always does. If he told 

you want happened... that’s improvement.”
“I rather pushed him into it,” Jacey said with a laugh.
“No matter. He’s always brushed me off.” 
“I do have the feeling that he is not telling me something. That there’s more. Like your 

brother.” 
“There might be. Just wait for it though. It should come.” 
Jacey nodded. “I don’t know whether or not to hope you’re right.”

When Heddwyn first began, he drilled his men every day during the break. Just for a few 
hours every day but still, something to keep his men in shape. That was how he planned to be 
the best and to have the squad that everyone wanted to join. 

He maintained that pattern for a long time, until when he became injured and could not move 
from his bed, let alone drill his men. Nor at that time had he a chance to appoint a second, to 



replace the one that died in the same battle. So instead, his men drifted to their own lives. 
When they regrouped again, a month and a half later, he watched each man closely. Originally, 

it was because he knew that he needed a second and he was still deciding. As he watched them 
though, he noticed others who were a bit slower than they should be, or a out of sync with 
everyone else. And he realized that a few of them, though not all, had not practiced. Many 
people had, realizing the honor it was to be in his squad, but those that had not, or had become 
lazy with their break, showed it. 

He could, and did, relieve those men. After that though, he never drilled them. Much of him 
didn’t care about it anymore. If they did not want to practice, then they obviously did not care 
for it as much as the hundred other men who tried out for his squad every six months. And then, 
too, everyone could spend more time with their family. It also gave him an excuse to be removed 
from it all for a month. Even just a month gave him some energy so he could continue on with the 
never-ending war.

Heddwyn did have one tradition that only about half of his squad cared for, that half being 
the one that came from commoner background. That tradition was a party of sorts the day before 
they were to leave and varied greatly than the one that heralded their entry. Though he himself 
did not often care for much of the merriment, he liked to watch the men he would be spending the 
next five months with and watch the wives talk with each other and the children dart between 
everyone else. Something about the party made the house seem brighter and more alive. 

Jacey though, almost changed his opinion of the party but for the better. In the month that 
they spent together, he had discovered so much about her. Her smile lit up his heart each time he 
saw it. Nearly every day he found himself thinking about how beautiful she was. Yet, her mind 
amazed him just as often, catching him for saying something not quite right. Many nights they 
spent playing chess before they went to bed. Oftentimes, he had to force himself to concentrate 
on the game, too caught up in the furrowed brow and the angled eyebrows of Jacey as she studied 
the board, her hair falling around her shoulders. Some part of him felt like he might be finally 
waking up after years of being asleep. 

It was during the party that she just seemed to shine. He saw her everywhere, smiling at 
everyone, playing with the children, giggling at the poor man’s attempt to speak Aldroian. 
(Heddwyn wished to wait until they were away from the capital before she showed her skill.) 
Still, everyone seemed to love her and her, his Jacey, just seemed to want to please everyone. 

Yet, she was his to dance with. Her hair shone in the light and curled gently around her face. 
Her cheeks radiated health and her eyes sparkled with happiness as he spun her. Somehow, she 
managed to keep up with the large steps of everyone else two feet taller than her, and somehow 
everyone managed to dance with her well enough it caused no problems. But she always watched 
him, and he knew that because he always watched her. 

Heddwyn suppose that it shouldn’t have surprised him that they noticed the change in him. 
He had taught them to observe any little change in things. Yet, it still caught him by surprise 
when he heard two men remarking that he seemed completely infatuated with his bride. 

“Indeed,” the other one said. “It is good too. He needs someone like her.” 
The first man smiled. “We need someone like her. I’m personally glad she’s coming with us 

tomorrow.”
“As is everyone else, I think.” 



Heddwyn glanced once again at Jacey in the corner, showing something to a young girl of five. 
Though he considered pointing out that he heard them, he refrained. What they said was true. 
The moment they learned that Jacey knew everyone they said, the more they would love her. 
And they already loved her before they came to Targo City.

The guests slowly left out of the house, all being gone by eleven. With their departure the 
slaves appeared to clean up the mess, Heddwyn stayed to finalize a few things, and Jacey 
slipped upstairs.

When he arrived some ten minutes later, he paused in the doorway. Jacey sat with her back to 
him, looking out the window. Her honey hair feel in gentle curls down her back as she brushed it 
absently, though it hardly needed her. Her face, always easy to read, was thoughtful, like 
something was terribly serious.

Silently, he sat behind her and gently brushed back her hair. Some part of his mind told him 
there was something important happening, but he didn’t want to pay attention to that. For at 
least a few more hours, his sole attention could be on his wife. 

He kissed her neck. Her hands stopped working through her hair and she looked at him. He 
kissed her again and ran his hand through her smooth hair.

“Heddwyn?” 
“Shhh.” Speaking would break the spell. 
She leaned back into him and pulled him close. He obeyed, kissing her lips and jaw and neck. 

He brushed back her hair and pulled her onto his chest. 
“Heddwyn,” Jacey whispered.
“Hmmmm?” 
“I--heard one woman say she won’t be coming this time, because she’s with child.” 
“Mmmhmmm.” 
“Why not?” 
He sighed and looked at her. “You have the oddest time for asking questions.” He brushed 

back her hair. “Do you know that?”
SHe gave him a wane smile, but enough to tell him something bothered her. “I--was thinking.”
“I see.” 
“Why won’t she be?”
“It’s the rules.” He watched her, wishing she would stop asking pointless questions.
“But--how much of a rule?”
“Official. No woman with child goes into the field.” 
Jacey looked him in the eyes, her gray eyes catching the light from the fire. “How--certain do 

they need to be?”  
Heddwyn rubbed his chin and shrugged after a moment. “I’m not sure. I think most men leave 

their wives at home if they aren’t certain, sending for them later.” He ran a finger along her cheek. 
“Is that all that’s bothering you?”

Jacey wrapped her arms around herself and closed her eyes. Fear began forming in his gut, 
although about what he wasn’t certain. But Jacey--this wasn’t Jacey. 

“Jacey?”
She swallowed and looked at him. “I--I think it is very possible that... I’m with child.” 
The words hit him out of nowhere--like a mountain ice storm, totally freezing every part of 



his body. All he did was stare at her dumbly, positive he heard the words wrong. 
“I want to go with you; I want to go so badly. You--I think you need me there. But... if it 

is....”
Heddwyn pushed himself up abruptly and turned, shaking and trying to hid it at the same 

time. “How--” Even his voice shook. “How can this happen?”
He heard Jacey move. “It--just does.”
“But--it wasn’t suppose to. It can’t. It--” He swallowed. Jacey--his Jacey--with child? “I 

can’t be a father. I don’t want to be.” 
Jacey paused and gently put a hand on his shoulder. “We have probably six months. That’s 

enough time to come back still. You should even be here when its born.”
He looked at her. She was scared, both for him and what this meant to her. And she didn’t 

even know why she should be scared and why he could not help but hating the very mention of 
the possibility.

“You--aren’t certain though, correct?”
She shook her head. “Not... certain.”
He swallowed. Unwillingly his eyes strayed to her abdomen; nothing showed yet. “Then 

nothing changes. We leave as planned tomorrow.”
“Are... you sure?”
He nodded. He would keep her to himself for as long as he could, even if that meant lying.
Jacey leaned forward and kissed him. “I do love you, Heddwyn,” she whispered. “And I do 

wish to give you a son someday, to stop all those wagging tongues at the banquet.” 
He brushed back her hair and held her close. “You don’t need to give me any children. I’m 

happy to have just you.” 
Though Jacey seemed to fall asleep quickly, curled in her ball that she always slept in, he 

could not sleep. For a long time he stared at the ceiling. How could this have happened? After 
how much he didn’t want a child--after when he married Jacey he knew he would be committing 
himself to having no children---Jacey was with child. 

Worse, she didn’t even know. Somehow she had lived in Targo City for a month and she had 
not heard what happened when a Targo man made a non-Targoian woman pregnant. He couldn’t 
tell her. To know that as the closer she came to having her child, the closer the day of her death 
would come, would surly remove the joy that always surrounded her. 

Maybe, just maybe, she wasn't with child. But some part of him knew it was a futile hope. 
Jacey would not seriously mention that she should stay behind, even for a few weeks, if she did 
not seriously think she was with child. He had only six months left with her, and of those six 
months, five of them would be spent fighting a war he didn’t even care about anymore. 

He looked at Jacey again. Perhaps it would have been better for her if he just let her go when 
he first met her. None of this would have happened then. He wouldn’t have to deal with the 
looks that everyone would give him, all the while never actually saying anything to his face. 
Everyone would try to make the most of it when they all knew she would die. Jacey, of all 
people, didn’t deserve that.

With a sigh, Heddwyn turned and laid an arm over Jacey. She leaned into him, perfectly 
content. He’d have to tell EVa when he left tomorrow, but that would be all. Then they had six 
months. If all went well, they might have one more month here together, then the child would 



come and Heddwyn could throw himself back into the war in an attempt to forget he ever knew 
her. 

With a frown, Heddwyn tore down the notice and crumpled it in a small wade of paper. He 
should have realized, after refusing Lord Conward’s son entry into his squad for the seventh 
time, that the man would find some way to get his son close to him. The fact was Rok Conward 
had no military skill. AFter trying to get into his squad for the last three years, it was only this 
last time that Heddwyn might even have considered him. But after the proposal of Cynthia to 
him, followed by the threat during the dinner, Heddwyn did not trust any Conward near him.

Still, he should have realized that Lord Conward, if he wanted one of his family near him, 
would do everything he could. Assigning Rok as the main  delivery contact would do exactly that.

Quickening his pace, he walked into the courtyard. Already his men gathered with their 
horses. The wagons were loaded last night and waiting for the signal to begin. Family members 
waited, chatting both among themselves and their loved one, be it a son, husband or brother. Off 
to the side, Eva stood with her children, all of them pointing a different way for her to see 
something of interesting. 

Heddwyn walked to her. “Where’s Jacey?”
Eva smiled at him. “It’s good to see you too.” She motioned with her head towards the 

building. “She went inside for a minute.”
Heddwyn nodded and scooped up his young nephew, putting him on his shoulders for a 

better view. “I needed to speak with you privately anyway.”
“About what?”
He paused and glanced at the flag waving lazily in the wind. “Jacey believes she’s with child.” 
He heard the sudden intake of breath from Eva and turned. His sister’s pale face told him she 

worried as much as he had last night.
“She told me last night, because... she heard she might not be able to go.”
“You’re still letting her go?”
“If she is, we have six months together. I’m not wasting five of those months out there by 

myself. I’ll... I’ll see about sending her back when it is obvious.”
“What--does this have to do with me?”
“I’m not telling her what will happen. Chances are that she will want to do whatever new 

mothers want to do. So... you might need to find me some things.”
Eva nodded slowly and put a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Heddwyn.”
Heddwyn nodded. “Yeah.” He caught sight of Jacey leaving the building. “Just promise me 

you’ll tell no one but Philip.”
“I promise.” 
“Thank you.” He turned towards Jacey and frowned. Her face looked like something had 

sucked all color from it, her lips pressed together in a tight line and her arms wrapped around her 
body. “Jacey?”

