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      1: To Survive


      It all seemed to happen in slow motion.


      The figure of Sven, tilted forward, collapsing to the ground head first, burned into my mind. Ordinarily a person would hold their hands out in front of them to protect their body, but I saw no such reflexive movement. Just before his face fell completely out of view, the light drained completely from his eyes.


      Sven fell, a number of rods impaled in his back. With those sprouting from his person, one could easily put together what had just occurred. And yet, none of us, not a single one, could so quickly accept that reality. Instead, we stood frozen, as if bound in place, staring at the scene dumbfounded.


      Time, however, that cruelest of beasts, gave us no moment of respite; Sven’s back quickly turned red, and fresh blood began to pool around his body. Doctor Emma fell to her knees, staring at her lifeless son.


      “Sven,” she uttered, forcing the words out through a strangled throat.


      But the word did not reach him. And it was not just Sven’s mother who had lost herself in the shock of the moment. There was one other. She stood by his side, a girl who, until just a few moments ago, had been the very portrait of happiness. It was Nico, my personal assistant and Sven’s fiancée. She put a hand to her beloved’s red-stained back and shook him.


      “Master Sven?” she uttered. “Master...Sven. Sve... Answer me... Why won’t you move? Why...”


      As the manor erupted in panic, Nico’s words were largely lost to me. I stood watching from the upper floors. Nico shook Sven, over and over, and she continued to speak to his body, which had long since stopped moving. Finally, she became aware of the blood covering her hands. Her fingers and her shoulders shook. It was reality, and it spoke to her through a bloody, rust-like stench.


      It was all the girl could take. She screamed, her hands tearing her own hair, tears streaming down her face. Her cries were so foreign, so different to the bright and cheerful Nico I knew. It was that very sorrow that shook us, and I shunted back to my senses. A bell rang incessantly from the manor steeple.


      “Emma! Nico! Get away from there!” the margrave shouted as he headed for the stairs.


      We did not have the time to ensure that his message was received, but as I made to follow, Whateley grabbed hold of my arm.


      “Let me go!” I shouted.


      “You mustn’t leave!”


      “But...but Sven...!”


      “You can’t!”


      The shouting was unlike Whateley, and his own panicked voice shook him back to the present. His fingers trembled as they gripped my arm.


      “That was Nico... Did something happen to Sven?”


      I felt the blood drain from my face at the sound of Wendel’s voice. He stood staring at us, hesitant and uncertain. He’d been with us for a time, but with what was going on downstairs, he still did not know what had occurred. All he knew was that his father had shouted for the others to run, that the bell was ringing, and that Whateley and I were completely out of sorts. It was disorder the likes of which were anything but normal, and so he turned to look out—


      “No!”


      I shook myself free from Whateley and wrapped Wendel in my arms, my fear taking the shape of a sudden sense of duty. I held him tight; I could not allow him to see what lay beyond the window.


      “Let me go,” Wendel said. “What happened to Nico? What happened to my brother...?”


      “No! You mustn’t go! You mustn’t look!”


      “But why? My brother, Sven...!”


      The sobs between his words revealed that, on some level, he knew what had happened, but his cries told me that he could not bring himself to accept it.


      “My lord,” said Whateley, “we must go downstairs and rescue the others immediately!”


      “It’s too late.”


      Whateley’s voice was flustered, but the voice of the old man who replied to him was so calm it was terrifying. Wendel, too, having never heard his father speak in such a tone, froze on the spot.


      The margrave’s hands gripped the staircase railing. He did not turn around. Instead, he simply gazed down the staircase. To see and hear him like that made every heartbeat sting in my chest. Surely there were others in the manor to defend us. I did not want to think that in the single moment that I took my eyes away from the window, our home had been overrun.


      But I could no longer hear Nico’s screams outside.


      I went to the window, and as I touched the cold of the balcony railing, I looked down at a most horrifying sight.


      “Ni...co...” I uttered. “Doctor...Emma...”


      I could not comprehend the sight of both of them sprawled across the ground. They had been alive mere moments ago, and yet now they were covered in blood, their eyes staring blankly into a deep nothingness.