She looked up and swallowed, then leaned into him.
Automatically he wrapped his arms around her. “Jacey, what is it?”
She shook her head. “I’ll--I’ll tell you later.”
Heddwyn nodded and kissed the top of her head. “LEt’s go. They’re almost ready.” Gently 



he took her arm and steered her towards the waiting horses. 

Jacey stood watching the soldiers set up the camp. Though she had ridden with Heddwyn 
nearly every day, her body still ached from being in the saddle all day. Worse, they would just be 
setting up a basic camp, so they could sleep and then move on in the morning. No reason to 
waste any more time than necessary near Targo.

With a sigh, Jacey leaned against the tree and closed her eyes. All she wished to do was sleep 
right now, though that was most certainly impossible. First of all, she had no place to sleep quiet 
yet. And worse, there was no reason why she should need to sleep. At least she had not stayed 
up that late last night.

A stick snapping made her turn and look. Heddwyn lowered himself next to her and leaned 
against the tree. For a moment, he just sat there. Jacey smiled and leaned against him.

“Well?”
“Well what?”
“What scared you this morning?”
Jacey paused and swallowed. 
“You said you’d tell me later.” 
She sighed. “I saw Lord Conward.”
“Oh?”
“Well, more correctly, he spoke with me.” Jacey began drawing with a stick in the dirt. “He 

said that he would do everything he could to make sure that I didn’t ruin you.”
“Ruin me... how?”
Jacey swallowed again. “Ruin you... as in... well, I got the distinct impression that if he felt 

that if I distracted you from... doing this, that he... would rather me dead.” 
Heddwyn shifted next to her. “Are you sure that was what he said?”
Jacey shook her head. “No... But... that’s what it seemed that he wanted to say.” 
Gently Heddwyn pulled her close, wrapping his arms around her and sheltering her. Jacey 

shuddered and leaned into him. All day she had worried about this, unsure how to say it. Nothing 
sounded worse than her saying that a prestigious lord just threatened to kill her. 

But Heddwyn believed her. At least, he acted like he did. 
“Shhhh.” He kissed her. “Don’t worry about it. YOu’ll stay here with me where it’s safe.”
“But what about--”
“If there is a baby, we’ll break the rule. You’re strong. You can handle it. But let’s not go 

there yet. Everything will be fine.”
Jacey nodded and leaned against him  His beard tickled her neck playfully. She smiled faintly 

and closed her eyes.  They would break the rule. She needn’t leave him at all. Relief filled her 
completely. She never wanted to leave Heddwyn, in part because she did not know how he 
would react if she did.

––Three––
Slipping Away

Life fell into a normal routine rather quickly and the month off slowly faded into the 



background. Alternating between skirmishes, moving and setting up, they had very little time left 
for much more.  

With the knowledge that Jacey spoke Targo, the men loved her even more. She became 
likened to a sister. Although they sometimes asked her to do favors for them, like mending 
patches that they do themselves, they returned the favor with presents. It was her that they 
looked for when they came back and it was her they preferred when they were injured after the 
battle. 

However, Jacey began to show soon after they left Targo. At first it was only a barely 
distinguishable lump that Heddwyn barely saw even when she only wore a nightgown but it 
quickly became something large enough that it showed through her dress. At that time Heddwyn, 
rather reluctantly announced her pregnancy, along with an explanation as to why he was not 
sending her back that actually seemed believable, even if it was a lie. Even now, everyone was 
feeling the tension between Aldroa and Targo, the fact that he feared for her seem reasonable 
enough.

In fact, the tension between Targo and Aldroa bothered both Jacey and himself. For some 
unknown reason, the tension between Aldroa and Targo only increased  News from that country 
was difficult to come by, and few Aldroians dare ventured into the area with Heddwyn in it. He 
wished he could go there himself and discover the problem, but that would look too much like a 
spy mission and would hardly help. So he had to pretend that everything was fine and ignore 
Aldroa.

Instead, he forced himself to focus on his task at hand. But being on the western side of 
Ketekey, away from any military target of worth, made anything that he did seem pointless. 
There was practically nothing effective he could do. Although he constantly tried to argue his 
positioning with the council, he was met with resistance and silence. Apparently, they knew 
something more than he did, but did not wish to tell him.

And so the months passed. Winter slowly slipped into the warmness of spring. They shed 
their winter cloaks for lighter ones to keep off the evening chill. And every time that they came 
back from a skirmish, Jacey waited for him with a smile and an ever-growing stomach. 

“Look, Heddwyn.” Jacey grinned and showed him one more pair of baby yellow baby socks. 
Eva, in her intelligence, only sent them very neutral colors for the baby clothes, in spite of 
Jacey’s insistence that it was a boy. With how much the little one kicked, it had to be a boy, she 
said. 

Heddwyn looked over the letter and nodded, feeling sick to his stomach. He always did each 
time he saw something else she finished, for even the child was not guaranteed to survive. 

Sighing, she lumbered up and walked over to him. With only two months left, he could help 
but notice her stomach each time she stood, no matter how much he tried not to. With a smile, 
she plopped onto the floor next to him and leaned her head against his chest. 

“You don’t like them.” 
He looked at her, her hair falling down her back and over her shoulders. He shook his head. 

“They look fine.”
“But...” She looked up at him, her gray eyes questioning. 
He brushed back her hair. “But I’m not too sure about this whole father thing, yet, I 



suppose.” It was a lie but he had been doing that a lot recently about the baby.
She brushed back his hair. Long ago it had begun flopping into his eyes, like it always did 

after two months or so. Her eyes sparkled with mischievous. “I think you’ll like it, if you didn’t 
have to be gone all the time.”

“You forget, Jacey.  I never wanted a family.” 
Jacey leaned up and kissed him. “But you married me. That has to count for something.” 
“Is that so?”
Jacey nodded and then winced. With a sigh she rubbed her stomach. “I can put up with it 

most times but when it just gets the right spot....” She shook her head. 
“Perhaps you should slow down a little bit. Maybe not do as much.”
She shook her head. “No. I’m fine. I don’t know what I’d do with myself if I didn’t do 

anything besides rest. I’m just having a baby.” 
Just. Like every other woman in the world. Heddwyn glanced at the letter again. Jacey took 

his hand and gently kissed it. Then, suddenly, she placed it on her stomach and a small tap 
returned it.

Heddwyn stiffened and looked at her. Something tapped against his hand  Up until now, he 
tried to avoid this. He wanted nothing to do with this child. And yet, Jacey had practically 
tricked him into it. 

Jacey smiled. “See? It’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
Heddwyn began to pull his hand back, The little taps followed his hand as it began to drop. 

He shook his head. “I--I don’t know, Jacey.”
“Don’t know what?” 
He swallowed. “It’s too soon. We aren’t ready.”
“Are we ever going to be ready?” 
He shook his head. “Probably not. But maybe it’s still foolish to rush it.”
“We don’t have a choice anymore. Before... we did. But now, we don’t.”
Heddwyn swallowed and brushed back her hair. She wrapped her arms his neck and pulled 

him close, kissing him. He shuddered and closed his eyes, just trying to breath her in and forget it 
all. 

Someone knocked outside the tent door. With a sigh, Heddwyn pushed her back. “Come in.”
Major Pauldor ducked into the tent. “You’re needed, sir.” 
Heddwyn nodded and rose. Jacey already began to pull back her hair. Quietly, he left. 
His hand still tingled where the child touched it. He  both wanted to love the child and wanted 

to hate the child. But Jacey, not knowing better, loved it. She put up with so much because of it, 
never complaining. He often felt her tossing in the middle of the night, no longer able to curl into a 
ball. He had seen her wince at the pain in her back when she stood. Still, she did everything as 
before, helping where she could and always with a smile. 

But he knew better and because he knew better, he found himself hating it. That child would 
take her away from him. It would take away her smile and her laugh. It would take away her 
shining blue eyes and gentle hands that rubbed his shoulders when he was tense. Everything that 
he needed in Jacey would be gone and the child would not be able to replace it.

He sighed and glanced at Major Pauldor. “Everyone was right. I was a fool for marrying her.” 
He turned and looked at him. “You can hardly consider yourself a fool because she is now 



with child. It was risk that you knew, even if she didn’t.” 
“But--” Heddwyn paused, catching himself mid thought. “I didn’t think it would happen.”
“Why not? She loves you enough she would do anything for you.”
Heddwyn blushed and swallowed. “I didn’t want her to give me a child.”
“But that’s what she hears. Targo has this history of always needing people, which is 

probably why everyone has such large families. Children are a part of our culture.”
Heddwyn frowned and ran a hand through his hair. 
“I would just be grateful you’ve been able to keep her situation a secret from the capital. 

Everyone here knows you’re taking a risk, and enough of them doubt it’s because  you fear for 
her as an Aldroian.” 

“And they are probably all covering for me.”
“Yes. We want her here as much as you do.”
Heddwyn sighed again. “Well, in one month it will be all over and we’ll be back home.”
“In one month, you have one less month with her.”
Heddwyn shook his head. “I’m trying not to think about that part of it.”

Heddwyn tugged the dressing tight around his hand again. They hadn’t know he was coming 
exactly, but when his sources said they did not expect any attack and they were prepared enough 
to rebuff him, something was lacking. That did not mean they failed their attack but it did mean 
that it wasn’t as successful as he normally  liked.

And it meant he had been injured.
Still, they hadn’t lost anyone and for that he was grateful. He hurried the horse forward a bit 

more, anxious to get back to camp and Jacey. When things did not go perfectly, somehow, Jacey 
knew how to make it better. 

Finally, the camp appeared. He pushed the horse a bit more and once again absently tightened 
the bandage. He’d have her look at that cut too when he got back, although he expected it was 
nothing. 

With a nod to the guard, he entered the camp and dismounted. Absently he flicked the reigns 
towards the horse boy and walked through the camp. Something tugged at the back of his mind, 
telling him that the camp didn’t feel right, although he could see no problems. Quickly, he made 
his way towards his tent, searching among them for Jacey.

“Commander!” Major Pauldor ran up to him. 
Heddwyn turned. “Yes?”
“Rok Conward is here.”
“Ahead of schedule?”
He nodded. “He arrived several hours ago,”
“Where is Jacey?”
“I believe she is in your tent.” 
Heddwyn nodded. “And Conward?”
Major Pauldor paused. “He saw her.” 
Heddwyn felt his heart freeze in his chest. “He--”
He nodded. “It was a moment, but it was enough that he is demanding to see her and... take 

her back.” 



Heddwyn looked towards the sky for a long moment before he let out his breath. “I’ll see him 
soon.” He began to walk towards his tent.

“Heddwyn.” 
Heddwyn looked over again. Few called Heddwyn, and only when they had something 

important to say.
“You’re going to have to let her go back. It’s not worth the argument.”
He nodded curtly, and walked away again. 
Jacey looked up when he entered. Immediately, her face relaxed and she stood. He went to 

her and brushed back her hair. “Are you all right?”
She nodded. “Yes. You--you were hurt.”
He glanced at his hand. “It’s only a small wound.”
“Let me see.”
He handed it over and she quickly unwrapped it. A minute later, she had his hand in water, 

gently rubbing the cut clean. 
“Major Pauldor said Conward saw you.”
Jacey paused but nodded. “I don’t know how much but...,” she motioned to her stomach 

with her head. “It’s not hard to miss.”
Heddwyn looked too. Somehow she kept growing, even when it looked like she might burst.
“I’ve stayed here since I heard he came but....”
“You’re probably going to have to go.”
Jacey looked at him. He caught the reflection of tears glistening in her eyes. Gently, he leaned 

over and brushed them away. 
“I’ll do what I can. But even if I can’t, we only have two weeks. Two weeks isn’t that bad.”
Jacey nodded, though he could see her still struggling. He wanted to lash out at something 

himself, but could not do that, not while Jacey was here. 
“You’ll be fine.”
Jacey nodded. “I’ll--I’ll miss you.” 
Heddwyn brushed back her hair again and just watched her. “Everyone will miss you.”
Jacey swallowed and pulled his hand out of the water. Deftly, she wrapped it again and tied 

it up. Then she leaned over and kissed him. “Perhaps you should come back early.”
Heddwyn shook his head. “I can’t.”
“There’s no way?”
“Not unless I'm seriously injured.” 
She smiled and ran a hand through his hair. “Hmmm... and we probably don’t want that, do 

we?”
“No. Not particularly.” 
Jacey smiled again and pulled him close.  He held her, not knowing if they would have 

another chance like this for the rest of the time here. 
“Commander Borut, I demand an explanation.” Conward said as he shoved aside the tent flap. 

“Particularly as to why you are taking so long.”
Heddwyn turned slowly, keeping a hand around Jacey. “If you don’t mind, Sergeant, we are 

busy.”
“I actually do mind.” Rok Conward glared first at him and then at Jacey. Obviously, being a 



lord son made him impervious to remarks about his place. “I have been waiting for three hours.” 
“While I have been out. And now I would like to have a few moments with my wife. Private 

moments.”
“Your wife shouldn’t even be here.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes. By directive seven twenty, I demand that I escort her back to Targo City.” 
“And by directive twenty-three, I order you leave my tent.” Heddwyn met his gaze steadily. 

Directive twenty-three meant that any officer of lower ranking must follow any direct order by 
giving by a superior, so long as it wasn’t unethical. 

Rok Conward lengthened his jaw for a moment before he turned and stalked out. 
Heddwyn turned and looked at Jacey. “I do believe I have made an enemy. A lord’s son 

ordered by a blacksmith. Not a very good thing.”
Jacey smiled and kissed him, rubbing his shoulders gently. “I think you already had an 

enemy.” 
He played with her hair absently and nodded. “Perhaps. After what his father did to you.”
Jacey paused and paled. “Yeah.”
“Shhh. It’s okay. You’ll be fine.” 
She nodded. 
He lifted her chin and looked her in her eyes. “It’ll be fine, Jacey. It’s a three-day trip to the 

capital and then you’ll be fine. And you can stay at either our house or Eva’s. I’m sure Eva will 
be happy to see you.”

Jacey swallowed and nodded.
Heddwyn paused and then quickly unlashed the knife from his waist. He pressed the knife 

into her hand. “Take it.”
Jacey glanced at it. “Your father’s knife?”
He nodded. 
“But--”
“Keep it for your safety.” 
She looked at him for a moment. “It’s practically a small sword on me.”
Heddwyn brushed back her hair. “Well, at least then you’ll be safe. And I’ll come back for it 

in two weeks.”
Jacey nodded and swallowed. He rubbed her cheek gently, watching her still. 
“Here, help me up.”
Heddwyn stood and offered her a hand. Unsteadily, she rose to her feet, though she still held 

onto his hand for a moment. 
“Shouldn’t you go calm him down now while I pack?”
He nodded. “Probably.”
Jacey stretched her back and began waddling around the tent, gather her things. He watched 

her a moment, his heart aching at the thought  of when he would possibly see her again. 
With a deep breath, Heddwyn pushed opened his tent door. Immediately, Conward 

approached him. 
“Well?”
“I would rather that you would not take her. We have only two weeks left in this 



assignment.”
“That is against the rules and you know that.”
“I’ve already broken the rules. Another two weeks will do no harm.”
“No. I will not be hanged for this. You know as well as I do that I can get in trouble for not 

brining her back. She is leaving with me tomorrow morning.”
Heddwyn glared at him but nodded curtly. “Very well.” He did not wait for a response and 

walked away. 

The gray sky weighed heavily on Jacey’s spirit the next morning, making her almost feel as if 
she would cry. She watched Heddwyn stow her bags on the horse as he had done hundred of 
other times. Except this time, they weren’t leaving together. She tugged her cloak tighter and 
waited. As he finished, he turned and looked at her. Jacey bit her lip and swallowed. 

“Two weeks,” he said.
Jacey nodded. Unfortunately, two weeks seemed like such a long time at that moment. 
Heddwyn leaned over and kissed her gently. Jacey wrapped her arms around his neck, 

clinging to him for dear life. She feared what might happen to him these next two weeks, more 
than what would happen to her. He hadn’t been alone for so long. Quietly, she shuddered and 
leaned her head against his chest. 

“Just--don’t have the baby without me, Jacey.”
Jacey nodded. “I won’t.”
“Okay.” He took her and gently lifted her onto the horse. She tried to smile but she doubted 

it came out at all. 
“Are you done yet?” Conward said.
Heddwyn turned. “You--” He pressed his lips together and Jacey could see the tension 

course through his shoulders.
Conward raised his eyebrows. “I what, Commander?”
“Just remember the only reason you have your position is because of your father.”
“Noted. Done yet?”
Heddwyn nodded and stepped back. Immediately, Conward started the group and Jacey 

watched him as long as she could. 
Although many would say they rode quickly, Jacey found it to be about the same she rode 

with Heddwyn. As such, she kept up easily but stayed away from the main group. Whereas 
normally the soldiers joked with her or told stories during the whole ride, these men ignored her. 
Their faces were dark, like they had only one job to do. The contrast between these men and 
Heddwyn’s startled Jacey and made her wonder if, in spite of his strictness, that Heddwyn 
understood some things better than he let on.

When they finally stopped about mid afternoon, Jacey could only be thankful. Wearily she 
slipped off her horse, wondering as she did how she would possibly mount again. With the 
pregnancy, her balance had been thrown off for a while and Heddwyn had helped her up each 
time she needed it. Now, looking at the men’s dark faces, she dreaded asking any of them.

On wobbly legs she made her way to a tree and sank to the ground. The baby began to kick 
frantically. Absently, she rubbed her stomach and closed her eyes.  Her body ached more than 
normal. She couldn’t actually remember Heddwyn ever riding that long without a break.



For a long minute, she just rested. It felt good to be on solid ground again. Around her, the 
men did the tasks of watering both the horses and the slaves. After a few minutes, Jacey dug into 
her pouch, pulled out some of the rations that Heddwyn gave her, and absently began to eat for 
the fifth time that day.

Heddwyn had mentioned a type of sixth sense he often had that warmed him when something 
wasn’t right before he could tell what. Yet, Jacey never experienced it until that moment.  The 
soldiers stood around the slaves and the horses, talking with each other, a few arguing. The slaves 
still sat huddled together, whispering among themselves. Nothing looked changed or dangerous 
and yet... yet something wasn’t right. Jacey pushed herself up a little and looked  beyond their 
stop. The forest beyond looked normal. 

Suddenly, a shrill call echoed through the hillside and immediately nearly twenty men on 
horseback rode into the camp. Jacey gasped and pressed herself against the tree, feeling for 
Heddwyn’s knife although at the same moment knowing that would not protect her in the least. 
Immediately, the Targoian solders sprang to the defense of their belongings. Jacey inched her way 
up the tree, glancing from one side to another in search of a hiding place.

And finding that she had no one protecting her. 
At that moment someone else galloped from the woods directly towards her. Before she 

could even respond, he leaned over and scooped her up onto the horse. 
“We have her!” he shouted in Aldroian, kicking his horse. “Fall back!” Immediately, the horse 

took off in a gallop back into the trees, leaving Jacey no choice but to hold onto the man and hope 
she wouldn’t fall off. 

The mad galloped lasted long enough that Jacey feared it would never end. Then, quite 
suddenly, they stopped and he dismounted, pulling her down with him. In one smooth motion, 
he grabbed her arms and twisted them around her behind her back to be tied tightly with a rope. 
He shoved her towards the ground. With a gasp, Jacey tried to twist and take the full force of the 
shove in her shoulder instead of the stomach. Frantically she pushed herself up and glared at him 
but he already started way.

Before too long, the other twenty or so men arrived. One of them approached her kidnapper, 
pulling off his helmet to reveal shaggy blond hair. 

“Where do you have her?” the blond-haired one asked in Aldroian. 
Her kidnapper motioned with his head towards her. “There.”
“That isn’t a commander’s wife.” 
“She wears the sash. Lord Conward said that they would not protect her and give us a chance 

to come in and get her. She was the only thing not protected in the whole place.”
Jacey felt chills go down her back. That oversight of not protecting her had been intentional! 
“She is too small. She might be a mistress but most certainly not a wife,” the blond one said.
“Then  she’s the one that they said would tip Borut over the edge. Either way, I got the right 

girl.”
“She wasn’t suppose to be with child either. What are we to do with her now?”
A third man approached them. “We do exactly what they’ve been doing. Kill her.”
“I will not take part in killing a woman,” her kidnapper said.
“Then I will.” The third man drew his sword. Jacey looked away quickly. They were right. 

Heddwyn would not spare them if they killed her.  “After what they’ve done to our towns, he 



deserves it.”
“She is with child, you fool!” her kidnapper said.
“As was my wife!” 
“That has nothing to do with it! We do not want war like that with Targo.”
“Maybe you don’t, but I don’t care anymore.”
“Don’t do it, Jos. At least not until he comes,” the blond one said.
“He’s too soft to let me to do it then,” Jos said. “I am doing it now.” 
“No, you aren’t.” A fourth man stepped forward, his eyes darting to each man. “Where is 

she?”
Her kidnapper motioned to her again with his head. 
The fourth man, obviously suppose to be in charge, glanced her over. Jacey almost caught her 

breath. His eyes looked so familiar, like she had seen them somewhere before.
“I thought we were looking for his wife,” the leader said.
“We followed exactly what Lord Conward told us. There was no one else who could have 

been his wife,” her kidnapper said.
He looked her up and down again. “But you didn’t remove her weapon.” 
They looked at her and all at once they seemed to see Heddwyn’s knife, that Jacey herself 

had forgotten about. Her kidnapper stepped towards her. “We’re trying, Dylan. But most of us--
” 

“Are you a fool, man?” The fourth man, Dylan, said. Jacey gasped and pushed herself up. 
She heard that tone of voice far too often as a child while teasing her brothers. He had changed so 
much since she had seen him last. “The last thing we need is for her to know our names.”