      “Up there!” shouted someone, pointing at us.


      It was clear, even from this distance, that the guards at the gate were dead. None of them moved. With each passing second, our situation grew more dire.


      What do we do?


      I did not know. I couldn’t grasp any of it. I knew only that we had to flee. But we had already been spotted, and whoever had come was trying to kill us. But no, we couldn’t just leave Sven and the others out there like that. Wasn’t it possible that Nico and Doctor Emma were still alive? If we saved them, perhaps they’d come to...


      “Get down!”


      Somebody grabbed my shirt from behind. As I tilted backward, something sped by me and bounced off the wall with a shrill clang. It was a sharp metal rod, identical to what I’d seen impaled in Sven’s back. In that instant, I realized who our intruders were now targeting, and I broke out in a sweat.


      “Whateley, don’t let those two out of your sight,” said the margrave. “Wendel, take Karen’s hand, and don’t let go under any circumstances.”


      He was the one who saved my life. The one who woke me from my confusion. And he was the lord of these lands. His voice was cold, his features hardened and tense. He drew his sword with a practiced ease and threw open the door.


      “M-Margrave, what should we—” I started.


      “Follow me. You’ll need to keep your wits about you from here on out.”


      We entered the corridor and heard the faint sound of screams below. Once the margrave was sure there was nobody on the third floor, he strode ahead with us behind him and Whateley watching over us. As we attempted to make our way downstairs, we were met by a man with disheveled hair and patchwork leather armor, wielding a hatchet.


      The man let out a roar when he saw us and made to dash upstairs. The margrave responded in an instant, reaching without hesitation for a lavish hand axe hanging from the wall. The axe sliced through the air as it left his hand and embedded itself in the man’s skull; he let out a scream and was dead before he crumpled to the floor. I put a hand to my mouth as blood and brains spilled from his forehead, staining the carpets red. Had the two older gentlemen not quickly hidden the sight with their backs, I might have passed out on the spot. The steward carried Wendel and pulled me along down the stairs.


      “You mustn’t look, you two,” said Whateley, and then, to me: “My lady, you must be strong.”


      “I’m... I’m fine,” I muttered. “But never mind me, Wendel...”


      That I was still capable of speech surprised even me. I was, in truth, anything but fine. Still, I knew who took precedence over myself. Wendel was still far, far too young to bear witness to such sights.


      “Master Wendel, listen well. You must endeavor to keep your eyes closed until we reach the bottom of the stairs.”


      Wendel was beyond the ability to form words. How I wished that I might speak to him the way Whateley did, but no words of comfort or encouragement came to mind; it was all I could do just to keep up as I was pulled along.


      The second floor was quiet and undisturbed, but not so when we reached the first, where we were immediately assaulted by the sound of hurried footsteps. We prepared ourselves for the worst but were met by friends: Mrs. Henrik and a number of the manor guards.


      “Is everybody okay?”


      Mrs. Henrik was in tears as she spoke, taking me and Wendel into her arms. She had to have been terrified, and yet her concern was for the two of us. I felt her hand through my hair, and some of the tension in my body calmed slightly. It was a single moment of peace, but our situation was not getting any better. Margrave Conrad was quick to grasp the situation.


      “Tell me how things look,” he barked.


      “Apologies, my lord,” replied a guard. “We came here as soon as we could, but the bandits came from out of nowhere and attacked the manor...!”


      “Save that for later. Tell me how many men we’ve lost. Be concise.”


      “My lord! We’ve not seen any of the other guards. Of the twelve guards stationed in the manor, three are dead. The remaining servants are taking shelter in the kitchen; the doors are thick, and it’ll take a lot of force to bring them down.”


      “I see... Do you know how many enemies we’re looking at?”


      “Six were disguised as our own guards. But there were others, so we don’t have an accurate number to work with. We took down those we found, but...we couldn’t stop them attacking your wife...”


      “I took one down earlier. Which one of them killed Emma?”


      “Ebbo gave his life to mete out vengeance.”


      “I see...”