“What differences does it make what I call you?  I could call you Dylan Meiner-jijo or idiot 
and she won’t know the difference. She can’t understand any of it. She’s Targo.” 

Jacey pushed herself up further and swallowed. “Dylan?” she whispered.
Dylan turned and looked at her, like he heard something but wasn’t certain if he had. 
“Dylan, it’s--it’s Jacey.” 
He blinked and began searching her face. “Jacey?”
“Yes! It’s me.” 
Immediately he was at her side, fumbling with his knife to cut her bonds. “Jacey--what 

happened? Why--?” He looked at the men. “You fools! We failed. A simple task and we failed.” 
“I swear, Dylan,” her kidnapper said. “I did exactly as he said.” 
“Jacey is my sister! Not Commander Borut’s wife.” 
“There was no reason why there should have been a problem.”
“Dylan.” Jacey put a hand on his arm.
He turned and looked at her. “What?”
“I--am Heddwyn’s wife.” 
For a moment he stared at her, all color gone from his face. Then,  like in a daze, he shook his 

head. “Impossible. You won’t have let him attack us.”
“He didn’t! He doesn’t want a war with Aldroa. He isn’t foolish like that.” 
“He has, Jacey. Many times. Parthos--he lost his wife because of the attack.”
“No.” Jacey looked at her brother. “Heddwyn does not kill the women. He may take them as 

prisoner but  he doesn’t kill them. I was there when he attacked once. I know.  He--he wouldn’t.”



“Then who would?”
Jacey shook her head. “I don’t know. But not Heddwyn. He’s been trying to get out of this 

area during the last five months. That’s not the actions of someone wanting to start a war with 
Aldroa.”

The men shifted. 
Dylan shook his head. “I--I don’t know what to say, Jacey. Someone has been and that 

someone does exactly what he does.”
“Except Heddwyn would never have one of his men kill a woman. Even when he picks his 

men, he looks for ones that won’t. I can’t say the same about Ketekey.”
Dylan stared at her. “You’re saying then that we were set up.”
“I don’t know why Lord Conward would set you up but--it is quite possible. I don’t know 

he would gain from it though Heddwyn’s said often enough that Rok Conward has no military 
talent at all. Even with another war, it is doubtful that Rok Conward would be given a command 
position.”

“Wait--you know Lord Conward?”
“Not--closely. I’ve met him, yes.”
“You were an innkeeper’s servant in Ketekey and you met him?”
“Not in Ketekey, Dylan. What are you thinking about?”
He stared at her a moment. “Lord Conward is from Ketekey. He’s been giving us tips for the 

last several months about how to avoid Commander Borut.”
“No. There’s no Lord Conward in Ketekey. I know. I’ve lived there three years. He’s Targo. 

On the war council.”
Dylan exchanged glances with the other men and stood. “Here. Let me help you up.”
Thankfully Jacey took his hand and rose. “Thanks. I’m a little off balance as of late.” 
Dylan shook his head. “I don’t know what to say, Jacey. You’ve been gone four years and 

suddenly I find you’re the wife of a man we have come to fear. And... carrying his child.”
Jacey blushed slightly. “I didn’t know what happened after the mudslide. He offered to 

marry me and I believed he would treat me well.” Jacey paused and glanced towards the sky. “I 
don’t think anyone is going to like this, Dylan, but-- you have to let me go.”

“No. I can’t do that.”
Jacey looked at him. Even after four years, she was still slightly taller than him. “It will take 

about four hours for the messenger to return to camp and tell Heddwyn what happened. After 
that, Heddwyn can ride quickly. He’ll be here in less than half a day. And then.... He won’t 
handle me being captured well I don’t think.”

“So he was right that your capture would ruin Borut?”
“I think so. He... he will do anything to protect me, if he believes me to be in danger. After 

how strange he’s been acting, I think he would end up killing himself in the process too. And all 
of you. You have to do it.”

Dylan searched her face. “Is this what you want, Jacey? Or are you doing it for us again? 
Because we will do whatever it takes to defend you if you say the word.”

Jacey paused. He remembered. 

It had been four years ago. She sat in the corner, sewing, as her parents, Dylan, and Troy 



discussed in low voices about the lack of money coming in. She had heard this discussion often 
enough and so far, neither Dylan nor Troy had managed to earn enough money to bale them out 
of the trouble. But she had heard enough of it to know.

Quietly, Jacey stood and cleaned her throat. “Father?”
Miener glanced up. “Yes, Jacey?”
She paused. She hadn’t asked him if she could do this and now that it had come to it, she 

didn’t know how he’d respond. Quietly she pulled out the large bag of money and placed it on 
the table.

He picked it up and expertly weighed it in his hand. “Where did you get this?”
She took a deep breath. “I signed a contract with an innkeeper in Ketekey to be his bond 

servant. You needn’t worry. His wife died and left him with some children and him having no 
clue how to raise them. But I made certain that it is honorable in the contract.”

“You signed yourself away?” Dylan exploded.
“It’s only for five years. I’ll be back in five years and everything will be fine.”
“Five years is a long time, Jacey,” Miener said. “I can’t promise--”
“I’ll be fine. But you need the money and we need a way to get out of debt. It’s my turn 

now, as the oldest daughter.”
“Do you want to do this, Jacey?” Meiner asked softly.
Jacey paused. “I don’t have choice. I already agreed. I’ll be leaving in two days.”
“You have a choice in everything, Jacey!” Dylan said. “Don’t say that. You’re going to be an 

old maid of you do this.”
“I don’t here, Dylan. We needed to do something drastic. I’ll be fine.”

Jacey licked her lips and looked back up at Dylan. “No, Dylan. It’s not like before. This time 
I want to go back, for him. I love him.”

“You love--a man who kills for pleasure?”
“He kills because it’s his job. He’s--really quite gentle.”
Dylan sighed faintly.  “Fine. But you better have a good reason for this besides he’s going to 

snap.”
“You need to talk with him. He speaks Aldroian. You need to tell him what you know.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because... because he’ll be able to figure it out. He knows what’s going on better than I do.  

And he knows how the Ketekeys think.” 
Dylan nodded. “Very well.” He turned. “You heard her. We’re riding out to meet him.”

After barely one day, Heddwyn felt like he had lost a part of himself. Often, he found himself 
either repeating orders or asking for someone to repeat what he just said. He caught himself on 
multiple occasions searching for Jacey through the tents, all the while knowing that Jacey would 
not be there.

“Sir?” 
Heddwyn shook his head again to clear it and turned back to the map on the table. 
“We’re going to Rotlyn gap?” Major Pauldor asked.
Heddwyn glanced over the map and nodded. “Through Rilgros plains. Like so. We’ll send out 



a small attachment to Isrian and another to Soray on the way.”
Major Pauldor nodded. “Do you have anyone in particular in mind?”
He rubbed his chin for a long moment and sighed. “Yes. Trent will take Isrian and Balrot will 

take Soray.”
“Only ten men each?”
Heddwyn stared at the map for a long moment, finding for once it difficult to remember the 

reports about each of these towns. “They are small towns. I only want enough to scare them. No 
need for anything more.” 

Major Pauldor nodded and rose. “I’ll ready the camp for leaving in the morning.”
Heddwyn nodded and stood as well. Horse’s hooves pounded  through the camp, stopping 

outside his tent, followed immediately by a man’s feet hitting the ground. 
The rider pushed back the flap. “Commander.” 
“Yes?” 
“Sergeant Conward’s troop was attacked. They did not hurt us much but--they captured 

your wife.” 
Heddwyn stiffened and motioned to the map. “Show me.”
The man took two steps across the room and knelt next to the table. Without any extra 

words, he pointed out where they were when the attack came and the direction the soldiers rode 
after they finished.

“I would not put this down as a real military attack. More likely a disgruntle town militia. 
But they still put up a fair enough fight.” 

Heddwyn nodded and grabbed his cloak. “Walk with me, Major.” With that, he shoved the 
tent open. 

Major Pauldor followed him. “What are you doing?” 
“I’m going after her.” 
“Alone? You know nothing about what they are doing or how they are armed or trained. You 

don’t even know who they are.”
“There is enough anger that the longer I wait, the more likely they will harm her. I will not 

allow that. I’ll meet you at Rotlyn gap in two days. If I’m not there, you are in charge.” 
“No.”
Heddwyn looked at him. “Are you disobeying an order?”
“Respectfully, yes. You need someone to go with you. Allow me.”
“Two travel slower than one.”
“But at least then I can watch your back.” 
“We need to move.” 
“We’ve moved enough that Lancey can oversee it. No skirmishes would create just as much 

tension as two small ones.” 
Heddwyn allowed himself to sense Major Pauldor’s emotions for a moment and he knew 

determination when he saw it. “Fine.”
“Thank you.” 
“Meet me there in five minutes or I ride alone.”
“Yes, sir.”
Seven minutes later, Heddwyn and Major Pauldor rode away from the camp. 



Dylan helped Jacey down from the horse and held her arm a moment longer as she regained 
her balance. She smiled at him when she did and he moved back. 

“You haven’t changed much, have you?”
Jacey shook her head. “Not really.”
“I’m glad. I was worried you would come back completely opposite of what you were. Five 

years with an overbearing master would put anyone out of sorts.” 
“It wasn’t... that bad.”
Dylan raised his eyebrows. “That bad?” 
“It doesn’t matter now. I’ve been with Heddwyn for close to eight--nine months.”
“And... when is the child coming?”
“Next month.”
“And he lets you stay out here?”
Jacey sighed and took a drink from the canteen. “He rather wanted me to stay and I would 

worry about him if I wasn’t around. He gets so depressed sometimes. I catch him just staring at 
the fire, lost it some other world. It takes a lot to pull him out of that. I... stayed, against the 
rules, because I guess we both thought it would be better for each other. I can’t really leave much 
when I have the child next month.”

“You’d have it out here?”
Jacey shook her head. “We go back to Targo City next month for a break. That’s when I’m 

due.” 
“And you’ve just been... out here, tramping around.”
Jacey grinned. “And loving every minute of it.” 
Dylan shook his head. “You always were a bit different.” 
Jacey brushed back her hair and nodded. 
“Does he love you?” 
She looked at him and shook her head. “You are always trying to protect me, Dylan.”
“Well, someone needs to. You sure don’t watch out for yourself.”
She paused a moment, searching the trees. A flock of birds flew out from them and swooped 

over the treetops. She pointed them out to her brother. “I think that’s him.”
“What? That’s off topic, Jacey.” 
Jacey sighed. “He’s never said he loves me. But he doesn’t have to. I see it in his eyes when 

he watches me and with how he touches me and just with how he acts. I think he’s scared to love 
but... he does anyway. He just doesn’t want to admit it.”

Dylan frowned and rubbed his chin. “We’ve been attacked by at least someone who acts like 
him for the last several months. I’ve never even once thought of him as a person. As someone... 
like you see him.”

Jacey nodded and absently fingered Heddwyn’s knife. “You will like him, if you ever have a 
chance to know him. He’s... he’s not what the rumors said.”