      As the men spoke, the remaining guards kept their eyes peeled, watching the environment and ready to kill at a moment’s notice. The margrave needed no time to make up his mind and decide on a course of action.


      “Whateley, Mrs. Henrik, can you take Wendel to safety?” he asked, calling upon his two most trusted friends and putting a hand to his son’s head. “I’ll assign you four of our guards. You know where the secret passage is, yes? In the basement storeroom? You’re to take the children and escape.”


      “Wait just a moment!” protested Whateley.


      “What are you saying, my lord?!” exclaimed Mrs. Henrik.


      Whateley, in particular, refused to accept what he’d been told.


      “Why would you say such a thing?!” he cried. “Bandits may have made their way here, but you are the ruler of these lands. It’s not too late. If we can gather our forces, we can still drive them away!”


      “That may be so,” replied the margrave, “but I am doubtful of our chances.”


      “My lord, this is not the time for such weakness...!”


      Still, the margrave refused to budge. There was a calm in his eyes as he put a hand to his son’s cheek, his gaze somewhere distant. It wasn’t like Whateley to lose control of himself like this, to cry with such indignation.


      “This isn’t like you, my lord!” he shouted. “Have you forgotten you have Wendel to think of?!”


      “But even if there is a way for us to drive our enemy away, I can go nowhere with the children still here,” explained the margrave. “You understand that having them flee is for my sake as much as theirs, yes?”


      “I do. But why must we take them and leave you...?”


      “Let me ask you this,” replied the margrave. “Why did our men in the guard towers not raise the alarm?”


      It was then, with Whateley at a loss for words, that it dawned on me. The Conrad domain was built atop a hill that allowed a view across the entirety of the lands, including the vast forest. At the sight of anything out of the ordinary, the guards would have raised the alarm.


      “The guards should have rung the alarm at the first sight of any bandits, whether inside the walls of this domain or outside of them. So why didn’t they? You heard the manor bell ring when Sven fell, just as I did. Six men have died, and yet nobody has come to check on things here. Given all of that, can you make a strong case for waiting here peacefully for reinforcements?”


      “All the same, the very idea of leaving you here...”


      “It is the job of a parent to ensure their children live,” said the margrave, “and I am not such a fool as to think it works the other way around. But the people here... They too are my children, and I cannot leave without knowing they are safe.”


      His face was resolute. I had learned much from the margrave—both as his student and in my role as the margravine—but never had I seen him like this.


      “Karen,” he said suddenly.


      “Y-Yes,” I stammered.


      “Remember the features of these men well. At a glance, the Latorians look just like us, but red hair and a slight shade of yellow in the skin is typical of their people.”


      “Wh-What...?”


      “That is my final lesson to you.”


      He was giving me a lesson...now? And by telling me it was our last, he rendered me speechless. Someone listening muttered that the Latorians were invading, but they were quickly corrected.


      “No, these weapons, their formations...they’re too atypical to be Latorian military. Above all, these bandits are shoddy in their work; they’re too disorganized to be part of the army.”


      “In which case...”


      “They may be bandits, but the scale and audacity of their strike is far too large. No ordinary gang of bandits could do something like this.”


      But what did that mean? The question lingered, but I was not given an answer. Instead, the margrave’s gaze softened slightly. His eyes were those of the old man who had taught me so much since I arrived.


      “Do not force yourself to hate for hate’s sake,” he said. “See the world with your own eyes, and walk your own path.”


      There was no time to ask what he meant. All the time we had left had to be used effectively, and the margrave opted to use it for his son. As he faced Wendel, he had a guard hold his sword. Then he took Wendel’s face in his hands and pressed their foreheads together.
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      “Father,” Wendel uttered.


      “Wendel, listen carefully.” The margrave wrapped his son in a tight embrace. “I know it always worried you that we are not related by blood, but you have always been my family, and I have always thought of you as my beloved third son. There’s no need to get caught up in matters of lineage. I want you to live your own life, and to that end, I leave you everything I have.”


      “Fath...”


      “Thank you, Wendel. It’s because you’re alive that I have the strength to remain standing.”


      The margrave once again took his sword in hand. As he left for the manor entrance, Wendel reached a hand for his back, but a guard held him back.