“I’ll take your word for that.” 
“Dylan!” one of his companions called.
Dylan turned. “Yes.” 
“There’s someone out there. I saw something flicker in the branches.” He motioned off 



towards the edge of the clearing.
“Borut?”
“Unknown.”
Dylan glanced at Jacey. “Perhaps you were right.” He turned and began walking towards the 

brushes. 
“Dylan--wait!” Jacey hurried after him as best as she could.  “Let me go.”
He looked at her. “Jacey, it could be anything.”
“It’s him.” She didn’t know how she knew that, but she did. 
Dylan searched her face. 
“Let her go. Now.”  The voice sounded strict and dark and echoed off of the hills.
Both of them turned towards the forest. Jacey took a step towards it, searching for some sign  

of him. 
“Well?” Dylan asked.
Jacey glanced at him. “It is.” She couldn’t be certain, but it sounded enough like Heddwyn 

when he called his orders.
Dylan licked his lips nervously and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know if I’m trusting 

you too much, my little sister.” 
“I said to let her go or--”
“Heddwyn!” Jacey turned. “I’m all right.”
“Then drop your swords.” 
Dylan glanced at her again but unfastened his sword and tossed it on the ground towards him. 

“Sir, I do request, per Jacey’s request, that you allow us thirty minutes of your time. There is 
some confusion that she thinks you need to hear about.”

Jacey already began walking towards where she thought Heddwyn stood and pushed back the 
bushes. It was him, standing back a bit with his sword drawn and his eyes darting frantically 
between her and Dylan. 

“Heddwyn.” 
His eyes riveted on her. Gently, she touched his arm. He shuddered and lowered the sword, 

drawing her close with the other arm. 
“It’s okay, Heddwyn. It’s okay,” she whispered.
He buried his face in her hair and breathed deeply. “Why--why are they letting you go?”
“Because I told them to. That man, Dylan, he’s my brother.”
Heddwyn looked at her sharply. 
Jacey licked her lips. “You need to let him tell you his story. I think--I don’t think it was 

such a bad thing that I was captured.”
“Why?” 
“Because he said that Lord Conward of Ketekey told him where to find me.” 
He searched her face for a long moment. “And he is your brother?”
Jacey nodded. 
“Very well then.” He put his sword back in his sheath. Jacey smiled faintly and leaned 

against him as he walked out of the thicket.
Dylan glanced at her and then him. He shook his head. “I don’t know if I ever would have had 

the guts to do that, Jacey.”



Jacey smiled faintly.
“My wife,” Heddwyn said in Aldroian, “said that you have something to tell me.”
Dylan’s surprised flickered visibly on his face as it dawned on him that the commander 

understood everything they said. “Yes, sir. At least, that is what she seems to think.”
“And what is this?” 
Dylan motioned to the ground. “She wants you to hear about the last six months in Aldroa.” 
Heddwyn followed suit after Dylan sat. “Very well.” He glanced at Major Pauldor, who 

stood behind him. “You might as well join us.”
Major Pauldor nodded and sat. Jacey smiled faintly and leaned against Heddwyn, absently 

rubbing his hand. Tension seemed to slowly ease out of him the longer she did so.
Dylan glanced at the ground for a moment and then took a deep breath before he began.

Heddwyn stared at the trees, The sun set long before and someone made a fire, yet he could 
still see the silhouettes of the black leaves against the dark blue sky. 

Never had he expected he would hear something like this. Yes, he expected that eventually 
one side would take steps to stop the war but to have a traitor as high as Lord Conward--never. 

The attacks on Aldroa began soon after Heddwyn arrived in the area five months ago. They 
had similar enough tactics to fool anyone not familiar with Heddwyn’s organization, with the 
single exception that they killed randomly and took no prisoners. All who attacked them were 
large, although now that Dylan actually saw Heddwyn and Major Pauldor, he admitted that they 
were too small to be Targoians. Aldroa hadn’t seen many Targos for almost a year now.

Hope came for them when a Lord Conward, claiming to be from Ketekey, sent them a letter 
and explained that he could arrange to have Heddwyn delivered into their hands. When asked, 
Dylan produced the letter that informed him where Jacey would be on the road, at what time to 
attack, and how to identify her in  enough detail that it had to have come from someone who had 
seen Jacey before.  After five months of trying to protect themselves, Dylan knew that they had 
nothing to lose. 

After Dylan finished and answered Heddwyn’s multitude of questions, Heddwyn just stared 
at the fire. Dylan quietly brought them food and let him think. Jacey stayed next to him, 
somehow instinctively knowing the differences between him merely thinking and him brooding. 
Before too long, Jacey too drifted to sleep. But beyond that, no one did anything. It was like no 
one knew how to respond now that he was no longer drilled them.

Finally, Heddwyn looked at Major Pauldor. “There is a change in plans,” he murmured.
“I expected as much.”
“You are to take Jacey to Targo City.”
“Sir--”
Heddwyn raised his hand. “Once Jacey is safe there, I want you to rendezvous with me in 

Mertic in four days from now.”
“Mertic is deep in Ketekey.”
Heddwyn nodded. “I am aware of that.”
“What--if I may ask--are you thinking?”
“We are going to attack Kartigon.”
Major Pauldor blinked. “Sir--surely if it was possible to capture the capital of Ketekey, it 



would have done by now.”
Heddwyn shook his head. “ARe you trying to say you do not think I can do it?”
“I am--I have been working with you for three years now. I know how you think and how 

you like to plan. In spite of what people think, you don’t just run off randomly attacking 
whatever you feel like. It takes you a month to feel comfortable in a place--more if the place is as 
unfamiliar and important like Kartigon will be. When you attack Kartigon, you know nothing 
now.”

Heddwyn shook his head. “There, you are in error. I’ve had the plans for attacking Kartigon 
for about two years now.”

“But--you have never been there.”
“No. But there are enough people who believe I am smart enough that if I ask for a copy of 

the information gathered, they will give it. And for the rest, they only request a ‘fee.’”
Major Pauldor blinked. “You have been bribing the spies for status reports about Kartigon?”
“More or less.”
He frowned for a long moment. Heddwyn took that as an agreement and turned to Dylan. 

“Would you and your men care to ride with me?”
Dylan blinked. “Ride with you... how?”
“For the next three days it will be hard. At some point in time I’ll need to see what whoever 

comes can do but initially it will be riding hard and riding fast.” 
“So... you are asking for our help to attack Kartigon.”
“And end the war, yes.” 
“I will.” A man who had been helping Dylan tell his story--Parthos if Heddwyn recalled 

correctly--stood. “It’s about time someone paid for what they’ve been doing.”
Heddwyn shook his head. “Your help I will not accept.” 
“Why ever not?”
“Because you’re hurting, you’re mad, and the last thing you need is to be brought face-to-face 

with the people who killed your wife in a situation where you can kill them.” 
“That is insane!”
“It is true however. I know. You will be too much of a liability.” 
“Why him?” Dylan said. “All of us have lost something.” 
Heddwyn paused, staring at the fire. “That rumor that we of Targo can sense people’s 

emotions--it’s true. Just emotions.” He looked at Dylan again. “Whatever you have lost, it is not 
that great. But ever since I became more levelheaded, I have refused to accept anyone with that 
kind of anger at the enemy.” 

Dylan frowned. “I will ride with you. Anyone else who wishes to come, comes under his 
own free will.”

“You will be commanded by Targoians. You must understand.” 
“No matter.” 
“Very well.” Heddwyn glanced at Jacey where she slept against his chest. Gently he brushed 

back her hair. “We leave in thirty minutes.” 
Grumbles met the notion of breaking camp and riding through the night, although nearly 

everyone joined him. After instructing them what to bring, Heddwyn let them figure out how to 
pack the horses and took Jacey to a place to sleep. 



She smiled at him sleepily as he laid her down. He brushed back her hair.
“What is it, Heddwyn?” she murmured. 
“I’m sending you to Targo City,” he said.
Jacey pushed herself up. “What? Now?”
Heddwyn nodded. “I--I know it is safer for there than where we are going.”
She bit her lip slightly. “What are you going to do, Heddwyn?” 
“You were correct. I did need to speak with your brother and now I understand what is going 

on. I need to do something about it. I--I will work better if you are in Targo City and safe.”
Jacey put a hand on his shoulder, her face telling him her worry more than words ever could. 

He leaned over and kissed her gently. 
“Don’t worry, my little Jacey. I will be safe and when I come back, everything will be much 

better. I promise.” 
She bit her lip but nodded. 
“Major Pauldor will be bringing you to Targo City. You can stay at home or you can stay 

with Eva. I don’t care.”
She nodded again, and absently played with his hair. He kissed her again, holding her close. 

She sighed and leaned her head against his chest. 
“As you wish.” 
“Thank you.” 

––Four––
For Each Other

With a gasp, Jacey grabbed onto the saddle horn to catch herself from falling. Her legs felt like 
they could not support her. Major Pauldor glanced at her and then touched her arm. 

“Miss Jacey?”
Jacey shook her head as the blood slowly returned and she could stand again. With a deep 

breath, she pushed herself up and looked at him. 
“I’m okay.”
“We can rest here. I do not mind.” 
Jacey shook her head. “You need to get to Heddwyn.”
“I also need to you keep and the child safe. Two days of riding is more than many woman 

could make it in your condition.”
She shook her head again, meeting his eyes defiantly, even though she had to look up nearly 

three feet. After seeing Dylan, everyone looked twice as tall. “We are only ten miles out from 
Targo City now. There’s no need to rest. We’ll make it.” 

Major Pauldor frowned but nodded. “Let us at least get something to eat while the horses 
rest.”

To that proposition, Jacey consented, letting him lead her into the inn.
 One hour later, they were once again riding towards Targo City. Jacey knew that she would 

not stay awake much longer. Although she had pretend to be brave and strong, she knew the 
moment she made it to a bed, she would fall asleep. These past two days had been far too 
draining on her. Every place in her body ached, her back worse of all from the child. 



Almost suddenly, her stomach twisted in a knot and sent a jab of pain up her back and down 
her legs. She barely kept in a gasp as she pressed her hand to her stomach. For the longest 
minute, the pain swept through her body. She closed her eyes and let her horse follow Major 
Pauldor’s, trying to act normal. At any signs that she was having problems, she knew Major 
Pauldor would stop immediately. Heddwyn needed him though,  and she would do everything 
she could to see Major Pauldor made it.

For the longest time, it appeared that the pain was nothing. She rode quietly, watching as 
Targo City grew before her. Then, it came again. Again, she silently endured it, though every part 
of  her wanted to scream out in pain. Again, it passed. 

After the fifth time of it passing, it dawned on her. She was probably in labor. It fit. The 
pain, a tightening, like someone was squeezing her chest and yet it came and went. 

But--it was too early. She wasn’t due for another month. And not here. Not on the side of the 
road. She couldn’t! Heddwyn wasn’t here. Even if he never seemed that pleased about the child, 
she wanted him there. She wanted to see his face soften at the sight of the little one. He wanted 
to be there.

Jacey gasped as a stronger wave of pain took her, causing Major Pauldor to glance back. 
“Miss Jacey?”
Jacey shook her head, biting her lip. 
He immediately touched her shoulder. “Miss Jacey, we need to stop if you’re hurting.”
Jacey shook her head and slowly relaxed. “No. No, we’re almost there.”
“I can’t be having you--”
Jacey looked at him. “We’re almost there. I can make it. It’s only been going on for a few 

hours and it’s not that bad yet.”
“A few hours and now you tell me?”
“I’ll be fine. Just keep riding.”
Major Pauldor said nothing, but slowly began riding again. Jacey kept up, thankful that her 

horse was smart enough to follow Major Pauldor’s. 
In spite of what she said, the pain increased rapidly from there on out. When they finally 

came to Targo City, Major Pauldor turned to follow the road around the city and towards 
Heddwyn’s house.

“No.”
He turned and looked. “Pardon?”
“We--we should go to his sister’s house. On [something] street.” 
Major Pauldor frowned at her. “Is it that bad?”
“It’s--bad enough.” 
He turned into the city. “The commander will have my head for putting you at this kind of 

risk.”
“It’s my choice. I--” Jacey gasped as another wave wracked her body. 
Major Pauldor turned but said nothing. Jacey just squeezed her eyes shut and tried to follow 

him as best as she could. Ever so slowly, it passed. 
The crowd pressed close to them, making it difficult to ride through the streets. Although 

Major Pauldor tried to do the best he could to avoid the more major streets, it seemed like every 
street was crowded that day. After three more waves of pain and a long detour, they finally 



pulled up to Eva’s house. 
Instantly, Major Pauldor leapt from his horse. “This is the right house?”
Jacey nodded and he lifted her carefully off the horse. For a moment she had to cling to him 

or fear falling. Her legs once again felt like pudding. Instead of waiting, he scooped her up and 
carried her up the stairs. With his foot he pounded on the door. 

It took a moment before one of the children pulled open the door, followed by Eva.
“Jacey!” she gasped. 
Jacey turned and gave her a wane smile.
“Pardon, ma’am. Miss Jacey be having her baby right now.” 
Eva hesitated a moment and then nodded. “Of course. Please bring her upstairs in the first 

room on the left. Sami, go run down the street and fetch Dr. Ladislav.” 
Major Pauldor squeezed his way through the door and walked up the stairs. Jacey closed her 

eyes as another contraction squeezed her body. Gently, he laid her on the bed and moved back. 
Jacey opened her eyes as soon as the contraction finished. Major Pauldor stood against the 

wall, watching her like on guard. 
She gave a small smile. “You should go.”
“Pardon?”
Jacey nodded. “Heddwyn will need you.”
“But--”
“I’ll be fine. Eva will take care of me.” 
He paused.
“He just told you to get me to Targo City. Not watch after me while I have the little one.” 
He nodded. “Very well.”
Jacey smiled. “Keep him safe.” 
“I will.” With a slight bow, he ducked out. 
Eva entered just as he left and came to her. “How do you feel?”
“I could be better.” 
“How long has it been going on?”
“Oh, maybe, three, four, five hours.” Jacey shrugged. “Five miles out of town is when the 

first one came.” 
“Can I get you anything?”
Jacey shook her head. “I’ll be fine.” Eva’s face looked so dark that she reached over and 

squeezed the woman’s hand. “Honest.” 
Eva licked her lips. “Heddwyn--didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what?” 
“A...about what you having the baby will... result in?”
Jacey stared at Eva, her mind searching with what she could mean and coming up with 

nothing. She shook her head. “No. What do you mean?”
Eva shifted a little and then sat down next to her. She didn’t look at Jacey right away, her 

eyes instead searching the blanket like it contained the words she was to say. “I don’t know how 
to say this in any gentle manner.” She looked up. “There... has been no successful deliveries of 
babies from Targoian fathers and Aldroian--or Ketekey as is generally the case--mothers.” 

Jacey blinked. “What--are--you saying my baby is going to die?”



“Not--necessarily. But you will.” 
Jacey blinked. “What?”
“The foreign mothers always die during the birth. They  bleed out and die. The babies... 

sometimes make it, sometimes don’t.”
Jacey felt her heart stop, just as the baby kicked her. Never, had Heddwyn even hinted that 

having this baby might result in her death. Yet... his gray face whenever she mentioned the baby, 
so worn, like it was the last thing in the world he wanted. And he hardly ever mentioned it or 
encouraged anything towards it. The signs that he knew were there. He knew that she would die 
and he said nothing.

“Why--didn’t he tell me?”
Eva took a deep breath. “He didn’t want you to worry about it. He wanted you to be happy 

for as long as you could be.”
“But--I can’t die now. I can’t! I haven’t even said good-bye to Heddwyn and we weren’t 

expecting the baby so soon and--”
“You don’t have a choice. No one does, Jacey.”
Jacey leaned back and closed her eyes. Another contraction squeezed through her. She waited 

for it to pass before she let out a sigh. “I could have helped him though.”
“He’s stubborn, yes. But he did it with you in mind. He... I doubt he ever expected that you 

would have the child without him here to tell you.”
Jacey stared at the ceiling. The sun danced through the window and sprayed little patterns of 

light along the ceiling. “I--Is it really coming?”
“I would think so. Sami went to get the doctor.”
She paused. “Can--you get me some paper then? I need to write a letter to Heddwyn.” 
Eva nodded. “Of course.” 
Three minutes later Jacey sat propped up in bed and leaned over the writing table. For a 

moment, the blank paper stared back at her, taunting her with the awareness that she did onto 
know what to possibly say. Jacey took the pen and dipped it in the ink, then took a deep breath 
and began to write.

My dearest, dearest Heddwyn, 
I wish you told me. I wish you let me know that you did not like the child because the child was 

going to kill me. I wish I knew that it wasn’t because you were so against having children to begin 
with. I wish I could have been there for you. 

I’m sorry you can’t be here. I wish for nothing more than to have you next to me right now 
and to hold you close and tell you that you’ll be okay. Except I know you won’t be. You’ll be angry 
and bitter and mad at the world. Don’t worry. I understand.

I only ask that you don’t hold our baby responsible. It wasn’t the baby’s fault. It just--
happened. If anything, blame the Aldroian tradition. But don’t blame the baby and don’t hate the 
baby.  Instead, love it, whether it’s a girl or a boy. Love it and care for it and raise it well. Be 
there as much as you can. 

Leave the army. I know you feel like you’re indebted to it, but stay there after this is going to 
kill you. You keep telling your soldiers that they have to be levelheaded but you won’t be. Ten 
years is more than enough for the mess they got themselves into. 

I love you, Heddwyn. I love you so much and I wish so desperately that this didn’t have to 



happen. Don’t regret anything that happened or anything that you weren’t able to tell me because 
I know it already. I know you better than you know yourself sometime.

I’ll love you forever.
Jacey

Only fate could have caused Heddwyn to intercept the spy’s report when he did. Not only 
was it any spy’s report, but from a man who trusted that Heddwyn knew what he was doing. 
After reading it, he had to change his plans and he moved towards immediate attacking of 
Kartigon. Although he regretted that he did not have Major Pauldor to bring up the flank, he 
could not wait. 

In spite of all his information, Heddwyn never expected Kartigon to fall so easily. The 
moment he moved against the town, the town itself surrendered. No one fought him or any of his 
men, even as he rode through the town. 

Instead, their faces echoed the weariness his soul felt. Haunted, drained faces stared at him as 
the ever-present reminder that this war went on far too long for either side. Signs, from the 
scarceness of men to the shabbiness of the capital, told him it cost this country more than it 
bargained for. 

The palace itself took more work to conquer, but even that fell within one day. All except for 
one, small room near the top of the tower. It was there that the lords congregated in hopes of 
holding out against Heddwyn’s wrath. 

So Heddwyn let them wait. He gave them half a day to figure out what they wanted to do 
before he approached them. They should be smart enough to realize that with their town 
conquered, they had no choice but to surrender. 

Heddwyn glanced at the soldier stationed outside of the room. “Anything yet?”
He shook his head. “No, sir.”
Heddwyn stared at the door and frowned slightly. “Very well. Let’s get them to move.” He 

took the two steps closer and rapped on the door. “Open in the name of the TArgoian 
government.”

Someone said something that he would never repeat. Some people scrambled around and he 
heard a shout asking for the translator. Heddwyn shook his head and rapped again.

“Open, I say.” 
“You give us no promises of anything.”
“You deserve none, for dragging on this war for the past five years. Longer if you count your 

raids in the name of [the other country].”
“You have no proof we did any of that.”
“I do.”
They muttered something he could not understand. 
“You have no choice but to surrender,” Heddwyn said. “I will guarantee your lives for a 

week. BEyond that, I want an unconditional surrender of the lords and king. The soldiers may 
keep their lives.” Heddwyn pulled out the terms he had already planned and  slipped it under the 
door. Not one of them would know he wrote it himself, assuming instead there was a translator 
somewhere. “There it is, spelled out in your native tongue.” 

They said nothing for the longest time, as they studied his writing. He glanced at the soldier 



standing guard still for a moment, waiting patiently.
Finally, they spoke. “You demand the death of a Major Ketason. Why is that?”
Heddwyn paused and licked his lips. “Any man who boasts about killing a whole family of 

young girls deserves deaths, whether or not you are doing a massacre.”
“What is your proof that he did that?”
“A government announcement from ten years ago, boasting how you fooled Targo into 

believe that [the other country] had attacked them. In that announcement, someone printed that 
the then Lt Katason boasted to everyone who cared that he killed a blacksmith and his four 
children. It is on your records in your library.” 

They began muttering again before they continued to the other item Heddwyn knew would be 
of question. “You count Lord Conward of Targo under those who are to unconditionally 
surrender. We have no claim to Targo’s politics.”

“I am certain he made a deal with you regarding his safety even if his foolhardy plan fell 
through. You were unwise to trust him as your source of military information for although he 
may have sat at the conceal seat during the war committee meetings, he could hardly understand 
enough of what was going on. His skill in war was that poor. Sign the paper and open the door.” 

They paused still, although Heddwyn felt almost certain he heard some Targo spoken in the 
room. He waited a minute before rapping on the door again.

“Sign the paper and be done with it! You have my signature.”
“Commander, this paper is not guaranteed by the Targoian government. It is not a valid paper 

since you have no authority by which to give us this terms.”
“As the highest ranking military head that is currently stationed here, my terms will be valid 

for the next ninety days, during which the king will declare his own terms and present to you the 
full terms of surrender. Or he will validate mine. either way, those will be binding for ninety 
days. 

“And before you argue it further, the second copy says the exact say thing in Targoian. Even 
if you do not think we will honor a Ketekey document, we must honor a document written in 
Targoian.”

For a moment, everything was silent. Then the door slowly creaked open to reveal a long, 
narrow chamber. A high table ran the length of it and around it sat various Ketekey lords. A 
servant handed him the papers, trembling the whole time, and backed away as soon as he took 
them. Heddwyn only glanced at them long enough to see there was a signature before looking 
around the room. 