      “No! Let me go!” he cried.


      “Forgive me, master Wendel!” said the guard.


      “Father! Father!” Wendel shouted. “Father, wait!”


      Those who remained with us lowered their heads, their eyes bloodshot. Their actions were like a final salute. Though they prayed for his safety, all of them could feel it in their bones—this was the Margrave of Conrad’s last stand. Their lord was heading off to the land of wind and ghosts. Their shoulders trembled at the thought that this was the only send-off they could give him.


      And while Wendel’s shout of “Don’t go!” must have reached his father’s ears, the margrave did not once turn back. When he was gone, his son’s wailing echoed through the manor, but the sentimental moment was short-lived for the adults in the room. Whateley led the way to the storeroom, a dark place in which a chill floated through the air. Our four guards split into two groups, one in front of us and one behind, to protect Wendel, Mrs. Henrik, and myself.


      “Hil,” said Whateley, speaking to a guard he was well acquainted with. “They’ll be relying on you from here on out. Take good care of the two of them.”


      “You have my word,” replied Hil. “But Sir Whateley, should the worst come to pass...”


      “Yes, I know... Now come, you two,” he said to us. “Liz, can you keep moving?”


      “We’ll need something to light the way,” Mrs. Henrik replied. “I’ll prepare the lamps, so you just get the door open already.”


      She lit up some oil lamps, and as their light spread, I looked vaguely around the basement. It wasn’t particularly spacious and was filled with neatly arranged wine bottles. Whateley moved to the far end of the room and put his hand to a candleholder set in the wall. It looked just like any other but was in fact designed to function like a handle. He used it to move a section of the wall, revealing a hole on the other side.


      “This is a hidden passage known through generations of the Conrad family,” explained Whateley. “It goes under the domain proper, so you may have to walk for quite some time, but it will lead you to the back side of our lands.”


      Whateley ushered everyone inside, but there was something about his motions that struck me as odd.


      “Wait,” I said, when the realization hit me. “You must come with us, Whateley.”


      “I cannot go with you,” he replied. “Once you are all on your way, I must replace the wine cask and ensure you are all properly hidden.”


      “Whateley!” cried Mrs. Henrik.


      But as with the margrave, the look on Whateley’s face was one of firm resolve. He had Wendel take my hand. Wendel had been calm up to this point, but his face scrunched up at the knowledge of his parting from the family steward.


      “Master Wendel, you mustn’t let go of Karen’s hand,” Whateley said. “You’re going to escape. You’re going to survive.”


      “I don’t care! Why you too, Whateley? Didn’t father tell you to run?!”


      “I cannot leave the people taking refuge in the kitchen. I know it will make you lonely, but the margrave has made up his mind. He has chosen to fight. And so it is my duty as steward to look after our people.”


      “You’re disobeying orders! I’m staying too!”


      “Did you forget what the margrave said earlier?” asked Whateley. “Do not wear such a long face; I do not wish to die here, and I do not intend to either. Once I am sure you are all safe, I will find a place to hide until all of this blows over.”


      “Whateley...” I uttered.


      “Karen, please take care of Master Wendel. Liz, you know what must be done.”


      “Yes, that I do,” replied Mrs. Henrik.


      He called me by my name, and not as “my lady.” And with that, the ever-loyal steward bowed deeply and, without another word, closed the passage behind us.


      “We must be off,” said Mrs. Henrik.


      She tried to sound resolute as she put a hand to her mouth, but she could not hide the shaking in her shoulders.


      “My lady,” she continued. “You and Wendel go on ahead.”


      She did not want to be seen crying. And even though our situation was the definition of precarious, strangely enough I found myself doing exactly as she asked. With two guards leading the way with their lamps in front, we continued in the same order as earlier.


      The passageway was by no means particularly spacious and was really just a hole dug into the earth supported by wooden frames. Two well-built men would have struggled to walk side by side, and there wasn’t any real room to swing a sword around either. It remained cramped no matter how far we walked, and I began to wonder if there even was an exit to the tunnel we were traversing. The one saving grace was that air flowed through the passage, though oddly enough I couldn’t see anything resembling holes through which air might pass.