“Thank you, gentlemen. As I am sure your country does.” 
“Explain,” the king said in Ketekey, “why do you want the major?”
The translator began to translate for him but Heddwyn held his hand up. With these 

documents, it did not matter what they knew about him. 
“Major Ketason?” 
“Yes.” 
“Major Ketason killed my family,” Heddwyn said in Ketekey. “That is who he boasted of. I 

found out about three years ago. If anything, you should want the man dead. If he did nothing, I 
would probably not be standing before you this day.”

The lords stared at him, stunned speechless that he could speak their language. Heddwyn 



glanced around the room, and found exactly what he expected. Lord Conward sat in the corner, 
hoping Heddwyn would not see him. 

“Conward.” 
The man did not move.
“I never accounted you of any great intelligence, though I see now why you kept pressing me 

to accept your son. If you had not offered me your daughter, I might have actually allowed him 
entrance into my squad this time. But, what were you thinking when you informed a man with 
my wife’s last name how to kidnap her? Are you truly as stupid as that move appears?”

Conward’s face tightened and he rose, glaring at Heddwyn. “The man did not have it! I 
checked the copy your accountant gave me. The fake copy I might add. Do not think I am so 
dense to realize that you would not marry a slave girl out of the blue so closely to when I sent 
you the offer. 

“But the man did not have the same name.”
“The fact that you needed to check,” Heddwyn said passively, “should have told you 

enough. But truly, you thought that Dylan, son of Miener, could not possibly be related to 
Jacey, daughter of Miener? For that’s what jijo and jija mean, or do you not know that language 
either? Yes, I noticed the translator was from Targo and for your benefit, not theirs.” 

Conward gaped at him. “You have no respect--”
“I need not show any respect for man who gave his country over to these men. As of now, 

you are not a lord.”
Heddwyn turned to the soldiers who stood outside the room. “Take Conward to the prison 

and hold him.”  He turned and marched out. “And I want the lords in a secure room immediately, 
preferably outside of the palace and--”

“Commander!” 
Heddwyn turned immediate as Major Pauldor ran towards him. He waited until he 

approached and saluted. 
“A pleasure to see you,’ Heddwyn said.  “And just in time.”
Major Pauldor nodded. “Pardon, sir. My horse threw a shoe through the overpass and then 

you moved quicker than I expected.” 
“No matter. I did not need you as much as I thought I would.” He began walking again 

towards the courtyard.
“I was told to report to you as soon as I arrived.”
“Yes. I am leaving. I have the Ketekey surrender and I am now going  back home.”
“Sir?”
“I want Conward moved as soon as possible. He was here. I want him in the capital. I already 

sent messages for reinforcements. YOu may have one group of Ketekey’s attack you, but the 
reinforcements should come within six hours of their attack, cutting it very short. I do not even 
know if they will bother though after what I have seen this town. 

“As soon as there are more than fifty men here, I want the lords and Conward moved. I am 
sure that there will be other orders but those are mine. You still should be able to make it back to 
the capital in a week, as scheduled.” 

Heddwyn pushed opened the door and walked towards the stables. “You are now in charge 
here, Major. I expect you will be promoted when you reach the capital.”



“What--about you, sir?”
Heddwyn looked at him. “By the time you make it there, I will be retired.”  He took his horse 

out of the stall and began to saddle it. 
“But--”
“I was going to stay in the army until the war is over. It is over. I am done. I would advise 

Sergeant Tomosa as your second-in-command. He has some good ideas, just need some logic 
added. He will do well if you refine him.”  Heddwyn finished and began to strap on his pack. “I 
have more detailed orders left for you. They are not hard to follow. Just remember what I taught 
you.” He mounted and looked at him. “How was Jacey/”

Major Pauldor paused. “She--she was fine last I saw, sir.”
Heddwyn nodded. “Thank you for bringing her.” 
He gave a small nod. “It was a pleasure serving with you, sir. I doubt I would have survived 

the war without you.” 
“Thank Jacey for surviving the war at all.” 
“Pardon?’
“Without her being kidnapped, I never would have found that Conward was a traitor, nor that 

I have needed to act without orders to save Targo. It is because of her the war is over, not me.” 
“You give yourself too little credit.”
“I give myself enough.” 
Major Pauldor saluted him. “I shall see you in Targo City then, when we return.” 
Heddwyn nodded and slapped the reigns. With that, his horse trotted out of the stables and 

on the road towards home and Jacey.

The contractions stopped late in the afternoon and for a few, brief hours, it seemed as if the 
baby decided to wait. The doctor, however, confined her to bed, since it was too early for her to 
be having it. 

Jacey only saw Juna once the whole time, when Juna brought her a tray for dinner. Juna now 
looked like a ghost of the bouncy, carefree girl Jacey knew. She hardly even looked at Jacey as 
she set the tray on the table and Jacey could not bring herself to ask her how she was doing.

Right about sunrise, the contractions began anew and with vengeance. Nearly immediately, 
Eva sent for the doctor again,  and so began the longest day of Jacey’s life. Never had she been in 
such pain as she was then, wrapping around her stomach and squeezing so tightly like she might 
explode, yet still managing to send its little fingers down her legs and hurt her as well. 

Yet, nothing they did managed to bring the baby out faster. The day slowly slipped by, with 
moments of extreme pain and moments where she could actually relax for a little bit. At first she 
tried to read during that time, but later she took those few minutes to rest, for the constant strain 
of labor wore her out quickly. 

Night came and with it and  an increase in the frequency of the contractions. But not a baby. 
Jacey tried not to think that once the baby came, she would probably die. She only wanted to see 
the baby, just once. She wanted to give it a chance at life.  But the longer it took, the darker the 
doctor’s face became and the more she feared that the baby might not even make it.

Then suddenly, something changed and within minutes, she was pushing it out. Eva sat near 
by, brushing back her hair from her sweaty forehead and whispering encouragements to her.  



Jacey squeezed her eyes shut and did as she was told, too tired to do much else.  Never had she 
found something so draining.

Suddenly, she heard a small warble of a cry. Jacey blinked and pushed herself up. The doctor 
held a small, red baby on one arm, examining it quickly. Jacey just stared at it. Never had she seen 
one so small. The doctor cut the cord and wrapped it in  a blanket before handing it to her. 

“He appears healthy. The smallest youngling I have ever seen but fine nonetheless.” 
Gently, Jacey took the baby and held him close. He fit perfectly in the crook of her arm. His 

little face scrunched up in anger at the cold and the light. Jacey smiled and traced his little cheek 
with her finger. 

“You made it, little one,” she whispered. 
He paused and blinked at her. LIght blue eyes met hers and for a moment, Jacey knew there 

was no way she would passively let go of life. He was too perfect. Somehow, he looked  just like 
Heddwyn.

“It’s a boy?” she asked softly.
The doctor nodded. “Indeed.” 
Jacey smiled again. “Might--might I make it from this?”
The doctor frowned slightly. “I don’t want to get your hopes up. The fact that nothing has 

happened so far is very good. With how tiny that little one is, I almost won’t be surprised. But it 
still might change.”

Jacey nodded, hoping desperately that it won’t.
For a few minutes, Jacey just held her son. She couldn’t bare to give him up, just in case. And 

no one pushed her. It was like they all knew that this might very well be the only time that Jacey 
and her son would spend together and so they let them spend it in peace.

Suddenly, pain flared once again through her abdomen.  Jacey gasped and clung to her child. 
This had been too short of a time. The little one and Heddwyn still needed her.

Immediately, Eva took the child and handed it off to the assistant. The doctor in turn began 
check her and bombard her with questions. Another wave came and she gasped a second time. 

“What is it?”  Jacey whispered. 
“I--We aren’t anywhere close to safety.”
“Why?”
He looked at her. “There’s another one coming.” 
Jacey blinked. “Another--baby?”
He nodded. “You have twins apparently.”
Jacey closed her eyes and felt herself shudder. Why? Just when she thought she might 

survive to see her son grow up. Just when all Heddwyn’s fears looked like they might have been 
for nothing. Another child.

“YOu better get ready. It’s coming fast.” 
Another flurry of chaos erupted. Jacey just let it flow over her, following the commands 

when given. But she kept her eyes on her son in the corner, unwilling to look away. EVen when it 
seemed to hurt worse than before, she did not close her eyes. 

“Jacey?”
Jacey turned and looked at Eva’s worried face. She smiled faintly. “What?” 
“You--look pale.”



Jacey touched her cheek. “What?” 
Eva nodded. “Do you feel fine?”
Jacey gasped and clung to her hand for a long minute before nodded jerkily. “Yeah. It just--

hurts. Is it almost here?”
EVa nodded. “Yes. Yes, it is.” 
“Ready, Jacey, and push,” the doctor said. 
Jacey clung to Eva and pushed with all her might. A moan escaped her lips as she felt the 

head slide out. 
The doctor cursed. “Milos, I need you here now. Bring the sponges and towels.”
“What’s wrong?” Jacey said. 
He shook his head and took the towel from Milos. Jacey pushed a second time automatically 

and the baby slide out. Immediately, the doctor handed the second one off to Eva and turned back 
to her.

“What is it?” Jacey said. 
“Hemorrhaging. Just like we feared.” Whatever he was doing, he was working quickly.
“What does that mean?” 
Milos leaned over her and began to massage her abdomen. “It means that you’re bleeding 

out.”
Jacey blinked and looked at Eva. Her second child laid there, screaming angrily. Quietly, she 

reached up and touched the small hand. She heard of enough women who bled out after a delivery 
and died. 

“Is this--how it happens?” she whispered.
Eva nodded slightly. 
“No. No!” Jacey gasped. The world swayed slightly before her. “You have to stop it!” 
“We’re trying.” 
Jacey gasped and grabbed Eva’s hand and squeezed it desperately. “You have to stop it. You 

have to.” 
They said nothing. Black dots began to flicker in Jacey’s vision. Her breath came in gasps. In 

spite of how much Eva told her she needed to calm down, she couldn’t. She couldn’t come this 
far just to die. 

“Jacey.” 
Eva’s voice sounded so far away. Jacey turned, but she could only see the woman’s face 

through a long tunnel.
“Jacey, you gave Heddwyn two children. It’s okay. I’ll--watch out for him.” 
“No. I can’t let go.” 
Eva began fading but Jacey shook her head. “I can’t let go, Eva. I need to stay.”
Eva smiled sadly and said something but Jacey could not understand it. Her body felt numb, 

like she no longer beyond inside of it. Jacey blinked and tried  to look one more time at her child 
but that faded. 

For a brief second, Jacey understood how soldiers always knew they were going to die. Then, 
everything went blank.

Heddwyn pressed himself against the shed’s wall and closed his eyes. Beyond the wall was his 



town. He heard the screams of terror and the people begging, people who he recognized just by 
the sound of their voice, and then the begs cut short. He smelled the burnt flesh and hair and the 
smell of sweat. He heard the soldiers shouting, though he did not know what they said.  Still, he 
knew they enjoyed the slaughter.

He had to get home. He had to get to them and maybe help them get out and away from all 
this. 