      “It’s probably a spell,” muttered Wendel, staring at his feet.


      “A spell?” I asked. “Wendel, you knew about this tunnel?”


      “No, but I’d heard that the manor had secret passageways, and that long ago a powerful mage had been asked to make them. I just...never believed it.”


      The boy dropped once more into silence, his hand squeezing my own just a little more tightly.


      “I’m sorry.”


      I knew I had to say something, but all that left my lips was an apology. I couldn’t think of anything more appropriate. This was how it had been since Sven was killed. Perhaps it was a kind of self-defense mechanism; my senses were dulled, as though I were viewing the world through a filter. At the center of my being, I was pushed on by the fact that collapsing here would only cause the others trouble, and that I had to make sure that Wendel escaped.


      We walked on in silence.


      “W-We’ll make sure the two of you are safe,” said one of the guards cheerfully. “You can rest assured of that, right Instructor Hil?”


      “Sir Whateley said we’ll come out on the other side of the mountain. There’s a forest not far from there, so if we can hide ourselves well, we have our path through which to escape... Humphrey, would you calm down, please?”


      Their encouragement rang somewhat hollow, and yet it buoyed me all the same. The guards, too, had left their comrades behind and were no doubt worried about them. Their open displays of bravery made me feel all the more worthless. I should have been more bold, and I should have been leading by example. Instead, the mere thought of Sven’s body and then Nico’s screams left me without words.


      In trying to stand strong I only found myself constantly falling into self-disgust, and the cycle continued for I don’t know how long. We may have walked thirty minutes, we may have walked an hour, we may have walked even longer; I wouldn’t have been surprised by any of it. In any case, we trudged onward. The passage was just a long, single tunnel with gentle curves and inclines. Just as all of us were beginning to lose our breath, we suddenly entered a wider space. It was spacious enough for five, perhaps six people to stand side by side, and at the end of it was a wooden door. Wendel and I tried to dash for it, but one of the guards stopped us, silently raising a finger to his lips to keep us silent.


      The guard gestured to one of the others to go on ahead, and that guard quietly put his ear to the door. Then ever so slowly he opened it. A breeze drifted in through the open space, wafting through our hair.


      “Nobody in the immediate area,” said the guard. “It’s almost too quiet, but leaving won’t be an issue. However...”


      Their worry was those of us who didn’t share the guard’s endurance levels. We had marched through the darkness of the tunnel without a single rest; our throats were parched, and though we wore our leather shoes daily, our feet hurt. It had also been a struggle for Wendel and Mrs. Henrik to keep pace. The four guards had a quick discussion and came to a consensus.


      “Even if we leave here and head to the forest, the area between here and the forest is all open plains. No matter how much cloud cover there is, anyone used to traveling by night will spot us with ease.”


      “We’ll need to make a run for it, so...we’ll need to rest first. Whoever’s got the best hearing will take the rearguard.”


      “But we may find people on our tail.”


      “We don’t know how many enemies we’re looking at. Being found in the open is our biggest concern. Does that work for you, Mrs. Henrik?”


      “Yes, I know we don’t have the luxury of time on our side, but please give us just a little time. It’s possible that those aboveground have already solved our problem for us.”


      Perhaps it was simply what the maid wished for, or perhaps she was speaking what everyone hoped in their hearts. Regardless, I was grateful for the chance to rest my weary legs. I leaned my back against the wall, then sat down, my arm draped across Wendel’s shoulder. Mrs. Henrik took my head gently in her hands and whispered to me in a soothing voice.


      “It’s okay. I promise you, I promise you that even if it’s just the two of you, you will get out of this safely.”


      In hindsight, I should have thought more about why she left us and walked back the way we had come. However, at the time I was barely even able to keep my own thoughts properly straight, and I did not have the capacity to more deeply consider Mrs. Henrik’s actions.


      I wanted to allow myself a short rest but fell completely asleep. When I opened my eyes, Mrs. Henrik was looking at me with a worried expression.


      “Oh...” I uttered. “Did you wake me?”


      “I know you must be exhausted, but you were moaning in your sleep... I apologize.”


      “No...thank you. It’s strange, but I never meant to fall asleep in the first place.”


      “It’s because of all the unending tension, I imagine. How are you feeling now?”


      “Hmm...like I got a little rest. I’ll be fine.”


      Though to be honest, my heart was pounding so hard and fast that it hurt. I couldn’t remember what dream I had awoken from, but I had no desire to remember it. I was sickened by the sweat dripping from my forehead, and it took all I had just to calm my own breathing.


      “I’m fine,” I said. “I’ll be fine.”


      I tried to shrug off Mrs. Henrik’s concern with a smile and dropped a kiss on a worried Wendel’s head. Putting on a strong front was still too much for me, but I tried to at least give it my best effort with Wendel still here. And yet, in doing something as disgraceful as moaning in my sleep...I had failed. I had never meant to fall asleep in the first place, but before I even knew it my consciousness had checked out. I took a look around and saw that the guards were in the midst of a whispered discussion. One had their ear to the door, his expressions scrunched up as he strained to listen.


      “How long was I asleep?” I asked.


      “Not long. We’ve lost our chance to make a break for it, however.”


      “Because I fell asleep?”


      “No, though while you were asleep, the guards did consider hastening our departure.”


      Then why hadn’t they woken me? The question lingered with me, and Mrs. Henrik’s expression was tense. It was hard for her to say straightaway, but eventually she found it within herself to explain our current circumstances.


      “One of the guards went outside to check the path ahead, but he had to turn back; he discovered a group of people holding torches...”


      I felt such pressure, such tension, that I couldn’t breathe. I could see all of our guards here with us, which meant that whoever left hadn’t been spotted by the enemy, but all the same Mrs. Henrik’s news was not good for my heart.


      “And the people holding those torches weren’t residents of Conrad...?” I ventured.


      “Alas, none of Conrad’s people would be wandering around with unsheathed blades without good reason.”


      “Y-Yes, quite right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked such an odd question.”


      “Hold yourself together. Thanks to the rain and the fog that came after, our guard wasn’t spotted. One might say that the heavens are on our side, and thankfully this location still hasn’t been discovered yet.”


      “Good news. I suppose that even if I had been awake the whole thing would have just rattled me. Thank you for letting me rest.”


      Sleep might have ushered me right into a nightmare, but I was grateful still for the small amount of rest it came with; it allowed me to better accept the fact that the best decisions had been made. It also lightened the hate I felt toward myself for being so completely and utterly useless.


      “Fortunately, the entrance to the tunnel is well camouflaged, and it is not easy to find unless one is quite close,” said Mrs. Henrik. “If the mist outside grows thicker, the guards say that it might provide us with cover.”


      “And nobody is chasing after us from where we came from, which means we’re safe for now.”


      As much as we wanted to simply hole up here at the end of the tunnel, that was not so easy with gangs roaming the fields beyond. If they came in through the entrance where we were now gathered, it would force us back to where we’d come from. Knowing that we couldn’t simply stay in place, the guards had already discussed a course of action: once we made it to the forest we would lie low, then flee to the nearest village under cover of darkness. This brought its own problems, however.


      “The nearest village is quite a distance on foot,” I said. “It’s not paved either, and it won’t be easy to run along.”


      “Then there’s the temperature,” added Mrs. Henrik. “Even though today was a warm day, it will be a cold night.”


      That was when I realized: We had essentially entered winter already, and yet I felt none of the cold. According to Mrs. Henrik, for some strange reason the tunnel maintained a constant temperature.


      “Which is to say, we’ll be hit by the cold when we leave,” I said.


      “I didn’t even bring a cloak,” said Mrs. Henrik. “I apologize.”


      “I didn’t think to do so either. Then we have the fact that it rained to consider...”


      We had no idea what might happen out there given the circumstances, so it was only natural that we were rattled by the thought of it. At that point one of the guards, Hil, approached us on behalf of the others. His expression was grim.