He turned again and peeked around the corner of the shed. 
“Puppy!” 
Heddwyn blinked. Somehow, though the town burned behind him, little Miha tottered across 

the street, just barely able to keep his balance. Heddwyn glanced towards the town but saw no 
soldiers near by.

“Puppy!” Miha said again.
Heddwyn took a deep breath and began to run towards his brother. He had to get him at 

least. Miha did not deserve this.
Suddenly, one of the soldiers shouted something. Heddwyn glanced up for a moment to see 

two of them running towards him, their swords drawn. Heddwyn gasped and hesitated. 
The next moment, Miha laid on the ground, crying and bleeding. Heddwyn blinked. The 

soldiers ran towards him. 
Heddwyn couldn’t think. He turned and ran. He couldn’t look back. He couldn’t think about 

what he just saw....
The smell of smoke still hung in the air. Heddwyn quietly walked through town, trying to 

ignore the body parts that littered the ground. No one lived here anymore. He could feel nothing, 
not even the emotion of pain. No one could call this place a town anymore.

He stopped outside what was his father’s shop. For a moment, he stared at the rubble heap. 
Then, he grabbed the center beam and heaved. It took all his strength but ever so slowly, it moved 
out of the way and he could crawl into the shop.

For a moment, he didn’t move. Then he slipped into the hole and knelt on his hands and 
knees. The ground was still very warm, almost hot. Heddwyn began to crawl into the building, 
unsure even what he was looking for. Perhaps the cash box. They would need that.

Something cut his hand and he gasped. Through the dmi light that came from a hole on top, he 
could see blood slowly flowing down the palm of his hand. Heddwyn glanced down and saw the 
handle of a sword. Slowly, he drew it out of the ash and felt the weight in his hand. This was his 
sword, somehow thrown across the whole shop. He took it and began to back out of the shop. 
Now he knew why he came here one last time. He came for his sword. 

He left town the way he came. To go the other way meant he had to see Miha’s body. He 
should have been able to protect the boy. Instead--

With a gasp, Heddwyn shook himself awake. The rain, that so far began to hold itself back, 
had begun to fall. He wiped his eyes dry and kicked the horse into a faster walk. 

He hadn’t remembered about Miha in so long. He hadn’t wanted to. Miha reminded him of 
his utter lack of courage. He should have been able to take down two soldiers, even untrained. He 
was over two feet taller than them. Instead, he hesitated long enough to let them hurt Miha, and 
then ran when they began to chase him. He had failed Miha, the one time when the boy needed 
him. 



It had to have come back from the exhaustion. He only had a few hours of sleep each day for 
the past week. But now he could not stop. He could see Targo City from where he was.

He exchanged his horse for a military supply one as soon as he reached Targo’s border and 
left instructions for his horse to be sent on. He then kept exchanging his horse at each supply 
station along the road, stopping only a few minutes and eating in the saddle. And, as just seen, 
sleeping in it as well. 

Although he tried to convince himself that his mind kept playing tricks on him, he felt certain 
that Major Pauldor had not told him the full truth. Just the way he said it, with the faintest of 
hesitancies, made Heddwyn doubt his word. Because of that, Heddwyn felt he needed to get to 
Jacey as soon as he possible. 

He arrived at Targo just as the gate was lowered at dawn. In the gray light of morning, he 
could see nothing that proclaimed a victory for Targo. Somehow, he must have beat the 
messenger here. The few people that rose this early in the morning stared at him as he rode 
through the town. It was not often that a commander rode through town without a squad 
following him. Heddwyn said nothing, even when asked. To say that the war was over without 
reporting to the palace would not be proper. The messenger should be here today, if Heddwyn 
already arrived.

Instead of going to the palace, he turned towards Eva’s house. If something had happened, 
Eva would know. If nothing had happened, and Jacey just decided to stay at Eva’s house instead 
of theirs, he did not want to have to come back into town. If Jacey was in fact safe at home, then 
he could ride there with confidence that he would soon see his wife. 

Even so, when he stood outside Eva’s door, he could barely bring himself to knock. Finally, 
he did, only to have to wait a minute because of the early hour.

The slave girl from last time opened the door and blinked at him. “Oh, Commander.” She 
moved back.

Heddwyn walked in and glanced around. The silence 
 The house was silent. He glanced at the slave girl, but she had already moved away.
“Heddwyn?” 
Heddwyn turned at the sound of EVa’s voice. Eva sat in the living room, her eyes so tired and 

worn, and her face gray with strain. She still wore a robe and held her youngest, now nearly a 
year, in her arms. 

“You’re back already?” Eva asked.
Heddwyn gave a curt nod. 
“Did--you go to your place?”
He shook his head, tried to speak and found that he could manage the words. Eva’s dark face 

made him fear what her answer would confirm.
“That’s--probably for the better.” Eva leaned back.  “I hope you don’t mind but I needed to 

hire a wet nurse. The little ones--”
“She--had it?” he croaked. 
Eva nodded. “Two of them. Two little boys.”
Heddwyn felt the strength drain out of him. After trying so hard to make it back in time, it 

was all for nothing.  He had lost his Jacey.
Suddenly, the exhaustion he thus far avoided fell on his shoulders so strongly he did not think 



he could stand. He took a deep breath and ran a hand over his eyes. All he could see was Jacey, 
her smiling face teasing him about being scared of a little lump, so innocent and naive that that 
little lump would kill her. Her laughter when she felt it kick for the first time haunted him.

“Heddwyn?”
Heddwyn blinked and looked at his sister. Even with the added exhaustion of caring for three 

infants, she looked at him like she understood. 
He licked his lips. “The war--it’s over. You don’t need to worry about me running off again.”
“Over?”
He nodded. “I have their surrender. I just--I was just hoping....” He didn’t look at her, 

searching the flooring again for some secret pattern.
“Heddwyn, did you hear anything I just said?”
He nodded. “I almost thought I could do it, Eva. I never thought I wanted to marry. It was 

too dangerous for her. And then I had Jacey and she was so--wonderful. I thought maybe, for her, 
I could have a child. But now that--” He felt his throat closing up on him.  He might have thought 
he could survive this but now he knew he couldn’t. He needed to get away before he started 
crying.

“You--didn’t get my letter?” 
Heddwyn glanced at her for a moment. “When? Any letters you sent in the last two weeks 

would not have reached me. I--changed my camp location without informing the generals.” 
“Jacey made it. I wrote you, so you won’t panic when Major Pauldor told you she went in 

labor.”
Heddwyn blinked at her. “Jacey--” 
“She’s upstairs. She bled some, yes, but not anymore than someone with twins. For a 

moment, we thought we might have lost her but--” 
Heddwyn turned and began running up the stairs three at a time. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I did! Right after I said you had two sons.”
“You never did!” He rounded the corner and stopped. The door to Eva’s guest room was 

closed. Beyond that, Eva said, Jacey slept. He only need open it and see her. 
Absently, he wiped his sweaty hands in his hands, then cautiously, like she might float away, 

he opened the door. 
Jacey laid on her back, sprawled out across the whole bed. Her face was ghostly pale, like she 

was made from china. Her hair, the beautiful honey hair, sprayed across the pillow and fell over 
her shoulder. She slept, not stirring once as the door open or close quietly as Heddwyn slipped 
in. 

For a long moment, he stared at her, unable to take his eyes off of her. The only sign she lived 
was the slow, steady rising and falling of her chest. Yet, she was alive. Somehow, she had had 
two little ones and still lived to see him again.

Against the wall stood two cradles. After watching her forever, he crept towards them and 
peeked inside. Two of the tiniest younglings he had ever seen laid nestled in blankets. One of 
them curled himself into a ball, so much like Jacey did when he left and came back during the 
night. Heddwyn watched them for a second, and then glanced back at Jacey. One of the 
younglings sneezed softly. Jacey shifted but kept sleeping. 

Heddwyn sat on the side of the bed and pulled off his boots, all the while watching her sleep 



so as to not disturb her. She shifted again and rolled onto her side. 
Then, suddenly, her deep blue eyes opened slightly and looked at him dreamily.
“Heddwyn?” she whispered, like she  doubted his existence.
He blinked. Jacey reached out a hand towards him and he took it. Gently, he kissed her 

fingers. 
“It is you,” Jacey said.
“Who else would it be?” 
“A dream.” She smiled faintly and weakly pulled him closer. He followed her lead, kneeling 

beside the bed so as to be closer to her. Jacey reached up her hand and stroked back his hair. 
“You’re back soon.” 

He nodded. 
“I was hoping to be a bit stronger before you came back.” 
“I do not care how strong you are, so long as you’re alive.” 
Jacey nodded and slipped her hand behind his neck. She pulled him closer and he kissed her 

gently. She kept an arm around his neck and he could sense waves and waves of happiness. He 
pulled back a moment and she smiled at him.

“Already forgot how?” 
Heddwyn shook his head and drew her close again, kissing her in some kind of hope she 

would understand what he felt. 
A small cry caused Jacey to pull back. He searched her face worriedly but she just smiled. 
“We aren’t alone anymore,” she said with a smile. “Can you get him? I’m not suppose to 

stand for much of anything.” 
Heddwyn glanced from her to the cradle. A little arm waved above the crib, followed by 

another cry. Heddwyn pushed himself up and went to it. The younglings face was all scrunched 
up but not quite ready to cry. 

“He won’t break if you’re gentle,” Jacey said softly. “He’s just little because I’m little. And 
you’re little.” 

Cautiously, Heddwyn reached down and scooped up the little one. Almost automatically, he 
remembered how to hold one so small, though in truth, this child was smaller than Miha ever 
was. Heddwyn stared at him a moment, and, for a moment, the child seemed content to stay 
there. Then he opened his mouth and let out another cry. Heddwyn turned and handed him to 
Jacey.

“What--does he want?” 
Jacey had already unbuttoned her shirt and placed the child to nurse as soon as he gave her 

him. “He’s always hungry when he wakes. And poor Maja just finished with his brother and 
desperately wanted to sleep.”

“I thought--Eva hired someone for this.”
Jacey nodded, leaning back against the pillows and patting the bed next to herself. “But only 

until I regain my strength. I have to feed them occasionally or I won’t ever be able to.” She 
glanced down at the little one she held and shifted him slightly.

Heddwyn stared at her, taken once again by surprise at her beauty. True, no one else would 
ever see her as he saw her now. Her hair fell randomly around her face, down as it always was 
when she slept. Her face, though pale, still seemed to have a sparkle of life in it. Her blue eyes 



laughed softly at everything as well, just like they always did. 
“What is it, Heddwyn?” she whispered.
“Hmmm?”
“You haven’t stopped looking at me and smiling your own special way.” 
He brushed back the hair that fell over her shoulder. “I’m just so thankful you’re alive.”
She smiled and leaned against his hand. “And I am for you.” 
“Ah, but it wasn’t nearly as dangerous for me as they claimed it was.”
“Good.” 
For a moment, he paused. Then he leaned over and kissed her head.  “I love you.” The words 

came out of nowhere and lingered in the air a moment. 
Jacey smiled. “I know.”
For a moment, Heddwyn  searched her face, unsure how she could have known when he said 

nothing. Then, he just smiled for the first time in ten years. “Good.”