      “We can make it out of the forest,” he said, “but that’s where the problems start. The winds are strong, and there will be no cover; we’re going to get hit by them whether we like it or not. We can give you our cloaks, but that’s no guarantee that you’ll be able to withstand the cold.”


      “But if we don’t leave, we put ourselves in danger, yes?”


      “The fog is our ally at present, but that doesn’t make us safe by any means.”


      “Let me ask one thing to be sure: Are you capable of fighting and defeating the enemies out there?”


      “Capable of it, yes. From what I saw of the attackers at the manor, if it is a matter of simply fighting one another, we should be more than enough to handle them.”


      The guard declared so with great confidence. Nonetheless, there were still clear and present dangers.


      “But fighting multiple enemies whilst ensuring our protection will prove difficult, yes?” I said.


      “You see the challenge we face, then. If we were to rush the enemy we might defeat them, yes, but they bear long-range weapons. Our duty is to see you all to safety...”


      “Which is to say we can’t afford a confrontation. I understand. Please, give us instruction, tell us what we should do.”


      I was mostly fine; my worries lay with Wendel. He was still so young, and I did not know how long the strength in his young body would last. At the same time, abandoning him was not even an option, which meant the matter was one of resolve. The knight looked at me with some shock, perhaps surprised that I had asked him to take charge.


      “I may be the margrave’s wife, and I may be a member of the nobility, but in matters of battle, I am not even an amateur. You know this to be true, yes?” I said.


      Regardless of how high my rank was, the guards would be the ones who bore the responsibility of fighting for and protecting us. I was powerless, and though my own helplessness vexed me, I had to accept that no matter how much I wailed, my opinions on the matter would only get in the guards’ way. Stubborn pride would do us no good here, not when I had to ensure Wendel escaped alive at any and all cost. And even though this was just another attempt at me trying to put on a strong front as I stood on shaky legs, it was the lie I had to tell myself.


      “You’ve made a wise decision, and for that we’re grateful,” said the guard. “Firstly, please take our cloaks and put them on. Make sure to keep your faces hidden, and keep Wendel close at all times.”


      “Okay.”


      “We’ll be by your side, but should we have to split for some reason, you are to run. Do not worry about us. Even if we fall, do not stop.”


      I could see it in the guard’s eyes; he was prepared to die here on Conrad land.


      “It is your duty to take Wendel to safety, to survive,” continued the guard. “To that end, we stake our lives.”


      No crying, no shouting. No matter how bad it got, we were to run. It was impressed upon me once again that there was no meaning to anything if we did not escape to safety. Wendel had remained completely silent since some time ago, and by the unnerved, flustered look of him, he simply did not have the energy for any of it. I knew then that I had to be steadfast.


      It was then that the guards opened the door slightly, and a huge sound echoed from the tunnel behind us.


      “They’re still a long way off,” said Hil. “Do not panic; it will be some time before they reach us.”


      If he hadn’t offered me this reassurance, I may well have made a break for it right then and there.


      Vision beyond the door was not nearly as bad as I had expected. I’d imagined a thick fog rendering everything a meter ahead invisible, but it was clearer than that. It might have made for quite the wondrous sight during the day, but the time and circumstances instead only served to make it all the more ominous. The rocks at our feet made it difficult to find firm footing, and though I wished for some light, not a single member of our party put flame to lamp; it was far better to brave the gloom than to tremble in fear at the prospect of being spotted. I decided then that I never, ever wanted to relive the experience of navigating a rough, sloping downward path with nothing other than what dim light the sky provided.


      “I always tried to be mindful of the area in front of Conrad’s main gates, but there’s just nothing behind it but forest,” I uttered.


      Conrad was built on a hill, which made for excellent visibility. The unfortunate flip side of this advantage was that it made escaping the place that much more difficult. I steadied Wendel as he tripped and almost fell. Keeping him aware of the situation kept it from being anything serious.


      “You must stay strong, Wendel,” I said.


      Though I still had some energy in me, Mrs. Henrik was tiring. Truth be told, it was starting to become a struggle for me too, but I refused to call for a rest. And so we strode onward, the cold of the rain stabbing us with each drop as we watched carefully so as not to slip or trip over rocks.
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